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    Chapter 1: Strange Love Comedy


The world’s largest game developer, Neo Planet, is a massive company that has consistently produced hits across various genres such as MMORPGs, dating simulations, and virtual reality (VR) games.

Inspired by the global popularity of Korean culture, including K-dramas and K-pop, Neo Planet decided to develop a Korean-style romantic comedy game.

As soon as the company’s game launch date was announced, many Korean otakus celebrated with fireworks and excitement.

After finishing my workout, the first thing I did upon returning home was press the power button on my computer.

December 31.

The launch day of “Love is War!”—a game made by Neo Planet.

Romantic comedy games were typically set in Japan, but this time, the setting was Korea.

As an otaku, I couldn’t help but feel excited.

After quickly finishing my shower, I completed the purchase and eagerly waited for the game to open.

***

At exactly 9 PM, I logged into the server as the game launched. 

A dazzling opening video and the game’s logo appeared on the screen.

[Love is War!]

The cute pink font was accompanied by grand background music and scenes that seemed to perfectly capture the essence of “K-drama aesthetics.” 

The clips sped past, showcasing the game’s vibe.

“This is seriously amazing,” I murmured.

The graphics and direction were spectacular.

The familiar and vibrant backgrounds.

The charming, multidimensional characters.

The opening sequence showcased the meticulous quality of the world’s largest game developer.

Clap. Clap. Clap.

Leaning back in my gaming chair, I clapped like a seal before diving into the game.

***

[All characters appearing in this game are adults and based on fiction…]

I shook my head at the familiar warning message.

“Looks like Neo Planet couldn’t escape K-regulations either,” I muttered, quickly skipping the warning.

The next screen displayed a choice menu.


	An all-girls K-Academy, where I am the only male.

	A co-ed K-Academy.



‘Oh, Neo Planet, I worship you. My light, my salt, my savior.’

This was clearly a no-brainer. 

The first option was the dream—every man’s fantasy.

A paradise where, just by attending school, girls would swarm around me with morning greetings and lunchboxes.

A fantastical world overflowing with lucky mishaps and “oops” moments straight out of a harem genre.

‘Definitely option 1.’

Without hesitation, my finger moved as if bewitched and selected option 1.

Click.

The screen changed, revealing a four-story modern building with white bricks and glass windows.

Two cherry blossom trees stood opposite each other at the front gate, scattering petals in a picturesque scene.

At first glance, it appeared to be an ordinary, beautiful school.

“Wait…?”

But something felt off.

The well-maintained lawn and track were impeccable.

Yet, on that pristine field, rows of students sat lined up, all staring at me as if they had been waiting.

“Wow, it’s a guy?”

“He actually came?”

“Isn’t this against the rules? I thought boys couldn’t enroll!”

My heart sank as a terrible realization hit me.

‘What is this…?’

At that moment, a system message appeared in the center of the screen.

[Warning: Enrollment Condition Error Detected.]

[Disciplinary procedures are being initiated due to a violation of school regulations.]

The screen darkened, and a single phrase appeared.

[Bad Ending: Protest and Expulsion]

***

I rubbed my face, convinced it was a dream, but the unchanging system message confirmed that this was indeed an ending.

“Damn, this is so absurdly realistic, it’s almost laughable.”

I chose the co-ed K-Academy option and continued the game.

For days, I was glued to my computer, desperately trying to clear the game.

It felt as though the developers had turned a romantic comedy into a living nightmare.

The entire day was spent watching the heroines’ every move, one wrong dialogue choice could plummet their affection, and one misstep could obliterate their trust.

There were traps everywhere, leading directly to bad endings.

‘This isn’t a sweet romantic comedy; it’s practically a dark fantasy!’

I made up my mind.

I was going to delete this wretched game.

But before that, there was something I absolutely had to do.

I needed to leave a heartfelt review for the developers who created this atrocious game.

I had to prevent any more victims like myself.

***

“Why are the reviews like this…?”

★- “Masterpiece. A realistic dating simulation that keeps you on edge. I’ve never sweated playing Dark Souls, but my mouse and controller are drenched.”

★- “Captures the reality of life-altering conversations perfectly. Excellent for studying relationships.”

★★- “Absolutely infuriating. Why did they even make this? But I can’t stop playing.”

★★- “Highly recommended for nerds. Great for overcoming high school PTSD.”

The suspiciously high ratings and reviews left me dumbfounded.

I stared at them for a while before smacking my forehead in disbelief.

“These devils… They didn’t want to suffer alone.”

The review section was filled with what could only be described as bait reviews.

They had written positive ratings and comments to lure others into playing the game.

You’d usually see this kind of thing in broken or ultra-difficult dark fantasy games, but to witness it in a romantic comedy game?

One thing was clear—this game was a landmark creation of its time.

***

I grabbed my keyboard.

‘If I leave a misleading review, I’ll be no better than these baiters.’

The thought of more innocent victims drove me forward.

‘Right. I would write the truth.’

‘The absolute truth.’

[This game is not a romantic comedy. It’s emotional labor worse than reality. The AI heroines will emotionally drain you. One wrong choice can ruin a relationship, and one mistake sends you straight to a bad ending. If you can’t handle stress and confusion, do not start this game.]

I hovered my mouse over the game’s icon.

[Love is War!]

“I didn’t think they’d turn it into an actual war. Goodbye.”

I pressed the delete button with all my might and collapsed onto my bed, staring blankly at the ceiling.

A game I thought I could finish in a day ended up consuming over a week of sleepless nights.

And still, I couldn’t see the ending.

Even among the countless reviews, not a single person claimed to have reached the conclusion.

“I should’ve just gone to the gym instead.”

I felt uneasy but forced myself to move on.

“No, deleting it was the right decision. Who cares about the ending?”

Convincing myself, I closed my eyes.

But the heroines’ voices still echoed in my head.

“Damn it…”

I buried my face in my pillow and curled up.

Suddenly, I felt a weight pressing on me.

A familiar female voice spoke next.

“Time to wake up, big brother.”

The overly sweet tone, straight out of a romantic comedy, tickled my ears.

‘Wait, isn’t this from Love is War…?’

I shot up in panic.

“What the—?!”

My vision was blurry.

Someone placed glasses on my face, bringing the scene into focus.

Sitting on top of me was a brown-haired girl with a ribbon, her mischievous smile lighting up her delicate features.

Her sharp facial features, the slight curl of her lips—

It was Kim Harin.

One of the heroines from Love is War! and the younger sister of the protagonist, Kim Dohyun.

Except, she wasn’t blood-related—she was his stepsister.

I had dismissed it as a cliché-filled romantic comedy at first glance.

“You’re still sleeping? What are you doing, big brother?”

Harin, still perched on top of me, crossed her arms and pouted.

‘Wait, isn’t this the beginning of the game?’

I quickly looked around.

A desk, a wardrobe, and through the window, cherry blossoms fluttering around a schoolyard.

Everything was identical to the opening scene of the game.

‘No way… Did I actually end up inside the game?’

Harin tilted her head, her gaze sharpening.

“Your reaction’s different today, big brother.”

Her suspicious eyes locked onto me as she reached for my collar.

My heart sank.

“Do you… have something you’re hiding?”

The words sounded playful, but there was an unnerving undertone to her voice.

Harin’s character setting—

A yandere.

The moment her affection level hit zero, she would mercilessly kill the protagonist.

Having seen her hidden route before, I knew just how dangerous this situation was.

My heart pounded wildly.

‘If this crazy yandere finds out I’ve been possessed…?’


Harin’s lips curled as she stared at my silence.

“This is so strange. So strange. This isn’t how you usually act, big brother. So strange.”

Damn it.

Her eerie muttering sent chills down my spine.



 
  
    Chapter 2: Lucky pervert


“That’s strange. Strange. Strange. Strange.”

Kim Harin kept repeating the same words.

I could feel just how terrifying the situation was right now. 

I could even count the number of sweat droplets forming on my forehead in real time.

‘What’s wrong with her eyes…?’

Harin’s eyes were unfocused, as though she wasn’t looking at anything in particular.

If this were a game, a set of choices should have already appeared by now.

Calming myself as much as possible, I racked my brain.

In the game, it went something like this…

***

Harin, a grown little sister shouldn’t barge into her older brother’s room without permission.

Harin, move aside. 

It’s heavy.

Back then, I had chosen the playful second option, and her affection score plummeted. 

After repeating several acts of insensitivity, her affection reached zero, leading straight to the bad ending.

The dismemberment ending was not something I wanted to experience again.

Choosing the first option barely maintained her affection score.

But this isn’t a game. 

This is reality.

‘The game memories are just a compass, nothing more.’

Harin was still gripping my collar, staring at me with a suspicious gaze.

I took a deep breath.

“Harin.”

I tried to put on the most amicable smile possible and held her hand. 

Surprised by my sudden action, she blinked several times.

“I must have slept poorly yesterday. I’m still half-asleep.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

With a steady voice, I gently stroked the back of her soft hand with my finger.

Flinch—

A flicker of hesitation crossed Harin’s expression.

“That ribbon in your hair looks great, by the way.”

I forced a smile.

‘Is it working…?’

Please.

Perhaps my prayer had been answered.

Harin’s tense expression softened into a smile, and she climbed down from where she had been sitting.

“Anyway, if you don’t hurry up, you’ll be late for the entrance ceremony! Woo-hoo~”

Humming a tune with a cheerful grin, she left the room.

I collapsed onto the bed.

‘I thought I was going to die just now….’

As the tension drained from my body, I realized I was drenched in sweat.

“Sigh, this bro-con thing is really… over the top.”

Harin had grumbled earlier that she had to head to school early because she was the day’s class monitor.

That was a relief for me.

***

On the dining table in the living room, a neat breakfast was prepared.

A sticky note caught my eye on the corner of the table.

[Brother, don’t you dare leave anything behind, or else~! (A cute bunny sticker holding a knife)]

A bowl of rice piled high, fried eggs, sausages, and side dishes—even soup was included.

“This feels like food violence.”

Every dish was carefully prepared with noticeable effort.

In the game, skipping meals always led to a decrease in affection points.

Reluctantly, I finished the entire meal, slung my bag over my shoulder, and stepped out the front door.

The door code was the same as it was in the game.

‘What’s the way out of this?’

Ultimately, the only answer seemed to be clearing the game and reaching the ending.

The problem was the game’s brutal difficulty.

Having experienced countless bad endings, I knew better than anyone else.

Even minor negligence during a heroine’s main events could trigger a death flag in the system.

The real issue was the numerous traps scattered along the way.

‘Is this really a dark fantasy game?’

I tried to recall everything I could.

When I focused on one heroine, Kim Harin’s affection score dropped rapidly.

When it hit zero…

Crunch—

So, I had concentrated solely on Harin, maxing out her affection score at 100.

And what happened then?

‘When I opened my eyes, I was tied up hand and foot.’

Damn it.

The game’s ending was probably tied to graduating from the academy, but honestly, with how absurd this game was, I couldn’t say for sure.

For now, my goal was to keep a safe distance from the heroines and focus on graduation.

If I still couldn’t return to my original world afterward…

I’d just move out and live on my own.

Resolving myself, I started walking toward the school.

***

The alley leading to the academy.

In the game, this was where an event occurred involving a first encounter with one of the heroines.

The moment I turned the corner—

“Kyaaah!”

A familiar scream rang out.

When I looked, a blonde girl with bread in her mouth was running straight at me at full speed.

Seo Yuna.

Golden wavy hair, sparkling piercings, and flashy nail art.

Her tight blouse and skirt accentuated her figure, leaving much to the imagination.

She had a bold, mischievous vibe that was immediately apparent. 

Seo Yuna was one of the game’s heroines.

According to the game’s settings, Seo Yuna had a free-spirited and lively personality but also a surprisingly delicate side.

‘The problem is… this first meeting event starts with a lucky pervert scenario.’

A so-called “accident” where the protagonist ends up in an inappropriate situation with the heroine.

That moment was now imminent.

Most people would think this was a stroke of good fortune.

But this wasn’t your typical romantic comedy.

[Thunk! Event.]

Seo Yuna, running full speed with bread in her mouth, crashes into the protagonist and falls.

During the collision, the protagonist’s face ends up directly hitting Yuna’s backside.

A classic “lucky pervert” cliché.

‘The problem?’ Nearby students capture the scene on their smartphones, and the photo ends up on the front page of the school’s community page.

‘Does the heroine’s affection increase?’

Not a chance.

Instead, rumors spread that the protagonist is a pervert, blocking any further progress on the heroine’s route—a disastrous event known as the “Thunk! Event.”

‘Trying to avoid it?’

This game’s true cruelty lies in the fact that even choosing option two—avoiding the collision—results in Seo Yuna’s affection dropping.

A true hellish dilemma.

If the protagonist dodges Yuna, she trips over a rock and falls awkwardly.

With her messy appearance, she glares at the protagonist, ensuring an inevitable decrease in affection.

‘Is this even a real game?’

Seo Yuna screamed and dashed toward me.

A collision seemed inevitable.

I quickly twisted my body and grabbed her wrist.

“Kyaaah?!”

The sudden movement caused Yuna to wobble, and I pulled her toward me to help her regain her balance.

A faint jasmine scent wafted from her, tickling my nose.

‘She smells nice.’

‘Did I just avoid triggering the flag?’

Yuna widened her eyes and stared at me.

“What? What?!”

She quickly adjusted her posture and removed the bread from her mouth.

“Wow, your reflexes are insane. Are you even human?”

“Why are you holding my wrist, though? Are you flirting with me?”

“I was worried you might fall.”

I pointed to the rock on the ground with a nod of my chin.

Realizing her mistake, Yuna’s face turned a deep shade of red.

“Still, why are you talking informally to me on a first meeting….”

“We’re the same age.”

Yuna glanced at the name tag pinned to my chest.

“Kim Dohyun…? Judging by the color of your tag, you’re right. Same age. Anyway, don’t act like we’re close if we run into each other at school. Keep it cool, got it?”

With that, Yuna popped the bread back into her mouth and hurried off toward the school gate.

I sighed and muttered under my breath.

‘What a narcissistic, ungrateful brat.’

***

When I arrived at the school gate, cherry blossoms fluttered in the wind, creating a magical scene.

Two cherry blossom trees stood tall on either side, as if announcing that this was a special stage.

The dazzling sunlight filtered through the petals, casting a pink carpet-like glow on the ground.

‘It’s even more beautiful in person.’

Catching my breath, I looked up at the modern academy building peeking through the cherry blossoms.

The sleek design, combined with the light reflecting off the glass windows, exuded sophistication.

“Freshmen, the entrance ceremony will begin shortly! Please gather in the auditorium!”

The announcement echoed through the speakers, and students started making their way to the auditorium.

Among them was Seo Yuna.

Her striking appearance made her stand out even more, and her friends were just as stylish as she was.

Two male students walking ahead of me couldn’t take their eyes off her group.

They were clearly excited, hyping each other up.

“Man, I bet she’d fall for me in no time. Agree or disagree?”

“Agree. Just ask her to go to karaoke after school.”

“It’s your turn this time. Last time I tried in the city.”

“Let’s just hit the PC room after. I’ve got a promotion match.”

“Sure.”

I naturally blended into the flow and moved toward the auditorium.

***

As expected, the entrance ceremony was tedious.

The bald principal droned on with a speech that lasted a whopping thirty minutes. 

I barely managed to stay awake.

As soon as the ceremony ended, students gathered in small groups, chatting excitedly.

Some groups already seemed well-formed.

“Hey, we’re in the same class!”

“Really? No way!”

“That blonde girl is seriously pretty, right?”

“If she’s in our class, I swear I’m gonna make a move.”

Laughter and chatter filled the air.

I couldn’t get used to this lively atmosphere.

***

Back at home, I stood in front of the mirror.

The moment I saw my reflection, a deep sigh escaped me.

Thick red-framed glasses.

Messy, unkempt hair.

A textbook “nerd.”

‘There goes your boyfriend. Hey—’

‘Ugh, shut up.’

I looked exactly like someone you’d tease with those lines.

‘No wonder Seo Yuna didn’t want me to act like we know each other.’

‘Still, if I wanted to maintain affection levels with the heroines, I needed to make some changes.’

In the game, you couldn’t alter your appearance, but this was reality.

Looking closely at my face, I realized it wasn’t bad.

Fair skin.

A sharp nose.

Piercing eyes.

‘Was this protagonist bias?’

‘The biggest issue was my outdated style.’

‘Sure, nerdy guys might be trendy these days, but these red glasses?’ Too much.

‘And poor eyesight? In this era, contacts are a thing.’

***

Beep-beep-beep-beep—

As I was analyzing myself, the sound of the door opening broke my thoughts.

It was Kim Harin.

Before I knew it, she was standing beside me.

“Brother, do you have a crush on someone?”

Startled, I turned to her.

“What?”

“You were staring at the mirror and even lost sleep last night. I was just wondering.”

Harin folded her arms and gazed at me intently, a sly grin on her face. 

For some reason, her expression sent chills down my spine.

“No, nothing like that.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

Harin leaned in close, sniffing the air around me.

I felt a shiver run down my spine.

“If a snake wrapped around your neck, would it feel like this?”

“But I smell perfume on you…”

“It was the entrance ceremony. There were too many people.”

“Hmm~ I see.”

I forced a smile and changed the subject.


“Did you eat?”

“I ate with friends. Anyway, if you ever start liking someone, tell me first. Okay? Promise!”

Without responding, I smiled and patted her head.

‘Like hell I’d tell you.’



 
  
    Chapter 3: Bamboo Forest


The next day, I was still inside the game.

“Hey, did you watch the Worlds yesterday?”

“It was insane.”

“Did you change the tint?”

“Yeah, I didn’t like the color.”

Arriving at the academy filled with the laughter of youth, I quietly entered the classroom.

The seating chart was taped to the podium, but I went straight to the window seat in the back. 

I already knew where my assigned seat was.

I liked the location—it was easy to avoid attention, and the cool breeze flowing in through the open window was as soothing as a lullaby.

But there was one major downside that overshadowed all those perks.

My seatmate was Seo Yuna.

Blonde wavy hair.

Flashy piercings and nail art.

A tight school uniform.

The heroine I had met in the alley yesterday.

She sat at her desk, legs crossed, fiddling with her smartphone.

When I sat down, Yuna turned her head and stared at me intently. 

Then, covering her mouth with her hand, she looked surprised.

“You’re that… guy from yesterday, right? The one who grabbed my wrist?”

I let out a light sigh.

“Yeah.”

Damn.

‘Yesterday, she said not to acknowledge her if we met at school.’

‘Now what am I supposed to do?’

‘Women—they’re truly incomprehensible creatures.’

Hearing my reply, Yuna smirked.

“What’s this? You’ve got a completely different vibe now.”

Ignoring her words, I rested my head on the desk. 

I didn’t feel like responding.

[OF, CHEF.]

When I didn’t react, Yuna poked my shoulder.

“Hey, answer me.”

Ah.

I hadn’t slept well last night, praying fervently until dawn, and now she was chattering beside me nonstop.

I’d have to ask the homeroom teacher to change my seat.

“Answer me.”

For five straight minutes, Seo Yuna persistently demanded a response.

Normally, in cliché lucky-pervert events, she’d scowl at the protagonist every time she looked at him. 

But somehow, the situation was unfolding differently.

Taking a deep breath, I lifted my head from the desk.

“Hey, I have a favor to ask.”

“A favor? What is it? Just so you know, if it’s something lame like asking for my number, I’m rejecting it now.”

“Don’t acknowledge me.”

Yuna widened her eyes at my words, then let out a laugh.

“What’s this sudden cool act? Unbelievable.”

Losing interest in my response, she turned back to her phone.

***

Yesterday morning.

Yuna had overslept as usual and rushed out of the house with a slice of bread in her mouth.

Five minutes until the school gate closed.

‘At least I won’t be late,’ she thought as she sprinted full speed down the street.

That’s when a male student suddenly appeared from the alley.

“Kyaaa!”

Startled, she screamed.

They were too close to avoid colliding. 

Yuna braced herself internally.

‘Please, at least don’t let my face get hurt.’

Then, his hand grabbed her wrist, pulling her off balance.

‘What the…? Why is he grabbing my wrist like that?’

She feigned surprise but couldn’t deny it was a bit cool.

The way he steadied her so instinctively. 

The subtle firmness of his arm muscles.

But then she got a good look at him.

Red-rimmed glasses, a tattered shirt, and messy hair.

He was a total nerd.

‘What the heck? Just a dork.’

Yuna resolved then and there that if she saw him at school, she wouldn’t acknowledge him.

***

This morning.

Arriving at school, Yuna checked the seating chart on the podium.

Her seatmate’s name seemed oddly familiar.

‘Kim Dohyun.’

That dork from yesterday.

But as she sat at her desk scrolling through social media, a good-looking boy sat next to her.

At first, she thought it was someone else with the same name.

Then she looked more closely and realized it was the same guy from yesterday.

The red-rimmed glasses were gone, replaced by semi-leaf cut hair, the trendy style.

A slim jawline, sharp eyes, and a crisp school uniform that complemented his fair skin.

Even his single eyelids appealed to her taste.

‘If he looks like this, maybe we could actually get along…’

Naturally, Yuna started a conversation with her seatmate.

“You’re that… guy from yesterday, right? The one who grabbed my wrist.”

Despite telling herself not to acknowledge him, Yuna was, after all, Seo Yuna.

The kind of girl who had boys swarming her, asking for her number and flattering her, right after the entrance ceremony.

“Yeah.”

A curt reply.

‘What’s with that tone?’

‘Was he acting confident just because he dressed up a bit?’

Her pride took a hit.

Yuna scrutinized Kim Dohyun again.

‘This is basically a full transformation.’

Yesterday’s dork was gone, replaced by today’s Kim Dohyun, who could only be described as handsome.

That’s when he suddenly spoke.

“Hey, I have a favor to ask.”

Kim Dohyun, now looking directly at her, said out of nowhere.

But his tone remained aloof.

‘What? Was he shy because a pretty girl like her kept talking to him?’

He was probably just going to ask for her number, like every other guy.

“Don’t acknowledge me.”

“What’s this sudden favor? Just so you know, if you’re going to ask for my number, I’m rejecting it outright.”

Yuna preemptively cut off Kim Dohyun, ignoring his lack of response.

‘Wake up. You’re not at that level.’

But his answer was unexpected.

“Don’t acknowledge me.”

Yuna laughed, baffled by his words.

“What? Acting all cool out of nowhere? Ridiculous.”

She laughed playfully, but something twisted inside her.

‘Does he dislike being paired with me?’

Normally, she wouldn’t have cared, but today, it bothered her.

‘It’s kind of a blow to my pride.’

***

First period: Math.

I rested my elbow on the desk and leaned my chin on my hand, staring out the window.

The view was serene. 

Cherry blossoms fluttered in the breeze, painting the academy courtyard pink.

I sighed and returned my gaze to the reality before me.

‘Math in the first period. This is actual hell.’

Looking at the chalkboard filled with formulas made my head throb.

‘It’s like science students see some magical formulas, but this is just a graph of a function.’

I tried to ignore the strange gaze coming from beside me, but Seo Yuna blatantly nudged me with her elbow.

“Hey.”

Without turning my head, I replied.

“What.”

“Are you good at math?”

“…No.”

“Then teach me.”

“I told you, I don’t know either.”

“Hah, liar. You looked like a total nerd yesterday.”

Yuna pouted her lips and shoved her notebook toward me.

“Just explain it roughly.”

I sighed and glanced at the notebook.

‘Persistent, isn’t she? It’d be a shame to waste the affection points I’ve earned.’

In Love is War, raising affection points with the heroine was essential.

Skipping main events or dropping affection to zero would lead to bad endings, like a billboard falling on the protagonist or the heroine dismembering him in his sleep.

Maintaining a balanced level of affection was key to survival.

Fortunately, the problem she showed was easy enough for me to solve.

I picked up my pen, marking the question while explaining.

“If you rearrange this equation here…”

Yuna listened surprisingly attentively.

“Wow… You’re actually good at teaching.”

“I just did the basics.”

“But even your tone changed—it’s like you’re a real teacher.”

I frowned and set down my pen.

“Let’s just stay quiet.”

“Hmph, acting all aloof again.”

Yuna playfully tapped my shoulder and laughed.

‘Why does the distance feel so close?’

I sighed internally.

Even in the game, Seo Yuna was the kind of heroine who stubbornly entangled herself with the protagonist. 

She was playful, blunt, and occasionally showed a surprisingly delicate side.

The problem was that this wasn’t a normal dating simulation game.

‘If I mess up the flags, I might actually die.’

I quietly closed her notebook and looked back out the window.

Yuna observed me for a moment before pulling out her phone again. 

Suddenly, she shoved her phone in front of me.

“Hey, look at this.”

[Hanbit Academy 1st-Year Bamboo Forest]

[Seo Yuna Got a New Seatmate!]

On the screen was a photo from this morning, showing me and Seo Yuna sitting side by side.

“What’s this?”

“The other students posted it. You’re pretty popular, you know?”

‘Damn it…’

In the photo, I was staring out the window, while Yuna was smiling in my direction.

The comments were mortifying.


	“Seo Yuna’s seatmate is insanely good-looking. Didn’t see anyone like him during the entrance ceremony.”

	“Did he transfer today?”

	“So jealous. That vixen.”

	“They’ll start dating soon. Perfect couple vibes LOL.”



Disgusted, I pushed Yuna’s phone away and looked back out the window.

Yuna chuckled at my reaction.

“Are you embarrassed right now?”

“No.”

“Then why are your ears red?”

“It’s just hot.”

Yuna burst into laughter, lightly tapping my arm.

“You’re seriously funny. I think I like you.”

I instinctively turned to look at her.

‘What was that?’

‘Did she lose her mind?’

But Yuna winked mischievously.

“As a seatmate, that is.”

I turned my head away without responding, but her words lingered in my mind.

‘Annoying girl.’

***

Hanbit Academy Bamboo Forest.

A new post was pinned to the top.

[Shocking Real Story – Beware of Perverts!]

Attached was a single photo.

A blonde girl smiling, with a boy’s face seemingly buried near her waist.

The photo alone was enough to warp the narrative beyond recognition.

The comments section erupted like wildfire.


	“That nerd is lucky as hell.”

	“Isn’t he Yuna’s seatmate? LOL hilarious.”

	“Did it smell good? LMAO.”

	“That guy’s been creepy since this morning. Gross.”

	“Poor Yuna. That dirty scumbag.”



The boy in the photo tried to explain, but no one cared.

To them, he was just a toy to spice up their dull lives.

Truth or lies didn’t matter.

His name spread across the entire school in no time.


	“Is that the pervert?”

	“Seeing him in person is even more disgusting.”

	“Don’t make eye contact. You might get pregnant.”



The boy’s name became synonymous with “pervert.”

***

[Teacher’s Office]

The boy looked at the teacher with dim eyes.

“Are you really going to drop out?”


The teacher sighed, sounding regretful.

“You’re still young. If you quit like this, you might regret it later.”

The boy gave a bitter smile.

“Staying here and enduring this hell would be worse.”



 
  
    Chapter 4: Sniff sniff


Behind the school, there was an old storage room.

It was a cluttered space filled with outdated sports equipment and trash-like items.

“Gihoon, did you see the picture posted in the bamboo forest today?”

“What picture?”

Choi Gihoon leaned against the corner of the storage room, a cigarette dangling from his lips, as he looked at his phone.

“That girl you drooled over during the entrance ceremony? She has a boyfriend.”

“What nonsense are you spouting? I asked her friend about it.”

“Really? But the photo’s up. Look at this.”

Choi Gihoon stubbed his cigarette on the floor, giving a bitter laugh.

“What’s this guy’s name?”

“Kim Dohyun.”

“He looks like a pampered pretty boy, and his name’s just as annoying.”

“You gonna let it slide?”

“For now? They could just be friends.”

Gihoon lit another cigarette, unconcerned.

***

Unable to endure the boredom of class, I fell into a deep sleep.

Before I knew it, lunchtime had arrived. 

I wasn’t hungry, thanks to a hearty breakfast.

I grabbed some bread and milk for a simple meal and returned to the classroom.

As I opened the packaging, loud voices came from the desk next to mine.

“Hey, Kim Dohyun! What’s your League rank?”

The boys surrounded me, excitedly talking about the game.

I could sense I was getting closer to my classmates today.

With bread in my mouth, I answered indifferently, “Master.”

“Really? I’m Bronze. Carry me sometime, will you?”

“Sure.”

“Wait, seriously?”

“Who knows.”

I brushed them off lightly and kept chewing my bread.

Then came the girls.

“Kim Dohyun, do you use Instagram?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie. Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

“What about other platforms?”

I gulped down my milk and shook my head with a tired look.

“I don’t. It’s all too bothersome.”

The girls whispered among themselves, amused.

“He’s like an old man.”

“But doesn’t that make him more charming?”

“That’s just because you’re into looks.”

Annoyed by their giggly chatter, I buried my head on the desk.

“So much for the youthful vibe. What a joke.”

This kind of thing just didn’t suit me.

It was all too cheesy and embarrassing.

“Hey, Kim Dohyun, want to play soccer?”

Without lifting my head, I waved my hand in refusal.

***

The fifth period was P.E.

The boys had already started kicking the ball around on the field during lunch.

The girls sat in the shade under the stands, chatting away.

I watched the scene through the classroom window.

A jasmine fragrance floated gently on the breeze.

My eyes wandered to the desk next to mine, where a neatly folded school uniform lay.

‘Hmm….’

Before I realized it, my hand reached toward the pristine uniform.

I was alone in the classroom.

A primal instinct stirred within me.

‘No, stop it, you idiot. There are plenty of weirdos in the world—guys like me.’

I thought about how naive people needed lessons about how harsh the world could be.

I picked up the hem of the uniform gently.

Sniff sniff—

A subtle fragrance lingered on the fabric.

‘Do I have this kind of fetish?’

It was a revelation I wasn’t prepared for today.

“What are you doing?”

Startled, I turned around to face the unexpected voice. 

In my shock, my toe hit the desk frame.

At the back door stood Seo Yuna, staring at me in horror.

‘This wasn’t part of the game’s script, was it? Curiosity may kill the cat, but right now, it looked like it might take me too.’

My heart sank.

‘Even in a tiger’s den, you survive if you stay calm.’

I scrambled for an excuse that sounded somewhat plausible.

“There was dust on it, so I was brushing it off.”

“Don’t lie.”

Yuna snatched the blouse from my hands and waved it in front of my face.

“I saw everything the moment I walked in! You were sniffing it like a total creep!”

‘Of all times… why now?’

I felt a little wronged.

Denying it now would only make me look guiltier.

“Why aren’t you saying anything? Embarrassed because I caught you?”

‘Why even ask? Of course, I was.’

Girls tend to act much stronger when they have the upper hand.

That meant I was utterly screwed.

Then, a quote I once read from a French emperor popped into my head:

‘Shameless boldness can sometimes be the strongest weapon.’

I decided to put that into practice.

“Yeah, I sniffed it. So what?”

“What?”

Yuna’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“It smelled nice, so I smelled it. Is there a problem?”

I replied nonchalantly, carefully watching her reaction.

Her face turned red with anger, and she glared at me.

“A problem? Yeah, there’s a huge problem, you pervert!”

“Think about it again.”

“Think about what? I saw it with my own eyes.”

“When you pass by a flower on the street and want to smell it, do you ask the landowner for permission?”

“What does that even mean…?”

“When you like the smell of skewers at a street stall, do you ask the vendor for permission to take a deep breath? No, you just smell it.”

Yuna’s face grew redder as she fumed.

“You’re seriously calling that an excuse?”

I sighed deeply.

“Try to counter it.”

“What?”

Yuna momentarily lost her words and bit her lip.

“This is so ridiculous. What kind of guy even does this?”

I shrugged and got up from my seat.

“So, what do you want me to do about it?”

“What if I spread the word about this? What are you going to do then?”

Yuna’s voice grew louder.

I crumpled the bread wrapper and tossed it into the trash can as if it was no big deal.

“Do whatever you want.”

“What?”

“Spread it or don’t. It’s your choice.”

Yuna’s mouth opened in disbelief, then closed again.

‘Good. Got her reaction.’

She should have been angrier, but my unexpected response must have thrown her off.

I checked the time and glanced out the window.

Now was the perfect time to make my escape.

“Class is about to start.”

“Hey, you crazy idiot! Where are you going?!”

I heard her calling after me desperately, but I left the classroom without looking back.

The goodwill I had carefully built up was completely shattered.

‘Oh well, it’s her loss. It’s not like it’s irreversible.’

***

Yuna sat under the shade of the stands, arms crossed, watching the field.

She still had the blouse in her hand.

Leaving it on the desk earlier felt too unsettling.

‘That perverted jerk. I just went to get sunscreen, and he was doing that.’

The image of Dohyun sniffing her uniform popped back into her mind.

It was so ridiculous that she almost laughed out loud.

Instead, she unconsciously ran her fingers over the blouse.

‘Was the scent really that good?’

The more she thought about it, the stranger she felt.

Even though the situation was absurd, a subtle sense of superiority crept in.

‘Wasn’t his reaction at least honest?’

The noisy shouts from the field interrupted her thoughts.

“Hey! Pass it! Pass!”

The boys were sweating profusely as they played soccer.

‘Just standing still is enough to make you feel like dying in this heat. Idiots.’

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Kim Dohyun lingering awkwardly near the stands.

‘Tch. Acting all confident earlier, but now he’s clearly nervous.’

She smirked at the sight.

‘If he apologized sincerely, I might let it slide. After all, he did help me once.’

Yuna fiddled with the hem of the blouse absentmindedly.

***

In “Love is War,” there are countless events—main events that drive the storyline and sub-events that increase a heroine’s affection.

The one I was targeting was a sub-event that occurred during the first P.E. class.

The choices in the game were simple:


	Ignore it.

	Block the ball.



If you pick the first option, Yuna ducks on her own to avoid the ball, and the situation resolves without issue.

If you pick the second option, things change.

The protagonist dramatically blocks the ball with his face, resulting in a nosebleed.

The reward? Affection +1.

But the catch? The protagonist ends up with a mark on his face for several days, making the storyline harder to progress.

‘The mark made things more difficult later on.’

‘It was an event I could skip, but who knew how much Yuna’s affection had dropped from earlier?’

Judging by how quiet the other girls were, she hadn’t told anyone about what happened yet.

It was almost time for the sub-event to happen.

I had no intention of taking a soccer ball to the face.

I hovered near Yuna, waiting for the right moment.

The boys were enthusiastically kicking the ball around.

Then, one of them accidentally kicked it too hard.

The ball soared toward the stands at high speed.

“Hey, watch out!”

A panicked shout followed.

The ball was heading straight for Yuna.

“Ahhh!”

Yuna and the other girls screamed.

I dashed forward, reaching for the incoming ball.

Thud!

The ball slammed into my palm with unexpected force.

‘Argh!’

I screamed internally.

A sharp pain shot through my hand, but I forced a smile despite my distorted face.

The girls gasped in unison.

“Wow! Is he a prince on a white horse or something?!”

“That was insane!”

“This looks like something straight out of a drama!”

Yuna stared at me with wide eyes, clearly surprised.

I shrugged, pretending to be fine, though the pain was unbearable.

Men live and die for their pride.

And in front of girls, that pride multiplies tenfold.

“Are you okay?”

Yuna approached me with a worried expression.

“It’s nothing.”

Despite my words, sharp pain shot up my hand every time I moved it.

‘God, this hurts like hell. It’s probably fractured or at least a torn ligament.’

Grimacing, I approached the P.E. teacher.

“I think I injured my hand. I need to go to the infirmary.”

The teacher, having witnessed the incident, allowed me to leave without hesitation.

“Oww! This really hurts, teacher!”

The school nurse waved dismissively after examining my hand.

“It’s just a sprain. Put some ice on it, and it’ll heal.”

Embarrassed, I muttered under my breath.

‘No fracture? That’s ridiculous…’

***

After receiving treatment, I returned to the field and sat on an empty spot in the stands.

A moment later, someone tapped my shoulder.

“Hey, you looked like a total idiot back there.”

“I had sacrificed my hand to protect her, and this was the thanks I got?”

“Then again, maybe she felt I’d saved her against her will.”

I didn’t respond and just inspected my hand.

“Anyway… th-tha…”

Trailing off, Yuna fiddled with the edge of her shirt nervously.

Biting her lip slightly, she finally managed to speak.

“Thanks for blocking the ball earlier. I might’ve been hit if it weren’t for you.”

“You don’t need to thank me.”

I meant it. 

If left alone, she would’ve dodged the ball on her own.

Trying to clear the awkward atmosphere, Yuna suddenly giggled and whispered.

“I’ll keep your little secret about sniffing in the classroom.”

“Do whatever you want.”

“By the way, is that how you always talk?”

“What’s wrong with my tone?”

She pinched the sweat-dampened fabric of her shirt and grinned mischievously.


“Want to smell this as a reward?”

‘What the hell did I just hear?!’

Yuna burst into laughter at my stunned expression and stepped back.

“Kidding!”



 
  
    Chapter 5: After School


After school, what awaited me upon returning home was Kim Harin.

Thud— Thud— Thud—

“Oraeboni (Dohyun), could you please open the door?”

My plan to lock my door and rest as soon as I got home was…

Pretending not to hear anything, I pulled the blanket over my face and turned toward the wall.

“If you don’t answer, I’ll… I’ll really cry.”

Harin’s desperate (?) voice continued from outside the door.

‘What is this, a little kid whining for attention?’

Before long, I heard her stomping her feet. 

Then, she started shaking the doorknob.

Clink. Clink. Clink. Clink.

“Pl-please open up! I-I really mean it…”

As I kept ignoring her, I even started to hear muffled sobs.

‘Forget bad endings, am I going to die of a mental breakdown first?’

“Hic… You’re so mean…”

A teary, muffled voice seeped through the door.

‘Damn it, she just keeps going.’

I sighed, pulling at my hair.

“Why are you crying? You startled me out of my nap.”

I forced myself up from the bed and opened the door, only to find Harin standing there with tears welling up in her eyes, looking up at me.

“Why did you lock the door? So suspicious.”

“What’s suspicious about it?”

“You locked your door last night too…”

‘How did she know that?’

‘So she tried to open it back then too?’

Goosebumps crawled over my skin.

“I just wanted to rest quietly.”

“Are you saying I’m a bother…?”

Harin sniffled and clung to my side.

“It’s not that. I’ve just been really tired lately.”

“Liar.”

The thought of dealing with this nonsense every day made me want to escape from this house as soon as possible.

“You’ve been avoiding me since yesterday.”

“When have I done that?”

“Then let’s play games and watch a movie together today!”

Harin clung to me with a sulky face.

“Maybe next time. I have plans today.”

I made up an excuse. 

My plan was to just leave the house and kill time at a nearby café or comic book store.

“Oraeboni has plans?”

Harin’s eyes widened.

“Yeah.”

“With who?”

“A friend.”

“Oraeboni, you don’t have any friends.”

She crossed her arms and stared at me.

Even though it was just one sentence, saying I had plans with a friend got that reaction. 

I couldn’t help but feel a weird sense of camaraderie with the protagonist of this drama.

“I made a new friend recently.”

“Who?”

Harin persistently interrogated me about who my plans were with. 

I suddenly remembered the guy from lunch who wouldn’t leave me alone until I carried him in the game and asked for my number.

‘He snatched my phone and saved his number, didn’t he?’

I clicked on the saved contact.

[Lee Jinyoung]

Beep… Beep…

After a few rings, he finally picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s Kim Dohyun.”

“Oh, wow, I didn’t think you’d actually call.”

“You asked me to carry you, didn’t you? Are you at a PC café?”

“Huh…? I’m at home.”

“Shut up and tell me where to go.”

Jinyoung stammered, seemingly caught off guard by my sudden call.

“Uh, uh… Do you know Thunder PC Café downtown?”

“I’ll look it up and head there.”

“Wait, are you really coming? I’ll get ready then.”

“Yeah, I’m coming.”

As I ended the call, Harin puffed out her cheeks like a squirrel.

‘She looks so cute when she’s like this…’

Harin, who had an unusually high initial affection level compared to other heroines, required careful handling.

‘I don’t want a confinement ending.’

***

After getting off the bus, I looked at the small signboard wedged between the alleyways.

[Thunder PC Café]

The place looked old. 

The sign was faded, and the posters near the entrance were yellowed with age.

‘Places like this still exist?’

Stepping inside, I was surprised by the clean interior.

Clatter—

The door opened, and game sounds from the speakers filled the air.

‘Oh, this isn’t bad.’

Despite the early hour, there were barely any empty seats. 

The partitions made it hard to tell who was who.

‘How am I supposed to find him?’

At the counter, a young woman wearing a tight white T-shirt and jeans stood. 

She looked like a college student.

“Excuse me.”

“Yes?”

She turned her head, smiling brightly. 

Up until now, she’d looked like she was chewing on something unpleasant, but her professionalism was impressive.

“Do you know where Lee Jinyoung is sitting?”

“Oh, Jinyoung? He’s at seat 32.”

“Thanks.”

I nodded and headed toward the seat. 

As I walked away, her expression returned to being blank.

‘She must be having a rough day too.’

At seat 32, Jinyoung, wearing a headset, waved at me.

“Over here!”

I sat next to him and turned on the game. 

That’s when I realized something.

I realized that I couldn’t log in with my original account.

“Ah, seriously! My master friend promised to carry me, so just send me your ID!”

Hearing that I didn’t have an account, Jinyoung contacted someone and borrowed their ID.

“Hey, you’re a master, right? Even though you don’t have an account.”

“I deleted it because I was going to quit. I had to borrow one anyway because of the tier difference.”

After making up a believable excuse, I logged in with the borrowed ID.

Well, I wasn’t a pro anyway.

Friends borrow each other’s accounts and such.

[League of Legends]

The undisputed number one AOS game.

Five players form a team to destroy the opposing team’s Nexus to win.

It may seem simple, but strategy and skill determined everything in this game.

After logging in, I started a duo with Jinyoung.

“Hey, push the tower.”

“Huh? Oh, wait! I’m gonna die again!”

The first kill.

Jinyoung’s character fell hopelessly.

I sighed and moved my mouse quickly.

“I’m dying here. Back to the tower.”

“Top lane loses if you’re scared. Oh wait! Jungle gank incoming!”

“I told you to back off.”

The second kill also went to the enemy team.

“Wow, our jungle’s useless. Never even comes to help.”

“It’s because you’re bad.”

I responded dryly while checking the enemy jungler’s movements and leveling up.

“Double kill.”

I took down two people in a team fight and pushed the tower, causing Jinyoung to exclaim in shock.

“Hey, you really are a master?”

“I told you.”

After a few more games, the situation remained similar.

Jinyoung kept dying, and I was busy cleaning up after him.

“But why are you so good at this? Do you have some secret formula?”

Jinyoung asked, amazed.

“The basics are memorizing the enemy skill cooldowns.”

“How do you memorize that?”

“I don’t memorize everything, just the key skills like ultimates or CC abilities.”

Jinyoung’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at the keyboard in disbelief.

“What about laning phase?”

“I try to stack waves favorably. Then, I roam or call the jungler for a dive at the right timing.”

“Are you speaking another language? I have no idea what you’re saying.”

Jinyoung raised his hands in surrender.

“Playing with you makes me feel like an idiot.”

I chuckled and took off my headset.

Jinyoung slowly started packing up his things.

“But I should be going soon.”

“Where to?”

“To exercise.”

I was surprised. 

Jinyoung’s skinny body definitely didn’t look like it belonged to someone who exercised.

“What kind of exercise?”

“Boxing. It’s been a month.”

Jinyoung said it proudly, then struck a pose, but it looked pretty pathetic.

‘Boxing, huh…’

I suddenly felt a rush of excitement.

I had even won a few amateur tournaments in the past.

I was getting bored of playing alone, and I was sure Harin would be waiting for me back home.

‘Should I go check it out?’

A small smile crept onto my face.

“Can I come with you?”

Jinyoung looked at me in surprise.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I suddenly feel like doing some exercise.”

“Sounds good. But our coach is pretty tough. You sure you’re okay with that?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“I’m fine.”

I followed Jinyoung to the gym.

***

At the end of the alley, on the second floor of an old building, was the boxing gym.

As soon as the door opened, the smell of sweat and the sound of light punches on the sandbag filled the air.

Jinyoung proudly led the way and shouted.

“Coach! I brought a friend!”

A large man was hitting the sandbag.

He had small eyes and a sharp jawline.

The moment I saw him, I thought, ‘He must be good at fighting.’

The man put down the mitts and turned to look at us.

“You brought a friend? You troublemaker.”

The coach’s voice was loud and booming.

I casually nodded and stood behind Jinyoung.

The coach raised an eyebrow and scanned me.

“Have you done any exercise before?”

“Just a little.”

“Start with jump rope.”

The coach gestured to a corner of the gym.

‘Jump rope is the standard, huh?’

I chuckled, already anticipating this, and grabbed the jump rope.

Jinyoung, behind me, giggled and patted my back.

“Hey, have you really exercised before? Jump rope isn’t easy. I’ve been doing it for a month now…”

I didn’t respond, just started turning the rope in rhythm.

The rope spun quickly, and I kept a steady pace, lightly tapping my toes on the ground.

After a while, Jinyoung stopped talking.

Jumping rope for 30 minutes.

Not even my breathing faltered.

‘It’s not as hard as I thought.’

At that moment, the coach approached.

“What’s your name?”


“Kim Dohyun.”

“I’m Kangcheol, the coach of Cheongryong Gym.”

Then, he tossed me some bandages and gloves.

“Try hitting the sandbag. You’ve got good stamina.”



 
  
    Chapter 6: It’s burdensome


The surface of the sandbag was covered with fist marks and scratches. 

It seemed to carry the traces of time.

I slowly put on the bandages and gloves that the trainer threw to me. 

After wrapping them tightly around my wrists, I took a deep breath.

‘Let’s start with a light jab?’

I threw a light jab with my left hand.

Thud!

A dull sound echoed through the gym.

Using the rebound, I quickly stepped back into my original position.

‘There’s really nothing better than exercise to relieve stress.’

I threw short and quick jabs consecutively, testing the impact.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

The sandbag swayed gently.

Combining jabs and straights, I increased the tempo.

Thud! Thud! Thud! Thwack!

Keeping rhythm, I shook the sandbag before throwing a hook aimed at its side.

Creaaak!

The sandbag swayed widely, and the chains groaned in protest.

I adjusted my posture and controlled my breathing.

Kangcheol, leaning his chin on his hand, observed me closely with interest.

Jinyoung gaped, almost dislocating his jaw, and said, “Hey… you’ve trained in boxing before, haven’t you? I feel betrayed.”

“This is my first time.”

Well, it’s my first time boxing in this body. So, technically, it’s not a lie.

Kangcheol scanned me up and down before snorting.

“You said your name was Kim Dohyun? Boxing for the first time? Bullshit, no one would believe that. But your body doesn’t seem like it’s trained either. Were you born with natural talent?”

I shrugged as I started unwrapping my gloves.

“Your footwork and timing are far from amateur. The force and trajectory of your punches are perfect. Your fundamentals are solid.”

Kangcheol approached and lightly tapped my wrist.

“Kim Dohyun, you’re born for boxing.”

“…Excuse me?”

This was beyond overwhelming—it was crossing into absurdity.

‘Should I have just told the truth?’

Kangcheol then clenched his massive fist and exclaimed loudly.

“Since you’ve caught my eye, you’re the treasure of this gym. A hobby? Fine. I’ll teach you properly, even if it’s just a hobby.”

Then, as if remembering something, he stroked his chin thoughtfully.

“Come from tomorrow. Forget about the fees.”

“What?”

“You don’t have to pay. Just show up. Don’t skip. I can’t let talent like yours go to waste.”

Kangcheol shrugged casually.

Honestly, this was too much pressure.

“Well, you’re still young, so you can start as a hobby and eventually think about becoming a pro.”

I had a sinking feeling that if I stayed, I’d be stuck in this gym under this muscle monster’s grasp.

“I’ll be heading out now since it’s getting late.”

“Make sure to come tomorrow. If you don’t, I’ll wait at the entrance.”

After briefly bidding farewell to Jinyoung, I hurriedly left the gym.

***

On the way home.

Darkness had fallen over the streets, with neon lights occasionally illuminating the ground. 

I walked slowly, taking in the surroundings.

It was a landscape that felt both familiar and unfamiliar.

The posters stuck on building corners, the smell of fried food wafting from street vendors, and groups of students roaming around in clusters.

‘This world really isn’t all that different from where I lived.’

I sighed, running a hand through my hair.

Life here was becoming more and more familiar.

When I arrived home and opened the door, the warm smell of food wafted from the kitchen.

“Brother, you’re back?”

Harin stood in the kitchen wearing an apron. 

A dinner table was already set with food.

“You’re a bit late. You must be hungry, right?”

She smiled brightly as she placed utensils on the table.

I nodded in response.

So, this is how everyday life flows outside the game’s skipped scenes.

There’s still some time until the next main event.

As soon as I entered my room, I locked the door and dove under the blanket. 

By now, it was a habit for my hands to move automatically.

‘I feel uneasy if I don’t lock it.’

Under the covers, I stared at my phone screen, ending the day like that.

***

The next morning, on the way to school.

Something felt strange as soon as I stepped into the school corridor.

“Ahhh! Over there, look!”

“Wow… he’s insanely handsome.”

“Seriously, he’s stunning.”

Whispers and giggles echoed from all directions.

I looked around instinctively. 

I could feel people’s gazes following me.

‘What’s with them?’

Shrugging off the unease, I made my way to the classroom. 

The moment I opened the door, Jinyoung jumped to his feet, waving energetically.

“Dohyun! Did you get home okay yesterday?”

The way he acted so friendly gave me chills.

He didn’t seem like a bad guy, but he definitely felt like a handful.

Jinyoung strutted over with a smug look, thrusting his phone in my face.

“Hey, check this out.”

On the screen was a post from the school’s ‘Bamboo Forest’ page. 

At the top of the feed was a headline.

[To the prince who saved us during gym class…]

‘Why does this feel ominous?’

I scrolled down reluctantly, and it only got worse.

[Yesterday during gym class, I was sitting on the girls’ stands, and suddenly, a soccer ball flew towards us. Kim Dohyun dashed over and casually deflected it. My heart skipped a beat.]

The comments were exploding.

[So cool! Who is he?]

[Prince charming in real life!]

[Does anyone know his number? Asking for a friend.]

‘Crap. This is going to be a headache.’


	“Wouldn’t his hand hurt? If it were me, I’d have passed out. ㅠㅠ”

	“That’s Kim Dohyun, right? Seo Yuna’s desk partner?”

	“If he were in my class, my heart would’ve exploded…”

	“Wow, seriously. He’s amazing.”

	“Is this real life, or is this a novel, guys?”



Jinyoung, excited, tapped my arm repeatedly.

“Hey, you’re insanely popular! Everyone’s losing it right now.”

I swallowed a curse inwardly and pushed his phone away.

Seeing that, Jinyoung smirked and shrugged.

“Man, the life of an alpha male. I wish I could live as one for just a day.”

I ignored him and plopped into my seat.

“You’re really popular this morning, huh?”

Next to me, Seo Yuna teased with a mischievous smile.

“Who are you making fun of?”

“By the way, is your hand okay?”

I was about to say I was fine when Jinyoung suddenly darted over from behind.

“Hey, what’s this? What’s going on between you two?”

“What?”

Jinyoung’s eyes sparkled as he looked back and forth between Yuna and me.

“Are you two flirting? Things are looking suspicious this morning.”

“No, we’re not.”

Yuna frowned, glaring at Jinyoung.

Unable to handle the situation any longer, I covered my face with my hand.

Jinyoung just laughed harder at my reaction.

“Even pretending to be shy suits you. No wonder you’re so popular.”

As I contemplated whether I should punch him and risk jail time, Jinyoung immediately backed away when he saw my clenched fist.

“Okay, okay! I was kidding. Just a joke.”

He quickly retreated to his seat.

I sighed and gazed out the window, feeling like something had gone terribly wrong.

“Are you really sure your hand’s okay?”

“I said I’m fine.”

I rotated my wrist to show her.

After all, I had enthusiastically punched a sandbag yesterday without any issue.

“You hit that ball pretty hard. Were you just pretending it didn’t hurt to look cool?”

Yuna grinned playfully.

“Yeah. It hurt like hell. Now stop talking to me.”

“Still, ‘prince’ is a bit much, isn’t it?”

“Cut it out, seriously.”

Yuna crossed her arms and glanced at me before bursting into laughter.

“Well, at least now you’re super popular. The girls can’t stop talking about you.”

“I don’t need that kind of attention.”

“Really?”

She tilted her head curiously, then suddenly sat on the desk, staring at me intently.

“What?”

“I’m analyzing why you’re so popular.”

I quickly turned my head away.

Seeing my reaction, she chuckled softly and lowered her head.

***

First period, art class.

The sunlight streaming through the window softly lit the desks.

Standing at the front of the class, the art teacher tapped the chalk in her hand and spoke.

“Today’s theme is portraits. A portrait isn’t just about drawing a face. It’s about capturing expressions, mood, and even personality.”

She pointed to an example drawing and added, “Observation is everything in portraiture. You need to capture the subject’s features precisely. Focus on the eyes, lips, and facial contours to express emotion. The key is to view the subject through an artist’s lens.”

As students began murmuring, the teacher clapped her hands to quiet them.

“The assignment is to draw a portrait of your partner. Don’t just imitate their appearance—capture their atmosphere as well.”

When partners locked eyes, awkward giggles filled the room.

As I turned my head, I was met with Yuna’s eager gaze.

She had already opened her sketchbook.

“Make sure to draw my face well.”

“Confident, aren’t we?”

“Of course! If you make my face look weird, you’re dead.”

“Do we have to do this?”

“If you want to stay after for extra lessons, then don’t.”

“Fine…”

I sighed and began sketching.

Soon, a clear outline of her portrait started to take shape.

‘Maybe I’m actually talented at this?’

While I was focused, Yuna tilted her head and squinted one eye.

“If I do this, will it make me look cuter?”

“…Stay still.”

“Sorry.”

She giggled and showed me her drawing.

It was an unrecognizable figure.

“What’s this?”

“It’s you! This is how I see you.”

I looked at her, dumbfounded, but she just laughed mischievously.

At that moment, the teacher approached our desk.

“What are you two doing instead of focusing?”

Yuna quickly flipped her drawing over and put on an innocent expression.

“We’re working hard, sir!”

“Save the flirting for after class.”


Shaking his head, the teacher moved on to check other students’ drawings.

Yuna lowered her head slightly, scratching her ear with the pencil.

“The teacher’s too much…”

Despite her mumbled complaint, her ears were burning red.



 
  
    Chapter 7: Why are you showing up already?


Lunch break.

Someone roughly opened the classroom door and entered.

Thud-

“Hey, is Kim Dohyun here?”

The noisy classroom froze instantly. 

The students quietly sat down and only exchanged glances.

A blonde male student walked to the center of the classroom.

His gang snickered behind him, creating an ominous atmosphere.

‘What the hell? Why is that bastard showing up already?’

Choi Gihoon.

The NTR villain targeting Seo Yuna.

He usually appeared to torment the protagonist when Seo Yuna’s affection level exceeded 50%. 

It seemed that, due to the butterfly effect of twisting the original story, he showed up earlier than expected.

When the protagonist was beaten by him and ended up as a lackey, it infuriated me to no end.

‘Damn you, Geum Taeyang.’

His sharp gaze turned toward me.

“Are you Kim Dohyun?”

I replied indifferently.

“Why are you asking if you already know?”

The classroom turned cold in an instant. 

The expressions of my classmates were filled with shock.

Choi Gihoon smiled and strode up to me.

His gang blocked the classroom door, sealing off any escape routes.

“You’re close with Seo Yuna, right? What’s going on? Are you two dating?”

The corner of his mouth twisted.

“Do you know what I hate the most?”

I shrugged.

“How would I know? Do you know what I had for breakfast today?”

At that moment, the students held their breath.

Choi Gihoon squinted and scanned me up and down.

“When someone touches my stuff.”

He spoke with a sneer.

“Do you understand what I mean by that?”

‘So, what this psycho was saying is that Seo Yuna is his “property,” and I should stay away from her?’

‘What a lunatic.’

I crossed my arms and replied nonchalantly.

“Did I steal something of yours? Because I don’t remember.”

At that, one of his gang members reacted.

“This bastard’s crazy.”

“Are you insane? You’re acting way too cocky.”

They scanned me from head to toe, trying to intimidate me.

I sighed inwardly.

‘Seriously, this is so cliché.’

My classmates looked at me with worried faces, murmuring among themselves. 

Some hung their heads low, hoping for this situation to end quickly.

I turned to his gang and said, “Minions, back off.”

The atmosphere froze.

“What… what did you say?”

One of them started to step forward, but Choi Gihoon raised his hand to stop him.

“Enough.”

His voice was low but firm.

The gang fell silent instantly.

Choi Gihoon looked at me with intrigue.

“I didn’t expect you to be so feisty.”

“And I didn’t expect you to act so pathetic. Coming to someone else’s classroom just because a girl rejected you—what are you doing with your life?”

His gang began to stir again, but he waved his hand dismissively, quieting them down.

He leaned in close to me.

“Interesting guy.”

After a pause, he smirked, raising one corner of his mouth.

“I’ve given you my warning.”

With that, he walked toward the back door. 

His gang followed, throwing glances back at me as they left.

The moment the door closed, the classroom buzzed with relieved chatter.

***

After Choi Gihoon and his gang disappeared, someone tapped my shoulder. 

It was Jinyoung.

“You okay? If those punks had thrown a punch, I would’ve—”

‘This guy.’

‘Just a moment ago, he was lying on his desk pretending to be asleep.’

I glanced at him.

“You?”

Jinyoung cleared his throat awkwardly, putting on a smug expression.

“Hey, I was keeping an eye on things, okay? I didn’t move on purpose, waiting for the right moment to strike.”

“Right, lying down and snoring was part of your strategy?”

“That was… just me catching my breath. Anyway, I saw everything.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“Yeah, by the time you finished ‘catching your breath,’ I’d probably be in a hospital bed.”

He winced and coughed awkwardly, avoiding my gaze.

“Stop lying. I saw you practicing on the punching bag yesterday.”

“Was it obvious?”

“Anyway… your line earlier? Absolute gold. ‘Minions, back off.’ I got chills.”

Great. Another cringe-worthy memory added to my collection.

***

As lunch break was about to end, Seo Yuna returned to the classroom.

When she saw me sitting by the window with my arms crossed, staring outside, she immediately approached.

“Hey, what happened?”

“What?”

Feigning ignorance, I turned my head.

Yuna stopped in front of me and tapped on my desk.

“When I came in, the atmosphere felt weird. Everyone was acting all nervous. Did something happen?”

I shrugged.

“Nothing happened.”

“Liar.”

Narrowing her eyes, Yuna scrutinized my expression.

“Your face looks strange.”

“What’s strange about it?”

“Your lips—one corner is slightly raised.”

I smirked and turned away.

“Yuna.”

Before she could probe further, one of our classmates grabbed her arm from behind.

“Why?”

The girl dragged Yuna to the back of the classroom and whispered something to her.

I pretended not to hear and turned my gaze outside the window, but I couldn’t miss how Yuna’s expression hardened as they spoke.

‘Damn it. This is starting to get annoying, just as I thought.’

Not long after, Yuna stomped back to stand in front of me.

“You! What happened with Choi Gihoon?”

“I told you, nothing.”

“Doesn’t seem like nothing. I heard he came and threatened you.”

Yuna placed a hand on her hip and glared at me.

“Well, it wasn’t really a threat… more like he just spouted some nonsense and left.”

“Nonsense? You mean he almost fought with you?”

‘The story had already been exaggerated this much?’

I sighed, covering my face with my hand.

“It wasn’t a fight. We just exchanged a few words.”

“What did he say?”

Yuna asked, her gaze serious.

“He talked about you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah.”

As soon as I spoke, Yuna’s expression twisted.

“That crazy bastard was running his mouth again, wasn’t he?”

Seeing her clench her fists, it was clear her anger had already boiled over. 

She looked ready to storm off and grab Choi Gihoon by the collar.

I quickly stepped in to stop her.

“Getting involved with people like him won’t do you any good. Just stay out of it.”

“And what about you?”

“Me? I stayed out of it, didn’t I?”

Yuna glared at me as if she had already heard everything I said earlier.

“We just exchanged a few words, I swear. There wasn’t a fight.”

“A few words? More like you provoked him.”

“There’s no way someone with your personality kept their mouth shut, is there?”

She sighed and dropped into a chair at a desk.

“You almost got yourself into big trouble. Choi Gihoon isn’t someone you can mess with easily. Getting tangled up with him is a headache.”

“I didn’t want this to get more complicated either. This was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“I’ll handle it. Just don’t make things worse by getting involved.”

Yuna stared at me silently for a moment before turning her head away.

In the game, depending on your choices, the conflict with Choi Gihoon could either escalate or become less severe.

Judging by my actions now, it’s clear the escalation route was locked in.

The water’s already spilled.

There’s no turning back now.

‘Choi Gihoon, I despise NTR trash like you.’

I made that resolution inwardly as I shifted my gaze out the classroom window.

The sky outside was already darkening, and another storm seemed to be brewing.

***

Kangcheol leaned against a corner of the gym, observing.

The person skipping rope in front of him was Kim Dohyun, the new member who had joined yesterday by chance.

‘Forty minutes of skipping without a break?’

Kangcheol’s eyebrow twitched.

Skipping was a basic boxing endurance exercise, excellent for building core strength and footwork. 

However, even most athletes found it grueling to maintain for that long.

Yet there Dohyun was, skipping lightly without even a bead of sweat on his face.

Kangcheol continued to watch with his arms crossed.

The movements of Dohyun’s wrists and feet were almost perfectly consistent.

‘What is this kid’s deal? His body has rhythm ingrained in it.’

“Kim Dohyun.”

Kangcheol gestured to him.

“Yes?”

Dohyun stopped skipping and walked over, still not sweating at all.

“Try hitting the sandbag.”

Dohyun tightened his wraps, put on his gloves, and positioned himself in front of the sandbag.

Thwack!

The first jab.

Kangcheol’s eyes gleamed.

‘Fast.’

Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!

A series of jabs and straights followed in quick succession.

Even the way he reset his stance after each punch was stable.

Thwack!

The final hook landed, and Kangcheol finally spoke.

“Wait a second.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“Your hook stance.”

Kangcheol lightly tapped Dohyun’s elbow.

“If you hit from this angle, you can dig in deeper.”

Dohyun nodded and adjusted his position.

Thwack!

The sandbag swung violently.

‘What the hell? He fixed it after just one correction?’

Kangcheol’s lips twitched.

“Good. Your hook is solid.”

Dohyun took off his gloves, catching his breath.

As he observed, Kangcheol’s mind was already running simulations.

‘This kid’s a boxing prodigy. The rotation of his arms and shoulders, his weight transfer, his balance—all the fundamentals of boxing are already ingrained in his body.’

‘With proper training, he could win an amateur tournament within a month.’

“Kim Dohyun.”

“Yes?”

“Want to spar?”

“Spar?”

Dohyun tilted his head curiously.

“With who?”

“Hey, Seung-tae!”

Kangcheol called out, motioning to a man stretching in the corner.

The man walked over, standing about 175 cm tall with a solid build.

He was Choi Seung-tae, a second-year boxer with amateur experience.


“Coach, you want me to spar with him?”

Seung-tae glanced at Kim Dohyun and chuckled lightly.

“Think he’ll be okay?”

“We’ll see,” Kangcheol said with a grin, pointing toward the ring.



 
  
    Chapter 8: Carrot and Stick


Choi Seung-tae put on his gear and glanced at Dohyun.

‘Why am I being told to spar with this scrawny newcomer?’

As someone who had been learning boxing for over two years, Choi Seung-tae couldn’t understand what the gym director was thinking. 

Boxing was by no means an easy sport. 

It required basic physical strength, skills, and persistence to even step into the ring.

‘They must just want to test his basics.’

He took pride in the two years he had dedicated to learning boxing. 

Determined to show off his skills in front of everyone at the gym, Choi Seung-tae tensed up.

After finishing his gear setup, he stepped into the ring and began to stretch lightly. 

However, when he saw the opponent putting on his equipment, something felt off.

‘What? His movements seem familiar…’

The way Dohyun wrapped the bandages and put on his gloves wasn’t clumsy at all. 

What had initially seemed like an ordinary impression of him started to shift.

‘Why am I getting nervous?’

Taking a deep breath, Choi Seung-tae got into position. 

The director’s voice echoed through the gym.

“Ready, start!”

Choi Seung-tae immediately threw a light jab, intending to gauge his opponent’s level. 

The sound of the punch hitting empty air felt hollow.

‘What?’

In a split second, Dohyun had twisted his body slightly, dodging the punch even within that short distance.

Although surprised, Choi Seung-tae tried to maintain his composure.

‘Was it luck? Or is he just that quick? Well, some people are naturally talented.’

‘Most beginners would freeze when hit by a jab, unsure how to respond.’

‘But Dohyun stepped casually, maintaining distance as if it were second nature.’

‘Looks like I need to take this seriously.’

This time, Choi Seung-tae moved swiftly, changing angles with quick footwork. 

He used an upper-body feint to disrupt timing and aimed for a straight punch.

But just before his attack could land—

Thwack!

A counterpunch hit him squarely before he could even react.

‘What the…?’

The sharp pain from the direct hit left his head spinning.

‘I got hit? Me?’

As he struggled to refocus, he looked up to see Dohyun grinning. 

His expression wasn’t just excited—it was brimming with wild exhilaration.

‘What the hell is this guy?’

Choi Seung-tae felt a surge of anger. 

Allowing a beginner to land a hit on him was a blow to his pride.

‘Fine. Let’s see how you handle me for real.’

Recognizing that his opponent wasn’t just any beginner, he gritted his teeth and charged again. 

This time, he launched a powerful hook with all his strength.

But then—

Thud!

A massive impact left his vision blank. 

That was the last thing he remembered.

He lay flat on his back, staring at the ceiling in a daze. 

His breathing was labored, and his head throbbed.

‘I lost?’

The director’s voice reached his ears faintly.

“Seung-tae, are you okay?”

Of course, he wasn’t. 

Struggling to turn his head, Choi Seung-tae glanced at Dohyun, who was still standing in the ring with that wild grin. 

The director, folding his arms, nodded in admiration.

“That kid’s the real deal.”

At that moment, Choi Seung-tae realized this wasn’t just an ordinary defeat.

‘Damn it… Why did I agree to this? I’m not some punching bag.’

Slowly rising to his feet, he hung his head low.

‘That guy… He’s a monster.’

***

After finishing practice and heading home, I found Kim Harin standing in front of the doorway.

Her arms were crossed, and her lips were pursed out dramatically.

‘Oh, great. Here we go again.’

Not that I couldn’t understand her frustration. 

These days, my routine was all about going to school, changing clothes to hit the PC café with Lee Jinyoung, and heading straight to the gym for training. 

From her perspective, I barely spent time with her or showed any attention, so of course, she’d be upset.

Though, to be fair, I was actively avoiding her.

“Brother,” she called out coldly.

“…What?”

“You’re late again today.”

“I was just working out.”

“It’s always about working out. You’re hardly ever home.”

She frowned slightly as she stared at me. 

Watching her, I couldn’t help but find her pouty face strangely cute.

‘Am I the weird one for thinking this psycho looks adorable?’

In-game, Harin had always been like this—part childlike and part overly dependent on her brother. 

The problem was when her behavior went overboard.

‘As long as she doesn’t turn full yandere, it’ll be fine.’

I thought to myself as I took off my shoes.

After dropping my bag in my room, I headed to the kitchen, where dinner was already set on the table.

“Wow, a feast again today?”

I picked up a bowl of rice and grabbed some side dishes with my chopsticks.

“This is delicious. Did you make it yourself?”

“If I didn’t, you’d starve to death,” she replied flatly.

“It’s amazing. This is the best rolled omelet I’ve ever had.”

Her pout softened slightly, suggesting the compliment worked.

Among the heroines, Harin was the easiest to raise affection points with. 

I had been all stick and no carrot lately, so it was time to change tactics.

“How about we watch a movie tonight? It’s been a while,” I asked casually, trying to shift the mood.

Her eyes lit up slightly.

“With you? Really?”

“Yeah, let’s watch together.”

After finishing dinner, we sat on the living room sofa and started the movie.

The movie was riddled with clichés.

A typical disaster film where the male lead struggles to protect his family. 

The protagonist was kind and devoted, so he was always conflicted, even during moments of crisis.

And then… that scene appeared.

The male lead’s wife and sibling fell into the water at the same time. 

A desperate situation where only one could be saved.

“Brother.”

Suddenly, Harin called out to me.

“Yeah?”

I got a bad feeling.

Please don’t ask that question…

“Who would you save first, Brother?”

‘…Shit.’

My mind went blank for a moment.

‘No matter how I answered, I’d die.’

‘If I said I’d save my wife, the sibling would die.’

‘If I chose the sibling, the wife would perish.’

‘In other words, it boiled down to me or her.’

Harin was already staring at me intently.

“Brother?”

Her eyes were glistening slightly, as if about to shed tears.

‘This is a trap. A perfectly laid trap.’

I cleared my throat deliberately and averted my gaze.

“Wouldn’t it depend on the situation? Like, who’s closer at the time…”

The atmosphere grew heavier. 

Harin, who had been smiling brightly a moment ago, now looked grim.

This is a death flag.

Sweat formed on my skin, even though I hadn’t broken a sweat during intense jump rope sessions. 

Biting my lip, I wiped it off.

Harin continued to stare at me. 

Her gaze grew darker, and a dangerous aura began to emanate from her.

‘Damn it, can’t you look a little less terrifying?’

Swallowing nervously, I forced myself to speak.

“Obviously… it’d be Harin.”

Her eyes widened immediately.

“Really?”

“Y-Yeah….”

Though I tried to sound casual, Harin’s face blossomed into a radiant smile.

“Ahahaha… heehee…”

She flung herself onto the sofa, grabbing my arm tightly.

“I’m so touched! Then you’ll protect me forever, right, Brother?”

‘Forever?’

‘I felt like I’d just said something I shouldn’t have, but there was no turning back now.’

‘Whatever. I’ll just run away as soon as we graduate from the academy.’

“Yeah… sure.”

Harin’s cheeks flushed as she smiled brightly. 

She looked adorable, but at the same time, chills ran down my spine.

‘Managing her affection is a pain in the ass….’

‘How could one wrong word lead straight to a death flag?’ Sighing, I turned back to the movie.

***

The next morning.

When I opened the classroom door, a familiar voice greeted me.

“Dohyun, hey.”

It was Lee Jinyoung, as lively as ever. 

But today, his energy seemed lower than usual.

I glanced at him.

‘Is this because of yesterday’s sparring?’

It wasn’t unreasonable. 

I had started boxing later than him, yet I defeated an intermediate boxer during our sparring session. 

The shock must have hit hard.

Jinyoung looked like he was lost in thought, so I patted his shoulder lightly.

“You okay?”

Jinyoung gave an awkward smile.

“Yeah… I’m fine.”

“You’ve got talent for boxing,” I said.

“Really?!”

“Yeah. Watching you practice yesterday, you were pretty good.”

As if the gloom never existed, Jinyoung’s face brightened instantly.

‘Simple-minded guy.’

From another corner of the classroom, I could hear girls giggling.

“They say confessing under the cherry blossom tree at the school gate means you’ll be together forever!”

“Really? No way!”

“I heard a senior couple actually got married after doing that!”

“So romantic!”

Before I knew it, Jinyoung had wormed his way into the girls’ conversation with an excited look.

“Hey, did you hear about the shrine story?”

“You mean the shrine ghost story? About the weird noises at night?”

“Yeah! Some people say they’ve heard crying nearby!”

“At night? So creepy!”

The girls huddled closer together as they whispered, as if they were talking about ghosts.

Leaning against the windowsill, I quietly listened to their conversation.

“You’re such a scaredy-cat.”

“Me? Scared? Are you serious?”

“I saw you pretending to sleep when Choi Gihoon’s gang showed up.”

Clearly offended, Jinyoung raised his voice.

“Fine! Let’s do a courage test! I’ll prove I’m a real man!”

“Really? That’s scary….”

“What’s scary? We’ll all go together, so it’s fine.”

Jinyoung suddenly turned toward me.

“Dohyun! You’re joining, right?”

“No.”

My flat response made him pout.

I had no intention of getting involved in such childish antics.

“Chicken?”

With an annoying smirk, Jinyoung began to provoke me.

“I’m just not interested.”

“Scared, aren’t you?”

“I’m not.”

“Scaredy-cat. Scaredy-cat.”

This little punk…


In the end, I gave in.

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

Jinyoung grinned like he had been waiting for that response.

I sighed deeply.



 
  
    Chapter 9: Lottery


I fell for an obvious provocation. 

His expression was so infuriating that I almost punched him.

I agreed out of anger, but there was no way my classmates would participate in such a stupid thing.

‘A courage test?’ That’s something elementary school kids do.

It was clear from the beginning that no one would be interested in such childish games.

‘We’re all grown up; there’s no way.’

Expecting it to fizzle out, I sat at my desk, killing time.

***

Ding-dong―daeng―dong.

As soon as the break bell rang, Jinyoung started moving between the boys like he had a strategy prepared, talking to them relentlessly.

“Persuade them all you want. Who would even agree to this?”

Just as I was certain it wouldn’t work:

“Hey, Sang-hyuk.”

“What?”

“Don’t you feel lonely these days?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ah, just listen. Do you know about the suspension bridge effect?”

Sang-hyuk gave Jinyoung an annoyed look.

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“They say when your heart races in a scary situation, you might mistake it for romantic feelings. It’s a psychologically proven theory.”

“So?”

“This is the perfect opportunity. During the courage test, you can get closer to the girls.”

Hearing Jinyoung’s words, Sang-hyuk scoffed.

“As if the girls would participate.”

“They will. Even Kim Dohyun agreed to do it.”

At that moment, Sang-hyuk’s expression changed.

“She did?”

“Yup. Pretty much all the girls are in.”

That bastard.

He casually used my name as bait.

‘That brain of his…’

He’s destined to excel in scams someday.

In just 30 seconds, one was hooked.

After that, Jinyoung, with his sly tongue, began convincing the other boys one by one.

***

“Hey, Minho.”

“What?”

“Don’t you want to experience love?”

“…What nonsense is this?”

“If you miss this chance, you’ll stay single forever.”

“Not interested.”

“Dohyun is doing it, and so are the girls.”

“…Really?”

It wasn’t long before all the boys were on board.

“Why is this working? You idiots.”

“Make sure you never cosign for them in the future.”

Now they were even getting excited amongst themselves, scheming about how the courage test would bring some romantic summer night vibes.

And they were doing all of this at my desk.

***

“There’s a problem. The numbers don’t match.”

One of them pointed it out.

“There are 20 boys in the class but only 17 girls.”

The atmosphere fell silent.

“Does that mean three guys are automatically out?”

Murmurs erupted from every corner. 

As if he had foreseen this situation, Jinyoung smiled confidently.

“Decide by drawing lots. If you’re scared, you’re out.”

“Deal.”

“If anyone messes with the draw, I’ll break their fingers.”

These guys.

They really just wanted to do it.

As soon as Jinyoung finished convincing all the boys, he turned to the girls.

I shook my head.

‘There’s no way the girls will agree.’

The boys might have been swayed by Jinyoung’s “suspension bridge effect” theory, but the girls would be different.

If they didn’t agree, the boys would back out too.

What a dumb move. 

A checkmate.

Their reaction was obvious.

“This is so childish, isn’t it?”

“We’re too old for this kind of thing.”

“Are we elementary schoolers?”

‘See?’

I crossed my arms and watched the scene unfold.

There was no way the girls, who barely had enough time to take Instagram-worthy pictures at cafés after school, would waste it on a courage test.

But Jinyoung remained unfazed by their reactions.

“You’ll regret it later.”

“Whatever. Go play with the idiots.”

“Hey, Hye-jin, karaoke after school?”

“Sure.”

At that moment, Jinyoung’s lips curled into a sly smile.

“Kim Dohyun is participating, though. Too bad for you.”

“What?”

The atmosphere shifted in an instant.

“Kim Dohyun?”

“Dohyun is?”

“Isn’t that kind of thing not her style?”

The murmur among the girls grew louder.

“Well, she didn’t seem interested, so I’ll just ask someone else. Take care~”

Jinyoung turned away with a nonchalant expression.

Then came the hurried shouts.

“Wait a second! Are you saying we could partner with Dohyun?”

“Yup. We’ll decide by drawing lots.”

“Then I’ll do it!”

“Me too!”

I stared at Jinyoung in disbelief.

‘That bastard. He’s using my name again?’

And he lied to the boys about already convincing the girls.

When our eyes met, Jinyoung flinched slightly but then boldly flashed a cocky grin.

His attitude screamed, “What are you gonna do about it?”

“Because Kim Dohyun is doing it? You won’t get a chance like this again.”

“But won’t it be scary?”

“It’s fine since it’s a team of two.”

“With Dohyun… hehe…”

“Then it’s decided. All the girls are participating.”

“Wait, I haven’t―”

Someone tried to object, but the atmosphere already seemed set in stone.

Jinyoung raised his hand confidently, like a general who was sure of victory.

“Alright then! We’ll draw lots during lunch, so look forward to it.”

I grabbed my head in frustration.

‘This is really happening…’

From the girls’ group, whispers of “Could I end up paired with Dohyun?” were heard now and then.

Feeling a headache coming on, I instinctively pressed my forehead.

***

Seo Yuna, sitting by the classroom window, quietly sighed as she stared outside.

Lately, like a madwoman, she had been constantly drawing attention to herself, and now, for no reason, Kim Dohyun was getting dragged into all of this.

‘Choi Gihoon, you bastard.’

While she muttered curses internally, she could hear the boys chatting noisily.

They were talking about a ghost story involving strange sounds coming from a shrine.

‘A courage test? How childish.’

This wasn’t the first time weird rumors and ghost stories had circulated at the academy. 

Yet, they were getting all excited about it.

‘Ghosts? As if those exist. Idiots.’

Crossing her arms, she shook her head. 

She vowed to never take part in such a silly prank.

But then.

“Kim Dohyun is doing it too.”

Yuna instinctively whipped her head around.

‘Kim Dohyun?’

She thought she must have misheard.

But her classmates were already talking and laughing, taking Dohyun’s participation as a fact.

And since the one who said it was Jinyoung, who was always with Dohyun, it was unlikely to be a lie.

‘Surprising… I thought he’d hate this kind of thing.’

Yuna bit her lip and turned her gaze back to the window.

Dohyun was usually calm and reserved. 

While he occasionally played along with jokes, he didn’t seem like the type to get swept up in the moment.

‘Someone like him participating in such a childish prank?’

‘No way…’

Yuna thought about it deeply.

‘Is it because of Jinyoung?’

It must have been because his constant companion dragged him into it.

‘Of course…’

She forced herself to that conclusion, but the girls’ reactions continued to irritate her.

“Kyaa, if I pair with Dohyun, I’d feel so safe!”

“Should I act scared and hold his arm?”

“No, I’d snuggle right into his arms.”

“If I pair with him, should I wear my ‘victory’ underwear today?”

“Pfft, you’re insane!”

Snap.

A surge of anger rose within her, like a fire igniting from her core.

‘What are they even saying?’

Her shoulders began to feel stiff.

Unbidden, an unpleasant image formed in her mind.

A dark place where Kim Dohyun was walking hand in hand with another girl.

“Don’t worry. I’m here.”

“Dohyun…”

“Shh, my cute little bird.”

As the girl, scared, buried herself into his chest, Dohyun gently held her.

‘Argh, this is so annoying!’

Yuna couldn’t even understand why she was having these thoughts.

‘Why do I care? This is crazy.’

It wasn’t her concern. 

Even if that scenario did happen, it wasn’t something she needed to care about.

‘But why?’

‘Why did it bother her so much?’

‘Why did her chest feel tight every time she imagined it?’

‘This is so frustrating…’

The thought made her mood even worse.

She had always kept a proper distance from Kim Dohyun. 

Too distant to call him a friend, yet too close to call him just an acquaintance.

But now, the idea of other girls suddenly closing that gap was intolerable.

At that moment, Jinyoung’s voice filled the classroom.

“Then it’s settled. All the girls are participating!”

Yuna almost stood up from her seat.

‘What?’

Initially, the girls had said no. 

But the moment Kim Dohyun’s name was mentioned, everything had changed.

“Wait a second―”

She tried to object, but her voice was drowned out by the classroom’s laughter.

Clenching her fists, she gritted her teeth.

‘This isn’t right…’

Her gaze naturally drifted toward Dohyun.

He was sitting quietly, watching the others.

His indifferent expression was so frustrating.

‘Kim Dohyun, you’re the problem here.’

Blaming him for no reason, she still felt a strange discomfort in her chest, like something was stuck in her throat.

The helpless feeling left her restless.

Yuna bitterly looked back out the window.

‘…Fine, I’ll join in on this childish prank too.’

***

By lunchtime, the classroom buzzed with excitement.

Jinyoung stood at the teacher’s desk, shaking a box filled with papers.

“Alright, let’s start the draw! No complaining about your partner!”

Among the girls, a strange tension filled the air.

“Kim Dohyun… please…”

“God, Buddha, anyone…”

Some girls were laughing and chatting as if trying to hide their nervousness.

“If you pair with a gorilla like you, everyone will run away!”

“What? You want to die?!”

Amidst the lively chaos, my name was finally called.

“Kim Dohyun.”

All eyes turned toward me.

“Guys, I’m not that great.” 

This is too much pressure.

The unpicked girls lit up with anticipation, their eyes sparkling.

Jinyoung, smirking, pulled out the next slip of paper.

“Kim Dohyun’s partner is… Seo Yuna. Congratulations!”

“What? Redraw! This is rigged!”

“Yuna again? How does this make sense?!”

Groans of protest erupted from all around.

Beside me, I heard a quiet gasp.

I glanced at Yuna.

‘I thought she wouldn’t be interested in this kind of thing.’

‘I couldn’t understand why she had joined.’

“You decided to participate?”

Avoiding my gaze, Yuna muttered irritably.

“Why? Am I not allowed to?”

Her tone was sharper than usual. 

‘Had I done something to upset her?’

“It’s not that. It’s just unexpected.”

“I just… Everyone else was doing it.”

Shrugging, I replied, “Alright. Let’s get along then.”

I tried to lighten the mood, but Yuna glared at me, her cheeks puffing slightly.

“But, um…”

“What?”

“You know…”

“Stop stalling and just say it.”

“Are you… not happy about being my partner? Would you rather pair with someone else? Not that it matters. Just asking since you don’t seem close to anyone.”

‘Hmm… Honestly, Seo Yuna?’

She’s pretty and has a good personality. 


‘Being her partner sounds like a win to me.’

“Not really, I don’t mind.”

Her eyes widened at my answer, then she quickly turned her head away.

‘What’s with her? She’s the one who asked.’



 
  
    Chapter 10: What is scarier than a ghost?


Dark and Gloomy Evening.

The hill behind the academy, where the shrine was located, exuded an eerie atmosphere.

I arrived at the designated meeting spot, dressed in a black tracksuit with three stripes. ‘

Most of the kids were already there, their faces alight with excitement.

‘Why are they so thrilled about this? It’s just something they wanted to do. Grow up, kids.’

The group exchanged jokes and playful scares, half-joking, half-serious.

“Hey, there’s a woman in a white dress standing behind you!”

“Stop it, seriously!”

“Still time to run away, you know?”

“Run? Never.”

I chuckled as I watched them. 

The shrine ghost story was nothing more than a typical urban legend.

Students claimed to have heard strange noises after sneaking up to the shrine late at night, away from the eyes of adults.

‘So childish, really.’

I brushed off the tales as I scanned the surroundings. 

The courage test was a two-person team event, requiring us to visit the shrine and return.

“Team one, ready?”

At Jinyoung’s words, the first team reluctantly moved forward.

The dark forest path was shrouded in shadows, with jagged silhouettes of trees piercing through the pitch-black night. 

The birds seemed to have fallen asleep, leaving only the constant buzz of insects in the air.

‘This atmosphere is wild. If a ghost showed up now, I wouldn’t even be surprised.’

Not long after the first team started up the hill, a scream echoed.

“Ahhh!”

The shriek resonated through the mountains, clear even from our spot.

“What was that? What’s going on?”

“Stop joking around, seriously!”

The group, now visibly tense, huddled together in murmurs.

‘No way.’

A few moments later, the first team returned, pale and shaken, as if they had seen something terrifying.

“Hey! What happened?”

“Did you really see a ghost?”

Despite the barrage of curious questions, the first team remained silent, their lips tightly sealed.

The second and third teams returned with similar reactions, each looking as pale and unnerved as the last.

***

As time passed, it was finally my turn, along with Seo Yuna.

We started climbing the forest path together. 

Yuna wore tight black leggings paired with a light crop top, with a thin windbreaker over it. 

She also had on a baseball cap. 

Her outfit was light, yet her well-toned figure stood out.

‘About a solid B? Or maybe more…’

I casually struck up a conversation with her.

“Are you scared?”

Yuna smirked.

“Not at all.”

Surprisingly, she maintained her composure. 

I glanced at her profile—despite her confident words, her body was trembling.

“Really?”

Yuna walked slowly up the dark stairs, then suddenly spoke.

“Hey… sorry.”

Her unexpected apology made me stop in my tracks.

“Sorry for what?”

After a moment of hesitation, she replied in a subdued voice.

“For making you argue with someone like Choi Gihoon because of me.”

‘Turns out she’s more thoughtful than I thought.’ 

Her constant apologies were beginning to feel a little overwhelming.

I shrugged nonchalantly.

“Why are you apologizing again? It wasn’t even a big deal.”

“I just feel like I caused you trouble…”

I gently tapped her shoulder.

“Don’t worry about it. Guys like him pick fights with anyone.”

Finally, Yuna smiled faintly and nodded.

Before we knew it, we arrived at the shrine.

The old shrine was dilapidated, as if it would collapse at any moment. 

The bell hanging by the door was rusted, and the pillars were cracked.

According to the others, it was built during the Japanese occupation and had been abandoned ever since.

‘Damn Japanese, building stuff on someone else’s land. What a mess.’

The overgrown weeds on the ground hinted at how long it had been neglected.

The atmosphere was unsettling, but there were no strange noises like the rumors claimed.

“See? I told you there’s no such thing as ghosts.”

Yuna, now emboldened, had a smug expression on her face.

And then, it happened.

“Yaaaah… huuuuuu…”

A strange, mournful sound echoed from somewhere.

It was a voice—no, a sound so ambiguous that it was hard to determine the gender.

‘…What?’

I froze.

It wasn’t the wind. 

It was something else entirely.

A low, drawn-out noise emanated from deeper within the shrine.

Yuna grabbed my arm tightly.

‘Damn it, that scared me.’

“What is that? Is it really a ghost’s voice…?”

I could feel the trembling in her hands.

Trying to appear calm, I glanced around.

“It’s probably just the wind.”

Even as I said it, I was terrified.

‘Why am I actually hearing a wailing sound?’

“Really…?”

Yuna clung to my arm, trembling so much that she instinctively wrapped herself around me. 

Her usual confident demeanor was gone, replaced by vulnerability.

“…Let’s at least check it out.”

I mustered up some courage and moved cautiously toward the shrine.

My legs were trembling uncontrollably. 

‘I’m not scared. Nope, not at all.’

Humming the national anthem in my head, I approached the shrine’s door.

“Yaaaah… huuuuuu…”

The strange sound grew louder from within.

Yuna pulled me back.

“Hey, let’s just go back. What if there really is something in there?”

Wiping the cold sweat off my forehead, I stared at the shrine door.

‘I’m so freaking scared.’

‘Should I go in? Or should I just go back?’

Every fiber of my being screamed to leave.

‘Should I? Or not?’

But then, Jinyoung’s mocking face flashed through my mind.

[Scared?]

[Coward.]

[Hahaha.]

His irritating voice rang in my ears, spurring me on.

Even if it killed me, I wasn’t going to let him mock me again.

I swallowed hard and grabbed the door handle.

Creeeeak—

The old door opened with a heavy groan.

The sound alone made the atmosphere ten times scarier.

“Hey… are you sure this is okay?” Yuna whispered, clutching my arm tighter.

“It’s fine.”

I pretended to be calm as I stepped inside.

The interior was darker than expected.

Faint moonlight seeped through the cracks in the windows, illuminating the dusty floor.

In one corner, there was a broken altar scattered with old trinkets and worn-out talismans.

‘See? Nothing to worry about.’

Just as I was reassuring myself, something moved in the corner of my vision.

‘…What is that?’

I held my breath and cautiously focused on the figure.

Two glowing eyes pierced through the darkness.

A black silhouette slowly turned its body.

“Yaaaah… huuuuuu…”

Yuna grabbed my arm even tighter at the sound.

‘Of all times…’

I tilted my head to get a better look.

In the shadows, a small furry creature wriggled.

Its tiny pink toe beans shimmered in the moonlight.

‘Wait, it’s a cat?’

I had been bracing myself for a ghost or something sinister.

‘So much for that. What a letdown.’

With an exaggerated sigh of relief, I spoke up.

“See? Nothing to worry about. It’s just a cat with a weird meow.”

I glanced at Yuna with a smug grin.

“A cat? Really?”

Yuna let out a deep breath, visibly relieved.

I confidently stepped out of the shrine.

***

And then—

“Ahhh!”

Yuna’s scream shattered the silence behind me.

Startled, I spun around to see three large white shapes rushing toward us.

‘What the hell?!’

My body froze.

I knew I needed to move, but my legs felt like they were cemented to the ground.

‘Ghosts? Have they locked onto us with some supernatural force?’

Yuna stumbled backward, tripping over something, and fell to the ground with a thud.

Meanwhile, the white shapes closed the distance rapidly.

At that moment—

“Pfft, hahaha!”

Laughter echoed, breaking the tension.

The white shapes revealed their faces—it was three male students who had drawn the short straws earlier.

They tossed off their white sheets, laughing uncontrollably.

“Their reactions were priceless. Seriously.”

“Wow, even Yuna fell over. That was unexpected.”

“And Dohyun didn’t even flinch. Does he have no fear?”

‘Huh? I was just frozen stiff because I was terrified.’

Now that I realized what was happening, I pieced it together.

‘So this is what they were plotting? Cute little pranksters. I almost wet my pants, though.’

But the mood wasn’t as lighthearted as they thought.

Yuna sat on the ground, her face pale, with tears welling up in her eyes.

“Are you kidding me?! Do you want to die? What were you thinking?!”

Her voice shook with anger, and her tears spilled over.

The boys, looking flustered, began to fidget awkwardly.

“Hey, are you okay?”

I quickly approached Yuna.

She mumbled through her tears, “I… my ankle… I think I twisted it.”

I examined her ankle—it was red and swollen.

‘That looks painful.’

“Looks like it’s sprained,” I said.

Yuna clenched her teeth and tried to stand, but she couldn’t put any weight on her foot.

“Ah… it hurts…”

After a moment of deliberation, I made a decision.

“Get on.”

“What?”

Yuna looked up at me, surprised.

“Hop on my back. If we keep going like this, we’ll be stuck here all night.”

“I’m fine. I can walk on my own,” she protested, even though every step made her wince.

Sighing, I knelt down in front of her and turned my back.

“Just get on.”

Yuna hesitated, her face flushed, before finally climbing onto my back.

‘Women only listen when you take charge,’ I thought, half-amused.

As she settled, I felt something soft brush against my back.

‘Oh… This is… Definitely CFC. My instincts never lie.’

I adjusted my posture, trying to focus on anything else.

“Am I… heavy?” Yuna asked softly from above my shoulder.

“No, you’re light,” I replied, keeping my tone calm.

It was true she wasn’t heavy, but that wasn’t the problem.

The soft sensation pressing against my back had my nerves on edge.

‘Think of the national anthem. Stay focused.’

In my head, I sang to myself.

‘Rose of Sharon, eternally blooming across our land—’

“Hey… go slowly,” Yuna murmured.

“Got it,” I said, my voice deliberately steady.

She rested her head gently on my shoulder and whispered, almost inaudibly.

“…Sorry.”

“For what?” I asked.

“For being a bother again… because of me.”

“There you go again. I told you, it’s no big deal.”

Yuna lowered her head and held onto me tighter.

Her breath tickled the back of my neck.

‘Ah, damn it. This is driving me crazy.’

I doubled down on the anthem in my head.

‘Forever preserve Korea, land of the great—!’

Taking a deep breath, I carefully made my way down the steep hill.

Yuna didn’t say much, but the occasional brush of her cheek against my neck made my shoulders stiffen.

“You’re sweating. Am I too heavy?” Yuna asked, worried.

“No, it’s not because of your weight.”

“Then why?”

“It’s nothing.”

Yuna tapped my neck lightly and giggled.

I just needed to get to the bottom of the hill, and this ordeal would be over.

Yuna, resting quietly on my back, seemed completely relaxed.


Unlike her, I was the only one tense in this situation.

Carrying her down the steep slope, I couldn’t help but notice how the warmth of her breath and the soft touches against my back were incredibly distracting.

That’s when it hit me.

‘What’s scarier than a ghost… is… a woman’s touch.’



 
  
    Chapter 11: Fox


As I descended the dark slope, I saw a group of children gathered ahead.

I walked toward them.

It wasn’t physically exhausting, but the destructive power of that weapon that haunted my mind was like a missile—or perhaps even more.

Once I tossed this burden to a friend, my role would be over.

‘It’s not heavy, but it sure weighs on my conscience.’

Two girls, who were always hanging out with Seo Yuna, came running toward me the moment they saw me carrying her.

“Yuna, are you okay?!”

“Did you get hurt?!”

Yuna grimaced slightly and replied to them, “Yeah… I sprained my ankle a bit.”

“How did that happen?”

“I tripped on something and fell. It’s not a big injury, but my foot’s a little uncomfortable…”

“Geez, you should be more careful! So, you got carried down by Dohyun, huh?”

They inspected Yuna’s ankle with worried expressions.

I carefully set Yuna down and started preparing to leave.

“I’ll be on my way—”

At that moment, the two friends exchanged glances, and a strange silence fell.

“Oh, right! I think I left the gas on at home!”

“What?”

“This is bad. I have to go check right away!”

One of them quickly pulled out her phone and disappeared like the wind.

‘Isn’t that dangerous? Why not just call 119?’

Before I could process the absurdity of the situation, the other friend exclaimed, “Oh no! I forgot to feed my dog!”

I almost blurted out, ‘Is your dog more important than your friend?’ but managed to hold it back.

She, too, hurriedly left.

Before they disappeared, both of them clenched their fists toward Yuna in a peculiar gesture and mouthed something silently.

‘Fighting?’

Their intentions were obvious.

They were dumping this on me.

I couldn’t just leave Seo Yuna on the ground.

Letting out a sigh, I asked, “Hey, where’s your house?”

Yuna hesitated for a moment before answering, “It’s… really close from here.”

Thankfully, it was only ten minutes away.

Resigned, I carried Yuna on my back and headed toward the residential complex.

***

The quiet alleyways were serene.

Neatly trimmed flower beds and lawns came into view.

The houses were lined up in an orderly fashion, and warm lights glowed from the windows.

“This is so heavy.”

“Geez, then just put me down!”

As we walked, bantering over trivial matters, a young married couple pushing a stroller approached from the opposite direction.

The couple glanced at us and giggled.

“Oh my, how fresh and adorable.”

“We used to be like that in school too.”

“How cute.”

“Such good times.”

At their words, Yuna flinched slightly.

I pretended not to hear and turned my head away.

‘Fresh and adorable? I’m here being forced to reenact a delivery service, and it’s been over 30 minutes since I started carrying two sacks of rice on my back.’

Not long after, we arrived at Yuna’s house.

I set her down and took a moment to catch my breath.

“Go on in.”

Yuna lowered her head slightly and murmured, “Th-thank you.”

“Sure.”

As I turned to leave, Yuna’s voice echoed.

“Kim Dohyun!”

I stopped in my tracks and looked back.

Yuna, her face red, stammered, “I-I can’t stand owing someone, so… do you have time tomorrow?”

Yuna hesitated, her face turning a deeper shade of red.

I tilted my head slightly at her question.

‘Tomorrow’s the weekend, isn’t it? I was planning to read my light novels…’

“Why?”

Panicking, Yuna waved her hands frantically.

“Oh, no… it’s just! About today and all… I wanted to thank you, so I thought maybe… I could treat you to a meal or something.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at her flustered state. 

Feeling mischievous, I teased, “Is this a date invitation?”

“A-a date? No way!”

Yuna’s face turned even redder as she stomped her feet and hung her head low.

“I just meant a meal… or maybe a movie…! Ugh, I don’t know! I feel like I should do something!”

Smiling faintly, I took out my phone and tapped on the screen.

“Text me.”

“Huh…?”

Yuna looked up at me with a bewildered expression.

With that, I turned and walked away.

When I glanced back, Yuna was clutching her phone tightly, staring at me as I left.

***

As soon as I arrived home, I opened the door and kicked off my shoes.

Stretching my stiff body, I threw my training clothes into the laundry basket.

‘Tired. So tired.’

After changing into a functional T-shirt and shorts, I felt much lighter.

From the kitchen, Harin’s voice called out.

“Brother, I’ve prepared a bath, so go ahead and wash up.”

“Why’d you prepare the bath? I could’ve just taken a shower.”

Harin placed her hands on her hips and glared at me.

“Taking a half-bath is the best way to recover from fatigue.”

“I can just take a shower—”

“Brother!”

Harin’s eyes sharpened.

Ah, here we go again. 

This overbearing sister complex.

I sighed, recalling the countless times I’d been in this situation before.

Harin launched into a lecture about the importance of half-baths.

“Half-baths promote blood circulation, help relieve fatigue and swelling, and relax muscles, which speeds up recovery after exercise. And also…”

The rest didn’t even register.

‘All I’m hearing is that it’s good. Just stop already.’

At first, it was annoying, but after trying it for a few days, I had to admit—it worked.

The fatigue from exercising seemed to melt away, and my body felt lighter.

‘Well, I can’t complain.’

Dragging my slippers, I made my way to the bathroom.

The warm water Harin had prepared was steaming, filling the room with a comforting mist.

As soon as I dipped into the water, I felt all the tension in my body melt away, and a sigh escaped my lips.

“Ah… this must be paradise.”

‘This is bliss, and this is life.’

After soaking for a while, I felt both dazed and refreshed, as though the water had drained away all my fatigue.

I leisurely spent some more time before stepping out of the bathroom.

Harin was sitting on the sofa, watching a drama.

“Brother, doesn’t it feel refreshing?”

“Thanks to you.”

Harin nodded with a proud expression.

I returned to my room, grabbed a light novel, and lay down on the bed.

‘This guy’s also struggling with his romantic problems, huh?’

I chuckled to myself, flipping the pages.

Yawning, I thought, ‘Looking at words always makes me sleepy.’

Soon, the line between dreams and reality blurred. 

Setting the book aside, I pulled the blanket over myself.

***

Harin stood by the laundry basket to gather the laundry.

As she reached in, she noticed Dohyun’s recently discarded black training clothes, crumpled.

Naturally, she picked them up, her thoughts drifting.

‘Dohyun’s changed a lot lately. Since he started working out, his body’s gotten stronger, and his face glows.’

She often caught him adjusting his hair in front of the mirror or picking out his clothes.

“Seriously, is he going through a second puberty?”

Harin murmured to herself.

The sight of Dohyun becoming not just cool but outright handsome made her heart race every time.

‘Ha…’

Shaking her head, she tried to compose herself, but her mind was already consumed with other thoughts.

Then, she noticed something.

White marks were smeared across the training clothes.

At first, she thought it was dust, but the texture on her fingertips felt unusual.

Harin carefully brought the fabric closer to her nose.

‘Is this… makeup?’

Her mind went blank.

It was evidence that someone’s face had touched the clothes.

A woman’s face, judging by the distinct smell of cosmetics.

Her hands trembled, and her heart raced.

‘Who is it? Who is it? Who is it?!’

“Die. Die. Die.”

Her low muttering was cold, sending chills through the air.

‘Who dared to lay a hand on my brother? My brother?’

A burning rage took over her mind.

‘Dohyun is naive. He doesn’t know how to handle women and wouldn’t lie.’

‘Could it be… that he’s fallen for some sly fox?’

The unsettling thoughts consumed her entirely.

To calm herself, Harin took a deep breath.

‘Brother wouldn’t lie. He said he wasn’t interested in anyone.’

Her eyes shifted toward the bathroom, where Dohyun had just finished showering.

Slowly, she made her way there.

She gently pushed the door open, revealing a room filled with warm steam.

The toothbrush Dohyun had just used sat on the sink, still damp.

Closing the door behind her, she approached it cautiously.

“Brother…”

She whispered softly, her eyes fixed on the toothbrush.

Without hesitation, she reached out and picked it up.

The residual moisture clung to her palm.

‘Just a moment ago…’

She slowly brought the toothbrush closer to her nose, inhaling the faint scent.

The mingling aroma of toothpaste and soap tickled her senses.

“Ha…”

Harin exhaled a hot breath, her gaze lingering on the toothbrush.

Biting her lip lightly, she brought it to her mouth with trembling hands.

Her tongue brushed against the bristles.

The fresh taste of leftover toothpaste and a hint of soap spread across her tongue.

“Brother…”


Setting the toothbrush down, she slowly licked her lips. 

The feeling of being close to Dohyun’s presence made her cheeks flush.

Grazing her lips with her fingertips, she whispered, “Brother is mine.”

A chilling smile formed on her lips.



 
  
    Chapter 12: Open your eyes gently


Seo Yuna rolled around on the bed, clutching her head.

“Crazy, crazy! Why did I ask him out on a date?”

She buried her face in the pillow, kicked off the blanket, and slapped the floor repeatedly.

“Ahhh! Why did I do that, Seo Yuna!”

She threw a pillow with force but then picked it up again and hugged it while rolling around. 

Her head was full of Dohyun’s face.

‘Kim Dohyun definitely told me to contact him, right? But what should I say?’

Her hands trembled as she gripped her smartphone. 

She kept opening and closing the messaging app.

“How about, ‘I’ll treat you to lunch tomorrow’? No, that sounds so desperate!”

“‘Where should we meet tomorrow?’ Ugh, that’s weird too!”

“‘Do you want to watch a movie tomorrow?’ No, that feels way too forward…”

Yuna buried her face back into the pillow and kicked her legs in frustration.

“Ugh, whatever! I’ll just send it!”

Closing her eyes tightly, her fingers moved quickly.

[Tomorrow, meet me at 10.]

As soon as she sent the message, she tossed her phone aside and rolled around on the bed.

‘Ahhh! I sent it!’

Before a few seconds had even passed, her phone vibrated.

[Kim Dohyun: Ok.]

“What’s with that tone?” Yuna pouted her lips but clung to her blanket with a small smile.

“Still, it’s nice.”

She grinned, feeling her mood lift, but suddenly jumped up.

“What should I wear? No, how should I do my makeup? My hair too! Ah, this is driving me crazy!”

After working herself up, she finally buried herself under the blanket.

‘Tomorrow… I’m looking forward to it…’

***

Sunlight streaming through the window tickled my eyelids.

I frowned and burrowed deeper under the blanket.

‘Ah, I should’ve bought blackout curtains.’

On a normal day, I would have lazed around under the blanket for another hour or two.

But the phone next to my bed buzzed loudly.

Ding. Ding. Ding.

I grabbed the phone and checked it to find a message.

[Seo Yuna: Are you ready? Don’t be late.]

I stared blankly at the screen and sighed.

‘Why did I say I’d have time?’

As if possessed, I made plans without much thought, but now that I had to go out, I was feeling lazy.

[Seo Yuna: Reply.]

If I canceled now, who knows what kind of revenge I’d face at school.

[Me: Getting ready.]

I sent a half-hearted reply and got out of bed.

After a shower, I stood in front of the mirror.

‘What should I wear?’

I rummaged through my closet and pulled out black slacks and a white shirt. 

The fabric was smooth and crease-free, giving off a neat vibe. 

Pairing it with white sneakers that left a bit of ankle showing, I thought it looked decent.

‘Not bad.’

After running my fingers through my hair to fix it, I looked presentable enough.

My younger sister, Harin, was sitting on the couch, watching me.

“Brother, where are you going?”

‘What is she, a gatekeeper?’

‘Do I need permission to go out?’

Grabbing my wallet from the dining table, I replied, “To meet a friend.”

Harin crossed her arms and smirked.

“It’s not a female friend, is it?”

Damn.

‘Did she hack my phone or something? Maybe I should reset it.’

I paused briefly but managed to keep my cool.

“No, I’m meeting Jinyoung for a bit.”

“…You’ve been meeting that friend a lot lately.”

“Yeah, we play games together often.”

Hurriedly, I slipped on my shoes and deflected her questions.

“I’ll be back before dinner. See you later.”

Harin kept her gaze fixed on me until I quickly shut the front door behind me.

Seriously, women’s intuition is something else.

***

I took the subway to Hongdae. 

Being a weekend, the streets were bustling, and everyone seemed excited.

On the subway, I checked Yuna’s message again.

[Seo Yuna: Don’t even think about being late. You’ll regret it.]

Why is the tone of someone offering to buy me a meal like this… I should’ve ignored her yesterday.

Arriving at Hongdae Station, I climbed the stairs and noticed an elderly woman struggling with a heavy bag. 

Without much thought, I walked over to help her.

“Let me carry that for you.”

The elderly woman looked at me in surprise before expressing her gratitude repeatedly.

“Oh my, thank you, young man. Kids these days rarely help like this. Would you like a drink?”

‘Why am I suddenly reminded of urban legends?’

I quietly carried the bag up the stairs. 

Though the elderly woman kept thanking me, I only nodded with a neutral expression.

As I neared the top of the stairs, I spotted a familiar face. 

A guy fiddling with his phone glanced at me briefly. 

Shrugging it off, I continued on my way.

Yuna was already waiting at our meeting spot. 

She wore a white sleeveless blouse, a flared skirt, and pristine white sneakers.

She looked undeniably pretty.

Some passing guys gave me envious glances. 

If they wanted to trade places, they’d need to deal with a yandere little sister first.

Yuna tapped her wristwatch, glaring at me.

“You’re late.”

“Late? No way.”

Checking the time, I replied nonchalantly, “I still have one minute.”

Yuna pouted and grumbled, “Who shows up exactly on time?”

“Me.”

“I’ve been waiting for ten minutes!”

“Are you stupid?”

She glared at me for a moment but eventually turned away, muttering under her breath, “You’re mean. Really…”

Showing up on time should be enough. 

‘What’s the big deal?’

I casually put my hands in my pockets. 

“So… What are you buying me for lunch?”

Yuna looked startled, her eyes widening before quickly averting her gaze.

“Lunch?”

“Yeah, you said you’d treat me. Something about showing your gratitude.”

Yuna tapped the ground with her toes and frowned slightly.

“Didn’t you eat breakfast?”

I checked my watch again. “I did.”

“Then why are you talking about food the moment we meet!”

She puffed her cheeks and glared before abruptly turning her head.

“Since we’ve both already had lunch, how about… a movie instead?”

Resting my chin on one hand, I studied her.

“You said you’d buy me lunch, but now you’re talking about a movie?”

Yuna shrugged, avoiding eye contact.

Seo Yuna trailed off, her words faltering as she looked away.

“I’ll buy you lunch later. Today, we can watch the movie first. So, uh, that’s what I mean.”

Her hesitant tone amused me, and I nodded.

“Hmm…”

Yuna cautiously studied my expression before asking, “Do you not like the idea?”

I chuckled softly and waved my hand.

“No, it’s fine.”

Yuna let out a relieved sigh and quickly picked up her pace.

“Then let’s hurry! There’s not much time left before the movie starts.”

I watched her back as she walked ahead, sunlight reflecting off her hair and making it shimmer. 

She glanced over her shoulder at me a few times, her steps quick and determined.

‘How did it come to this? The distance between me and Yuna feels way too close now.’

I shook my head, letting out a small sigh, and followed her.

***

The movie theater was packed on the weekend afternoon. 

Lines of people holding popcorn and drinks stretched all the way to the entrance.

“Hey, just pay for lunch. I’ll buy the tickets.”

“No way. That’s not happening.”

Defeated by her stubbornness, I asked, “Do you want popcorn or a drink?”

“No. I’m trying to cut back these days.”

“Well, I’m not. I’ll go get some popcorn, then?”

“Suit yourself.”

I headed toward the concession stand, muttering to myself, ‘Popcorn is the highlight of a movie theater experience. What’s wrong with her?’

At the counter, I scanned the menu.

“Welcome! What can I get for you today?”

The employee, a woman who looked like she was in her early twenties, greeted me with a bright smile.

“One single combo, please.”

“Sure! Just a moment.”

As she grabbed the popcorn container, she glanced at me and struck up a conversation.

“Are you here to watch a movie?”

‘No, I came to buy popcorn and leave,’ I thought sarcastically but replied plainly, “Yes.”

She filled the popcorn tub and continued chatting.

“If you ordered a single combo, are you watching the movie alone?”

“These days, it’s common for people to watch movies alone. I do it sometimes after work, but I keep wishing I had someone to go with, you know? Haha.”

I froze for a moment, caught off guard. 

‘What’s with all this talking? Just give me the popcorn already.’

Before I could respond, Yuna’s voice cut in from behind me.

“I got the tickets.”

I turned to see her holding two movie tickets, waving them in front of me. 

Her expression, however, was far from ordinary. 

Her sharp gaze was fixed on the concession worker.

‘What’s with her now?’

Yuna silently scanned the worker from head to toe before walking over and linking her arm with mine.

Soft.

The sensation froze me in place.

Still, Yuna didn’t look away from the worker, her expression unyielding.

‘Are there no women around me who can just relax? Please, just open your eyes gently.’

“Is the popcorn ready?” Yuna asked.

Feigning calmness, I nodded. “Yeah, almost.”

The concession worker’s hands moved noticeably faster after Yuna’s arrival.

“Here’s your single combo.”

She handed over the popcorn with an awkward smile. 

Just as I was about to thank her, Yuna interrupted.

“Excuse me, could you upgrade this to a couple’s set?”

The worker’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Ah, yes. Of course. One moment.”

I was just as taken aback.

“Hey, didn’t you say you weren’t eating because of your diet?”

Yuna turned to me with a sly grin.

“I got hungry all of a sudden.”

The worker quietly adjusted the order, adding a larger popcorn and two drinks.

“Here’s your couple’s set.”

The worker handed over the items, her smile visibly strained. 

Yuna accepted them, her narrowed eyes fixed on the worker.

“Thank you.”

I looked at Yuna, shaking my head in disbelief.

“So, how much time is left before the movie starts?”

Yuna checked her watch and responded casually. 

“Not much. Let’s go in already.”

***

Inside the theater, dim lights greeted us. 

Yuna plopped down into the seat next to mine.

She placed the popcorn on the armrest between us, stuck a straw into her cola, and muttered to herself.

“Since it’ll make me gain weight… I’ll just have a little.”

I smirked and grabbed a handful of popcorn, popping it into my mouth.

“Then why’d you order it in the first place?”

Yuna turned sharply to glare at me, her eyes narrowing.

“I said I’d eat a little, not none at all, okay?”

So defensive.

As the lights dimmed further, Yuna nibbled on the popcorn, sneaking glances at me every now and then. 

I could feel her gaze but ignored it, chewing my popcorn slowly.

This was nerve-wracking. 

Watching a movie alone with a pretty girl wasn’t something I was used to.

Adverts began rolling across the screen. 

Yuna clung to my arm, her posture stiff and tense.

“When are you letting go of my arm?” I asked.

“Is it uncomfortable?”

“…Not really.”

“Then leave it.”

Sighing, I held out the popcorn.

“Eat. Didn’t you upgrade it for yourself?”

Yuna hesitated before grabbing a handful and munching on it.

“Ugh, I’m going to gain weight like this…”

Cheeks puffed out, she chewed in frustration.

‘Then just don’t eat it. You’ve already eaten five handfuls, and I’ve barely had two.’

The movie began as the screen lit up. 

The tension between us slowly began to ease.

Throughout the film, Yuna’s attention seemed to drift between the screen and me. 

Her constant glances were starting to feel overwhelming.

‘This is too much. Seriously.’

Unable to take it anymore, I asked, “Is there something on my face?”

“Huh? N-no?”

“Then why do you keep staring?”

“Where I look is my business, okay?”

Fair enough. 


I had no counterargument to that.

Her arm clinging to mine made sitting comfortably almost impossible. 

Yuna fidgeted as well, shifting her position repeatedly.

We spent the rest of the movie quietly munching popcorn and watching the screen, the occasional glances and awkward tension lingering between us.



 
  
    Chapter 13: Initiative


After the movie ended, we stepped outside.

The street was lively. 

Narrow sidewalks were crowded with groups of people strolling together, while small cafes, clothing stores, and restaurants lined both sides of the street, showing off their colorful signs.

Yuna had been poking the ground with the tip of her shoe for a while. 

Judging by her furrowed brow, she seemed uncomfortable about something.

‘Right, she twisted her ankle yesterday. That must be why she was fidgeting throughout the movie.’

I slowed my pace to match hers.

“Where should we go now?”

“Where? Nowhere.”

“Tarot? Escape room? Cafe?”

I glanced at Yuna, who was smiling brightly, and answered, “Let’s just go home.”

Her foot was hurt, yet she stubbornly wanted to keep going. 

‘Was she trying to prove she wasn’t a fool?’

Hearing my words, Yuna’s eyes widened, and she frowned.

“What? We’re just going to watch a movie and go home? I haven’t had enough fun yet.”

“You’ve had plenty of fun.”

“No, I haven’t! There’s still busking to see tonight, and more things to do!”

Judging by her reaction, it was clear she wouldn’t give up easily if I tried to reason with her.

‘This is so annoying.’

I sighed and grabbed her wrist.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

Yuna tried to pull her hand away, but I held on gently but firmly.

“Let’s go.”

“No! I’m not done having fun yet!”

She tried to resist, but I remained unfazed and led her forward. 

When I spotted a taxi parked by the roadside, I waved it down.

“Get in.”

“No! Why are you being so bossy?”

Yuna kept grumbling but stopped in front of the taxi door. 

Letting go of her wrist, I looked at her directly.

“Your foot hurts.”

At those words, Yuna pressed her lips together, her face turning slightly red. 

She pouted her lips.

“That… that’s…”

“Let’s just go home. We can eat out another time.”

I opened the taxi door. 

Yuna still looked sulky but eventually got in without further protest.

Just as I was about to close the door, Yuna leaned out.

“When… next time?”

I chuckled and waved my hand.

“When your foot gets better.”

As the taxi drove away, I stood there for a moment, watching it disappear into the distance. 

Then I shrugged and turned to walk away.

***

Inside the taxi, Yuna stared out at the passing scenery, her thoughts filled with Dohyun.

‘Seriously, Kim Dohyun… Why does he play with my emotions like this? Is he some kind of expert?’

Although it was disappointing that the date ended abruptly, she couldn’t help but recall the moments they had spent side by side.

From the cashier flirting with him at the concession stand to his calm expression sneaking glances at her throughout the movie, and lastly, the way he forcibly put her in a taxi and said, “Your foot hurts.”

‘Darn it… He makes my heart flutter for no reason.’

Leaning her head against the window, Yuna closed her eyes. 

A faint smile crept onto her face.

***

When I got home, I kicked off my shoes and headed straight to my room.

As soon as I closed the door, I flopped onto my bed.

From outside, I heard Harin’s voice.

“You’re home early, brother.”

“It just turned out that way.”

I replied indifferently and lay there, lost in thought.

Next week’s pop quiz.

It could be an opportunity to mend my relationship with Yuna, which had been strained since the lucky incident.

‘But her feelings toward me already seem positive.’

Judging by her recent behavior, it was obvious.

She’d glance at my face when she thought I wasn’t looking.

She’d find excuses to get close.

And she’d take every chance to playfully tease me.

Her feelings seemed clear enough.

‘So, does that mean…?’

‘If the quiz results were different, would the flow of the event change?’

Suddenly, an idea struck me.

‘If I passed the quiz and didn’t have to attend supplementary classes, could I skip the main event altogether?’

But there was one major problem.

In a romantic comedy world, events always revolve around the protagonist. 

‘If I skipped the event, the system might take some drastic measures.’

‘Ugh, this is complicated.’

In the worst-case scenario, skipping the event might cause even bigger trouble.

I kicked my blanket in frustration, weighing my options carefully.

Simply avoiding the supplementary class event might lead to something worse.

‘What if I avoid Yuna too?’

If both of us passed the quiz, the event might not even happen.

I picked up my phone, opened my chat with Yuna, and hesitated before sending a message.

[Me: Have you studied for next week’s quiz?]

A reply came almost instantly.

[Yuna: What quiz? There’s a quiz?]

[Me: If you fail, you’ll have to attend supplementary classes.]

[Yuna: It’s just one day, right? No big deal.]

After reading her response, I stared blankly at my phone for a moment.

‘Her way of thinking is completely different from most people.’

She was so casual about having to stay after school for supplementary classes.

But there was something she had overlooked.

The supplementary class wasn’t just one day—it was three.

[Me: Is that so? Enjoy your three days of supplementary classes.]

[Yuna: Three days…? Really? Ugh, I’m doomed.]

As expected, she responded immediately.

Yuna would definitely start showing her enthusiasm for studying now…

[Yuna: Then I’ll just live as if I’m dead for three days.]

It seemed like this wasn’t going to be an easy battle.

***

Evening, dinner time.

I was greeted by a desolate dining table.

There were only two side dishes: rice and kimchi.

‘Why wasn’t there a feast on the table?’ This was clearly a challenge directed at me.

“Harin.”

“Yes, brother?”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“How would I know?”

“It seemed like my little sister, who was a bit of a “brother complex,” was upset about something.”

‘Normally, the table would be filled with a variety of dishes she’d prepared for me.’

‘If she served only this much, I must have done something terribly wrong.’

‘Even dogs don’t get scolded while eating.’

There had to be a reason for this behavior.

“How am I supposed to know if you don’t tell me?”

Harin puffed her cheeks and turned her head away.

‘Damn it. Why are girls like this?’

If you’re upset, just say it outright. 

‘Why do they have to express themselves through silent protests?’

‘What could I have done wrong? Was it because I’ve been going to PC rooms and the gym lately? No, that couldn’t be it.’ 

Harin was the one who even prepared bath salts for me after workouts.

I chewed on a bite of rice wrapped in kimchi, lost in thought.

‘Could she have found out about my date with Yuna?’

That seemed like the most plausible explanation.

I decided to test the waters with Harin.

“Is it about a girl?”

Her eyes widened in surprise at my question.

‘Bingo. Where did she find out?’

‘Had she followed me? Or hacked my phone?’ A chill ran down my spine.

Before I knew it, tears were welling up in her eyes.

‘This is driving me crazy.’

“Why are you crying again?”

“B-Brother… There was makeup on your training clothes…”

Ah, I didn’t think of that.

At least she hadn’t followed me or hacked my phone. 

But I’d have to be more careful from now on.

“Harin, I think there’s been a misunderstanding. It’s not what you think. Maybe it was just some dust.”

“That’s a lie. It was definitely makeup… I even sniffed it to check….”

‘What the hell? Why would you smell it, you weirdo?’

‘Was she trying to vent her creepy obsession on my training clothes?’

Then again, I couldn’t really judge—after all, I once sniffed Yuna’s school uniform.

No, wait. 

I had to focus on resolving this problem first. 

For the sake of preserving my meals.

“Harin.”

I set down my chopsticks and gently took her trembling hand.

“Ugh…!”

“Something happened, that’s all.”

“W-What kind of situation involves a woman resting her face on your shoulder?”

“She bumped into me.”

Harin’s tearful eyes glared at me.

“Who was it?”

“Um… A woman walking her dog.”

“A woman walking her dog?”

I quickly spun a story.

“Yeah, there was this lady walking her dog. She accidentally let go of the leash, and the dog ran off. I was standing in its path, so she ran after it and bumped into me.”

Harin wiped her tears but didn’t let go of her suspicion.

“Then why was there makeup on your clothes?”

“I don’t know. Maybe her face brushed against my shoulder while she almost fell. I caught her, you know.”

I was pretty satisfied with the plausible lie I’d concocted.

“Really? It wasn’t some other woman you were on a date with?”

Her sharp eyes still scrutinized me.

‘What is this, an interrogation by an intelligence agent?’

“If you don’t believe me, don’t.”

I sighed dramatically, stuffing more rice into my mouth with a sulky expression.

“I’m not saying I don’t believe you, brother…”

Harin hesitated, glancing nervously at my face.

“You’re still doubting me. I always trust what you say, Harin.”

When I put on a disappointed expression, Harin’s resolve seemed to waver.

“I-I’m sorry…”

She mumbled softly, lowering her head.

In any relationship, the one who cares more always loses—whether it’s a lover, a friend, or even a sibling.

“Trust is important between us.”

“I know that…”

I put down my spoon and looked at her.

“But when you act like this, it makes me feel like a fool. It’s not that I believe you because I’m stupid or gullible.”

Harin mulled over my words for a moment, fidgeting anxiously.

“Then… Brother, is there anything you’d like to eat?”

I glanced up at her.

“Huh? No, it’s fine. I’ll just eat this.”


“No! I’ll make something for you!”

A little later, Harin returned with a plate of ham and fried eggs and placed it in front of me.

‘Now, this is what a proper meal looks like.’

That said, I couldn’t help but think… Harin’s cooking skills were surprisingly mediocre.



 
  
    Chapter 14: Exam study


The weekend passed quickly.

“Alright, everyone, stop dozing off and pay attention.”

The kids, afflicted with the Monday blues, were sprawled across their desks like lifeless bodies.

The homeroom teacher shook his head and tapped the podium in front of the blackboard.

“You all know there’s a test evaluation this Wednesday, right?”

A wave of murmuring spread through the classroom.

“Ah, I’m doomed.”

“I haven’t studied at all.”

The teacher smirked, as if he had expected such reactions.

“Stop whining. First, I’ll let you know the test range, so take good notes.”

The test topics began to appear on the blackboard one by one.

Grumbling, the students reluctantly started jotting them down in their notebooks.

“And there’s one more important thing.”

The students’ attention focused on the teacher.

“This time, anyone scoring below 70 will have to attend supplementary classes. If you don’t feel like studying, go ahead and slack off.”

“What?! No way!”

The classroom instantly erupted into chaos.

“Teacher, that’s so unfair!”

“Yeah, the test range is way too broad!”

The students each voiced their complaints, but the teacher remained unfazed.

“Quiet down. This is a school regulation, not something I decided.”

He tapped the podium lightly to regain their attention.

“And anyway, as long as you prepare well, you’ll pass. I’ve already given you the range, and there’s enough time to study. So, just focus and do your best.”

***

After class, Jinyoung turned to me.

“Did you study? Seventy points might be tough to hit.”

“I haven’t studied yet.”

Jinyoung shook his head in disapproval.

“Hey. Do you know how annoying supplementary classes are? You won’t even be able to go to the PC café after school; you’ll be stuck here.”

‘This guy is more worried about missing the bus to his gaming sessions.’

“Well, there’s someone who seems even less concerned than me.”

I glanced at Yuna, sitting next to me.

Noticing my gaze, Yuna closed her textbook with an irritated expression.

“Hey, Dohyun! You’re talking about me, aren’t you?!”

‘Yep, I am talking about you.’

“So what if I am?”

“I was planning to study, okay?!”

Laughing, Jinyoung joined in teasing her.

“Yuna, you? Study? Yeah, right.”

“And what about you?! I can study hard enough to score 70!”

Though she looked angry, her voice trailed off at the end.

‘Anyone can see she’s not confident.’

I shrugged and opened my notebook.

“Anyway, aren’t you going to study?”

“…What?”

Jinyoung scoffed at my question, then suddenly returned to his seat.

He rummaged through his bag and pulled out a white sheet of paper, slamming it onto his desk.

‘What’s this? Did he make a cheat sheet or something?’

“How dare you talk to me about studying, Dohyun. You’re underestimating me.”

I tilted my head in confusion and picked up the paper.

“Ah, ah! That’s my entrance exam score report.”

The report listed his scores and rankings by subject.

97, 100, 94…

I blinked and read it again.

‘This guy… What a surprise. He scored over 90 in every subject?’

No wonder he’s so sharp.

‘Wait a second. Maybe I can use this to my advantage.’

“Hey, why didn’t you show off your grades earlier if you’re this good?”

Hearing my compliment, he puffed up with pride and shrugged.

“It’s not that I didn’t show them off. You just weren’t interested in my grades.”

‘Jinyoung had always seemed like a regular extra character—just another classmate.’ 

‘Who knew he had this hidden talent?’

“See? I’m different from the rest of you.”

He waved the report in his hand, flaunting it proudly.

“Enjoy those supplementary classes. I’ll be having the time of my life while you’re stuck here.”

Sighing, I spun my pen in thought.

To be honest, it’s been so long since I last studied that I wasn’t sure I could pass the test.

‘There’s no other way, I guess…’

I placed a hand on Jinyoung’s shoulder.

“Hey, Jinyoung. You know you’re my favorite friend, right? You even helped me during that courage training session.”

“Yeah, I remember. You’re welcome.”

“And you always give me rides on the bus, too?”

“Of course. Thanks to you, my rank’s been skyrocketing.”

I grinned and lightly patted his shoulder.

“See? You’re the best. No one else compares.”

He gave me a wary look before responding with a touched expression.

“Of course. We’re best friends!”

‘What a simple guy.’

“Then, as your best friend, I have a small favor to ask.”

“A favor? From me? What is it?”

Smiling, I pointed toward Yuna.

“Help us study. Her too.”

“What?! Me too?!”

Yuna, who had been quietly listening, shot up from her seat in protest.

“Why am I suddenly involved?!”

“Well, do you want to spend three days in supplementary classes while your friends upload their fun outings on social media? Alone?”

“Well… that’s true,” Yuna muttered hesitantly.

I nodded at her and said, “It’s easier if we study together.”

Jinyoung sighed, rubbing his temples with both hands.

“And no one’s asking what I think, huh?”

“I just can’t believe you’d be so ungrateful.”

“Ugh… fine. I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

And so, an unlikely study group was formed.

***

“Dohyun,” Jinyoung called.

“Yeah, what?”

“I don’t think I have it in me to turn this monkey into a human.”

Sitting at the café table, Jinyoung groaned, holding his head in his hands. 

Teaching Yuna wasn’t going as smoothly as he’d hoped.

‘I was planning to just relax and let him handle it, but it seems like his patience has already run out.’

“Every time I teach her one thing, she forgets what I explained earlier. Is she even human? She’s like a monkey!”

“Hey! Watch your mouth!”

Yuna slammed the table in anger.

‘How bad can it be?’

Jinyoung sighed so deeply it was as if the ground might swallow him, then opened the workbook again.

“Alright, Yuna. Solve the problem I just explained.”

“Uh… molecular formula for water, um… what was it again?”

“Ha…”

Jinyoung’s exasperation was palpable. 

His stare felt like it carried years of regret.

I decided to step in and mediate.

“Hey, take a break. Let me try teaching her.”

“Good luck. You might start smoking after this. I’ve never wanted a cigarette so badly in my life.”

Jinyoung left the café to get some fresh air, leaving me alone with Yuna, who sat with her arms crossed and a pout on her face.

“What’s his problem? People can forget stuff. Does he have to make such a big deal out of it?”

I glanced at the workbook in front of her and chuckled.

“It’s not a big deal; you’re just not used to studying. But let me ask you—what’s the molecular formula for water?”

Yuna hesitated, avoiding my gaze. 

Then, cautiously, she answered, “H… H3O?”

‘She really is hopeless.’

“It’s H2O! Jinyoung literally said it ten times just now. How did you already forget?”

Yuna’s face turned red as she clutched the workbook tightly and yelled, “Hey, I’m trying, okay? Why is this so hard?!”

I sighed deeply and leaned back in my chair.

“Alright. Let’s try another one. What’s the molecular formula for carbon dioxide?”

Yuna bit her lip, her face scrunched up in concentration.

“CO2…? No, wait, CO3? Is that right?”

“…I need a cigarette.”

“You too?! You’re the reason I’m even doing this stupid studying!”

‘Well, at least she admitted it’s because of me. That’s kind of sweet.’

Yuna looked at me with a mix of frustration and determination. 

It was oddly endearing, but this problem couldn’t be solved with cuteness alone.

“Yuna, to be honest, this is about your brain.”

“So you’re saying I’m dumb?”

“Not dumb, per se… more like, uh, slow-witted?”

“Hey!”

Slamming the table again, Yuna glared at me before reopening the workbook.

“Fine. I’ll solve it properly this time. Ask me anything!”

I picked a simple question from the workbook and asked, “What’s the elemental symbol for oxygen?”

“O.”

“Correct. And hydrogen?”

“H.”

“Good. Now, combine them. What do you get?”

Yuna paused, thought for a moment, and confidently declared, “OH!”

“…Sigh.”

I buried my face in my hands. 

Her confidence crumbled just as quickly as it had risen.

“Why would you combine them into OH? Didn’t you just say H2O was water?”

Yuna rolled her eyes, muttering under her breath, “How am I supposed to remember all that? It’s so confusing.”

At that moment, Jinyoung returned from his break, instantly noticing my defeated expression.

“Well? I wasn’t exaggerating, was I? Now you see the greatness of this monkey’s logic.”

“Yeah, you were right.”

I raised my hand in a gesture of surrender, acknowledging his point.

“This is beyond us. We can’t fix this.”

Yuna clenched her fists and shouted, “Hey! I’m trying my best here!”

But to us, her effort no longer inspired hope.

Jinyoung sat back down, stifling a laugh.

“Yuna, we appreciate your effort, but please stop destroying our mental health.”

I nodded, agreeing with him as I concluded, “Just attend the supplementary classes. This isn’t your fault; it’s fate. Destiny, even.”

“What?!”


“It’s a natural and logical outcome. There’s nothing we can do.”

Yuna glared at us both before finally closing her workbook.

“Fine. Whatever. I’ll just go to the stupid supplementary classes. Who cares, anyway?”

And with that, our study group ended in utter failure, leaving my grand plan in shambles.



 
  
    Chapter 15: Checkmate-like Situation


Wednesday, the day the test results came out.

I sighed deeply and stared at the score sheet.

Seo Yuna: 10 points.
Kim Dohyun: 15 points.
Lee Jinyoung: 94 points.

After checking his score, Jinyoung ran over with a surprised expression.

“Hey, what happened to your score? You were solving problems just fine in the workbook.”

‘Why? Why else? I was afraid of messing up if I didn’t join the event.’

“Just… wasn’t feeling great.”

I gave Jinyoung a vague answer and looked at my score again.

‘My score, where I guessed everything, is 15 points. How did Yuna manage to score 10?’

My head was spinning.

The homeroom teacher stepped to the front of the classroom and addressed us while looking at a chart.

“Anyone who scored below 70, stay after school.”

***

In the last row of the supplementary class, Yuna sat beside me with a sulky expression, staring at me.

“Hey, you suck at studying too, so why were you giving me a hard time?”

‘Because of you, you little…’

I swallowed my inner thoughts, turned away, and responded without looking at her.

“Yeah, sure.”

Yuna widened her eyes and nudged my arm.

“At least we’re stuck here together, so it’s not too bad, right?”

“Yeah, whatever.”

After answering without much interest, I looked around the classroom. 

It was, as expected, a gathering of kids who couldn’t study.

Students were fiddling with their phones instead of books. 

Groups were chatting and laughing.

Among them was Choi Gihoon’s gang, a familiar sight. 

My gaze locked onto one of them.

‘That guy?’

It was the one who glanced at me when I went to Hongdae last weekend.

He also noticed me and smirked while whispering something to the others.

Soon, a shaved-head guy with a scratch mark on his scalp approached my desk.

“Did you two flunk because you were too busy dating?”

A childish taunt.

I ignored him and turned my head, but Yuna frowned and responded.

“What?”

“Just ignore it.”

Avoiding lowlifes like him was the best strategy. 

Not because they’re scary, but because they’re disgusting.

But the shaved-head guy didn’t stop.

“You two went on a date last weekend, huh? Gihoon said he wouldn’t let it slide.”

Before Yuna could reply, I spoke first.

“Looking at your face, it seems like you’d have a hard time even meeting people, let alone dating.”

His face turned red instantly.

“Hahaha! He got you good, Choi Sunghum!”

“Wow, Kim Dohyun, you’ve got a sharp tongue!”

“Sunghum is pretty ugly, though.”

The laughter from his gang echoed.

These guys seemed to enjoy their friend being ridiculed.

Sunghum clenched his fists and cursed.

“What? You little—what did you just say?”

Just as he looked ready to pounce, the teacher entered the classroom.

“Everyone, quiet down! Class is starting.”

Sunghum gritted his teeth and returned to his seat.

I smirked to myself as I glanced at him.

‘Yeah, that’s how punks like you act.’

***

The supplementary class was as boring as expected.

The teacher was passionately explaining something, but no one was paying attention.

Some students were still chatting quietly or messing with their phones.

I checked the clock to see how much time had passed and then slid my phone into the drawer.

‘It’s almost time.’

The bell rang to signal the start of the break.

Ding-dong-dang-dong.

As soon as the break started, Yuna left her seat in a hurry, probably heading to the restroom.

Taking advantage of her absence, Gihoon’s gang began their filthy chatter.

“Hey, doesn’t Seo Yuna have an amazing body? She’s perfect.”

“No wonder Gihoon’s so into her.”

“Girls like that are always super wild, I’m telling you.”

Their disgusting words continued.

In the game, this is when the choices pop up:

1. Ignore it.

2. Confront them.


	



If you choose option 1, Yuna overhears their dirty talk when she returns from the restroom. 

She’s disappointed in the protagonist for not intervening, causing her affection points to drop drastically.

If you choose option 2, Yuna’s affection points increase. 

However, the protagonist makes enemies with Gihoon’s gang and gets disciplinary action from the academy. 

On top of that, they embarrassingly lose the fight.

‘This really is a shitty game.’

An absolute no-win scenario.

Just then—

“Kim Dohyun, did you hook up with her?”

Words that shouldn’t be heard reached my ears.

Something far worse than what was in the original story.

Maybe it was because my relationship with Yuna had changed, but the intensity was significantly higher.

Their mockery continued.

“Did she feel good?”

That single line completely shattered my thin patience.

For a moment, time seemed to stop.

All other noises faded, leaving only their laughter and dirty words echoing in my mind.

My hand was already off the desk.

“Hey.”

I pushed my chair back and stood up.

The laughter in the classroom gradually died down.

The shaved-head guy lifted his head, still smirking.

“What? Did I hit a nerve? Or did I guess right?”

Before he could finish his sentence—

My fist landed squarely on his nose.

With the sound of something breaking, he fell backward.

“Ahhh! You crazy bastard! M-my, my, my nose!”

He covered his face with both hands as blood poured out.

The classroom erupted into chaos, with screams of shock ringing out from all directions.

I didn’t care about the noise.

Looking down at the guy sprawled on the floor, I said coldly, “Don’t let your mouth run without thinking.”

The rest of his gang stared at me, their faces a mix of shock and fear.

When our eyes met, a few of them quickly turned their heads, avoiding my gaze.

“What the hell…?”

“That guy’s completely lost it….”

I kept glaring at the shaved-head guy on the floor.

Still seething with rage, I clenched my fist, ready to hit him again when—

“Dohyun! Stop it!”

A voice from behind made me freeze.

Yuna grabbed my arm.

“It’s okay. Really, it’s okay now. Just stop.”

The moment her hand touched my arm, my heart skipped a beat.

The anger clouding my mind suddenly cleared, leaving me cold and calm.

Before long, the teacher entered the classroom.

***

Park Youngha, 32 years old.

In her fifth year of teaching, she often felt a sense of fatigue creeping in, despite being accustomed to the job.

Today was no different. 

She sighed as she set down her coffee mug.

“Of all things, I had to draw the short straw for supplementary class duty. Why is my luck always like this?”

She tried to pep herself up as she prepared for the class, but not long after, the office door flew open.

A breathless student rushed in, shouting, “Teacher! There’s a fight in the supplementary class! Kim Dohyun and Choi Sunghum are fighting!”

For a moment, Park Youngha’s mind went blank.

‘A fight? In the supplementary class?’

She inwardly sighed but kept her composure as she responded, “Got it. Let’s go.”

When she opened the classroom door, the scene inside was worse than she expected.

Choi Sunghum was sprawled on the floor, clutching his bleeding nose and wailing. 

Kim Dohyun stood over him, staring coldly.

The surrounding students were murmuring and clearly shaken.

“Everyone, quiet down!”

Her voice echoed through the classroom, finally silencing the chaos.

She quickly began assessing the situation.

“Dohyun, what do you think you’re doing?”

Dohyun looked at her with a blank expression.

“Sunghum, are you okay?”

Clutching his nose, Sunghum whimpered, “Teacher, he just suddenly hit me!”

One of Sunghum’s gang chimed in, “I saw the whole thing! Dohyun just lost it and punched him!”

Though Park Youngha listened, she couldn’t shake her doubts.

She knew Dohyun wasn’t the type to resort to violence without reason.

“Dohyun, is that true?”

“Yes. I hit him,” Dohyun admitted curtly, his voice devoid of regret or guilt.

Park Youngha sighed as she looked at the two students.

“Fine. Both of you, come to the teacher’s office. This isn’t something that can end here.”

***

In the office, Park Youngha alternated her gaze between the two boys.

“Let me ask again. Why did this happen? What’s the reason?”

Dohyun remained silent.

Unable to hold back any longer, Yuna raised her voice.

“Teacher, they were saying disgusting things about me! That’s why Dohyun couldn’t stand it!”

Sunghum scoffed, shaking his head.

“Disgusting things? What are you even talking about? Teacher, she’s just trying to cover for her boyfriend by pinning the blame on us!”

Park Youngha clicked her tongue inwardly at his audacity.

Sunghum was already infamous for causing trouble, and his gang was notorious as well.

Still, it wasn’t easy to take sides in a student conflict without clear evidence.

Then Sunghum spoke up, his voice tinged with faux indignation.

“Teacher, this is outright violence! Isn’t this a clear violation of school rules? He should be expelled!”

Park Youngha rubbed her temples.

Technically, he wasn’t wrong. 

Since Dohyun had struck first, there was no avoiding disciplinary action under school regulations.

At that moment, Dohyun silently pulled out his smartphone and placed it on the desk.

“I have evidence,” he said firmly.

He played a recording, and the room fell silent.

The audio was damning.


	“Hey, doesn’t Seo Yuna have an amazing body? She’s perfect.”

	“No wonder Choi Gihoon’s so into her.”

	“Hey, Kim Dohyun, did you sleep with her? Was she good?”



The sound of vulgar laughter followed.

The atmosphere in the office turned icy.

Park Youngha listened to the recording in full, then slowly raised her head to glare at Sunghum.

“Choi Sunghum.”

Sunghum’s face went pale.

“Is this what you meant when you said there was no evidence?”

Her voice was calm, but the anger simmering beneath was unmistakable.

Sunghum opened his mouth, then closed it again, struggling for words.

“It… it was just a joke! You know, just messing around—”

“Just a joke?”

Park Youngha’s tone turned sharper.


“If it’s a joke to you, do you think it’s a joke to the person you hurt?”

She sighed deeply, glancing between the two boys.

“This has gone beyond what I can handle. The school disciplinary committee will decide on the appropriate punishment for both of you.”

Standing up, she concluded, “Kim Dohyun, Choi Sunghum. You’re both to return home immediately and remain suspended until the decision is made.”



 
  
    Chapter 16: I’ve done it


“Ah, I’ve done it now.”

The original plan was just to secretly record it and hand it over to the teacher.

But I lost control for a moment.

This is a real mess.

“You… you… What were you thinking!”

Beside me, Yuna was trembling slightly.

Her voice soon lost its strength and shifted to a shaky tone.

“Be… because of me… I…”

Unable to finish her sentence, Yuna lowered her head deeply. 

Her shoulders quivered slightly, revealing her anxiety.

“Hey.”

I placed my hand gently on top of her head and pressed down softly.

“It’s not because of you. I just didn’t like the look on his face, so I hit him.”

Startled by my words, Yuna snapped her head up.

“Even now, you think it’s time to joke around?”

“Yeah.”

I replied lightly, nodding my head.

“Ugh!”

Yuna stomped her foot as if furious but quickly let out a long sigh and lowered her head again.

“What if… what if you get expelled?”

She muttered under her breath, tugging nervously at the edge of my sleeve with her fingertips, looking deflated like a balloon with a slow leak.

I shrugged my shoulders at the sight.

“Well, if I do, then it can’t be helped.”

“What? Are you a grade-schooler? How is that comforting?”

Yuna shouted in a frustrated tone, but her face quickly turned dejected again.

“Because of me… I…”

“Seo Yuna.”

I called her name and started walking slowly toward the school gate.

“I didn’t hit him because of you. I hit him because he deserved it.”

Without looking back, I added, “I’m leaving.”

As I stepped outside the school gate, I spotted Choi Sunghum staggering, holding a tissue over his bloodied nose.

“Hey.”

At my call, he flinched and shrank back. 

But with some pride left, he managed to respond in a voice laced with mockery.

“What?”

“Where’s Choi Gihoon?”

At my words, Sunghum’s face twisted.

“Wh-what? Why are you asking about Gihoon all of a sudden?”

“You said you wouldn’t let it slide. I want to see him in person.”

I slowly approached him, glaring.

‘So ugly. What a pathetic jerk.’

“Where’s your hideout?”

Perhaps still shaken from being beaten earlier, Sunghum trembled and avoided answering, rolling his eyes.

“I don’t know! It’s not like I’m glued to him all the time.”

I stared at him silently before leaning in close and whispering low into his ear.

“Think this is a joke? If Seo Yuna hadn’t stopped me, you wouldn’t be standing here right now.”

Sunghum’s body stiffened. 

His eyes showed a flash of panic and fear.

I spoke calmly but firmly.

“Stop wasting my time and talk. Unless you want another beating.”

After hesitating for a long time, Sunghum finally dropped his head and muttered quietly.

“The old shopping building in the old town…”

Nodding, I turned and walked away.

‘Might as well wrap this up now that I’ve started.’

***

In a narrow alley, on the second floor of an old building, was their hideout.

The room was hazy with cigarette smoke.

Leaning back on a sofa, Choi Gihoon swung one leg casually as he fiddled with his phone.

“Kim Dohyun. Ignoring my warning, huh?”

He murmured the name under his breath, frowning.

Bigger than his peers since childhood, Gihoon had always resolved things with brute force.

It started in kindergarten.

He bullied kids to snatch the toys he wanted.

By the time he was a student, he was beating others and extorting money.

Soon enough, those around him learned to tiptoe and cater to him.

To Gihoon, Hanbit Academy was his kingdom.

One of his lackeys cautiously asked, “Are we gonna deal with that guy?”

Hearing the question, Gihoon let out a bitter chuckle and leaned back, staring at the ceiling.

“Yeah.”

Putting down his phone, Gihoon fell into deep thought.

‘Should I start pressuring him by targeting those around him, or go straight for him and force him to drop out?’

Lost in his thoughts, his phone suddenly buzzed.

[Just now, Kim Dohyun beat up Choi Sunghum lol]

Reading the message, Gihoon didn’t seem startled. 

Instead, a relaxed smile spread across his face.

“This guy is completely nuts.”

Standing up from the sofa, Gihoon began pacing the room, extinguishing his cigarette with a twist.

Kim Dohyun.

From the first moment he saw him, he’d known Dohyun’s eyes were different.

Unlike others who cowered in fear, Dohyun had stared at him with an unreadable, emotionless expression.

‘At least he’s got guts.’

Recalling those eyes, Gihoon smirked slightly.

Even though he’d issued a warning and hadn’t made the first move, Dohyun dared to strike first.

And worse, he had laid hands on Seo Yuna, someone Gihoon had marked for himself.

‘Touching my property crosses the line.’

One of the lackeys, who had been watching Gihoon closely, hesitantly asked, “Why are you smiling? Something good happen?”

Gihoon glanced at him and smirked slyly.

“No. Just thinking.”

“But Dohyun beat up Sunghum, didn’t he? Was he always this bold?”

Another lackey asked curiously.

Choi Gihoon slowly sat back down and responded.

“He’s got guts, I’ll admit that. But let’s see how long it lasts.”

He picked up his phone again and sent a few messages.

[Everyone, deny everything. Make it look like Sunghum didn’t do anything wrong. Let’s use this chance to crush Kim Dohyun completely.]

After sending the messages, Choi Gihoon took out another cigarette and placed it in his mouth.

***

“Hah… looks exactly like some delinquent hangout.”

Standing in front of the rundown building, I was hit with a mix of the musty stench unique to abandoned buildings and the sharp smell of cigarettes.

The door was half-open, and faint laughter and conversations could be heard inside.

I stepped in cautiously, making as little noise as possible.

The creaky stairs felt like they could collapse any moment as I climbed them slowly.

As I reached the second floor, the view cleared up.

Inside the room, a group of seven or eight guys was gathered.

In one corner of the room, there was an old table cluttered with plastic bags and small pill bottles scattered haphazardly.

I paused, narrowing my eyes as I scanned the items.

‘These bastards… drugs?’

Even for a delinquent, this was a detail that wasn’t in the game settings.

At the center of it all, Choi Gihoon sat on a sofa, one leg crossed over the other.

‘What a bunch of idiots putting on a show.’

“How about you quit smoking? Your bones might rot away at this rate.”

The sudden voice made everyone in the room turn to look at me.

Choi Gihoon twisted the cigarette between his fingers, frowning.

“Who the hell are you?”

The lackeys standing around murmured amongst themselves.

“How did he find this place?”

“Does he have a death wish or what?”

“This guy’s completely nuts.”

Ignoring their reactions, I slowly scanned the room.

‘One, two, three… seven. Eight, including Choi Gihoon.’

There was no place to hide, but the room was full of objects that could be used as weapons.

‘This could get dangerous if I let my guard down.’

I carefully analyzed the situation, scanning the room.

Outnumbered or not, there was always a way.

Fear.

Instilling the fear that any one of them could end up like the first example would be enough.

‘One target.’

If I made an example out of just one of them, the rest would crumble on their own.

Just then, one of them stepped forward.

He shrugged his shoulders, sneering at me as he stared me down.

“Hey, are you insane? Do you even know where you are?”

His tone and relaxed demeanor.

He was the perfect choice.

“Yeah, I guess I am crazy.”

He scoffed at my words and took another step toward me.

‘Now.’

As soon as he got close enough, I lunged forward, lowering my body.

The moment his eyes widened in surprise and he raised his hands, my fist was already driving into his solar plexus.

“Ugh…!”

As he doubled over, gasping for air, I grabbed the back of his neck and slammed him into the ground.

Thud!

The sound of his head hitting the concrete floor echoed through the room as he let out a groan.

“I didn’t let go.”

Climbing on top of him, I raised my fist again.

“Hey, stop it, man! Can’t you see he’s bleeding?”

One of the lackeys shouted, but I didn’t care.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

With every punch, screams and groans of pain filled the room.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

His face was now a bloody mess, his nose bleeding and staining the floor.

Finally, I stopped and stood up.

Some of the lackeys, who had been holding their breaths, instinctively took a step back.

“Who’s next?”

I spoke calmly, looking at my bloodied fist.

The lackeys exchanged glances but didn’t say a word.

“What’s wrong? No volunteers?”

I grabbed the collar of the guy lying on the floor and lifted him up.

His pupils were unfocused, and his body hung limp.

“You call yourselves delinquents? Is this all you’ve got?”

I walked slowly toward them.

Their faces were pale with fear, their bodies trembling.

Even the so-called kings of the academy were just kids in the end.

“Did you really think grouping up would make you unstoppable?”

I shook the blood off my hand as I spoke.

One of them glanced desperately at Choi Gihoon, his eyes pleading for help.

“Gi… Gihoon…”

Choi Gihoon, still seated on the sofa, maintained a calm expression but couldn’t hide the trembling of his hands.

“Choi Gihoon.”

Slowly, he stood up, shrugging his shoulders and smirking.

“You’re completely nuts, aren’t you? I like you. How about joining us? I’ll even give up Seo Yuna.”

I ignored his smirk and approached him slowly.

The tension in the room grew thicker.

“Give up Seo Yuna?”

Stopping right in front of him, I stared him down.

“Shouldn’t you be saying that after you’ve won?”

Before he could respond, my fist struck his jaw with precision.

His eyes widened as he staggered back, crashing into the sofa and falling over.

As he tried to get back up, I grabbed him by the collar and threw him against the wall.

Crash!

He slumped to the ground, looking up at me in fear.

The smirk was gone, replaced by sheer terror.

I knelt in front of him and spoke in a low voice.

“Do you know what I hate the most?”

I looked around at the frozen lackeys. 

None of them dared to move, their breaths shallow.

I stood up slowly and said, “Anyone who dares to annoy me.”

Picking up one of the pill bottles, I tossed it at Choi Gihoon’s face.

“I’m done for now. But if this happens again, it won’t be as fun.”

As I turned to leave, the room was deathly silent, the air frozen.

***

Hanbit Academy, Class 1-B.

As one male student entered the classroom, the lively chatter quieted.

The other students avoided him, whispering.

His body and face were covered in bruises.


“Hey, is that the guy who got targeted by Choi Gihoon’s gang?”

“Don’t talk to him. You might get dragged into it too.”

Amidst the murmurs, the boy walked to his seat without a word, his expression blank.

No one dared to meet his eyes.



 
  
    Chapter 17: Rumor


For the past two weeks, I’ve been lazing around at home, living the idle life of a grasshopper.

This was all because of the unexpectedly harsh punishment, likely due to the original storyline being twisted. 

Normally, the protagonist would get beaten up by the delinquents and only receive unfair school service as punishment.

But the school’s disciplinary committee ruled my actions as one-sided violence.

As a result, I got a two-week suspension, while the delinquents, including Choi Sunghum, received a month-long suspension.

‘Well, I guess I should feel satisfied that it’s better than theirs.’

***

Ding. Ding. Ding.

Checking my smartphone, I saw a message.

[Seo Yuna: Hey, Kim Dohyun! Reply already!]

‘Doesn’t she ever get tired of this?’

At first, I replied a few times, but the conversations always ended up being like, “I’m sorry… It’s my fault.”

Just reading them was frustrating, so I eventually decided to ignore her altogether.

On the other hand, Kim Harin’s reaction to the incident was surprisingly positive. 

When I honestly told her that I hit the delinquents because they provoked me, she laughed and said, “Brother, if anyone messes with you in the future, don’t hold back. Beat them up!”

It was an unexpected response.

I stepped out in my tracksuit.

Lately, my routine has become like clockwork. 

After waking up, I eat breakfast prepared by Harin, read a light novel for a bit, take a shower, and head to the boxing gym.

After spending the day like that, I return home, eat dinner, and collapse into bed, falling asleep immediately.

It was monotonous but surprisingly orderly.

***

When I arrived at the boxing gym, a familiar muscular figure waved at me and approached.

“Hey, have you thought about it yet?”

It was Kangcheol, the coach.

This guy seemed to enjoy hearing about my suspension for hitting another student.

“Why don’t you quit the academy and pursue a career as a professional boxer?”

‘Asking a student to quit school—what kind of adult says that?’

“I told you, I’m not interested.”

When I replied firmly, Kangcheol shook his head in disappointment and patted my shoulder.

“You’ve got talent. I wouldn’t have taken notice of you otherwise.”

“Talent or not, I’m staying in school.”

He muttered under his breath and stepped back.

“I’m telling you, don’t waste your potential. There’s more to life than studying.”

I simply shrugged without responding.

From the moment he heard about my suspension, Kangcheol had been persistently trying to recruit me.

“So, did you win? Breaking a few of those punks’ teeth is fine.”

“Why don’t we aim for a championship while we’re at it?”

Still, he didn’t push further if I flatly refused.

As I warmed up and focused on hitting the sandbag, the gym door suddenly burst open with a loud bang.

A familiar voice called out.

“Hey, Dohyun!”

Stopping my workout, I turned my head.

Jinyoung, in a sweat-drenched school uniform, was running into the gym, panting heavily.

“What now?”

Jinyoung caught his breath and stood in front of me, blurting out, “Choi Gihoon! He dropped out of school!”

I stopped punching the sandbag and wiped my sweat with a towel before asking indifferently, “Why?”

Jinyoung looked at me incredulously and replied, “I heard he muttered something about being just an ordinary person as he walked out of the school gate.”

After thinking about it for a moment, I smirked and went back to hitting the sandbag.

“Really? Well, good for him.”

Jinyoung scratched his head while watching me.

“Didn’t you have a bad relationship with him?”

“Not really.”

“Whether Choi Gihoon dropped out or not didn’t matter much to me. If he ever caused trouble again, I’d deal with him just like before.”

“There’s even a rumor at school that you beat up all of Choi Gihoon’s gang.”

“Come on, how could I?”

“Exactly. Even I think that’s a stretch. Anyway, your suspension ends tomorrow. How do you feel about going back?”

I punched the sandbag one last time and replied casually, “I just feel annoyed that I’ll have to wake up early.”

Hearing that, Jinyoung stared at me blankly for a moment before bursting into laughter.

“Man, that’s such a ‘you’ answer.”

“Nothing else happened, right?”

“Nope, except Seo Yuna saying she won’t leave you alone once you’re back at school.”

Jinyoung’s laughter echoed through the gym.

***

Thud. Thud. Thud.

“Brother, wake up! It’s your first day back at school!”

Harin’s voice boomed louder than usual from outside the door.

I grumbled, pulling the blanket over my head.

“…Can’t I just start going tomorrow?”

Clatter. Clatter.

I heard the sound of something fiddling with the locked door. 

Soon, Harin opened the door and entered the room.

She yanked the blanket off me and shouted, “No way! What kind of impression would that make on your first day back?”

In the end, I was dragged out of bed by Harin’s relentless persistence.

‘I think I need to put a lock on my door.’

Rubbing my eyes as I got up, I paused when I saw the neatly pressed uniform hanging on the coat rack.

“Harin, did you iron my uniform?”

“Of course. Who else would take care of you, Brother?”

From the shirt to the pants, the ironing was so thorough that not a single crease could be found.

I should feel good about how much she cares, but why does it feel a bit terrifying?

Looking at the uniform, I once again marveled at her meticulousness.

After washing up and heading to the living room, my eyes were drawn to the meal set on the table.

The rice was steaming hot, and the soup was a hearty soybean paste stew filled with meat and vegetables.

There were five side dishes: bulgogi, seasoned greens, kimchi, rolled omelet, and pickled radish.

‘What is this? A feast?’

“Since today’s your first day back at school, I made something special. You better eat it all, or else.”

‘Since when did the day someone returns to school after being suspended for fighting become a special occasion?’

“Don’t rush and eat slowly, so you don’t get indigestion.”

“Alright, alright.”

After finishing the meal, I left Harin’s nagging behind and leisurely got ready for school.

***

In front of the school gate, groups of students were gathered, chatting among themselves.

As I appeared, some of them started whispering.

“Hey, it’s Kim Dohyun.”

“I heard he took down Choi Gihoon’s gang all by himself.”

“Wow, seriously? This feels like a drama.”

‘Did Choi Gihoon’s gang spread the rumor themselves?’

That seemed unlikely. 

There’s no way they’d proudly admit to being beaten up by one guy, especially when they carry themselves like self-proclaimed school tyrants.

‘So how did this rumor even start?’

A headache began to creep in as soon as I arrived at school.

At that moment, a familiar voice called out from behind me.

“Kim Dohyun! Why haven’t you been replying to me? You’re driving me crazy!”

Turning around, I saw Yuna hurrying toward me from the school gate, pointing a finger at me with a furious expression.

“You were bothering me during my break.”

I responded nonchalantly.

Stopping in front of me, Yuna crossed her arms and glared. 

Her face was filled with anger.

“When did I ever bother you? I was just checking if you were doing okay!”

“It’s just that your constant messages feel a bit overwhelming.”

I sighed as I replied, and Yuna pouted her lips.

“I was doing it because I felt guilty! And yet you didn’t even reply…”

“That makes it even more tiring.”

Yuna raised her eyebrows and stared at me again.

“You’re such a jerk.”

Her gaze dropped to the ground. 

Seeing her look so dejected for some reason made me feel a bit guilty.

“If I reply, will that be enough?”

“Really?”

Yuna’s eyes lit up as she raised her head again, a faint smile forming on her lips.

“Then that’s fine. But… stop causing trouble. There are weird rumors going around the academy these days. Stuff like you hunting down Choi Gihoon’s gang and beating them up.”

Yuna narrowed her eyes and scrutinized my face.

“That’s not true, right?”

A chill ran down my spine for a moment.

“What are you talking about?”

I averted her gaze and mumbled vaguely.

“Those rumors! They’re not true, right?”

“They’re not. Do I look like some superhuman?”

“Alright, then.”

Wanting to end the conversation quickly, I turned toward the classroom.

Yuna followed behind me, muttering, “Your reaction is suspicious…”

‘She still doesn’t believe me. Who on earth started that ridiculous rumor?’

***

As I walked, I spotted a male student heading toward the back of the academy.

Hunched over slightly, he was clutching a notebook tightly in his hands.

‘Must be a model student.’

I thought nothing of it and continued toward the classroom.

***

Near the hideout where Choi Gihoon’s gang usually gathered.

At the entrance of a shabby commercial building, a student stood with his hands shoved into his pockets.

His face was stiff, and the envelope in his hand was damp with sweat.

‘Why am I the one who has to go through this?’

Inside the envelope was several ten-thousand-won bills—his allowance money.

The student, Kang Minwoo, was one of the many victims who had been extorted by Choi Gihoon’s gang.

But today, things were different.

When he arrived at the hideout, he noticed someone familiar standing in front of the building.

“…Kim Dohyun?”

The person everyone was talking about lately.

There were even rumors about him dating Seo Yuna and showing up unexpectedly to help people in trouble.

‘Why is he here? Is he getting bullied by Choi Gihoon’s gang too?’

Minwoo cautiously followed Dohyun into the abandoned building.

Not long after, a scream echoed from inside.

“Urgh…!”

Hiding himself, Minwoo peeked at the scene inside.

What he saw shocked him.

One of the delinquents who had tormented him was sprawled on the ground, his face bruised and blood dripping from his nose.


Nearby, Choi Gihoon was on the floor, scrambling backward in fear.

As Dohyun approached slowly, Gihoon’s expression turned to one of terror, like a herbivore facing a predator.

Minwoo watched the scene, his eyes wide in disbelief.

‘The rumors were true. He’s like a hero straight out of a comic book!’



 
  
    Chapter 18: Santa


“What’s this?”

Bread and milk that were placed on my desk every morning.

I didn’t know who was responsible, but it was starting to get unnerving.

Yuna, sitting next to me, grumbled with a displeased expression.

“Must be nice being so popular.”

There was a hint of sharpness in her words, but I didn’t pay it any mind.

It seemed there was a girl admiring me from afar.

It’s not unreasonable; being drawn to a strong man is just biology. 

I get that.

The problem was, my stomach was already full every morning from the love-filled breakfasts prepared by Kim Harin.

I handed the bread and milk to Yuna and asked, “Want it?”

She glanced at the offering and muttered in a sharp tone, “Why would I eat something meant for you?”

‘Why was she so prickly?’

I figured I wouldn’t be getting a response to my texts anytime soon.

She crossed her arms and glared at me with a dissatisfied expression before speaking again.

“Who’s giving you this? Did you do something to some girl again?”

Being treated like a playboy out of nowhere was strangely satisfying.

“…What are you even talking about?”

I made a baffled face, and Yuna muttered softly as she turned her head away.

“Then who keeps leaving this stuff on your desk every morning?”

“How would I know?”

Just then, Jinyoung approached us from the back of the classroom.

“Hey, if you’re not gonna eat that, give it to me. I woke up late and skipped breakfast.”

Today’s opportunist was confirmed.

I casually handed the bread and milk to Jinyoung and sank into thought.

‘Who on earth is doing this?’

As he devoured the bread, Jinyoung suggested, “If you’re curious about who Santa is, why not come early tomorrow morning and find out?”

It was a solid idea.

Annoyingly logical, even.

When I stared silently at him, Jinyoung added hesitantly,

“Well… I am kinda curious too. Who’s been leaving this stuff every morning? It feels so… personal.”

Zap—

Yuna shot Jinyoung a glare sharp enough to pierce steel and then turned away.

Could she soften her gaze a little? She looked like an eagle ready to hunt.

Truth be told, I was curious about the identity of “Santa,” so I threw an arm around Jinyoung’s shoulder.

“Then let’s meet early tomorrow morning.”

“Why me?”

“Because we’re best friends.”

***

The next morning, I woke up earlier than usual, hastily got ready, and headed out.

“Harin, I’m heading to school first.”

“Brother, what about… breakfast?”

“Left it in the fridge. I’ll eat it later.”

Normally, I’d enjoy Harin’s meticulously prepared feast before leaving for school, but today was different.

‘Who’s been leaving stuff on my desk?’

Though Jinyoung’s suggestion had sparked the idea, my curiosity had already taken hold.

When I arrived at school, the classroom door was firmly shut.

It seemed no one else had arrived yet.

As I walked down the hallway, I spotted a familiar figure through the window. 

It was Jinyoung.

“Wow, this is the earliest you’ve ever been here.”

Yawning so hard it seemed like the ground might give way, Jinyoung approached me.

“Had to see for myself.”

He chuckled and patted my shoulder.

“You should be thankful I came. At this time, I’m usually one with my bed.”

“Thanks.”

We cautiously opened the classroom door and went inside.

There was nothing on my desk yet.

Hiding under the teacher’s desk, we waited in silence, listening for the sound of the door opening.

“So, we just wait now? It’s probably some girl who likes you, right?”

“That’s likely, but you never know.”

Time passed.

Footsteps echoed down the hallway.

“Who could it be?”

We both held our breath, waiting for the person to appear.

The classroom door creaked open, and a student walked in.

He glanced around, then slowly approached my desk.

Messy hair, glasses.

All my hopes were shattered.

‘Damn, it’s a guy? Is he… into me?’

Chills ran down my spine.

It turned out the “Santa” leaving bread and milk on my desk was a dude.

He carefully placed the items on my desk and looked around again before heading toward the door.

“Hey.”

I stepped out from under the teacher’s desk and called out.

He froze like a startled rabbit and slowly turned his head.

“Uh… so…”

‘Was he really into me?’ His reaction was infuriatingly awkward.

His face turned red, and his lips quivered as if he wanted to say something.

“What are you doing?”

As I approached, I asked the question, and he lowered his head, replying in a small voice, “I just… wanted to say thank you.”

“Thank you?”

“That day… the Choi Gihoon gang… you saved me from them. I’ve only ever been the victim…”

“Huh?”

‘Why is Choi Gihoon’s name coming up here?’

He clenched his fists and continued, “So… I wanted to repay you. It’s not much, but this is all I could do.”

‘What nonsense was this? And when had I ever saved a guy?’

I’d rather let him deal with it himself.

Jinyoung smirked and chimed in, “That story about you taking down Choi Gihoon’s gang is just a rumor. I even asked around myself.”

The boy looked shocked, waving his hands in protest.

“What are you talking about? I saw the hero take down the Choi Gihoon gang myself.”

I doubted my ears for a moment.

Taking down the Choi Gihoon gang was true, no issue there, but “hero”? What was that about?

I pointed at him with my finger.

“You. Were you there?”

“Yes. I was… there to hand over money that day.”

‘Ah, now the puzzle pieces clicked into place.’

‘When I went to deal with Choi Gihoon’s gang, he must’ve been there at the same time to pay them off. He’d witnessed the whole thing.’

‘Wait. Then… is he the source of the rumor?’

“Did you tell anyone what you saw?”

“Of course. A hero’s honor is important, so I posted it anonymously on the school community.”

For a moment, I was at a loss for words, staring blankly at him.

“You… posted it?”

He nodded confidently.

“Yes! The hero’s achievements should be widely known. If everyone knows, the bad guys will be more cautious!”

‘What kind of lunacy was this?’

‘Hero? Achievements? My life had suddenly turned into a second-rate superhero drama.’

Jinyoung burst into laughter, clutching his stomach.

“Wow, this is gold. You’ve been crowned a hero now. Kim Dohyun the Hero? That’s a solid title.”

“Forget the title, Kim Dohyun. I’m more disappointed in you.”

“What now?”

“Why didn’t you tell me? Friends shouldn’t keep secrets.”

“If I told you, you’d spread it all over the school.”

“Ahem…”

The urge to punch this guy square in the face was almost overwhelming, but I held it back and asked him, “Hey, what exactly did you write?”

He sheepishly took out his phone and showed me the post with an awkward smile.

[The true hero of our time, Kim Dohyun! The legendary figure who single-handedly took down the Choi Gihoon gang. He’s right here at our school!]

I was at my wit’s end.

Looking at his face, I felt a faint sense of familiarity.

“What’s your name?”

“Kang Minwoo.”

Kang Minwoo…

His vague impression didn’t ring a bell.

Anyway, this whole “hero” label was way too much pressure.

Seeing his slightly deranged enthusiasm, I decided to handle this gently.

“Kang Minwoo. Be honest. Do you think this is normal behavior?”

He tilted his head and answered earnestly, “Why not? I thought it was cool seeing you beat up the bad guys. Honestly, if I could, I’d want to be like that too.”

This guy was completely off the rails.

“Listen. Forget the hero stuff. Stop posting nonsense like this. Got it?”

“Yes… I understand.”

Minwoo nodded with a dejected expression.

Jinyoung snickered beside me.

“Hey, hero. If something comes up, can we call you?”

I smacked Jinyoung lightly on the back and replied, “If you spread any dumb rumors, you’re next. Now, let’s go.”

I waved Minwoo off with a dismissive gesture.

Bowing his head, Minwoo shuffled out of the classroom.

‘Man, every day feels like a battle.’

***

Morning. Homeroom.

The teacher stood at the podium with the attendance book and began the session.

“Alright, let’s have another peaceful day. And let’s not cause trouble like Kim Dohyun.”

Laughter erupted throughout the room.

I cleared my throat awkwardly and looked out the window.

The teacher shook their head and continued, “As I said before, no matter how angry you are, don’t act like that again.”

“…I’ll think about it.”

The room burst into laughter again at my response.

The teacher sighed and wrapped up the attendance.

As soon as homeroom ended, Yuna turned to me, curiosity shining in her eyes.

“So, who was Santa Claus?”

That eager look made me not want to tell her.

“It’s a secret.”

Hearing my response, Yuna puffed out her cheeks like a squirrel preparing for winter and glared at me with a pouty expression.

“That’s so unfair…”

Her reaction was so adorable I nearly laughed.

“It was a guy.”

“Huh? Really? Why would a guy give you bread and milk?”

“Exactly.”

“Wait…”

Yuna’s expression turned suspicious, and I quickly interrupted.

“It’s nothing like that. Don’t get any weird ideas.”


Hearing that, her face turned red, and she fanned herself with her hands.

“I-I wasn’t thinking anything weird!”

Her reaction made it obvious that she had been.

Then, in a voice barely audible, she muttered, “…I shouldn’t have worried.”



 
  
    Chapter 19: Who is your partner?


“Being out with you after so long makes me so happy!”

While pushing a cart loaded with groceries, Harin smiled at me as she spoke.

I responded indifferently.

“It’s just grocery shopping.”

“Everything is special when I do it with you!”

Harin, apparently in a very good mood, hummed a little tune as she headed toward the fruit section. 

She expertly picked out an apple with her small hand and held it up proudly.

“What do you think about this? It’s so red and looks delicious!”

“Don’t we have some left at home?”

“We finished them. And this variety is much sweeter and tastier.”

Harin carefully placed the apples into the cart and naturally moved toward the vegetable section.

“What about pumpkins? They’re in season now and should taste great,” she suggested.

“What are you going to make with those?”

“Pumpkin stir-fry, pumpkin stew, or maybe even pumpkin pancakes!”

She was already planning meals in her head.

“Do whatever you want.”

At my halfhearted response, Harin pouted and came closer to me.

“Hey, take this seriously! I’m picking all of this for your meals!”

“Fine. Just hurry up.”

Harin sighed as if giving up, then quickly brightened up again as she selected sweet potatoes and tofu with precision.

I silently admired her meticulousness.

‘She really is good at housework.’

Full of energy, Harin clung to my arm as we shopped, hopping around in excitement.

“It’s been so long since you came out grocery shopping with me. It makes me so happy.”

Momentarily stunned by her earnest tone, I felt a tiny twinge of guilt stir inside me.

‘Am I a terrible person?’

Harin took care of all the cooking, cleaning, laundry, and every household chore, and this was our first time shopping together.

‘I should do this more often if it makes her this happy.’

I looked at her smiling face and spoke.

“…If I have time, let’s do this more often.”

Her face lit up like blooming cherry blossoms.

“Hearing you say that makes me so happy! You’re truly my favorite person in the whole world!”

I regretted my words immediately.

I wanted to take them back.

***

The next morning, I found a single MyCho chocolate snack sitting on my desk instead of the usual bread and milk.

‘So now it’s MyCho, huh… after I told her to stop putting bread and milk on my desk.’

I sighed and picked up the MyCho. It was obviously Harin’s doing.

Even though I tried to let her off easy yesterday, it seemed like I’d need to be more direct.

The problem was, I had no idea what class Kang Minwoo was in.

Wandering through the noisy hallway, I grabbed a passing girl.

“Hey, do you know what class Kang Minwoo is in?”

Her eyes widened in surprise, and she looked up at me with a bashful expression.

“Um… I think… Class 1-A?”

She quickly scampered away to her classroom, leaving me feeling like a celebrity.

With a shrug, I headed toward Class 1-A.

When I entered, Kang Minwoo was sitting at the back of the classroom, furiously scribbling in a notebook, his eyes glued to the pages.

‘What a nerd,’ I thought.

“Hey,” I called softly as I approached him.

Minwoo jumped and quickly hid his notebook.

“H-Hero?”

‘Seriously, stop calling me that.’

Sighing, I rested my arm on his desk.

“You put the MyCho on my desk, didn’t you?”

Minwoo started sweating and waved his hands nervously.

“N-no, it wasn’t me…”

His eyes kept darting toward the notebook he was trying to hide.

‘What’s up with this guy?’

I swiftly grabbed the notebook from his hands.

“No! Don’t!”

Despite his protests, the notebook was already in my hands.

“What’s so important about this?”

I flipped it open and froze.

‘What the hell is this?’

The pages were filled with detailed drawings of a superhero in a sleek suit battling villains.

The disturbing part was that the hero’s face looked suspiciously like mine, and the villains bore a striking resemblance to Gihoon’s gang.

‘This guy is insane.’

Despite my thoughts, the quality of the drawings was impressive, more like a full-fledged comic than random doodles.

“You drew all of this?” I asked without taking my eyes off the pages.

Minwoo quietly nodded.

‘So he’s genuinely crazy.’

I closed the notebook with a heavy heart.

“Hey, Minwoo.”

He stared at me nervously.

“You… always draw stuff like this?”

“I’ve liked drawing since I was little…”

His voice trailed off into a mumble.

“Hey, hey. Look over there. Maybe the rumor about him taking down Choi Gihoon’s gang by himself is true.”

“Is he extorting money?”

To any bystander, it definitely looked like I was bullying Kang Minwoo.

I sighed and handed his notebook back to him.

“Fine, but don’t leave weird stuff on my desk again. Got it?”

Kang Minwoo lowered his head and muttered, “Yes, I understand.”

‘This guy better straighten up for real this time. If he does it again, I’ll knock some sense into him.’

***

Our homeroom teacher closed the attendance book and addressed the class from the podium.

“Alright, everyone, listen up. You know the sports day is next Monday, right?”

A mix of groans and cheers rippled through the classroom.

Some students slouched in exhaustion, while others whispered excitedly to their neighbors, full of anticipation.

“For each event, you’ll need to decide your roles, and everyone must participate in at least one event. Once you’ve decided, the class rep will submit the list to me.”

At that, the groans in the room grew louder.

“Teacher, do we really have to participate? I really don’t want to.”

“Can’t our class just put all our effort into tug-of-war or something?”

Ignoring the complaints, the teacher began writing the list of events on the chalkboard.


	100m Dash

	Soccer

	Three-Legged Race

	Tug-of-War

	Relay Race



“Decide what you’re entering by tomorrow morning. If you don’t, I’ll assign you randomly.”

The students let out an even louder collective sigh.

I leaned back in my seat, looking out the window with a tired expression.

‘It’s so damn hot. What’s the point of this pointless event, anyway?’

In the original story, the sports day was a side event with little relevance to the protagonist, so it was always skipped.

It felt unnecessary here as well.

***

When class ended, Jinyoung strode over to my desk.

“Hey, have you decided what you’re doing?”

I glanced at him lazily.

“No. Do I have to?”

Jinyoung widened his eyes in disbelief.

“Come on, this is our chance to show off Class B’s skills! I’m entering soccer.”

He clenched his fists dramatically, already in full battle mode.

‘He looks like he’s heading into a war.’

“Soccer?”

“Yeah! Back in the neighborhood, I was a total ace, remember?”

“You? You look more like a benchwarmer to me.”

“Man, you really know how to hurt someone.”

Jinyoung grumbled as he plopped into the seat in front of me.

“What about you? What are you going to enter?”

I looked out the window, pondering my options.

‘What’s the easiest event? I don’t want to sweat under the scorching sun doing something stupid.’

“…Tug-of-war?”

At my answer, Jinyoung burst out laughing.

“Tug-of-war? You’re really trying to coast by, huh?”

“You just stand there and pull the rope. Simple.”

When I replied with a straight face, Jinyoung couldn’t stop laughing.

“Hey, did you know? At our academy, only girls traditionally do tug-of-war.”

“…What?”

“You didn’t know? Guys are supposed to enter events like running or soccer. If you go for tug-of-war, you’ll become a total joke.”

‘There’s a tradition like that? Isn’t that gender discrimination? Reverse discrimination, even.’

I stared at Jinyoung, dumbfounded. 

My one easy option vanished, leaving my mind blank.

“Just enter soccer with me.”

“Are you obsessed with soccer?”

“Of course! If I’m doing this, I’m doing it properly.”

“But isn’t soccer already packed with players? Will there even be a spot left?”

Jinyoung frowned, looking slightly irritated.

“Well… Soccer is really popular, but Class 1-A is so good that everyone’s scared to compete. We had a practice match, and they completely crushed us. It was humiliating.”

‘Oh, that happened, huh? Getting beaten once and now they’re all cowards.’

At that moment, the class rep called out from the front of the room.

“Alright, everyone, quiet down! Tug-of-war and basketball are already full. The only options left are running and soccer. If you don’t pick, you’ll be assigned randomly!”

The classroom buzzed with murmurs and complaints. 

Running and soccer were both tiring options, leaving no easy way out.

Jinyoung nudged my side with his elbow.

“Come on, just join soccer with me. If you’re a guy, soccer’s the way to go.”

I hesitated for a moment.

‘Soccer, huh? Not a bad idea.’

In the army, I was known for my pinpoint passes to the commanding officer. 

My nickname among the officers was De Bruyne.

‘But playing soccer with a bunch of amateurs? That wasn’t worth my time.’

“…I’ll just let the draw decide. I don’t want to choose.”

Leaning back in my chair, I muttered lazily.

***

Bang! Bang!

The class rep smacked the podium with his palm.

“Alright, the rest of you are drawing lots! Come up one by one and pick!”

Reluctantly, I got up and shuffled to the front.

I grabbed a small piece of paper and unfolded it cautiously.

And then…

“Three-Legged Race.”

“…What the hell is this?”

Seeing my bewildered expression, Jinyoung rushed over.

“What did you get? Why do you look like that?”

He snatched the slip from my hand and burst out laughing.

“Pfft… Guys! Dohyun got the three-legged race!”

The classroom’s atmosphere shifted.

The laughter died down, and the girls began glancing at me with interest.

“Dohyun in the three-legged race…?”


“Who’s going to be his partner?”

“I’d love to run with him.”

The girls whispered among themselves, their eyes sparkling with excitement.

‘Here we go again with the nonsense.’



 
  
    Chapter 20: It makes me want to tease you


Hanbit Academy, Class 1-B, Choi Dabin.

She had been troubled lately.

Recently, her best friend had been lovesick. 

Look at her now—staring blankly out the window while gazing at Kim Dohyun with lovestruck eyes.

‘This is so frustrating. They even watched a movie together, so why are things still like this?’

Choi Dabin grabbed Seo Yuna and dragged her to the restroom.

“Hey, instead of just spacing out, why don’t you just ask Kim Dohyun to team up for the three-legged race?”

“What if he doesn’t want to team up with me…?”

“Ugh, come on! Do you think he would’ve watched a movie with you if he didn’t like you? He’s totally interested in you.”

“Really…?”

Choi Dabin sighed as she looked at Yuna.

It was hard to believe that her famously beautiful friend was so flustered over a guy. 

Even Dabin had to admit that Seo Yuna was stunning—so much so that even as a fellow girl, she felt no jealousy.

And then there was that figure, topped with an impressive bust. 

Her body was practically flawless. 

On the day of the entrance ceremony, the number of boys who asked for her number could have filled an entire class.

“Yuna, I’m telling you, just go for it! It’s a 100% chance.”

“But… what if he rejects me…?”

“Reject? Do you really think Kim Dohyun would reject you? Get a grip, Yuna!”

Yuna blushed, hesitating as she muttered.

“Then… should I try asking him?”

***

“Hey, Kim Dohyun!”

A voice interrupted my peaceful basking in the sunlight.

I turned toward the source of the sound to see Seo Yuna shifting nervously, rocking side to side.

“What?”

“Have you decided who you’re doing the three-legged race with?”

Three-legged race, huh? Ugh, I should’ve signed up for soccer instead.

These days, the girls in class were all obsessed with this event since it was a mixed-gender activity. 

Apparently, the hot topic was who would team up with whom.

“I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.”

“Really? Then… would you like to team up with me? You don’t have any friends anyway.”

‘What the hell? Why did she have to hit me where it hurts?’

‘She wasn’t wrong, though.’

The only people I really hung out with in class were Jinyoung and Yuna.

Still, seeing her nervous face and flustered expression made me want to tease her a bit.

“Don’t worry. I’ve already found someone I want to team up with.”

I gave her a meaningful smile, and Yuna’s face stiffened.

I turned to look at her friend standing next to her and grinned.

“Hey, Choi Dabin.”

“Huh? What?”

“Do you want to team up with me for the three-legged race?”

“W-What…?”

Yuna’s eyes widened in shock as she looked back and forth between Dabin and me, her expression like that of a startled hamster.

See? That’s why I told you not to try and compete with me for control.

“Why Dabin all of a sudden?!”

I smiled leisurely.

“You just said I don’t have any friends. So I found one—a new one.”

Choi Dabin, caught off guard, blinked blankly before slapping her own cheek and shaking her head.

“Kim Dohyun, aren’t you and Yuna kind of… you know, a thing?!”

“We’re not. We’re just friends.”

Next to us, Yuna bit her lip, her face beet red, unable to say anything.

Dabin placed her hands on her hips, looking flustered.

“Hey! What’s wrong with you? Don’t you feel bad for Yuna?”

“For what? We’re not anything. Isn’t that right, Seo Yuna?”

Suddenly dragged into the conversation, Yuna widened her eyes and stammered.

“Oh? Oh… yeah… we’re nothing…”

But anyone could see she looked like she had lost her soul.

“See? Yuna says so herself.”

I grinned nonchalantly and added, “So, Dabin, let’s team up.”

I stood up and walked over to Dabin, who was still standing next to Yuna.

“Why… why are you doing this, you crazy guy?!”

“Yuna said I don’t have friends. I’m just trying to make one.”

I said it with a teasing smile, and Dabin fidgeted with her fingers, looking unsure of what to do.

‘Should I stop teasing them now?’

Yuna, staring blankly, looked utterly drained.

I guess it’s time to end the joke here.

“Ah, it looks like you don’t want to. I guess the only person willing to team up with me is Yuna after all.”

At that, Yuna’s eyes widened.

The dejected look on her face was gone, replaced with an intense stare that was almost overwhelming.

“Really… you’ll team up with me?”

Her voice trembled slightly.

‘Did I take the teasing too far?’

“Why? If you don’t want to, just say so.”

I said it bluntly on purpose, and Yuna shook her head vigorously.

“No, no! It’s fine! Since you don’t have anyone else, I’ll go with you!”

Again with the power struggle.

I almost gave in to the temptation to tease her more but held back.

I smirked and nodded.

“Sure.”

***

The field was bustling with energy.

The sunlight was warm, contrasting sharply with the vibrant red track and the lush green grass. 

Students were scattered all over, practicing for their events with enthusiasm.

Among them were Yuna and me.

Yuna looked down at the rope tied around our ankles, fidgeting nervously with her hands.

“Are you sure you’ve tied it properly?”

“I’ve tied stuff before, you know. Like hair ties.”

Contrary to her confident words, Yuna’s hands trembled as she tried to tie the rope around her ankle.

“Hey, if you tie it like that, it’ll come loose while we’re running.”

I grabbed Yuna’s hands, moving them aside, and she let out a startled sound.

“Eeek-!”

Someone might think I was some kind of creep.

I tied the knot firmly and said, “See? You have to tie it like this so it won’t come loose.”

“…Okay.”

Yuna nodded quietly.

“Alright, let’s practice walking in sync. Start with the left foot, okay?”

“Left foot? Got it.”

As I stepped forward with my left foot, Yuna stepped with her right, then burst into laughter.

I stared at her in disbelief, shaking my head.

“Again. Let’s get it right this time. Left foot first, okay?”

“Okay! Left foot, right foot. I’ll get it right this time!”

Just as we were about to try again, Yuna lost her balance and stumbled.

I quickly grabbed her arm to steady her.

From this close, I could see her cheeks flushing pink.

“Be careful, will you?”

Yuna, looking embarrassed, fiddled with her hair.

“…Th-thanks.”

The worst thing about the three-legged race is that if one person falls, the other falls too.

Which meant that if Seo Yuna fell, I’d fall with her.

“If you fall, I’ll go down with you.”

“Yeah… sorry.”

We adjusted our posture again and began walking in sync, slowly at first.

Left foot, right foot.

At the start, it was clumsy, but we gradually got into rhythm.

Hmm, this should be fine. 

No need to worry about falling now.

“Hey, just keep this up during the sports festival.”

“Right? I’m doing well, aren’t I?”

Her proud smile looked oddly cute.

“Not bad.”

“Then let’s try speeding up a little!”

She clenched her fists with determination, her enthusiasm unmistakable.

We began picking up the pace, stepping faster and faster.

The rope tightened as we gained speed, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d expected.

“At this rate, we might actually win first place.”

“See? I’m good at sports. You’ve seen me run before.”

“Yeah, you’re great. Like a charging dinosaur running straight into me.”

At my comment, Yuna pouted.

“If we raced during gym class, I’d have beaten you.”

“Sure. No one can outrun a headbutting dinosaur.”

“Ugh…!”

Frustrated, Yuna poked my side.

“Just wait! I’ll prove it during the three-legged race!”

I glanced at her and held back a laugh.

***

After changing into my sweats at home, I headed to the gym, now part of my routine.

The moment I opened the door, the humid, sweat-filled air hit me.

I stretched out a little, getting ready, when I noticed Jinyoung slumped in a corner.

“Hey, what are you doing sitting there instead of working out?”

At my question, Jinyoung slowly raised his head.

His usual confident expression was nowhere to be seen.

“Oh… Dohyun… We had a soccer practice match against Class A today.”

“And?”

“We got destroyed. Totally crushed.”

I sat on the bench, pulled out my water bottle, and took a sip while looking at him.

“Hey, aren’t you supposed to be the ace? You’re good at soccer, right? So why’d you lose?”

At that, Jinyoung scowled.

“Ugh, it’s not the kind of ‘good’ you’re thinking of. The Class A guys are on a whole different level.”

“How different can they be?”

“Dribbling, passing, shooting… everything they do is like art. It’s insane.”

He grabbed his head with both hands and let out a deep sigh.

“Ugh, our class’s morale hit rock bottom after seeing that. I was a striker, but I don’t even remember taking a single shot. We couldn’t do anything and just got wrecked.”

He looked so deflated that he reminded me of a jellyfish.

I patted his back.

“Come on. How good could they really be? If you work hard, you’ll catch up.”

Hearing that, Jinyoung gave a bitter laugh.

“To be honest, I’m fine, but the rest of the team sucks.”

‘Wow. Now he’s blaming the team? How low can you go, Jinyoung?’

“Then just forfeit.”

At my blunt remark, he shook his head firmly.

“No way. A real man doesn’t give up. But honestly, in our current state, it’s hopeless. The guys are practicing as if they’ve already accepted defeat to Class A.”

“Well, if your team’s mental toughness is as soft as tofu, it’s no wonder.”

At my jab, Jinyoung snorted and lightly poked my side.

“Hey, if you were playing soccer, you’d be just as bad.”

He sighed and shook his head as I smirked and headed toward the punching bag.

“Go hit the sandbag or something. Best way to blow off stress.”

He stared at me for a moment before nodding and standing up.


“Alright! Class A? I, Jinyoung, can totally take them down!”

His eyes sparkled with determination, his energy visibly restored.

Hearing his outburst, I held back a sigh.

‘What is he, the protagonist of a shonen manga?’



 
  
    Chapter 21: Sports Day Part 1


The warm sunlight gently filtered through the kitchen window.

Harin, adjusting her neatly tied apron, hummed a soft tune while whisking eggs.

The savory aroma filled the kitchen, and the ingredients she was preparing were neatly laid out beside the sink.

‘Tomorrow is Sports Day, so I have to pack my brother’s lunch!’

Harin took out seaweed for the gimbap and spread a thin layer of sesame oil on the rice.

“My brother likes ham, so I’ll make two rolls.”

Humming, she carefully placed the ingredients on top of the rice.

“What are you doing?”

A nonchalant voice came from the side.

Dohyun, who had been lounging on the couch just moments ago, stood with his arms crossed, glancing at Harin.

“My brother, tomorrow is Sports Day.”

While Harin was rolling the gimbap with her small hands, an unexpected remark struck her ears.

“Do you really have to? You could just buy it.”

Harin’s hands froze. 

The chopsticks she had been using to place a small rolled omelette trembled.

‘Buy it? You mean just buy it?’

Though Dohyun usually had a carefree personality, this was too much. 

Her eyebrows twitched.

“Buy it?” Harin slowly raised her head and looked at Dohyun. 

Today, his typical indifferent expression felt oddly annoying.

“It’s fine if you just eat something quick. There’s no need to go through all this trouble.”

Dohyun waved his hand dismissively as if it didn’t matter, but Harin felt as if a dagger had pierced her chest.

‘Trouble? If I thought this was trouble, I wouldn’t have even started! I’m doing this out of love for my brother!’

Harin’s cheeks puffed up slightly.

“Hmph, I knew my brother would say something like that.”

Harin took a deep breath and swallowed the surge of emotion inside her.

“This isn’t trouble; it’s my way of supporting you. Please accept my feelings!”

Harin spoke in a small but firm voice.

Dohyun glanced at her, then shrugged.

“Alright, do whatever you want.”

His blunt response made Harin lower her head again, focusing on rolling the gimbap.

‘Well, if my brother eats it, it will give him strength. That’s all that matters.’

With a small sigh, Harin neatly packed the gimbap into the lunchbox.

Every little touch from her hands was filled with affection for Dohyun.

‘Next time, I’ll make sure he can’t say he wants to buy it. I’ll make him say it’s delicious!’

Just then, Dohyun approached and casually leaned against the kitchen table, quietly watching the lunchbox.

Harin, without saying anything, continued concentrating on rolling the gimbap. 

Then, suddenly, his hand reached out and grabbed a piece of the rolled omelette from the lunchbox.

“My brother, it’s not ready yet!”

Harin puffed her cheeks and shouted, but Dohyun didn’t respond. 

Instead, he popped the omelette into his mouth.

A moment later.

“It’s good.”

It was a casual remark, but Harin’s hands froze.

“Really?”

She slightly lifted her head and looked at Dohyun. 

A subtle smile played on his lips.

“Yeah. Have I ever said the food you made wasn’t good?”

“No, but you said you were going to buy it earlier!”

Harin turned her head with a pout.

Dohyun lightly tapped her head and said.

“I just didn’t want you to go through unnecessary trouble. I know the food you make is the best. Anyway, I’ll eat it all.”

His compliment made Harin’s lips twitch with an uncontrollable smile.

“Hehe… Then, you have to finish it all tomorrow, okay?”

“Got it, got it.”

Even with his indifferent tone, Harin could tell he meant it, and her mood brightened.

‘As expected, my brother is the best in the world.’

With a happy smile, she finished rolling the last piece of gimbap.

After preparing the lunch, Harin turned and went back to her room to lie down on her bed.

‘As expected, housework is Level 1.’

Packing such a thoughtful lunch, her dislike for the ‘brother complex’ had lessened a bit.

Ding! Ding! Ding!

The sound of a phone notification rang loudly, and a message appeared on the screen.

[Seo Yuna: I’m so nervous, what should I do?]

‘Such a child.’

‘Is she really getting nervous over something like this?’

[Kim Dohyun: Just do it like you practiced.]

[Seo Yuna: What if we end up last?]

‘Sigh, worrying is pointless.’

[Kim Dohyun: Just don’t fall.]

I turned off the screen and tossed my phone aside.

‘Jinyoung and Yuna… Why are they so serious about this?’

‘I couldn’t understand it at all.’

Leaning back on the bed, I let out a sigh.

‘Do they all think of Sports Day like it’s the Olympics or something?’

As my eyelids slowly lowered, the noisy scene of tomorrow’s event appeared in my mind.

It’ll be fine if I just do it casually. Just casually.

I thought about the tiring day ahead and slowly drifted off to sleep.

***

The next morning, Hanbit Academy was filled with energy.

Students, each wearing their class T-shirts, gathered on the playground.

The 1-B class T-shirt was a black plain T-shirt with a tiger painting on it.

‘Their fashion sense is really the worst.’

Colorful canopies were lined up on the playground by each class.

Underneath, students were either drinking water or pretending to stretch while chatting away.

The 1-B class canopy was no different.

“Today’s weather is so hot.”

“But it’s still better than class.”

“True.”

While the class was wasting time with pointless talk…

“Hey, guys!”

A loud voice came from behind the canopy.

Their homeroom teacher, Yoo Jeonghwan, crossed his arms and walked over, surveying the class.

At his voice, the students, who had been murmuring, slowly lifted their heads.

“Today, don’t worry about anything else. Run for the honor of our class.”

He had seemed like the least enthusiastic person just yesterday.

‘Did he get heatstroke?’

It was definitely hot today, though.

After a brief pause, he spoke again with a serious expression.

“Especially, don’t lose to Class A.”

The students were confused by their teacher’s sudden burst of energy.

“Why are you bringing up Class A all of a sudden?”

“We’re going to try our best, but why make it sound so heavy?”

“Did something happen?”

At that moment, Yoo Jeonghwan hesitated for a moment, then cleared his throat.

“Actually… I made a bet with Class A’s homeroom teacher.”

The words that followed were unbelievable.

The students turned to each other, shocked.

“What??”

Yoo Jeonghwan shrugged nonchalantly.

“Class A’s homeroom teacher suggested we bet the cost of a class trip next week. He challenged me, saying he’s confident we’ll lose, so I accepted right away.”

The students were speechless, exchanging glances.

“The cost of the class trip…?”

“What happens if we lose?”

“Is that something a teacher should do?”

Faced with the barrage of questions, Yoo Jeonghwan cleared his throat and replied.

“If we lose, our class will have to stay behind and study at school.”

In that moment, the canopy area fell silent.

“All 2-person 3-legged race participants, please get ready!”

A clear voice echoed from the speakers, signaling the start of the first event: the 2-person 3-legged race.

Students watched anxiously from their class canopies, awaiting the start.

Yuna and I, chosen as representatives, stepped up to the starting line.

Yuna looked at me with a tense expression.

“We have to get first place. Got it?”

“Really? We could just run casually.”

“Didn’t you hear what the teacher said? If we lose, we’ll be stuck studying while the others go on the trip!”

Ah, she didn’t want to study. 

That’s why her grades were like that.

Yuna clenched her fists, clearly nervous.

I shook my head and tied the knot around my leg.

The representatives from the other classes were already practicing at the starting line.

Then.

A loud shout came from the 1-B class canopy.

“Hey, we have to win! We don’t want to be stuck studying while the others go on the trip!”

“Kim Dohyun, Seo Yuna! You have to win!”

The class cheered us on, filled with determination.

In the center of it all stood Jinyoung.

‘I’m embarrassed for them.’

BEEP—!

The whistle blew, and the race began. 

All the participants surged forward from the starting line.

“Kim Dohyun, Seo Yuna, run!”

“Go Class B!”

“They look like a photo shoot with how they’re running. Why?”

“They make a good couple.”

Yuna’s voice echoed with each step as she moved in sync with me.

At first, we were a bit off, but after a few steps, our pace matched, and we found our rhythm.

Those who weren’t in sync had already fallen behind.

The representatives from Class A were the only ones still close behind, but Yuna didn’t falter and shouted louder.

“One, two! One, two!”

Her breathing was heavy, clearly showing her excitement.

It was the perfect moment for us to trip.

To prevent that, I whispered to Yuna.

“Hey, keep the speed steady.”

“Don’t overdo it, or we might fall. Let’s not make it a hassle.”

We slowed our pace a bit, becoming more composed.

As we neared the finish line, our steps grew lighter.

The loud cheers from the canopy echoed.

“Kim Dohyun! Run!” shouted Seo Yuna.

“Just a few more steps and we’re first!”

“Go, beautiful couple!”

In the final few steps, we matched our pace and sprinted toward the finish line.

Class A was closing the gap, but we crossed the finish line first.

“Class B crosses the finish line in first place!”

The referee’s announcement rang through the playground.

The field erupted in cheers. 

Our friends at the canopy screamed and hugged each other.

Yuna, breathing heavily, placed her hands on her knees to catch her breath.

Soon, she approached me with a joyful expression, raising her palm.

“High five!”

I hesitated for a moment before lightly raising my hand to meet hers.

“Is it really that great?”

“Yeah, it feels amazing!”


Yuna smiled brightly and ran toward the canopy where our classmates were.

“Seo Yuna, Kim Dohyun are the best!”

“We’re going on the trip!”

Our friends’ cheers filled the canopy.



 
  
    Chapter 22: Sports Day Part 2


Lunch break.

On the playground, picnic mats were spread out here and there as students from each class gathered in small groups to take out their lunchboxes.

Under the canopy of Class 1-B, kids were laughing and chatting while unpacking the lunches they had prepared.

I took out the lunchbox that Harin had made for me and opened the lid.

In the first compartment, neatly arranged kimbap slices were evenly organized.

I liked that there were two rows of ham.

In the second compartment, there were cute octopus-shaped Vienna sausages and rolled omelets, with a disposable ketchup packet beside them.

‘All this effort? Just kimbap alone would’ve been enough.’

While I was thinking that, Jinyoung looked at my lunchbox with a surprised expression.

“Wow, what’s this? Did your mom make it?”

“No, my younger sister did.”

“Unbelievable. It looks like something from a restaurant.”

A man’s pride.

I couldn’t help but feel a little smug as my shoulders puffed up.

I picked up my chopsticks and put a piece of kimbap made by Harin into my mouth.

‘Oh. It’s good.’

Jinyoung, staring at the lovingly prepared lunchbox, looked envious.

“Hey, be good to your sister. Who else would pack such a nice lunch for their brother?”

“Really?”

“Of course! Look at my sister. She’s always plotting my demise.”

‘Damn it. If I’m not careful, mine might actually kill me someday.’

***

“Hey! Soccer team, gather up quickly!”

After lunch, the P.E. teacher’s voice echoed from behind the canopy.

The boys who were scheduled to play in the match started gathering one by one.

“Who got hurt?”

“I heard Junhyun sprained his ankle during lunch. He said he can’t play.”

The murmuring among the students grew louder.

With one player missing, Class 1-B’s roster now had a vacancy. 

The teacher began looking for a substitute player.

“So, who’s stepping in for Junhyun?”

The kids glanced at one another, hesitating.

When no one volunteered, Jinyoung tapped me on the back and said, “Hey, can you step in just this once?”

His eyes looked desperate, like someone searching for an oasis in the desert.

But it wouldn’t work on me.

Emotional appeals don’t sway me.

I hate doing anything bothersome.

“Why should I?”

“Just stand there and pretend to play. We won’t win against Class A anyway.”

Jinyoung spoke in a resigned tone.

Yesterday, he acted like the protagonist of a shonen manga, and now he was already defeated.

At that moment, the teacher shouted as he scanned the student roster.

“Isn’t there anyone who can step in for Junhyun? No one’s finished their event yet?”

Some boys near the canopy shouted back.

“I still have the 100-meter dash left!”

“I’m in the relay, so I can’t spare the energy!”

The P.E. teacher frowned in frustration as he flipped through the roster.

“You guys are going to be disqualified for lack of players!”

At that moment, Jinyoung shot his hand into the air and shouted toward the teacher, “Kim Dohyun is available!”

‘Ah, this is why they say you should choose your friends wisely.’

Our ancestors weren’t wrong about everything.

I glared at Jinyoung.

“Hey, do you want to die?”

“Please, I’m begging you. Dohyun, remember when I helped you find Santa last time?”

‘Hmm… he’s got a point.’

If someone helps you, you should return the favor.

Besides, this is my first real friend, and he’s begging so earnestly.

“Ugh… fine.”

Jinyoung ran to the teacher with a big grin.

“Teacher! Kim Dohyun says he’ll play as a substitute!”

“Kim Dohyun? Alright.”

All the kids turned to look at me at once.

The atmosphere felt oddly heavy, as if the team’s fate rested in my hands.

‘Ah, this is why you should always try to stay unnoticed.’

“Hey, Kim Dohyun. I’ve never seen you play soccer before.”

“You’re always sitting in the stands. Are you any good?”

“If you get the ball, just pass it to us, alright?”

‘These adorable punks.’

I was dragged around in the military for two years, forced to play soccer with officers the whole time.

Without a word, I began warming up.

“Hey, what position are we putting Dohyun in?”

“Junhyun was an attacking midfielder, so he should just stay there, right?”

“How can he play as an attacking midfielder? Wouldn’t it be better to make him a defender?”

“But that would mess up the positions we’ve practiced.”

The murmuring around me continued, but I didn’t pay much attention.

‘Midfielder or defender, I’ll just wing it.’

Jinyoung asked, “Hey, what position do you want to play?”

‘Defender sounds boring… midfield feels more familiar.’

Soccer is all about controlling the midfield.

A midfielder isn’t just about attacking.

They create opportunities for strikers and even fall back to help fill defensive gaps when needed.

Controlling the center lets you dictate the game.

“Hey, what position are you taking?”

“This one.”

“Midfield? Do you even know how to play as a midfielder?”

“Yeah.”

Jinyoung still looked skeptical as he stared at me.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

I smiled lightly and replied, “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”

***

Beep!

The whistle blew, and the match began.

Class A came out strong from the start, with sharp movements and precise passes.

‘They’ve prepared well. Their movements align perfectly with their tactics.’

What stood out the most was the shaggy-haired guy controlling the game from the center.

He skillfully read the passing options and orchestrated the flow of the match.

‘Has he played a lot of street soccer?’

In contrast, Class B stumbled around like children, constantly losing possession of the ball.

“Hey, block them! I said block them!”

The defense was helplessly breached, and within just ten minutes of the first half, they conceded the first goal.

‘This is hopeless.’

Class A’s relentless attacks didn’t stop.

Their wingers dribbled the ball down the flanks, crossing it precisely for their striker, who once again struck the net with precision.

“Goal! Class A leads 2-0!”

The cheers from the Class B supporters under the canopy began to fade.

‘Jinyoung is playing decently. His passes aren’t bad, and his positioning is solid.’

The problem was…

Those useless wingers.

Their movements were sluggish, and they kept trying to take on defenders one-on-one, only to get blocked.

When the wingers were isolated like that, attacking was impossible.

Even if the ball was distributed from the center, it was pointless if they couldn’t follow through.

By the end of the first half, another goal had been conceded, making the score 3-0.

As the whistle blew to signal halftime, the team trudged back to the bench with their heads hung low.

Even the girls who had been cheering earlier were now distracted, doing their own thing.

The canopy was enveloped in a cold, somber atmosphere.

I took a sip of water and looked around at my teammates. 

Everyone looked utterly exhausted.

“There’s no way we’re beating Class A.”

“Just GG. Let them head straight to the World Cup or something.”

Jinyoung, his face filled with frustration, lifted his head and said, “Hey, it’s not over yet.”

“What do you mean it’s not over? A 3-0 halftime score is game over.”

“We wasted so much time practicing for nothing.”

I took another sip of water and glanced at Jinyoung.

He was biting his lip in frustration.

‘At least he’s been moving alright out there.’

I set my water bottle down and spoke calmly.

“It’s not over yet.”

“It’s already hopeless. What’s left?”

“I’ll handle the second half. Just follow my lead.”

The rest of the team stared at me in confusion.

“What? You’ll handle it? You barely even touched the ball in the first half!”

“Let’s just play casually and avoid embarrassing ourselves.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “When the ball comes to you in the second half, pass it to me. Jinyoung, you stay upfront and wait. Wingers, don’t bother trying to get the ball. Just stay far enough forward to avoid being offside. I’ll send the passes to you.”

Jinyoung asked with a puzzled expression, “Hey, what are you planning to do?”

“You’ve practically given up already, haven’t you? Just take a chance and trust me.”

“… Fine.”

***

“A Class, let’s go! A Class, let’s go!”

“Looks like B Class went to the library!”

“If we win this soccer match, we’ll clinch the overall points!”

Beep!

The whistle signaled the start of the second half.

I quickly took my position in the midfield.

The moment the ball came to me, the shaggy-haired Class A player moved to block me.

‘Damn, look at that smug expression.’

His smirking lips were full of mockery.

I lifted my head, scanned my surroundings, and gently rolled the ball with my foot.

He stayed focused, not letting his guard down for a second, watching my every move.

‘Good eyes.’

I feinted slightly with my left foot, shifting my direction.

His upper body leaned to the left for just a moment.

Taking advantage, I quickly pivoted to the opposite side and nudged the ball forward.

As his hand sliced through the air, I was already past him.

“Here!”

Jinyoung waved from the front.

I glanced up, scanned the passing lane, and sent a sharp, precise pass between two defenders.

The ball split the gap perfectly and landed at Jinyoung’s feet.

‘He’s one-on-one with the goalkeeper. He should be able to finish this.’

With a quick, powerful shot, the ball left Jinyoung’s foot and flew into the top corner of the net.

“Goal! Class B gets one back! The score is 3-1!”

The field buzzed with cheers.

Under the canopy, the girls who had been slacking off slowly started paying attention again.

Among them was Seo Yuna.

“Wow, what was that? Dohyun, that pass was insane!”

“At least we got one back.”

“Yuna, your boyfriend’s pretty good!”

“He’s not my boyfriend! Not yet….”

As the game resumed, Class A launched another attack.

The shaggy-haired guy came at me again with the ball.

He looked like he still hadn’t gotten over being outplayed earlier.

His smirk had faded a little.

He tried to feint with a quick dribble to the side, as if to confuse me.

‘Ha, feints are my specialty.’

I stepped back slightly, observing his movements.

After watching the first half, I’d already figured out his patterns.

‘Fake with the left foot, then push through with the right.’

As he shifted the ball left, preparing to break through, I reacted swiftly.

Extending my foot, I blocked his move and took possession of the ball.

“Damn it….”

He cursed in frustration, but the ball was already under my control.

“Dohyun, over here!”

Lifting my head, I quickly located Jinyoung.

Finding a gap in the defensive line, I delivered another pinpoint pass.

The ball cut perfectly through the defense and reached Jinyoung’s feet.

Without hesitation, he sprinted forward.

The opposing goalkeeper rushed out to close the angle, but Jinyoung calmly lobbed the ball.


“Goal! Class B scores again! The score is now 3-2! And let’s talk about that pass—absolutely brilliant! While the striker executed the finish well, the midfielder’s pass was exceptional!”

Even the commentators’ excitement seemed to have escalated, their voices rising dramatically.

Suddenly, a deafening cheer erupted from Class B’s canopy.

“Wowwwww!!!”



 
  
    Chapter 23: Sports Day Part 3


“Block those two only! Don’t worry about the others!”

A heated voice echoed across the field.

Currently, the score between Class A and Class B was 3:2.

As Class B caught up with two goals, Class A immediately adjusted their strategy, focusing on marking me and Jinyoung.

Jinyoung was surrounded by two defenders at the forefront, restricting his movement.

I, too, was being pressured in the midfield by Shaggy Cut and two other midfielders.

‘Ha, how annoying.’

Receiving a pass from the defender, I scanned the surroundings.

Glancing toward the wing, I noticed the right winger standing relatively unmarked.

That was because all the attention was on me and Jinyoung.

‘Hmm… Not the most reliable option.’

But given the current situation, it was my only choice.

Dodging the opponent’s pressure with a slight feint, I shifted my body toward the right.

Quickly, I tapped the ball forward to create a passing lane.

Following the trajectory of the ball as it left my foot, I watched it cut through the defenders at a low and swift pace.

When the ball finally landed at the right winger’s feet, “Wow, what the hell? That pass from Dohyun is insane.”

The winger looked momentarily flustered but soon regained composure and began sprinting with the ball.

Shaggy Cut yelled, “Defenders! The side is wide open!”

The defenders belatedly chased after him, but the gap had already widened too much for them to catch up.

Near the penalty box, he lifted his head slightly to check the goalkeeper’s position before skillfully curling the ball with the top of his foot.

‘That’s going in.’

The sound of the net rippling filled the air.

For a moment, the field fell silent.

Then, an explosion of cheers erupted.

“Wooooah! Kim Dohyun, seriously, what was that?”

“That was incredible!”

“So cool…”

From the canopy area, cheers from Class B’s friends rang out.

Drenched in sweat, Jinyoung ran over to me and shouted, “Hey, what the heck are you? Shouldn’t you be heading to England or something?”

Catching my breath, I replied casually, “Don’t overdo it.”

***

The heat of the game continued to rise.

Under the canopy, Yuna quietly watched the game unfold.

“Wow, Kim Dohyun is seriously amazing. Is this real?”

“The others scored the goals, but why does Dohyun stand out so much?”

“He’s not just athletic; he’s good-looking too. Is he a character straight out of a comic?”

The murmurs of the girls nearby tickled her ears.

Each word seemed to grow louder in her mind.

Unconsciously, her gaze drifted more toward Dohyun.

He stood calmly on the field, as if unaffected by the attention.

Even though he wasn’t the one who scored, it felt like all eyes were on him.

The usually indifferent Dohyun now shone brighter than anyone on the field.

His skilled footwork, impeccable decision-making, and his composed demeanor only made him more striking.

‘…He’s really cool.’

Biting her lip, Yuna felt her heart race and her face grow warm.

‘I must be crazy.’

She tried to tear her eyes away from Dohyun but couldn’t.

At that moment, “Hey, Yuna.”

Choi Dabin nudged her and said, “Your boyfriend is amazing.”

“What? He’s not my boyfriend…”

Yuna turned her head, waving her hands in denial.

But Choi Dabin teased her with a mischievous grin, “Yeah, sure. Who’s going to believe you with that look on your face?”

“He’s really not…”

“Then when are you two going to start dating?”

Yuna didn’t answer, instead hesitating as she turned her gaze back toward the field.

Dohyun was high-fiving his teammates with a smile that could make anyone fall for him.

‘Why does he have to be so popular?’

A twinge of jealousy rose within her.

Every time the girls praised Dohyun, a strange feeling stirred in her heart.

‘Still… He really is amazing.’

Every time Dohyun got the ball, cheers erupted.

Wherever he went, the atmosphere seemed to change.

‘What does Kim Dohyun think of me…?’

Yuna couldn’t find an answer to her own question.

She just wanted to watch him shine from the closest spot possible.

And secretly, she hoped that light would be directed at her alone.

‘I’m in real trouble.’

***

The game was nearing its end.

Both teams were visibly exhausted.

The score was tied at 3:3.

Only two minutes remained.

Class A launched a final attack, putting pressure on Class B.

The defenders barely managed to clear the ball, and it rolled to a stop at my feet.

‘I really don’t want this to go into extra time.’

I immediately began dribbling forward.

Shaggy Cut and Class A’s midfielders tried to press me one last time, but their energy was completely drained.

With a slight feint to the left, I changed direction.

The opponent lost balance and fell.

Two defenders, visibly exhausted, rushed toward me.

I twisted my ankle slightly, nudging the ball to the side.

As their feet sliced through the air, I sprinted toward the penalty box.

The only thing left in front of me was the goalkeeper.

‘Stop me if you can.’

The goalkeeper stepped forward to narrow the angle.

Staying composed, I aimed for the corner of the goal with an instep kick.

Bang!

A thunderous sound echoed across the field.

The ball flew at incredible speed.

It grazed the goalkeeper’s fingertips and shook the net.

“Goal!! Kim Dohyun scores the winning goal at the last moment! This is unbelievable! Kim Dohyun saves Class B from the brink with a one-man show!”

The field erupted into cheers and shouts.

“Wooooaaaahhhhh!!!”

***

After the game ended, I walked toward the canopy.

The girls held towels in their hands, and soon they began gathering around me.

“Dohyun, here! Use this towel to wipe your sweat!”

“No, use mine! It’s softer!”

“Move aside, idiots! I was here first!”

They all shouted, pushing their towels toward me.

‘What am I, an idol? This is overwhelming.’

Keeping a nonchalant expression, I walked past them.

I could hear their disappointed sighs and groans behind me, but I didn’t have the time to pay attention.

I noticed Seo Yuna standing quietly by the canopy.

Unlike the noisy scene around her, she stood still, holding a small towel in her hand.

She simply stared at me absentmindedly.

I slowly approached her.

Yuna opened her mouth slightly as if to say something but remained silent.

Her awkward expression caught my attention.

I glanced at the towel in her hand.

Without a word, I gently took it from her.

“Thanks. I needed this.”

Yuna’s eyes widened in surprise as she looked at me.

She looked so adorable that I couldn’t help but chuckle.

Wiping the sweat off my face with the towel, I looked at her and said, “Why are you so surprised? Weren’t you planning to give it to me?”

“N-No, it’s not that…”

Yuna shook her head in a flustered manner.

Noticing her slightly flushed face, I couldn’t suppress my laughter.

“You waited here just to give me the towel, didn’t you?”

“T-That’s not true!”

Yuna waved her hands in denial, but her bright red face gave her away completely.

Leaning in slightly, I quietly said, “Hey.”

“Y-Yeah?”

“Next time, just hand it to me directly.”

Yuna jumped in surprise and lowered her head.

“I’m sorry…”

Her voice was soft, and I smiled lightly.

“There’s nothing to apologize for. Thanks for the towel.”

As I carefully folded the towel to return it to her, I paused and teased, “But it’s probably dirty now. Should I wash it and give it back?”

“N-No! It’s fine! Since you used it… it’s okay.”

Yuna hesitated before answering.

Nodding, I handed the towel back to her.

***

The sports day ended with Class B’s victory.

All the tension built up over the various events was finally released.

The wins in soccer and the three-legged race were particularly decisive.

The students hugged each other, cheering loudly, while our homeroom teacher, Jeonghwan, was so ecstatic he tried to toss me into the air. 

I barely escaped.

‘Man, I’m exhausted.’

After all the events, our teacher grabbed the microphone.

“Everyone, you did a great job today. I can’t believe our class won.”

Jeonghwan smiled and added, “Especially, let’s give a round of applause to our ace, Kim Dohyun!”

Clap! Clap! Clap!

I felt my face heat up.

Sure, I did well, but this kind of attention was a bit much.

I looked around the field.

Everywhere, people were laughing and chatting about today’s games.

‘It’s nice to see.’

Jinyoung, looking thrilled, came over and patted my shoulder.

“Hey, you carried us today. But seriously, you should’ve let them toss you in the air.”

“No way.”

“You’re such a buzzkill. There’s no one else in the world who’d react like this after being MVP.”

“I’m the normal one.”


Yuna, who had been quietly listening, walked up and said softly, “You did great.”

I smiled faintly and replied, “Yeah. You too.”

Jinyoung glanced between us and joked, “Hey, what’s up with you two? Why’s the vibe so weird?”

And so, the sports day ended with laughter and a bit of excitement.



 
  
    Chapter 24: Things will work out somehow


These days, I have a lot on my mind.

It’s because Seo Yuna’s actions have become too forward lately.

To be honest, I’m flustered.

There’s been a peculiar atmosphere for a while now, but lately, it’s become clear.

From the way she looks at me to the affection I feel in her every word, it’s obvious.

It seems her affection level has risen much higher than I anticipated.

In “Love is War!”, affection levels play a very simple role.

<Affection Level 0%: The protagonist dies.>

<Affection Level 30%: The heroine’s affection slowly decreases.>

<Affection Level 50%: The heroine shows interest.>

<Affection Level 70%: If the protagonist confesses to the heroine, the success rate is 50%.>

<Affection Level 80%: If the protagonist confesses to the heroine, the success rate is 100%.>

<Affection Level 90% or higher: Unknown, except in the case of Kim Harin.>

‘Where does Seo Yuna’s affection level stand right now?’

Considering her actions since the sports festival, it seems like it’s over 80%.

Look at this, even now—my smartphone won’t stop buzzing.

[Seo Yuna: What are you doing? Are you asleep?]

But strangely, I can’t fully enjoy this.

‘This is seriously troublesome.’

Worries start creeping in.

‘Let’s be honest: what guy wouldn’t like it if a beautiful girl acted affectionate?’

I’m no exception to that.

However, if I secretly date Seo Yuna and Kim Harin finds out…

Crunch—

I might just board the direct train to the afterlife while I’m sleeping.

***

Knock, knock, knock.

The door swung open with a sudden noise.

“Brother! It’s time to eat!”

Harin entered the room with a bright voice and a radiant smile.

Her gaze fell on my continuously buzzing smartphone, and her expression turned peculiar.

‘Damn it.’

“What have you been staring at since earlier?”

Harin stepped closer as if to snatch the phone from my hand.

Quickly, I turned off the screen and made an excuse.

“Nothing. Just a game.”

Harin gave me a suspicious look but soon turned away.

“A game? Anyway, if you don’t come to eat, I’m going to finish everything myself!”

Sitting across from Harin at the dining table, my mind remained a tangled mess.

‘How should I handle this clingy little sister…’

Harin cheerfully chattered on about various topics, from things that happened at school to her favorite teddy bear character.

“This time, they’re releasing a new Mochi-kun doll… Brother, why do you look so spaced out?”

She paused her rambling and stared at my face intently.

‘She’s terrifying. Even scarier than Jason from horror movies.’

I forced a smile and answered as casually as I could.

“Ah, I’m just a little tired.”

It seemed clear I needed a solution for this. 

Either a way to treat this clinginess or something else entirely.

As I chewed my food, I recalled what I’d read earlier.

According to my research, developing independence is crucial.

If she could focus on hobbies or activities that gave her a sense of achievement, her dependency would naturally decrease.

I glanced at Harin and asked, “Do you have any hobbies, Harin?”

“Hobbies…? Hmm…”

She brought her fist to her lips, thinking seriously.

Before long, her face lit up as if she’d come to a decision.

“Cooking! I get so happy every time you enjoy my food!”

Oh, even her hobbies are specialized for being a clingy little sister.

My head spun.

It didn’t seem like this method would be effective.

I thought again about the advice I’d read in the academic journal.

Expanding her social circle.

If she built deeper bonds with friends through school or club activities, her reliance on family might decrease.

‘This is it.’

After a moment of contemplation, I spoke to Harin.

“Do you get along well with your friends?”

“Of course! I chat with Yumi often, and I went shopping with Hyejin too.”

“Really? Then you should meet them more frequently. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

Harin tilted her head and smiled.

“Maybe… But spending time with you is more fun.”

‘This clingy little sister is tougher than I expected.’

Still, it didn’t seem like her social relationships were completely ruined. 

Maybe there’s hope.

“You’re at the age where you should be having fun. I’d like it if you hung out with your friends more, even on weekends.”

Harin thought over my words quietly before nodding slowly.

“If that’s what you want, then I’ll try. I’ll meet my friends more often and go out with them too.”

A wave of relief washed over me.

At least she seemed to take it positively. 

There’s still hope.

“That’s great. The weather’s been nice lately, so I hope you make lots of good memories with your friends.”

Harin maintained her smile but asked softly, “But, Brother…”

“By the way, Brother.”

“Yeah?”

“Will spending more time with my friends mean I’ll have less time with you?”

“…What?”

I was momentarily at a loss for words.

Harin stared at me with an unreadable smile, her gaze piercing through me.

‘Why does the atmosphere suddenly feel like a thriller?’

“Th-that’s not it. I just thought it’d be nice for you to get closer to your friends.”

Harin tilted her head slightly and replied, “Hmm… Even so, you’ll still be the most important person to me. That won’t change, no matter how many friends I make.”

Her sharp gaze locked onto mine.

Caught off guard, I found myself staring back at her in silence.

“So, please don’t try to push me away too much. You understand what I mean, right?”

The air around us suddenly felt heavy.

It sounded as if she was telling me not to have any unnecessary thoughts.

I quickly changed the subject.

“Of course not. By the way, should we go grocery shopping together later?”

“Really?! You’re the best, Brother! Better than any friends!”

Ah, this won’t be easy.

***

On my way to school in the morning, I spotted a familiar figure in the alley leading to the academy.

Golden hair shimmering even more beautifully under the sunlight.

‘What’s she doing there?’

From a distance, Yuna spotted me and waved with a bright smile.

It would have been awkward to stop walking, so I had no choice but to approach her.

“Hey, let’s walk together! It’s lonely walking to school alone,” she said with a cheerful smile.

“I don’t mind walking together, but were you waiting for me?”

Yuna momentarily pressed her lips together as if at a loss for words.

Then she turned her head slightly and muttered, “Well… kind of…”

The atmosphere turned awkward quickly.

I tried to break it by saying, “Never mind then.”

But suddenly, Yuna looked up at me directly.

“Yeah, I was waiting for you. So what?”

Her attitude was confident, but her reddened ears betrayed her embarrassment.

It was impossible to pretend not to notice her affection when she was being this obvious.

“I wanted to keep things at this comfortable level, but…”

“Don’t you think you’re being too blunt about it?”

“So, do you dislike it…?”

Her words, and the way they carried a subtle rhythm that tugged at my heart, left me speechless.

The sight of her fidgeting with her fingers only made her seem more endearing.

Seriously… This isn’t fair.

“I don’t dislike it,” I finally admitted with a sigh.

Yuna smiled brightly and asked, “Then… can I walk with you tomorrow too?”

“Do whatever you want.”

I tried to sound indifferent, but my inner thoughts didn’t match my tone.

‘A beautiful girl wanting to walk to school with me every day?’

‘That’s an offer no guy could refuse.’

As we headed toward the school gates, Yuna slowed her pace slightly and moved closer to my side.

“Hey, Dohyun.”

“What?”

“Do you have an ideal type?”

The sudden question caught me off guard, but I replied as nonchalantly as I could.

“I guess… someone I get along well with.”

Yuna tilted her head, seemingly dissatisfied with my answer.

“That’s it? What about appearance?”

“Appearance? It’s nice if they’re good-looking, but it doesn’t really matter. That’s secondary.”

Hearing my response, Yuna seemed to mull it over before she smiled slyly and asked, “What about a girl who’s good at sports?”

“That’s not bad.”

“I see…”

Yuna nodded, appearing satisfied with my answer.

“Then, what about someone with a bright personality, who loves dressing up, and is cute?”

It was obvious she was describing herself.

Even though I knew it was a trap, I answered honestly.

There was no reason to lie, after all.

“…That’s not bad either.”

Her questions didn’t stop there.

She kept asking about my weekend activities, hobbies, and other trivial details about me.

It felt like she was conducting a thorough investigation into my life.

“Why are you asking all of this? Are you interested in me or something?”

Yuna’s face turned slightly red as she stammered, “No, I’m just curious…”

She brushed her hair awkwardly, looking visibly flustered.

Her reaction was so obvious that it made me feel embarrassed for her.

“Well, I guess it’s natural to be curious.”

I nodded casually and quickened my pace.

But Yuna moved even closer, matching my steps.

“Hey, Dohyun.”

“Yeah, what now?”

“Doesn’t that mean… I’m kind of close to your ideal type?”

Her straightforward remark made me stop in my tracks.

Yuna looked up at me with a smile, tilting her head slightly.

“Maybe.”

I forced myself to answer indifferently, though my voice betrayed a slight tremble.


Satisfied, Yuna grinned even wider and grabbed my arm.

“Come on! Hurry up, or we’ll be late!”

I quietly nodded and walked alongside her.

‘I don’t even know anymore. Things will work out somehow.’



 
  
    Chapter 25: In Summer


“Hohoho! I’ll put this to good use!”

The faculty room of Hanbit Academy.

A deep, hearty laugh echoed through the room.

The laugh belonged to Yoo Jeonghwan, the homeroom teacher of Class 1-B.

Thirty-nine years old. Single.

With a noticeably lighter step than usual, he left the faculty room and headed toward the classroom.

As a homeroom teacher, winning the sports festival this time had him in high spirits.

Especially the fact that he’d won a bet against the Class A homeroom teacher—it boosted his pride even more.

As soon as he opened the door, the chatter of students filled his ears.

“Quiet, quiet! Let’s start the class!”

He spoke in a cheerful voice, already wearing a satisfied smile in his heart.

‘Our class really did great this time.’

Walking toward the teacher’s desk, his gaze naturally passed over the faces of the students one by one.

Finally, his eyes landed on the last seat in the back.

Kim Dohyun.

He was sitting there, staring blankly out the window.

‘Whose son is he? So good-looking. He reminds me of my prime days.’

Dohyun’s expression seemed deep in thought, but what he was thinking about was a mystery.

‘What on earth does he spend his days thinking about?’

Jeonghwan let out a short sigh.

Recently, Dohyun had become one of the most talked-about students in the school.

He’d gotten into trouble for hitting one of the infamous Choi Gihoon’s gang members and had been disciplined for it.

But during this sports festival, his performance stood out remarkably.

His leadership and skills in the soccer match played a decisive role in the team’s victory.

‘He’s talented, but he seems so unmotivated.’

Jeonghwan pondered for a moment.

Kim Dohyun was a mysterious kid.

Despite his seemingly indifferent attitude toward his classmates, he was popular with everyone.

His skill in soccer had left the spectators in awe, and there were even rumors that a fan club had formed for him.

Yet, in the classroom, he remained the same—staring out the window, lost in thought.

That was Kim Dohyun.

Jeonghwan lightly tapped the desk and said, “We all know we won the sports festival, right?”

The students responded with cheers.

“Teacher! What are you going to do with the prize money?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk about.”

The students’ eyes sparkled as they focused on Jeonghwan.

“Since we beat Class A, we should decide where to go for our trip. Does anyone have a place in mind?”

The classroom immediately buzzed with excitement.

“Let’s go to an amusement park!”

“No, isn’t the beach better?”

“Camping would be fun too!”

Listening to their suggestions, Jeonghwan nodded lightly.

“Alright, alright. All good ideas. So, after class, let’s have the class president gather suggestions and hold a vote. Got it?”

The students responded enthusiastically.

“Yes!”

Jeonghwan smiled warmly and said,

“Let’s give it our best today, too!”

Leaning against the teacher’s desk, he glanced at Kim Dohyun again.

‘What an intriguing kid.’

***

Before the excitement of their sports festival victory even settled, Class 1-B was caught up in another heated debate.

This time, it was about where to go for their trip.

The boys and girls of the class were divided, each side standing firmly by their choice.

To be honest, I didn’t really care.

My seatmate, Seo Yuna, didn’t seem interested either.

‘I’d prefer somewhere close by,’ I thought.

While I was lost in thought, Jinyoung, the boys’ representative, stood up and slammed his desk.

“If it’s summer, it has to be the beach!”

“Think about it. There’s nothing like the beach in summer! We can swim, play soccer on the sand, and even enjoy fireworks at night. It’s perfect!”

The boys cheered in agreement.

“Yeah, yeah! The beach in summer is the best!”

“On a hot day, playing in the water is a must. Disagree, and your opinion doesn’t count.”

On the other hand, the girls didn’t look pleased.

“Does it have to be the beach?”

Choi Dabin, the girls’ representative, placed her hands on her hips and argued, “Think about it. The beach is too far! Plus, there’s so much to prepare. Don’t you hate how sand gets everywhere? It’s uncomfortable and annoying!”

She continued with a serious expression, “An amusement park is way more practical. You can ride attractions all day, take lots of photos, and you don’t have to travel far.”

The girls nodded in agreement.

“Yeah, the amusement park is more convenient!”

“The beach requires too much effort.”

The two representatives didn’t back down, and their argument escalated.

“Amusement parks are boring. What’s the fun in that?” Jinyoung taunted.

“Let’s be honest. The real reason you girls don’t want to go to the beach is because you’re worried your makeup will come off in the water.”

“What?!”

Dabin’s eyes narrowed sharply.

“I knew you’d say that. Boys are so immature. What’s fun about the beach? It’s so predictable. You just think we have to go because it’s summer.”

“Who cares? It’s about making memories!”

“Can’t we make memories at an amusement park? Riding attractions is way more fun.”

Dabin’s words made Jinyoung scoff.

“Screaming on rides is so enjoyable, huh? Also, amusement parks are a rip-off. The price of churros… ugh!”

“And beaches are cheap? All you do there is sit in the sand!”

Their argument grew more emotional.

I sighed, watching the two bicker.

‘Seriously, why are they like this? Just go anywhere.’

The classroom was already divided.

The boys cheered enthusiastically for Jinyoung, while the girls stood firmly with Dabin.

“Hey, what’s the point of an amusement park? You spend the whole day standing in line.”

“Then the beach? What are we going to do there, build sandcastles?”

“The amusement park will be packed with people too!”

“So will the beach! And don’t even get me started on how uncomfortable sand is!”

As the heated exchange continued, the class president glanced at me.

“How about we let Dohyun decide? After all, he played a big part in us winning first place in the sports festival.”

‘Ah, why suddenly turn the spotlight on me?’

I shot her a resentful look at her unexpected suggestion.

“Me?”

All eyes turned to me, waiting for my answer.

‘Seriously, why is this happening to me…?’

Though I was internally fuming, I tried to maintain a calm and indifferent expression.

Honestly, I didn’t care where we went.

In the original storyline, we didn’t even win the sports festival—we just stayed at school for self-study. 

The fact that we were going somewhere was already a win in my book.

“Anywhere is fine,” I said casually.

Both the boys and girls looked dissatisfied with my answer.

The argument reignited almost immediately.

Jinyoung ran over to my seat, winked, and said, “See? You think the beach is better, right? Thanks, buddy!”

This guy… only calls me his friend when it’s convenient for him.

I raised my hands in mock surrender.

“No, I’m neutral. You guys figure it out yourselves.”

Ignoring me, Jinyoung raised his voice again.

“Listen, the cool breeze, the sound of the waves, and fireworks at night—it’s the perfect summer package! Admit it, summer equals the beach, right?”

The boys cheered and clapped at his words.

“Yeah, yeah! Swimming is a must!”

“And who knows, we might even see some cute girls there!”

However, the girls still seemed unconvinced.

Dabin narrowed her eyes and said, “I get what you’re saying, but let’s think practically. Going to the beach takes hours, and there’s so much stuff to prepare.”

She crossed her arms and glared at the boys.

“Honestly, we all know why you really want to go to the beach. You just want to see girls in bikinis, don’t you?”

The classroom erupted into laughter at her blunt remark.

“What? Why would you say that!”

Jinyoung’s face turned red as he quickly retorted.

“That’s not it! It’s just that the beach is genuinely a fun place to hang out!”

Dabin scoffed.

“Really? Then let me ask you—what exactly are you planning to do at the beach?”

Jinyoung hesitated for a moment before replying, “Swim, play soccer on the sand, set off fireworks—”

Dabin cut him off mid-sentence.

“Soccer on the sand? Do you seriously think going all the way to the beach just to play soccer makes any sense? You could do that on the school field!”

Once again, the classroom filled with laughter.

Tired of this childish debate, I reluctantly raised my hand.

All eyes turned to me again.

“Let’s just settle this with a vote,” I said.

The classroom fell silent for a moment, then everyone nodded in agreement.

“Alright, let’s vote!”

“Yeah, that’s the fairest way.”

The tension in the room eased slightly.

The class president began distributing paper slips for the vote.

As I received my slip, I wrote down my choice:

[Local Comic Book Café]

Honestly, I didn’t want to go to the beach or the amusement park. 

Just lying around and reading light novels sounded like the perfect day to me.

The class president collected the votes and began counting them quietly.

“Alright, everyone, settle down!”

Her voice filled the room, and everyone held their breath, waiting for the results.

“The results are in… the beach it is!”

The boys erupted into cheers.

“Yes! Let’s go to the beach!”

“Summer is all about the beach!”

The girls, on the other hand, exchanged disappointed glances.


“Ugh, it’s only because there are more boys in our class.”

“Seriously, I hate how sand gets everywhere…”

I glanced at Yuna, who was sitting next to me.

Her blouse and skirt clung to her figure, making me think, ‘Well… the beach might not be so bad after all.’



 
  
    Chapter 26: Good things are enjoyed alone


Buzz–buzz.

Lying blankly on the bed, I stared at the ceiling.

The room was filled with the loud chirping of cicadas and the hum of the air conditioner.

‘This is what weekends are for.’

I lazily picked up my phone to open a novel app when a message notification popped up at the bottom of the screen.

[Seo Yuna: Hey, what are you doing today?]

The moment I thought about replying, I had a gut feeling it would lead to something annoying.

I ignored the message.

Another notification appeared almost instantly.

[Seo Yuna: I know you read it. If you don’t reply right now, I’ll spread a rumor about you secretly smelling your school uniform.]

“What?”

I stared at my phone in disbelief.

‘Was she seriously threatening me just because I didn’t reply to her message?’

With a sigh filled with annoyance, I sent a reply.

[Kim Dohyun: What?]

Her response came quickly.

[Seo Yuna: You said you’d hang out with me once my foot healed. How about today?]

A vague memory surfaced.

When Yuna injured her foot, I’d made that promise in a hurry to avoid dealing with her at the time.

‘She actually remembered that?’

‘So what? It’s not like there’s proof.’

[Kim Dohyun: When did I say that?]

[Seo Yuna: Before you got in the taxi. You promised we’d hang out once my foot healed!]

[Kim Dohyun: I don’t remember.]

[Seo Yuna: Fine, do whatever you want. But I’ll tell everyone you’re a pervert.]

‘Why is she doing this to me?’

I sighed as I looked at the screen.

I was already tired of being the center of attention at the academy, and a weird rumor on top of that would just make things worse.

[Kim Dohyun: Ugh, fine. Where do I go?]

As soon as I sent the reply, her message came through.

[Seo Yuna: The alleyway leading to the academy! Be there in an hour.]

Reluctantly, I dragged my heavy body out of bed.

‘So much for my weekend.’

***

At the alley leading to the academy, Yuna was already there waiting for me.

She was dressed in a white blouse and a flared skirt. 

Her blonde waves glistened under the sunlight, and her earrings and bracelets added just the right amount of flair.

‘She really does look good in casual clothes.’

Noticing my gaze, Yuna approached with a mischievous grin.

“Does it suit me?”

I gave her a short reply.

“It’s okay.”

She burst into laughter, clearly amused.

“Don’t lie. You were staring.”

“When?”

“Just now.”

She spun around playfully and said, “Anyway, today, we’re doing whatever I want, so just follow me.”

I shook my head in disbelief.

“Where are we going?”

“Curious? You’ll find out if you follow me.”

After walking for about ten minutes, we arrived at an unexpected destination.

‘What the hell? Why here?’

Blue Cove.

A swimsuit store in the middle of the busy shopping district.

I froze in place at the entrance, unable to move.

“Here we are. What do you think?”

I gave her a baffled look.

“Why are we here?”

“To buy a swimsuit for tomorrow, of course. We’re going to the beach, so I need to be ready.”

“Did you really need me for this?”

With a sly smile, Yuna replied, “I was going to come with my friends, but they’re all busy.”

No way.

‘Someone like Seo Yuna, a social butterfly, didn’t have a single friend with free time?’

‘She was definitely lying.’

Every alarm in my head was going off, warning me that something bad was about to happen if I stepped into that store.

“Actually, I just remembered I have something else to—”

Ding-dong.

Yuna opened the store door and called out, “Stop making excuses and come in already. Don’t waste time.”

The store was filled with brightly colored swimsuits that screamed summer vibes.

The vivid colors and diverse designs were eye-catching, but for me, the whole scene was just overwhelming.

“Look at this. How about this one?”

Yuna held up a black bikini and asked.

Without even glancing at it, I replied, “Do whatever you want.”

“That’s boring. You have to tell me what style suits me.”

“I don’t know. Just buy something you like.”

“Tsk.”

Pouting at my disinterested response, Yuna walked deeper into the store and came back with something even more daring.

A white bikini.

The design was bolder, with thin straps around the waist and a revealing top.

“How about this?”

Holding the bikini up to her eye level, she gave me a playful smile.

I covered my face with my hands, feeling embarrassed.

“Why are you showing that to me? Just pick something yourself.”

Seeing my reaction, Yuna smirked.

“Why? Are you embarrassed?”

“It’s not about that. Why are you even asking me?”

Yuna brought the bikini closer to my face.

“Come on, does it suit me or not?”

The image of her wearing it flashed in my mind, and before I could stop myself, I blurted out my honest thoughts.

“It… it would probably suit you really well.”

Hearing my answer, Yuna’s face turned red.

Yuna’s playful expression briefly turned awkward, and her lips parted as if to speak, but no words came out.

At that moment, a sales clerk approached with a professional smile.

“Oh my, you two must be a couple. You look so good together!”

From an outsider’s perspective, we must have looked like a young couple in love.

“Uh, uh, well….” Yuna stammered, flustered, but the clerk continued unfazed.

“Your boyfriend seems a bit shy. How about trying the swimsuits in the fitting room? It’ll make choosing so much easier.”

Yuna’s face turned even redder as she glanced at me nervously.

“Uh, I don’t think that’s necessary, right? What do you think?” She clearly seemed out of her depth, probably just intending to tease me but now caught in an embarrassing situation herself.

Suppressing a laugh, I replied to the clerk.

“Sounds good to me.”

Yuna turned to me with a horrified expression.

‘See? That’s what happens when you try to take control.’

I smirked as I watched her flustered state.

“It’s better to see for yourself and decide, don’t you think?”

“W-what?”

“Your boyfriend is quite thoughtful~” the clerk added, smiling warmly as she guided us to the fitting rooms.

***

“Oh, your skin is so beautiful. You’re lucky!” the clerk said cheerfully.

“Um, actually….”

“And you have such a good eye for swimsuits! This one, that one, and this one too!” Without hesitation, the clerk handed Yuna several swimsuits.

“Here you go! Try these first—they’ll look amazing on you!”

Yuna tried to refuse. 

“It’s really okay. I can just pick one myself….”

“Nonsense! Your boyfriend is waiting. Hurry up now!” The clerk’s enthusiasm was unstoppable, and Yuna was practically pushed into the fitting room.

I sat in the waiting area, staring blankly at the store’s colorful decorations while trying to compose myself.

‘Deep breaths… Stay calm. Think of something else, like the national anthem or something.’

I had been uneasy ever since Yuna held up the white bikini earlier. 

‘This kind of scene is why romantic comedies are so popular.’

After a while, the fitting room door opened slightly.

“Um… How does this look?”

Yuna stepped out hesitantly, wearing the black bikini she had chosen earlier. 

The black fabric contrasted strikingly with her fair skin, enhancing her natural beauty. 

The slightly bold cut of the top accentuated her figure.

‘Wow….’

I almost let out an audible gasp but managed to hold it in. 

‘No, don’t react too much. Take it slow—very slow.’

I tried to avert my eyes after a quick glance, but my gaze was already fixed on her.

Feeling my unfiltered stare, Yuna’s face turned as red as a tomato.

“Why are you staring like that?!”

Her voice carried a mix of embarrassment and annoyance. 

Judging by the redness of her ears, she was thoroughly flustered.

I steadied my voice and replied, “It suits you.”

“That’s it? That’s all you have to say?” She stomped her foot in frustration.

‘I can’t let this get to me.’ 

If I overly complimented her now, she’d buy it immediately. 

I needed to stall.

“I’m not sure. Maybe another one would look better?” I suggested.

“R-really?” Yuna, looking uncertain, went back into the fitting room and shut the door.

She came out again shortly after, wearing a more vibrant sky-blue bikini. 

It was cheerful and playful, giving off a livelier vibe than the first one.

She turned her head slightly, seemingly shy. “What about this one?”

I covered my mouth with one hand, pretending to think.

“Hmm… Maybe?”

“What kind of answer is that?!” she grumbled, frustrated.

“I’m just not sure.”

“Ugh, you’re so annoying.”

With that, Yuna retreated into the fitting room once more. 

I exhaled deeply, trying to calm myself.

‘Whew… That was close. Just one more to go.’

Finally, it was time for the last swimsuit—the one I had been dreading the most.

The door opened, and Yuna stepped out, visibly nervous, fidgeting slightly. 

It was the white bikini from earlier. 

The thin straps hugged her slender waist, and the bright color complemented her pale skin perfectly.

‘Oh… my… God.’

I was at a loss for words as I stared at her.

“W-what? Why are you looking at me like that?” Yuna stammered, her face burning bright red.

I quickly turned my head and muttered, “It doesn’t suit you.”

“What?”

“Bikinis don’t match your style,” I said firmly.

“…Really? Is it that bad?” Her voice sounded dejected.

I nodded. “Yeah. You should just go for a rash guard instead of risking a sunburn.”


“…You think so? That might be better, actually.”

Yuna nodded slowly, seeming convinced, and went back into the fitting room to change back into her clothes.

I leaned back in my chair, feeling triumphant.

‘Good things are meant to be enjoyed alone. That’s the way it should be.’



 
  
    Chapter 27: The Sea Part 1


The scorching sunlight of the afternoon beat down relentlessly.

Inside a café, cooled by the gentle hum of air conditioning, we were sipping our drinks, one sip at a time.

“By the way, why were you so embarrassed today? I totally saw your face turn red when you saw the swimsuit.”

I replied with a calm expression.

“Not really.”

Yuna smirked and rested her chin on her hand.

“Do you even know how to swim?”

“I’m probably better than you.”

As we were exchanging meaningless banter, “Ahem…”

The café owner’s cough echoed from the counter.

We had, admittedly, been sitting there a bit too long with just two cups of Americano.

I slowly got up from my seat.

“Hey, let’s get going.”

“Already?”

“It’s been two hours. Besides, if we’re going tomorrow, we need to pack.”

“Fine.”

As we stepped outside the café, the blazing summer air hit our faces like a hot gust of wind.

Yuna raised her hand to shield her forehead as if trying to block the sunlight.

“It’s so hot. Perfect weather to play at the beach.”

“Is it?”

As we walked toward her house, no particularly significant conversation passed between us.

Occasionally, Yuna would fiddle with her hair or the collar of her shirt as she muttered beside me.

“By the way…”

She finally spoke up.

“You don’t have to walk me home, you know…”

“Really? Alright, I’ll go.”

“Wait, what? You’re just leaving like that?”

I shrugged and replied.

“You said it wasn’t necessary.”

At that, Yuna immediately pouted.

“You’re so mean.”

As we continued our lighthearted conversation, we eventually arrived in front of Yuna’s house.

“Go inside.”

“Okay. Remember, we’re leaving at nine tomorrow, so don’t oversleep.”

With a wave, Yuna went into her house.

***

When I returned home, a discontented face was there to greet me—Harin’s.

“Oppa, have you packed your bags?”

“No.”

“Of course, I knew it.”

Harin pointed to the living room with her finger.

There was a bag neatly placed.

“I packed everything—sunscreen, swimsuits, towels, a change of clothes, toiletries, and even some snacks.”

“I was going to pack it myself.”

“It didn’t seem like you would do anything, Oppa.”

At times like this, having an overprotective younger sister isn’t so bad.

As I was thinking that, Harin looked at me with slumped shoulders, like a puppy left out in the rain.

“I wish I could go to the beach with you too…”

“It’s a school trip, so it can’t be helped.”

Her sulky expression made her look so pitiful.

Seeing the adorable girl acting like that, I couldn’t help but feel a little guilty.

I opened my palm and gently patted Harin’s head.

“Uhihi…”

Harin purred in delight, sounding like a contented cat.

‘Seriously, she’s not even a cat.’

After enough head pats, I lightly brushed the nape of her neck with a soft touch.

“Hiccup!”

Based on past experiences, Harin was particularly sensitive to even the smallest physical affection.

Before she could start saying things like, [Oppa, please take me to the beach when you get back!], I decided to wrap this up quickly.

With a warm smile, I looked at Harin.

“Thanks for packing my bag.”

“Y-yeah…”

Her face melted into a blissful expression.

She might be the most dangerous “heroine” around, but at least she’s easy to handle.

Once again, I opened my palm and slowly patted her head until she seemed fully content.

“Purrrr.”

‘She’s way too easy to please.’

***

The shimmering sunlight danced on the sparkling waves.

Far away, the sound of the tide mingled with the laughter scattered along the shore.

This wasn’t just a simple vacation spot.

Every summer, this place became a hotspot where youths gathered to enjoy their freedom.

Normally, it’s the guys who try to take the lead in approaching the girls.

But for some reason, the atmosphere here was the exact opposite.

“Do you like sashimi? Should we buy you some later?”

“What about crab or grilled clams? Which do you prefer?”

Women in revealing bikinis swarmed around me, their advances overly aggressive.

Barely holding onto my sanity, I stammered a reply.

“Uh… No thanks. My friends are waiting for me.”

As I tried to escape hastily, “Dohyun! The teacher said to gather quickly!”

A familiar voice snapped me out of my daze.

I turned to see Yuna glaring at me disapprovingly.

“I was just about to head over.”

“What were you doing wandering around alone? The teacher said we’re taking a group photo right after we arrive. Why are you acting on your own?”

“I just wanted to grab a drink.”

That’s when it all happened. 

I was on my way to the convenience store when I got caught up in this mess.

“Then why were you talking to those girls?”

Yuna moved closer, her eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“They just approached me.”

“So you got hit on by girls?”

Her tone had a sharp edge to it.

‘Why is she getting mad at me when I didn’t even do anything?’

I gestured irritably toward the sandy beach.

Most of our classmates were already gathered there.

“Because of you, everyone’s waiting.”

Yuna grabbed my arm and began walking briskly toward the beach.

I had no choice but to follow her lead.

Under the parasol set up on the sand, I sat quietly, watching my classmates play.

‘Ah, youth.’

“Kyaa! Stop splashing water like that! We’re not kids!”

“Too bad. If you don’t like it, splash back!”

Laughter filled the air, accompanied by the gentle sound of waves.

Despite the lively atmosphere, I couldn’t bring myself to join in.

I enjoyed swimming, but I wasn’t fond of the beach.

The sticky feeling of saltwater and the lingering salt on the skin—those were things I couldn’t stand.

“Hey, Dohyun!”

Jinyoung, drenched from swimming, approached me with excitement.

Droplets of water from his body left small marks on the sandy ground.

“What are you doing? Aren’t you coming in?”

At his question, I shrugged and replied.

“I just don’t feel like it.”

Jinyoung shook his head in disbelief.

“Hey, what do you mean by that? You’re supposed to have fun at times like this.”

“Go ahead and enjoy yourself.”

“Come on, let’s play together. If you don’t know how to swim, I’ll teach you.”

“Too much trouble.”

“You’re such a weirdo.”

After trying to convince me for a while, Jinyoung turned his head toward the sea and muttered.

“But seriously, whoever invented rash guards is going to hell.”

“….”

“All the girls in our class are wearing rash guards or T-shirts. Why do they cover up so much?”

Jinyoung grumbled in a voice full of complaints.

“Look at that. Is this even right?”

He pointed to a group of our classmates playing in the water, all wrapped up in rash guards and T-shirts.

Listening to his words, I let out a small chuckle.

‘Fair enough.’

“Rash guards.”

“If nuclear bombs are one of the two worst inventions humanity ever created, rash guards would definitely be the other.”

“Who even thought of making such a pointless thing?”

Of course, I wasn’t about to say that out loud.

He’d just get all riled up and start ranting.

“Got it, now go play already.”

I waved him off dismissively.

“Hey, it’s no fun just sitting around. Join in every once in a while.”

“Later.”

“Ugh, forget it. Whatever.”

Jinyoung grumbled and ran back into the sea.

I shook my head and took another sip of my drink, watching my classmates from under the parasol.

Truly, the best thing about the beach is relaxing in the shade, listening to the sound of waves.

‘Now this is what I call healing.’

My eyes drifted toward Yuna and her friends, who were laughing and playing on float tubes out in the water.

They were also wrapped up in rash guards but seemed to be having a lot of fun floating on the waves.

‘I’ve already seen everything, so it doesn’t bother me.’

I chuckled inwardly at the thought.

Further along the beach, my classmates were noisily splashing water and laughing, while kids played gleefully in the waves.

The afternoon was peaceful and lazy, perfect for letting time pass under the shade of the parasol as the cool breeze brushed against my skin.

I closed my eyes for a moment, letting the gentle sounds of the beach lull me into relaxation.

***

“Kim Dohyun! Are you too scared of the water to come in?”

I opened my eyes to the familiar voice yelling from the sea.

Yuna was waving at me brightly from her float tube, her grin playful and teasing.

It was a childish taunt.

I shrugged and didn’t bother responding.

The group on the float tubes drifted further away from the shore.

‘Are they going too far out?’

I glanced toward a lifeguard wearing sunglasses nearby.

Thinking there wouldn’t be much of a problem, I let myself relax again, closing my eyes to the cool sea breeze.

On the water, floating peacefully on her tube, Choi Dabin felt a surge of excitement.

The clear blue sky, sparkling waves, and the soothing sound of the ocean filled her senses.

The beach wasn’t such a bad choice after all.

‘This feels great. Anyone staying indoors on a day like this is really missing out.’

Letting out a contented sigh, Dabin leaned back and let the waves carry her.

Suddenly, Yuna pointed toward the shore and giggled.

“What’s Kim Dohyun even doing? He’s not even coming into the water.”

“Maybe he’s scared of it.”

The two of them snickered as they glanced at Dohyun, who was sitting under the parasol, sipping his drink and idly watching them.

“Your boyfriend’s a scaredy-cat.”

“He’s not my boyfriend…”

Dabin chuckled softly and started riding the waves with her float tube.

With smooth movements, she paddled herself forward, letting the waves gently lift her.

“Hey, don’t go too far out!”

Yuna called from behind, but Dabin didn’t pay much attention.

‘This much is fine.’

She was confident in her swimming skills, and the waves were calm.

In fact, being further out felt much more relaxing than the crowded shore.

‘Ah, this is perfect.’

Enjoying the waves, she gradually drifted farther from the shoreline.

At least, that’s how it seemed.

Before long, the atmosphere in the sea began to change.

“Huh…?”

The waves started getting stronger.

At first, Dabin didn’t think much of it, but the currents became increasingly forceful, rocking her tube.

Finally, a high wave surged over her.

“Ahhh!”

Her tube tipped, and Dabin plunged into the water.

Caught off guard, her body stiffened with panic, refusing to respond.

Saltwater stung her nose and eyes, making it hard to regain her composure.

She flailed her arms and managed to grab onto the tube again.

“Phew… I thought I was going to die.”

From a distance, she could hear Yuna’s worried voice.

“Dabin! Come back to the shallow water, quick!”

The waves grew stronger, pushing her further away.

“Ahhh!”

Clinging desperately to the tube, Dabin struggled against the powerful currents pulling her out to deeper water.

Panic-stricken, she gasped for breath and thrashed against the water.

“Dabin! Get back here!”

Yuna’s voice was faint and far away.

Dabin had no room to think clearly anymore.

Her hands slipped from the tube, and she sank back into the water.

“Gasp… gasp… s-someone… help…”

She managed to lift her head above the surface for a brief moment.

But another massive wave crashed over her.

“Ahhh! Gasp, gasp!”

Saltwater flooded her nose and mouth as she instinctively flailed, fighting to keep herself afloat.

The fear of dying tightened around her chest, suffocating her.

Every time she sank beneath the surface, images of her family and friends flashed through her mind.

Her eyes couldn’t open underwater.

Her panicked body refused to obey her commands.

Even screaming was impossible as the salty water kept pouring into her mouth.

The tube had already drifted far away.

She kept bobbing up and down in the water, barely keeping her head above the waves.

“S-someone… please… h-help…”


Far away, Yuna’s desperate cries for help could be heard.

[Someone fell into the water! Please help!]

The faint sound of her voice faded, and Dabin’s vision grew hazy.

As her fingers slipped beneath the waves, A warm sensation enveloped Dabin’s body, pulling her back to safety.



 
  
    Chapter 28: The Sea Part 2


Under the parasol, as I surrendered myself to the cool breeze and closed my eyes, a sudden unease brushed through my mind.

This place was none other than the setting of a romantic comedy.

A protagonist, a heroine, the perfect location.

‘Wasn’t this the kind of environment where clichés could pop up out of nowhere?’

With a slight sense of foreboding, I glanced over at Seo Yuna.

She was having fun riding a tube at a reasonable distance.

‘Have I been reading too many light novels lately?’

The storyline had already deviated from the original, and this nagging sense of unease stemmed from that possibility.

But perhaps it was needless worry.

Just as I relaxed and lay back down, something caught the corner of my vision.

Seo Yuna’s friend, Choi Dabin.

She was being carried farther into the deep waters while still on her tube.

‘Shit, you’ve got to be kidding me…’

A sense of dread surged within me.

At that moment, the wind and waves grew increasingly rough.

I quickly scanned my surroundings.

The lifeguard stationed on one side of the beach.

He was about 300 meters away from me.

The problem was…

He was lounging with his sunglasses pushed up, ogling some women applying oil on their bodies.

‘Negligent bastard.’

My ominous premonition was, of course, correct.

Before I knew it, Choi Dabin’s tube was caught in the rough waves and tipped over, leaving her stranded.

Every second counted.

“Ah, damn it…”

I let out a deep sigh as I got up from my spot.

Grumbling under my breath, I headed toward the sea.

I couldn’t just sit back and watch a classmate drown, and who knew—this might even be the butterfly effect of me altering the original story.

Before she completely sank underwater, I sprinted toward the sea with all my might.

The water was darker than I’d anticipated.

The moment the cold water enveloped my body, I tensed up as my breath hitched.

‘Was it around here?’

As I swam toward where Dabin had been, a strong wave crashed over me.

The murky, turbulent water blocked my vision perfectly.

The sound of a scream growing louder nearby told me I was getting closer to Dabin.

Soon, a small figure came into view at the edge of my vision.

It was Dabin, flailing her arms in panic and struggling in the water, her face filled with terror.

“Pu… ha! H-Help me!”

Without hesitation, I swam toward her.

“Hey, calm down! You’re going to be okay.”

Whether she heard me or not, she was still in a panic.

Terrified, she kept flailing her arms and shouting.

“H-Help me…!”

When I reached her, she instinctively grabbed onto me tightly.

“Stay still, damn it!”

She clung to my shoulders and thrashed around, pulling me underwater in the process.

The salty water rushed into my nose and mouth, choking me.

‘This damn girl, is she trying to kill me too?’

I twisted my body and managed to get my head above water.

“Huah…!”

Gasping for air, I glared at Dabin.

She looked at me with fear-filled eyes.

First, I needed to calm her down.

As much as I wanted to knock her out to make things easier, that seemed excessive.

But in her state, she wouldn’t listen to reason.

“I’m seriously going to leave you here! Relax your body!”

The threat must have worked somewhat, as her body began to relax little by little.

I grabbed her arms firmly, keeping her afloat, and pulled her to my side.

Using my other hand, I slowly pushed through the waves, heading toward the shore.

With each stroke, my legs felt heavier and heavier, as if I were swimming with a weight tied to me.

The resistance of the seawater was frustrating.

But there was no way I could just leave her behind.

‘Why the hell am I doing this…?’

Taking a deep breath, I pushed forward with renewed effort.

Before long, I felt the sand beneath my feet.

I managed to drag her onto the shore.

‘I seriously almost died.’

As soon as we reached the beach, Dabin collapsed onto the sand, gasping for air.

“Dabin! Are you okay?!”

Our classmates rushed over, their faces filled with alarm.

Our homeroom teacher, Yoo Jeonghwan, hurried over as well, checking on Dabin’s condition.

“Hey, kid! I told you not to go too far into the water! Are you okay?!”

She managed to nod weakly.

Jinyoung, who had run over to me, looked at me with a mixture of concern and surprise as I struggled to catch my breath.

“Hey, are you okay? You look like you’re completely worn out.”

I waved him off lazily as I responded.

“As long as I’m not dead, I’m fine. Anyway, could you grab me a towel?”

The salty water on my skin was starting to feel gross.

I wanted to dry off as soon as possible.

Jinyoung dashed to where everyone’s belongings were, grabbing a towel.

It was a hotel-grade, oversized one.

‘Where did he even find something like that?’

Trying to lighten the mood, Jinyoung handed me the towel with a joking tone.

“I was saving this for myself, but I’ll let you use it.”

“Thanks.”

When I turned to look at Dabin, she was still gasping for air.

Her lips were pale, and her body was trembling.

She didn’t look well.

Worried voices surrounded her as everyone fussed over her condition.

“Dabin, are you okay? Shouldn’t you go to the hospital?”

“You look so pale….”

Barely nodding, Dabin replied, “I-I’m… fine… really….”

Watching her, I sighed inwardly.

‘Yeah, sure. Fine, my ass.’

With the towel I was holding to dry myself off, I walked over to Choi Dabin.

I draped it over her shoulders and wrapped it firmly around her.

Dabin looked up at me with a surprised expression, then quickly averted her eyes, murmuring softly.
“…Thank you.”

From a distance, the lifeguard came running toward us with an AED in his hands, shouting,
“Are you… alright?”

It was that same bastard who had been lounging around with his sunglasses on, ogling women in bikinis.
‘Piece of shit.’

Our teacher, Yoo Jeonghwan, couldn’t hold back his anger when he saw the lifeguard arrive so late.

“Do you even know what just happened?! Someone almost drowned! What the hell were you doing?!”

The lifeguard stammered in embarrassment, trying to explain himself, but no one cared to listen.

Having neglected his duties, he was bound to face a report and disciplinary action.

I slowly caught my breath and stared out at the now calm sea, thinking,
‘Fucking clichés.’

Choi Dabin sat slumped on the beach, still gasping for air.

Her body was soaked and cold, and her heart continued to race.

Her trembling wouldn’t stop.

The worried voices around her sounded distant, like muffled noise from far away.

“Dabin, are you alright? Are you hurt anywhere?”

“You could’ve been seriously hurt….”

“I should’ve paid more attention. I’m so sorry.”

Those words passed through her mind without registering.

Her gaze was fixed on one spot.

***

Not far away, Kim Dohyun sat wringing out his wet T-shirt.

Droplets of water dripped from his hair, and the soaked shirt clung to his skin.

Beneath it, his solid shoulders and defined muscles were clearly visible.

It was a stark contrast to his usual indifferent and aloof demeanor, exuding a powerful presence.

‘Kim Dohyun…’

Dabin bit her lip without realizing it.

The events that had just unfolded in the water replayed vividly in her mind.

The sight of him cutting through the rough waves to reach her.

The way he held her securely while calmly speaking to her.

“Calm down. It’s going to be okay.”

In that moment, his warmth made all her fear and anxiety pause, as if she was certain he would protect her no matter what.

It was a dry, matter-of-fact statement, but it had soothed her panicked heart.

‘Why am I feeling like this?’

She wondered if the trembling in her body wasn’t just from the cold water.

Lowering her head, she fiddled with her fingers.

Her chest felt like a tangled mess of emotions.

At that moment, she noticed Dohyun approaching out of the corner of her eye.

Without a word, he draped a towel over her shoulders.

The warmth of his hand lingered on her skin for a moment, and his steady gaze rested on her.

Dabin looked up at his face instinctively but quickly averted her eyes.

“…Thank you.”

Her voice was small and trembling, surprising even herself with its frailty.

Dohyun gave a brief nod and walked away without saying another word.

Dabin clutched the towel tightly, lowering her head.

‘Why am I like this?’

A strange feeling kept welling up inside her.

The way he had looked in the water wasn’t just cool.

It was a raw, instinctive trust— a feeling that no matter how much she struggled, he would never let her go.

But behind that trust, there was another emotion.

Her friend’s face surfaced in her mind.

‘Yuna….’

Yuna always talked about Kim Dohyun.

“We’re not like that yet, seriously….”

“He acts all aloof, but he has a surprisingly thoughtful side.”

It was obvious to anyone that Yuna liked him.

‘Haa….’

Dabin took a deep breath and shook her head.

‘This is just gratitude. That’s all it is. It’s normal to feel this way after being rescued.’

No matter how much she tried to convince herself, she couldn’t stop thinking about how Dohyun had held her and guided her through the waves.

The warmth and sense of safety she’d felt in that moment kept throwing her off balance.

Clenching the towel tighter, she made a resolution in her mind.

‘Right, it’s nothing more than gratitude. Nothing more, nothing less.’

But Dohyun’s image remained vivid in her head.

He wasn’t her type at all.


Her ideal had always been someone warm and dependable, like a big teddy bear.

‘But… why?’

‘I think I finally understand why Yuna likes Kim Dohyun.’

No matter how much she tried to deny it, her gaze kept drifting toward him.



 
  
    Chapter 29: The Sea Part 3


“Kim Dohyun, is there nothing you want to eat?”

“I said I’m fine.”

“You should repay your debt of gratitude, shouldn’t you?”

At some point, Choi Dabin, who seemed to have regained her energy, was persistently clinging to me.

She had been repeating the same thing for hours.

Next to her, Seo Yuna chuckled.

“That’s just how Dabin is. You should give up.”

‘Ah, so she’s that type of person.’

I hadn’t done anything with an ulterior motive, nor was I planning to take advantage of these kids’ money.

“It’s fine. What kind of money do students even have?”

Hearing my words, Choi Dabin held out her arm toward me.

“Don’t you see this?”

A thin bracelet hung on her wrist.

The logo on it looked oddly familiar.

‘Cartier?’

An expensive brand hardly appropriate for a student.

Beside me, Jinyoung nudged my side.

“Hey, she’s a trust fund kid. Just let her treat you. Count me in, too.”

‘Choi Dabin is a trust fund kid?’

I had no clue about supporting characters who weren’t directly involved with the protagonist.

Seeing me staring at her bracelet, Dabin tilted her head and stepped closer.

“It’d feel wrong to just leave things as they are.”

Jinyoung, who had been quietly listening, suddenly leaned in and joined the conversation.

“Hey, Dabin. Isn’t it weird for just the two of you to go? You should treat me too.”

“Why you?”

“I’m serious! I ran to the security guard to ask for help, remember?”

Dabin replied nonchalantly.

“Fine, do what you want.”

Jinyoung nudged my side again, egging me on.

“Hey, Dohyun. This is your chance to get treated properly. You’re her lifesaver, after all!”

A perceptive guy, aligning himself with Dabin to convince me.

I felt like I was being ganged up on, two against one.

“It’s fine. You don’t have to go that far.”

I shook my head in refusal, but there was no way my words would work on Choi Dabin.

With her bold demeanor, she stared at me confidently and declared, “That’s for me to decide. You just have to sit and eat.”

Jinyoung burst out laughing beside us.

“Wow, Dabin, you’re amazing. Haven’t you been going at this for over two hours now?”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Yeah. This is the first time I’ve seen Kim Dohyun being so stubbornly persuaded.”

Dabin smirked and let out a cool laugh.

This personality of hers was why she was so popular among her classmates.

Confident, outspoken, and to top it off, beautiful.

‘They say like attracts like.’

If Seo Yuna had a playful, devilish charm, Choi Dabin exuded a cool and sophisticated vibe.

Suddenly, Dabin began striding ahead.

“This is getting frustrating. I’m going to order a ton of food, and if you don’t come, it’ll all go to waste.”

Jinyoung chuckled beside me.

“Dohyun, it’d be rude to refuse at this point.”

“Sigh…”

Watching Dabin walk confidently ahead, I eventually resigned myself to being dragged along.

***

The place Dabin led us to was on the main street by the beach.

The sign featured a huge tuna face.

“Sea Treasures.”

The restaurant oozed luxury at first glance.

As we stepped inside, the crystal decorations sparkling under the lights and the ocean-themed trinkets caught my eye.

“Wow… Are we really eating here?”

Jinyoung gaped in amazement.

Dabin nodded casually.

“Yeah. This place is famous for its king crab and assorted sashimi.”

I looked around, slightly overwhelmed by the upscale atmosphere.

The elegant tableware and blue lighting that evoked the ocean made it clear this wasn’t a cheap place.

“This must be super expensive,” I said cautiously.

Dabin replied calmly, “Don’t worry. Today’s on me.”

She followed the staff to a table and sat down naturally.

The servers quickly began setting the table.

Small salads, sushi, and a variety of side dishes adorned the plates.

“Wow, this is legit,” Jinyoung said, his eyes sparkling as he stared at the food.

Dabin opened the menu and ordered without hesitation.

“Two king crabs, one assorted sashimi platter, and steamed shrimp, please.”

I looked up in surprise.

‘Is she seriously ordering that much for just four people?’

Dabin smiled casually.

“Don’t worry. It’s better to have too much than too little.”

‘Is this what being a trust fund kid is like?’

After ordering, we nibbled on the side dishes while waiting.

Soon, the warm steamed shrimp arrived at the table.

The neatly arranged shrimp drew an exclamation from Jinyoung.

“Wow, this is amazing. Having a friend like this is a blessing.”

Jinyoung eagerly began peeling shrimp, and I reached out for one as well.

Carefully removing the shell, the plump white flesh was revealed.

Just as I was about to take a bite, I felt a strong gaze.

“Thanks!”

Yuna snatched the shrimp from my hand, grinning playfully as she popped it into her mouth.

“Is this fun for you?” I glared at her, annoyed.

I had worked hard to peel that.

Yuna laughed gleefully, savoring the shrimp.

“It’s so fun. And delicious, too.”

“You’re like a child,” I muttered, grabbing another shrimp to peel.

This time, Dabin was staring at me intently.

“Aren’t you going to give me one?”

I glanced at her.

It wasn’t playful; she seemed genuinely serious.

Honestly, it caught me off guard.

‘Since I’m the one being treated.’

I peeled a shrimp and handed it to her.

“Happy now?”

Dabin smiled lightly as she accepted the shrimp.

“Thanks. You’re surprisingly considerate.”

She put the shrimp in her mouth, looking at me with a playful gaze.

Jinyoung cut in.

“Dabin, if you treat us again next time, I’ll peel your shrimp for you!”

Dabin ignored his comment and turned her head back toward me.

“Hmm… I kind of want another one.”

‘Damn it, why is she only like this with me?’

I picked up another shrimp, sighing internally as I peeled it.

‘The capitalist world is as cold as ever.’

Next to us, Yuna was watching with a peculiar expression.

“Stop peeling for her. Shouldn’t you eat something, Dohyun? You must be hungry.”

At Yuna’s words, Dabin smiled faintly and replied, “It’s just so good. I couldn’t resist having one more. I’m not great at peeling shrimp, you know.”

As I finished peeling another shrimp, the atmosphere at the table felt slightly tense.

I handed the shrimp to Dabin.

“From now on, you peel your own.”

Dabin took the shrimp from my hand and gave a short laugh.

“Wow! Thanks. I’ll enjoy it!”

She slowly ate the shrimp, savoring it.

Breaking the awkward silence, Jinyoung pointed at me.

“You could work as a shrimp peeler here, Dohyun.”

“Shut up and just eat.”

My curt reply made Jinyoung nod as he burst into laughter.

***

After filling ourselves at the seafood restaurant, we stepped outside to find the sky already dark.

Laughter and the sea breeze mingled in the air, creating the perfect summer night atmosphere.

Jinyoung patted his round belly and said, “Isn’t it a rule to do fireworks after dinner?”

“Not interested,” I replied flatly.

Jinyoung laughed energetically.

“Let’s buy fireworks! Rock-paper-scissors, two people go!”

“I’m not interested, so count me out.”

At my firm response, Yuna and Dabin simultaneously shouted,

“No way! We need to upload this to Instagram!”

Almost forced into playing, we ended up with Yuna and Jinyoung losing at rock-paper-scissors.

“It’s always the ones who suggest it that end up losing.”

“Exactly. We should’ve just all gone together.”

Grumbling, the two headed to a nearby store to buy fireworks.

I stayed behind with Dabin by the shoreline.

The sound of waves gently reached our ears, and groups of people on picnic mats laughed and chatted along the sandy beach.

“Dohyun, can you take a picture of me?”

Dabin suddenly handed me her phone.

“What?”

“If you’re out, you have to update Instagram.”

She pressed the phone into my hand, almost forcing me to take it.

The phone case was covered with illustrations of a teddy bear character.

It was Mochikun, a character Kim Harin liked.

‘Does she like this kind of thing too?’

Women’s tastes are so… hard to understand.

“Make sure it looks good!”

Dabin’s voice called out.

She had already walked onto the sand and was striking a pose.

Her black bobbed hair swayed in the breeze, giving her a sharp and cool look.

‘Sigh, what a hassle.’

I grumbled but framed her in the shot.

Her chic, sophisticated style blended with the night beach backdrop, creating a mysterious vibe.

“Did it turn out okay?”

“Not sure.”

I handed the phone back to her casually.

Dabin looked at the photos and smiled, clearly satisfied.

“Surprisingly, you’ve got a good eye.”

“Well, that’s good, then.”

Her compliment wasn’t unwelcome.

“Guys!”

Jinyoung and Yuna approached, holding bags filled with fireworks.

Inside were all sorts of colorful firecrackers.

Before they reached us, Dabin whispered softly, “What do you think of Yuna?”

‘What do I think? She’s a standard heroine who gets special treatment.’

“She’s just a friend.”

Dabin nodded and looked out at the ocean.

“I see. I was just curious.”

Unable to wait, Jinyoung came running up.

“Hey, everyone ready?”

He lit the first firework, holding it proudly.

“Check this out! This one’s a big one!”

It launched into the dark sky.

“Whoa!”

The lights shot upward, forming a cluster of tiny stars in the sky.

While everyone enjoyed the fireworks in their own way, Yuna approached with sparklers in both hands.

She handed me one.


“Not bad, right? Fireworks are more fun than you’d think.”

I took the sparkler from her.

As the bright flames slowly fizzled out at my fingertips, I replied, “Yeah. Not bad at all.”

At that moment, everyone here could feel that summer was coming to an end.



 
  
    Chapter 30: Choosing club activities


The scorching summer passed, and the wind turned cool.

The autumn leaves scattered on the schoolyard floor signaled the arrival of fall.

‘My relationship with Seo Yuna was kept at an appropriate distance, and I was getting along with Kim Harin without any particular issues.’

‘If things continued like this, I might be able to get through the academy until graduation without much trouble.’

While I was lost in such thoughts—

“Kim Dohyun.”

A familiar voice called out.

“Why?”

I turned my head to look at Yuna.

“What club activity are you joining?”

‘Ah, has it already come to that time?’

At the start of the semester, we were given a grace period to adjust, but now it seemed we had to choose.

‘What a hassle.’

Without much thought, I replied to her question.

“The library club.”

At that moment, Yuna’s eyes widened in surprise.

“The library club? Not the soccer club?”

I was already getting enough exercise after school at the boxing gym.

More than anything, I disliked sweaty places.

‘If it were a fragrant flower garden, I might consider it.’

In the original story, the protagonist joined the design club to follow Seo Yuna.

Considering her personality, which loved crafting and creating, the design club was a perfect match.

Normally, the protagonist’s fate was to stick by her side, acting as her lackey to build favor.

‘But I don’t have to do that.’

It’s best to join the quiet library club and read light novels.

“It’s just peaceful, that’s all.”

“Wow, that’s unexpected.”

Yuna scratched her head with a baffled expression.

Just then, a voice came from behind us.

“The library club?”

A girl with short black hair and a cold expression approached.

Her school uniform clung tightly to her frame, similar to Yuna’s.

When I turned, Choi Dabin stood there with a surprised look on her face.

“You’re joining the library club?”

‘Why was she so surprised? Did I look that uncultured?’

Tilting my head, I replied to her perplexed expression.

“It’s just peaceful, that’s all.”

“Unexpected.”

“What is?”

“It just doesn’t seem to suit you.”

That comment felt unfair.

For someone passionate about light novels, being told books don’t suit me is ridiculous.

‘She’s the one who seems less suited for it.’

I imagined Dabin reading a book.

Tucking her short black hair behind her ear and flipping through pages calmly—

It unexpectedly suited her.

Seeing Yuna deep in thought, she casually remarked, “Dabin, didn’t you say you wanted to join the library club too?”

At Yuna’s words, Dabin shrugged a shoulder coolly.

“Yeah, I’ve always liked reading.”

***

Creak—

The classroom door opened, and our homeroom teacher, Yoo Jeonghwan, entered.

“I’m going to hand out the club application forms now, so everyone fill them out.”

He placed a stack of papers on the desk and emphasized the importance of club activities.

“You’ll be required to participate in the afternoons, so don’t choose carelessly and end up regretting it.”

Groans erupted across the classroom.

“Ugh, this is so annoying.”

“Do we really have to join a club?”

I glanced at Yuna and Dabin.

Yuna smirked and declared, “I’m joining the design club.”

Dabin, looking conflicted, answered, “I’m planning to join the library club.”

Then, both of their gazes shifted to me simultaneously.

Without hesitation, I responded.

“The library club.”

Yuna burst out laughing.

“Seriously, the library club?”

I shrugged.

“Yep.”

With a subtle expression, Dabin murmured, “I see…”

As soon as I received the club application form, I finished filling it out in one go.

[Library Club]

It was the perfect choice for spending time quietly.

***

The cool autumn breeze flowed through the open window.

Looking out, Park Youngha sipped her coffee.

‘Kids these days don’t understand the joy of reading.’

The library club required minimal effort.

All she had to do was oversee students reading, occasionally checking book reports.

‘At least, that’s how it’s been until now.’

‘After last year’s graduates left, no students applied for the library club.’

‘If no one joined again this year, the club was destined to be dissolved.’

‘Not that it matters, but it was convenient while it lasted.’

Even if the club was dissolved, it wouldn’t impact Park Youngha’s daily life much.

However, when she first heard the news of the club’s potential closure, there was an odd sense of emptiness.

‘The number of kids who like books seems to be dwindling.’

While lost in thought, the door to the teacher’s office opened, and Yoo Jeonghwan, the homeroom teacher of Class 1-B, entered.

“Ms. Park, here. The club activity application forms.”

“Application forms?”

Park Youngha looked up at Jeonghwan.

With a playful smile, Jeonghwan placed the stack of papers on her desk.

“It’s the list of students who applied for the library club. Take a look.”

“Don’t tell me we actually have members this year?”

Jeonghwan shrugged and replied, “See for yourself.”

Youngha picked up the papers with a puzzled expression.

The first name on the list was Choi Dabin.

‘Choi Dabin? She’s the daughter of that company president, isn’t she?’

Her eyes widened for a moment.

A student often proudly mentioned by the academy principal.

‘The one the principal was so fond of, talking about how a donation came from her family.’

It was surprising.

You’d think someone from a wealthy family would focus on socializing, not joining a quiet club like this.

‘And she’s pretty too.’

‘Was God really unfair?’ Such thoughts crossed her mind as she turned to the next page.

The second name was Kim Dohyun.

‘Kim Dohyun?’

The name wasn’t unfamiliar.

After a moment’s thought, she remembered.

‘Ah, that kid.’

The student who had caused a commotion during supplemental class by punching Choi Sunghum.

Despite the incident, his demeanor had left an impression.

‘Good-looking, with a personality that doesn’t tolerate injustice.’

For him to apply to the library club—

Youngha tilted her head, finding it hard to understand.

He didn’t seem like the bookish type.

Jeonghwan, amused, watched her and commented, “Both of them are surprising, right? I was shocked too. I thought Kim Dohyun would definitely join the soccer club.”

Placing the papers back on the desk, Youngha chuckled softly.

“Well, it’s good news for me. At least the library club avoided being dissolved.”

***

The Hanbit Academy library.

As soon as I stepped inside, the faint scent of old books greeted me.

Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with volumes showing the marks of time.

I walked slowly along the shelves, scanning the titles.

[Complete Collection of Classical Literature]

[The Aesthetics of 19th-Century English Novels]

[Basic Principles of Philosophy]

‘So boring…’

I couldn’t find the book I wanted.

Determined to meet my goal, I began meticulously searching every corner of the shelves.

‘Light novels, where are you? Show yourselves!’

They are a legitimate form of literature, after all.

Eventually, I stumbled upon a section packed tightly with thin books.

The covers featured colorful illustrations.

Exactly what I was looking for.

‘Nice!’

I grabbed a book and checked the title.

[The Delinquent Swordmaster of the Magic Academy]

[The Widowed Beastwoman and the Ephemeral Lover]

[How I Became the Ultimate Bread Shuttle in Another World]

Though there was something odd among the titles, I was fairly satisfied with the selection.

As I examined one book closely, a familiar voice called out from behind me.

“What are you doing?”

Startled as if caught at the scene of a crime, I spun around.

Embarrassed about reading light novels? No, not at all. I’m proud of it.

The problem was the specific book in my hands.

Driven by curiosity, I had picked up [The Widowed Beastwoman and the Ephemeral Lover].

‘Why… Why now, of all times?’

Choi Dabin stood there with her arms crossed, her eyes narrowed as she looked at me.

“Hmm… Is that your taste?”

Hurriedly, I hid the book behind my back and shrugged.

“Just looking around.”

Hearing my weak excuse, Dabin slowly approached me.

She snatched the book from my hand and began reading aloud in clear, deliberate tones.

“In the valley of the luscious cow beastwoman, as her moans of desire—”

“Stop!”

“Ha!”

Dabin stifled a laugh but suddenly froze, closing the book and glancing over the shelves.

In the silence, the door creaked open.

The familiar face of the teacher who had supervised me during that incident with Choi Sunghum appeared.

Park Youngha placed her bag on the desk and slowly looked over at us.

“Pick a book you like and sit down.”

Following her instructions, Dabin and I quietly searched the shelves.

After some thought, I chose a book titled [How I Became the Ultimate Bread Shuttle in Another World].

Dabin picked [The Poet Above the Clouds], which practically screamed boredom.

As I was about to sit down, Youngha’s eyes locked onto the book I was holding.

“Where did you find that? Did you bring it from home?”

I pointed to a corner of the shelf.

“It was stuck back there.”

Youngha frowned slightly, examining the cover closely.

“A graduating student must have left it behind. Books like this aren’t allowed in the academy.”

Her words hit me like a truck.

‘Not allowed? Does that mean reading light novels in the library club is forbidden?!’

Damn it, this was the entire reason I joined the club!

My despair must have shown on my face because Youngha smirked.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. Reading anything helps improve literacy.”

Relieved, I felt like bowing in reverence to her.

‘What a truly understanding teacher. Thank you for your mercy.’

“Thank you.”


“If you come across any words you don’t understand, feel free to ask.”

As she spoke, I opened the book and flipped to the first page.

‘Of course, the protagonist gets hit by a truck at the start. A classic.’

And so, the day in the library club began.



 
  
    Chapter 31: Mochikun Part 1


After the incident at the beach, Choi Dabin deliberately tried to avoid Kim Dohyun.

Since her close friend showed interest in him, she thought it was right to keep her distance.

For a long time after that, there wasn’t much of an opportunity for them to interact deeply.

‘No way, I never thought Kim Dohyun would be interested in books.’

Today, everything changed when he joined the library club.

Even if Choi Dabin didn’t want to run into him, she now had no choice but to face him.

As she let out a sigh filled with concern and made her way to the library, she saw Kim Dohyun reading an erotic novel.

‘So, he’s into that kind of thing too.’

The amusing situation triggered a playful side of her.

“What are you doing?”

Dohyun flinched in surprise, turning around to look at her, his face unusually flustered.

“Hmm… Is that your kind of taste?”

Kim Dohyun’s ears turned red in embarrassment.

‘Wow… this is my first time seeing him like this.’

Seeing his normally stoic face turn so flustered was a fresh shock to her.

‘Haha… Yuna should’ve seen this expression.’

After teasing him for a while, Choi Dabin eventually came to her senses.

‘What am I doing? I’m supposed to keep my distance from Kim Dohyun.’

Stopping her mischief, she grabbed a book as the teacher instructed and sat down.

From her desk, she glanced at Kim Dohyun, who continued to read with an indifferent expression, completely immersed in his book.

His focused face contrasted with the flustered look he had shown earlier, and she almost laughed unintentionally.

‘Somehow, seeing him so focused on a light novel is… kind of cute…’

Snap out of it!

Dabin shook her head quickly, scolding herself for thinking such things.

Her focus was scattered, and no matter how hard she tried, the contents of the book in front of her wouldn’t sink in.

‘Ugh… why did it have to be the library club?’

Knock, knock.

While she was trying to focus on her book, Park Youngha tapped lightly on the table.

“Aren’t you two thirsty? I’ll go grab something to drink, so keep reading in the meantime.”

Looking at the clock in the library, she realized time had flown by.

Her neck felt stiff from hours of reading.

As someone used to reading books while lying in bed, sitting upright felt awkward to her.

Stretching her arms high above her head to relieve the stiffness, she noticed Choi Dabin fiddling nervously with her fingers.

Something felt off.

She wasn’t focused on her book and seemed unusually uneasy.

Then, she glanced at him and quickly hid her hands under the table.

‘What’s with her?’

Curious, Dohyun asked her.

“Are you uncomfortable?”

“Not at all.”

“Then, is the book boring?”

“It’s my favorite book.”

“Right.”

Her answers were curt.

An awkward silence filled the library.

‘Does she not like me or something?’

With every exchange, he felt more suffocated.

Still, considering he was the one who saved her life, ‘wasn’t she being too cold?’

He thought about why she might dislike him.

He had noticed for some time that Choi Dabin was intentionally avoiding him.

Though he hadn’t paid much attention to it before, the situation had now changed.

‘It’s probably because of Yuna.’

Seeing his attitude of maintaining only a proper distance, she might think he was stringing her friend along.

‘Yeah… I guess it might look that way to her.’

It’s better to clear up misunderstandings before they pile up.

Since they’d be seeing each other often in the library club, there was no reason to maintain a tense relationship.

Tapping the cover of the book she was reading with his fingernail, Dohyun spoke.

“Hey.”

“Huh?”

Dabin lowered her book and looked up at him.

Her cold expression was beautiful, in a way that contrasted with Yuna’s warmth.

This was a good chance to clear up misunderstandings.

If they kept going with this tense atmosphere, every day would feel suffocating.

“Is this about Yuna?”

“What… what do you mean?”

As expected, her tone betrayed her discomfort.

‘She’s definitely misunderstanding something.’

Remembering that maintaining eye contact helps convey sincerity, Dohyun stared directly at her, silently pleading for her to understand.

“I told you, she’s just a friend. Stop misunderstanding.”

Dabin fidgeted with her hands nervously, avoiding his gaze.

She didn’t seem convinced at all.

It was best to leave no room for doubt.

“She’s not my type. Honestly, you’re closer to my ideal type.”

“What… what are you saying?”

“Just saying, that’s all.”

With that much said, the misunderstanding should clear up a bit.

‘Yuna and he weren’t in that kind of relationship—they were just friends.’

“You two aren’t fooling around, are you?”

Right then, Park Youngha returned to the library.

In one hand, she held orange juice; in the other, paper cups.

As Dabin poured the drinks, Dohyun couldn’t help but wonder why it was just the three of them in such a large library.

Curious, he asked Youngha.

“So, when are the other members coming?”

“There are only two library club members—you two.”

“Ah, I see.”

“A small group isn’t too bad.”

***

After finishing club activities, Dohyun returned home to find Kim Harin slumped on the living room sofa.

Seeing her gloomy expression, he thought to himself, ‘What’s wrong with her now?’

Harin was fiddling with a small teddy bear, pouting.

“M-Mochi-kun…”

Mochi-kun?

“Did that character get hit by a truck and die today?”

Well, it would be sad if a favorite character died.

I asked her indifferently, “Why Mochi-kun?”

Her face looked like she was about to burst into tears.

“A limited-edition Mochi-kun plush came out… I applied for it, but I didn’t get it… It’s so sad…”

Harin hung her head lower, whining even more.

“I really wanted it so badly…”

‘What am I supposed to do about it?’

‘Should I handcraft one for her?’

Suppressing that thought, I gently patted her head with my palm.

“That’s a shame. But there’ll be another chance, right?”

“But it’s limited-edition…”

Ugh, how troublesome.

“Did you check if it’s sold somewhere else?”

“Yes…”

It’s unfortunate, but there’s nothing to be done.

Sometimes, you just have to accept the cold reality.

‘While I’m at it, I should start preparing dinner.’

I continued patting Harin’s head with my palm.

“Hehe…”

Finally, she seemed to regain a bit of her spirit.

Like coaxing a child begging for a toy from their parents, I spoke gently to her.

“You can just get it next time, right?”

“Okay.”

“What’s for dinner tonight?”

“Your favorite—curry rice with lots of meat!”

“Oh, sounds good. Can’t wait.”

Harin, who had regained her smile, tied on a cute apron and bustled about with newfound energy, making me smile.

‘Right. Mochi-kun or whatever, life goes on.’

***

The next day.

As soon as I arrived at the academy, a wave of sleepiness washed over me.

School really is a place that works like a sleeping pill the moment you get there.

I let my heavy body slump onto the desk.

‘Today, I’m sleeping straight through until lunchtime.’

Just as I was about to close my eyes for a break, I heard Seo Yuna and Choi Dabin chatting at the desk next to me.

“But seriously, how can you not think Mochi-kun is adorable?”

Oh right. She’s a Mochi-kun fanatic too.

When I took pictures for her at the beach, her phone case had a Mochi-kun character on it.

After listening to Harin whine about Mochi-kun all day yesterday, I was on the verge of becoming Mochi-kun’s number one anti-fan.

‘Why are girls so obsessed with stuff like that?’

Dabin’s voice rose a notch as she passionately continued.

“Mochi-kun is, like, super pale and has this squishy belly that’s totally charming, and that relaxed expression is so cute too…”

“Dabin, I respect your taste, but could you please stop trying to convert me to Mochi-kun fandom?”

Yuna gave her a dismissive glance and replied flatly.

‘At least she’s normal.’

She seemed interested in appearances but not in characters.

“You idiot! Mochi-kun isn’t just a character—he’s healing, pure healing! I’m telling you, you’d love him if you gave him a chance!”

Waving her hands dramatically in the air, Dabin tried to persuade Yuna.

I thought to myself, ‘She’s completely out of her mind.’

Yuna, uninterested, turned her head away while Dabin continued to argue.

It was like watching a battle between a spear and a shield.

The chaos next to me was already overwhelming this early in the morning.

“I won two Mochi-kun plushies this time. They’re seriously cute. Want one?”

Hearing this, Yuna hesitated for a moment, then shrugged and answered, “Just resell it for a high price. It’s limited-edition, right?”

“What? Are you even human? How could you think of selling Mochi-kun for money?”

“It’s just a plushie,” Yuna replied indifferently.

Dabin shot her a stunned look.

“Are you a robot?”

As I lay there listening to their conversation, Harin’s crestfallen face from yesterday suddenly came to mind.

She had slumped on the sofa, teary-eyed over not getting the limited-edition Mochi-kun plushie.

‘Is that thing really so important to her?’

I couldn’t quite understand being upset over a plushie, but thinking about how Harin usually handled all the household chores made me feel a little guilty.

‘She cooks three meals a day, cleans, does laundry…’

Thanks to her diligence, I could live pretty comfortably.

Fine.

It wouldn’t hurt to owe her a favor for once.

The plan started forming in my head.

‘If Dabin had won two Mochi-kun plushies and Yuna didn’t take one, then there’d be an extra one.’

‘All I had to do was ask Dabin to sell the spare plushie to me.’

‘I’ll ask her about it at the library club later.’

Having made up my mind, I closed my eyes.

But then, ‘why should I go out of my way to take care of Harin?’

‘She’s a total brocon anyway, so she’ll keep liking me no matter what I do.’

‘Still, she’d probably be thrilled.’

‘She might even jump around on the couch in excitement all day.’


‘Or worse, she might throw herself into my arms.’

‘That would be… troublesome.’

‘Anyway, giving a gift to a heroine isn’t a bad thing.’

With that thought, I drifted off to sleep on the desk.



 
  
    Chapter 32: Mochikun Part 2


The library was as quiet as usual.

The only noise was the sound of pages turning, and I was lost in thought.

‘What should I say?’

[Hey, do you want to sell me that Mochi-kun doll?]

Hmm…

Saying something like that makes it seem like a tough guy like me likes Mochi-kun.

Pretending to read my book, I glanced sideways.

Choi Dabin was concentrating on her book with a serious expression.

I ran through several simulations in my head, but I couldn’t come up with a plausible way to start a conversation.

Besides, worrying about this kind of thing doesn’t suit me at all.

I decided to just talk to her directly.

“Hey.”

“Hm?”

Choi Dabin raised her head from her book, brushing her hair behind her ear.

As soon as I saw her look up, I blurted out, “Do you like that Mochi-kun or whatever it is too?”

Surprised by the sudden question, she looked a bit flustered.

“Why?”

“I saw you talking about it earlier—you seemed really into it.”

Instead of answering, Dabin let out a small sigh and tilted her head.

“Does it not suit me? I know that already.”

Well, sure, a girl with her cool demeanor liking a cute character might seem odd to some.

But I didn’t feel like judging anyone’s preferences.

“That’s not it. There’s no such thing as a hobby not suiting someone.”

“What…?”

“If you like something, you like it. That’s all there is to it.”

‘Was she caught off guard by my response?’ Watching her falter, I naturally continued, “Do you… have an extra one?”

“An extra what?”

“A Mochi-kun doll.”

“You… don’t tell me…”

At first, she looked surprised, but then she chuckled softly.

“Do you like Mochi-kun? Are you part of the Mochi fandom too?”

“No, it’s not like that…”

Dabin quickly put her book down and, with a bright face, started talking excitedly.

“Isn’t Mochi-kun just adorable? Especially those sleepy eyes! Oh, and those tiny mochi-like hands and feet! I just want to squeeze them!”

It seemed like she was seriously misunderstanding something.

There’s no way I would like a character like that.

Trying to protect my image, I opened my mouth to clear up the misunderstanding.

“It’s not me. My little sibling likes Mochi-kun, so…”

“Oh, that’s hilarious. There are tons of guys like you in the Mochi fandom. They all claim it’s for their sibling while secretly being fans themselves.”

She didn’t even give me a chance to explain further.

“Have you seen the Mochi-kun figurines? Oh, they’re masterpieces…!”

“…Right.”

“And those limited-edition dolls? I was trying to apply for one of those…”

I felt like I was getting swept into her pace, but at this point, I didn’t mind.

I just needed to get the doll.

Dabin enthusiastically showed off her collection of Mochi-kun items.

You always meet someone like this in life—someone who gets all fired up when asked about their hobbies.

‘This isn’t easy.’

I decided to cut to the chase.

“If you have an extra doll, I’ll buy it from you.”

“Hmm… It’s really hard to win one of those, though.”

“I know that.”

Like Rodin’s Thinker, Dabin rested her chin in her hand and stared at me.

“Still, I could give it to a true Mochi fan.”

Wow, I didn’t expect her to agree so easily.

But it wouldn’t feel right to just take it for free.

“I’ll pay the regular price. It’s only fair.”

“Mochi-kun merch isn’t something you resell for profit!”

‘Did I just touch a nerve?’

Dabin, suddenly agitated, started lecturing me.

“The type of people I hate the most are those who don’t even like something but buy the merch just to resell it for a profit!”

“Okay, okay. I get it. Calm down, seriously.”

“Because of people like that, real fans can’t get the merch they want!”

After venting for a while, Dabin finally calmed down and stared straight at me.

Ah, she’s exhausting.

“But are you sure you really like Mochi-kun? You’re not just planning to resell it, right…?”

“No, it’s nothing like that.”

“Hmm…”

Dabin seemed deep in thought for a moment. 

Then, she gave me a sly smile.

“Alright. But getting a limited-edition Mochi-kun doll doesn’t end with just winning it.”

“What?”

“You have to go to the store in person to verify your win and claim it.”

“Wait, what? It doesn’t just get shipped to you?”

‘Why is it so complicated to get a doll?’

“So, here’s the thing.”

With a mischievous grin, Dabin continued.

“I still don’t completely believe you like Mochi-kun.”

“And?”

“So, let’s go to the Mochi-kun store together this weekend.”

Unexpected twist.

‘Why do I have to spend my precious weekend going to buy a doll for some character?’

I almost said, ‘Why don’t you just go alone?’ but right now, I was clearly at a disadvantage.

Hoping I’d misheard, I asked again, “With you?”

“Yep. I want to check if you really like Mochi-kun. Plus, I’ve always wanted to visit the store. Yuna never agreed to go with me.”

This Mochi-obsessed lunatic…

“Are you trying to recruit me like you did with Seo Yuna earlier?”

I sighed and looked at Dabin.

Her firm expression made it clear that if I refused to go, she wouldn’t give me the doll.

Life really doesn’t go the way you want it to.

“Fine, I’ll go.”

“Great.”

Dabin picked up her book again with an excited expression, while frustration boiled up inside me.

‘Can’t I just rest on the weekend…?’

***

The room, which looked like a Mochi-kun exhibit, was filled with figurines and merchandise.

Lying limply on her bed, staring at the ceiling, Choi Dabin sighed.

‘Why did I do that…?’

The scene from the library replayed in her mind, and she began to berate herself.

What had started as casual curiosity—finding someone who shared her interest—had escalated far beyond her initial intention.

Dabin was well aware of her own personality.

When something she cared about came up, she’d unintentionally get overly excited and talk too much.

Somehow, the conversation about Mochi-kun had spiraled into her inviting Kim Dohyun to the store with her this weekend.

‘I must be crazy.’

She shut her eyes tightly and pulled the blanket over her face.

Guilt pricked at her as she thought about her friend, Seo Yuna, who liked Kim Dohyun.

It felt almost like she was setting up a date with him.

‘No, that’s not it.’

Dabin shot up in bed, shaking her head vigorously.

‘This is just about the doll. I can’t give a limited-edition Mochi-kun to just anyone.’

Sitting back down, she looked at her desk, which was covered with her Mochi-kun collection.

To her, this hobby was something precious—a small sense of achievement.

‘Besides, I didn’t expect to win two of them.’

She picked up her phone to double-check the message confirming her win.

One was under her name, and the other was under her parents’ name.

But there was a problem—the rules stated that one person could only claim one doll.

‘Two people need to go to get both of them. Originally, I was going to go with Yuna, but…’

Although she tried to rationalize the situation, a sense of unease lingered in her heart.

Just then, her phone buzzed.

[Yuna: Hey, Dabin. It’s the weekend tomorrow. Karaoke?]

Dabin stared at the message, hesitating to reply.

‘Should she tell Yuna the truth?’

‘Or come up with an excuse?’

‘She might misunderstand if I tell her.’

After some deliberation, she decided to tell a little white lie.

[Dabin: Sorry, I’ve got plans tomorrow.]

Yuna’s response came quickly.

[Yuna: With who?]

Dabin paused, her fingers hovering over the screen.

Then she typed out a reply.

[Dabin: With my family.]

After sending the message, she let out a long sigh.

“This is the best I can do.”

***

Saturday afternoon.

I arrived at the meeting spot and looked around.

The area near Hongdae Station was bustling with people.

I spotted Dabin in a light-colored sweater and jeans.

I expected her to be decked out in expensive branded clothes, but she seemed to prefer blending in with a casual outfit.

Noticing me, she waved her hand.

“Over here!”

Without missing a beat, she started walking briskly ahead as if she was in a hurry.

Since it was the weekend, maybe she had other plans after this.

“The Mochi-kun store is a bit of a walk from here.”

“Got it.”

The lively streets were packed with people enjoying their youth.

It was the same area where I’d once watched a movie with Seo Yuna.

Now I was walking here with her close friend.

It was a strange feeling.

Couples were taking photos, and small cafes and clothing stores lined the streets.

Dabin looked excited, holding her phone in one hand as she searched for the store.

“They say there’s a great waffle place near the store.”

I almost blurted out, ‘So what?’ but managed to hold it in.

Right now, I was clearly in the weaker position.

It was better to go along with her mood.

“If you want it, then just get it.”

“Do you like waffles?”

“They’re okay.”

We walked for a while longer.

Eventually, we left the busy main street and entered a quiet alley.

The narrow path was littered with cigarette butts.

“Is this the right way?”

“Yeah, the map says it’s just a bit further.”

Dabin kept her head down, focusing on her phone as she walked.

Suddenly—

Vroom!

The loud noise of a motorcycle echoed from the end of the alley.

A delivery bike, spewing black smoke, sped toward us.

Instinctively, I grabbed Dabin’s arm and pulled her toward the inside of the alley.

“Ah!”

She let out a small scream.

The motorcycle zoomed past, disappearing as quickly as it came.

‘What kind of reckless driving was that? I should’ve kicked it as it passed.’

I glanced at Dabin.

Still startled, she was staring wide-eyed at the spot where the motorcycle had vanished.

“That scared me. What kind of driving is that?”

“You okay?”

“Yeah… Thanks.”

Her voice was shaky, the excitement she had earlier completely gone.

Realizing I was still gripping her wrist tightly, I let go and muttered, “Watch where you’re going. You can’t just walk around carelessly.”

“Got it.”

“Seriously, whether it’s at the beach or here, you’re way too careless.”

“Am I? Haha…”

She laughed awkwardly and nodded, but her gaze lingered on me.


Now walking on the inside of the alley, with me on the outside, she poked my arm.

“You’re surprisingly thoughtful, Kim Dohyun.”

“It’s nothing.”

Amused by my curt response, she chuckled softly and began leading the way again.



 
  
    Chapter 33: Mochikun Part 3


Finally, we arrived at the Mochi-kun store.

The three-story building stood out from the start.

A signboard decorated in various colors.

Mochi-kun characters painted on the outer walls sparkled brightly.

As I looked at the store packed with people, I asked Dabin, “Are all those people part of that Mochidan or whatever?”

“Yeah. It’s super popular, right?”

Following her inside, we were immediately met with a dense crowd.

People everywhere were taking pictures while holding Mochi-kun plushies.

‘Wow, I didn’t expect there to be this many abnormal people.’

Seeing this level of popularity, I could understand why Kim Harin didn’t win.

The pickup area for the limited-edition plushies was on the third floor.

The problem was…

Not only was the store packed, but the line stretched all the way to the elevator.

We took our place in the long queue and waited for our turn.

Dabin’s eyes sparkled as she looked around the store, while I just wanted to get out of here as soon as possible.

***

Ding-dong.

At the sound of arrival, we stepped into the elevator.

A confined, enclosed space.

Pressed into a corner, Dabin and I waited for the elevator to ascend.

Then, a large-built man stepped inside.

‘You should really take the stairs. Good for your diet too.’

I let out a sigh without realizing it.

More people kept squeezing in, and before long, the elevator turned into a scene straight out of rush hour.

Before I knew it, my body was leaning toward Dabin.

Looking down at her, significantly shorter than me—

Dabin, stuck in the corner, quickly turned her head away, looking embarrassed.

Somehow, the situation had turned into one of those “wall slam” poses you’d see in dramas.

‘Maybe I should’ve just taken the stairs.’

As I was thinking that, Dabin, feeling uncomfortable, shifted her body toward the wall.

Soon after—

Ding!

The elevator doors slowly opened, and people poured out.

At some point, Dabin had slipped out before me, her eyes shining as she took in the store.

“Wow…”

She quickly walked toward the display where the limited-edition plushies were placed.

A bear plushie with tiny hands and feet, like a little rice cake.

Her excitement was obvious.

“They’re so cute! Seriously… Ah, this is the limited-edition Mochi-kun plushie!”

Dabin grabbed two plushies, handed one to me, then ran over to a store employee to show her phone.

‘All this trouble on a weekend just to get this…’

Reality hit me hard, but—

Seeing Dabin hugging the plushie with such a happy expression, I didn’t feel too bad.

With shopping bags containing the plushies in hand, we left the store.

***

“What do you think of the real-life limited-edition Mochi-kun?”

Dabin hugged her bag tightly, looking at me expectantly.

‘What’s so great about that thing…?’

Still, in moments like this, it was best to play along.

‘If I said the wrong thing, she might just take back the plushie.’

“It makes sense why it’s so popular.”

“Right?”

“So, how much do I owe you?”

“Forget it. I wouldn’t sell Mochi-kun for money.”

As expected from a rich kid, so easygoing about it.

I didn’t mind getting it for free, but… I felt like I’d just been receiving things from her.

“Then I’ll feel guilty. You already treated me last time too.”

“Hmm… And you did save my life once. If you really want to repay me…”

An uneasy feeling crept up.

‘She’s definitely about to ask for something annoying.’

She glanced at her phone before speaking.

“There’s a waffle shop nearby! The strawberry flavor is supposed to be really famous. That’ll be enough.”

“That’s all?”

“Yeah. That’s more than enough for a fellow Mochidan.”

‘Waffles, huh? Something girls go crazy for.’

Honestly, it felt like I was getting off too easy.

I felt a little guilty, but since she was fine with it—

I followed Dabin’s lead.

***

The place wasn’t far, about ten minutes from the Mochi-kun store.

“This is it.”

A flashy signboard with big letters reading “Fruits Waffle” caught my eye.

A long line of customers had already formed outside.

Mostly women.

‘Of course…’

Quietly, we joined the line.

“I heard these waffles are amazing. They’re all over Instagram, and the fruit is super fresh, plus the cream is homemade.”

“Got it.”

Before long, it was our turn to order.

Looking excited, Dabin glanced at the menu.

“You want strawberry waffles too?”

“Anything’s fine.”

“Mister! Two strawberry waffles, please!”

The warm, toasty smell of waffles filled the air.

I wasn’t big on sweet things, but this much was fine.

After a short wait, we received our waffles in paper boxes.

Dabin opened hers and beamed.

“Wow, the strawberries are huge.”

“But we have to eat standing up?”

“We can sit over there, see?”

She pointed at a nearby bench.

As we headed toward it, a little kid suddenly dashed ahead—

Then.

Splat!

A dreadful sound.

Something squishy pressed against my leg.

Lowering my head, I looked down.

The cream from the waffle the little kid had been holding was now smeared all over my pants.

‘Damn brat.’

I let out a sigh internally and looked at the kid.

He stared up at me with a flustered expression, his eyes welling up with tears.

On the ground lay the tragic remains of his fallen waffle.

“I-I’m sorry….”

Seeing this, Dabin hurriedly rummaged through her bag and handed me a wet wipe.

But, of course, it wouldn’t come off that easily.

‘Kim Harin is definitely going to scold me for this.’

Sometimes, life just throws you unlucky situations.

Not that I was the type to stress over something like this.

This was just a minor incident.

I glanced at the kid, who was staring at the ruined waffle on the ground, his lips trembling.

Then, I handed him the waffle box I was holding.

“Hey.”

“Huh?”

“Eat it.”

“Really?”

The kid’s eyes sparkled as he took the waffle from me.

A strange turn of events—he was the one who caused the problem, yet here I was, offering a solution.

Not like I enjoyed sweet food anyway.

I had only gotten the waffle to humor Dabin.

And it’s not like I could punch a little kid over this.

Beside me, Dabin looked at me in surprise.

“Are you okay? Your pants are completely ruined.”

“It’s just clothes. I can wash them. Besides, I don’t really like sweets anyway.”

I nonchalantly wiped at the sticky cream with the wet wipe.

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Dabin taking a bite of her waffle while staring at me with an odd expression.

Her gaze lingered, but I ignored it.

She took another bite, then murmured in a quiet voice, “You’re really kind… it’s unexpected.”

“What is?”

“That kid just now. Most people would’ve been mad.”

“I just couldn’t be bothered. What, was I supposed to demand a little kid pay for dry cleaning?”

Having finished her waffle, Dabin dusted off her hands and smiled brightly.

“Anyway, we should get going now. Mission accomplished.”

“Yeah.”

Hugging the shopping bag with the plushie inside, Dabin walked ahead with a satisfied expression.

I silently followed beside her.

***

“Alright, I’m heading out. Today was fun.”

“Yeah.”

I gave a small wave as she got into a taxi, then glanced at the shopping bag holding the Mochi-kun plushie.

‘Kim Harin is going to flip when she sees this.’

Just imagining her reaction already had me feeling exhausted.

Maybe this was a mistake…

***

Inside the taxi, Dabin leaned against the backseat, watching the scenery pass by outside the window.

She held the shopping bag tightly, cradling the Mochi-kun plushie inside.

‘Kim Dohyun… he’s kind of unexpected.’

The moments from earlier replayed in her mind.

The way their bodies were pressed together in the elevator.

Her heart had suddenly started racing, her face heating up.

Kim Dohyun had looked as indifferent as ever, acting like nothing was unusual.

But why had she been the only one feeling that way?

‘What’s wrong with me…?’

‘Then, there was the incident in front of the waffle shop.’

‘When the cream got on his pants, she had expected him to get annoyed, maybe even scold the kid.’

‘Instead, he had just handed over his own waffle without a word.’

—”Eat it.”

That short phrase had somehow seemed incredibly cool.

‘He’s really kind…’

The thoughts wouldn’t stop swirling in her head.

‘If it were me, would I have acted the same way in that situation?’

There was a term for someone like him…

Right—tsundere. 

That kind of vibe.

Now that she thought about it, Kim Dohyun had always been like that.

Always acting half-hearted, like he didn’t care.

Yet, it was that very attitude that had helped their team win at the sports festival.

Maybe that’s why he was so popular with their classmates.

And then—when that motorcycle had suddenly sped past earlier, The way he had instinctively grabbed her wrist and pulled her back.

That brief touch had felt reassuring. Warm.

Just like when she had been floating in the ocean.

‘God, I must be losing it…’

His indifferent face kept flashing in her mind, making her shake her head furiously.

Behind that laid-back attitude, he was surprisingly thoughtful and considerate.

And even though Yuna kept throwing herself at him, he ignored her completely, making it seem like he wasn’t interested in girls at all.

But then again—

She had caught him looking at those kinds of books in the library.

So it wasn’t like he had no interest in romance.

And then, there was the way he kept trying to clear up misunderstandings with her.

‘What was that about?’

‘Could it be… does Kim Dohyun like me?’

The thought popped into her mind before she could stop it.


—”Seo Yuna isn’t my type. If I had to be honest… you’re closer to my type.”

‘Ah, crap. This feels like some kind of ridiculous soap opera.’

Dabin clutched the plushie tightly and lowered her head.

“Haa… this is so confusing…”



 
  
    Chapter 34: Never say it


Harin Kim sat on the sofa, waiting for Dohyun Kim to return.

On a normal weekend, she would usually stay in her room and read light novels all day.

‘Where on earth did he go…?’

‘It was suspicious that Dohyun had left early this morning, using the excuse that he had plans.’

Harin fiddled with her nails as she continued to speculate.

‘Could it be that he went to meet the owner of that cosmetic stain on his tracksuit?’

The scene flashed through her mind.

She had been about to do the laundry when she discovered a strange mark.

It was definitely foundation.

Dohyun had claimed that he accidentally bumped into someone, but believing that at face value would be foolish.

‘No way… Did some fox-like woman ask him out on a date?’

Just the thought of it made her blood boil.

‘Dohyun was indifferent and oblivious, making him an easy target for women.’

‘If a girl tried to seduce him physically, he might just fall for it in an instant.’

‘If someone was trying to steal him away…’

‘I won’t let it happen.’

She would stop it no matter what.

Harin turned on a video of Mochi-kun to calm herself down.

As she watched the cute character wave and smile, she slowly began to regain her composure.

Just then—

Ding-dong.

She heard the front door open.

Jumping up from the sofa, she rushed to the entrance.

“You’re back?”

Dohyun was stepping inside.

As always, his expression was indifferent.

But something was off.

He was holding a shopping bag.

‘What is that? Did he receive a gift?’

Dohyun glanced at her and wordlessly handed over the bag.

“This.”

“What is it?”

She peeked inside the bag.

Inside was…

A limited-edition Mochi-kun plushie!

The one she had desperately wanted.

“No way…!”

She had scoured the internet but couldn’t find it anywhere.

“Oppa, are you really giving this to me? Don’t tell me the reason you went out today was…”

Dohyun nodded, looking as if he couldn’t be bothered to explain.

“You really wanted it. I found someone selling it, so I bought it.”

“Really?!”

Harin started bouncing excitedly in the hallway.

She had never imagined he had gone out just to buy this for her.

‘Haa, haa, as expected of Oppa…’

Her heart pounded.

The thought that he had done this just for her filled her with overwhelming emotion.

“Oppa, thank you so much! I love you!”

Unable to contain her excitement, she tried to throw herself into his arms—

“Stop.”

He lightly placed a hand on her forehead, stopping her.

‘So close.’

She had planned to naturally fall into his embrace and indulge in his scent…

Maybe even subtly bury her face into his chest.

But perhaps her intentions had been too obvious.

“Really, thank you. I don’t know how to repay you!”

“Forget it. You always work hard doing house chores.”

He responded nonchalantly before heading to his room.

Harin pulled the plushie out of the bag and hugged it tightly.

“Ahh, Oppa…”

She felt like she could die from happiness.

This was an indescribable joy.

‘As expected, the one I love most.’

Sitting back on the sofa, she stroked the plushie and sank into thought.

‘He should only look at me. There has to be a way to make sure of it…’

Countless ideas began swirling in her mind.

Just imagining Dohyun with another woman was unbearable.

He should treasure her as much as she treasured this plushie.

Harin hugged Mochi-kun tightly.

The soft texture seemed to soothe her anxious heart.

“Oppa, Harin will always stay by your side. Forever.”

***

By the time I arrived at the boxing gym for my usual evening workout, it had already become routine.

Jinyoung, who had gotten there before me and was warming up, approached with a smirk.

“Hey, you even turned down the PC cafe. Where have you been?”

“I had plans.”

“What kind of plans?”

There was no reason to hide the fact that I had met Choi Dabin, so I answered honestly.

“I went to buy something with Choi Dabin.”

At that moment, Jinyoung’s eyes lit up.

“What? With Choi Dabin?”

Before I could even respond, he dramatically clapped a hand over his mouth and shouted in an exaggerated voice—

“This is the life of an alpha male! Incredible!”

“Shut up.”

It was obvious he was about to start spouting nonsense again.

As I grabbed the jump rope to warm up, Jinyoung suddenly tapped my wrist.

“Hey.”

His voice was unusually serious.

He followed up with a grave expression.

“Are you in big trouble?”

“What?”

“This is that situation.”

“What situation?”

“A catfight. Seo Yuna and Choi Dabin fighting over you.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.”

I responded half-heartedly while skipping rope.

“It’s nothing like that. My little sister really wanted a plushie, so I met up with Dabin to get it.”

Jinyoung stared at me intently before tilting his head in confusion.

“No matter what, a girl wouldn’t just meet anyone on a weekend. She must have some interest in you.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Jinyoung nodded, then shook his head in disbelief.

“But does Seo Yuna know that you and Choi Dabin met over the weekend?”

“She doesn’t? If Dabin didn’t tell her, she wouldn’t know.”

At my response, Jinyoung waved his hand as if warning me.

“Whatever you do, don’t tell Seo Yuna. I don’t want to see their friendship fall apart because of love.”

“Love? Stop spouting nonsense.”

“I’m serious. What if they end up pulling each other’s hair and fighting?”

I lightly smacked Jinyoung’s waist to shut him up for a moment.

“Ow! Okay, okay!”

He took a step back to avoid another hit, though his expression remained playful.

Taking a sip of water, he changed the topic.

“I should’ve joined the book club with you.”

“Why?”

“Soccer club is boring as hell. Seriously.”

Letting out a deep sigh, Jinyoung continued.

“I mean, damn. The seniors are just one or two years older, but they act like total boomers. It’s so annoying.”

“Boomer behavior?”

“Yeah. They make the first-years act as ball boys, force them to play defense, and hog all the fun positions for themselves. They’re complete trash.”

Hearing that, I burst into laughter.

“That’s just how society works.”

Jinyoung shot me a resentful look, as if disappointed that I wasn’t sympathizing with him.

“Wow, you sound like an old man. Sometimes, you remind me of my uncle.”

“Maybe you’re just immature.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

We spent a while exchanging pointless banter.

Then, Jinyoung suddenly turned serious.

“But seriously.”

“What.”

“Don’t ever tell Seo Yuna.”

I sighed as I replied.

“Dabin probably already told her anyway. And like I said, it’s not what you think.”

Jinyoung shook his head, still looking unconvinced.

“If she finds out, she’s definitely going to sulk.”

I ignored him and grabbed my jump rope again.

Jinyoung kept talking about something, but I was too tired to care anymore.

***

As soon as I got to class in the morning, I slumped over my desk.

Mondays are hard for everyone—students, workers, and, of course, me.

I was just about to close my eyes when a familiar voice came from beside me.

“Dohyun Kim.”

When I lifted my head, Seo Yuna was standing there with her arms crossed, glaring at me.

Her slightly furrowed brows made it clear this wasn’t an ordinary conversation.

“What.”

“What did you do over the weekend?”

Thrown off by the sudden question, I replied indifferently.

“Nothing much.”

But she narrowed her eyes, her gaze sharpening.

“Nothing much? Then why did you ignore my messages?”

“Oh, that.”

To be honest, I ignored them because I couldn’t be bothered.

They were just messages I could have skimmed over and dismissed.

Jinyoung’s warning from yesterday flashed through my mind.

—Don’t ever tell Seo Yuna.

Ignoring a friend’s advice never ends well.

So, I decided to make something up.

“I didn’t check my phone. I was just sleeping all day.”

Yuna still didn’t look convinced.

She uncrossed her arms and stared at me.

“Really? You always nap at school, but you’re telling me you slept all weekend too?”

“Yeah.”

She sighed and plopped into her seat.

“Seriously, being friends with you is exhausting.”

“I never asked you to be.”

“Your life just seems so boring. People our age should be having fun so they won’t regret it later.”

“Then go have fun yourself.”

Yuna pouted.

Maybe she’d gotten too used to hanging out with me on the weekends.

I ignored her grumbling, resting my chin on my arm and lowering my head.

Just as I was hoping for some peace and quiet—

The classroom suddenly buzzed with murmurs.

“Hey, did you see the Bamboo Forest post?”

“What is it?”

“Someone said they saw Choi Dabin and Dohyun Kim on a date in Hongdae!”

My heart sank.

I quickly lifted my head and glanced around.

Students were giggling while looking at their phones.

From the back of the classroom, someone started reading aloud.

[Spotted Choi Dabin and Dohyun Kim in Hongdae eating fruit waffles together. The vibe was really sweet, and they looked great together!]

Bzzzt.

At that moment, Yuna picked up her phone and turned to look at me.

‘Relax your eyes a bit. You’re shooting lasers.’

Her gaze was growing colder by the second.

She didn’t show it outwardly, but I could feel the ominous pressure of her presence.

The atmosphere around us became heavy, pressing down on me.

Then, Yuna smiled.

A bright, pleasant smile.

Maybe I was overthinking it after all—

‘Damn it, Jinyoung, you jinxed this.’


And then.

“What is this about?”

A chilling voice, thick with venom.

That voice wrapped around me like a noose.



 
  
    Chapter 35: Small Warning


Thud.

Seo Yuna set down the phone she had been looking at on the desk.

Despite the bright smile on her face, her eyes were cold and subdued.

“Didn’t you say you stayed home over the weekend?”

“I did.”

‘Why did it feel like I had become a spy caught by an intelligence agent?’

“Then, what’s that post on the Bamboo Forest?”

“Oh, that…?”

Just as I was about to speak, the classroom door opened, and a girl walked in.

Damn it, why now of all times…

“Yuna!”

A cheerful voice.

It was Choi Dabin.

An unwanted and uncomfortable three-way confrontation was about to unfold.

Seo Yuna slowly turned her head toward Dabin.

“Oh, hey, Dabin. You’re a bit late today.”

“I didn’t sleep well last night!”

“Really? Did you have a good time with your family over the weekend?”

“Uh, yeah… We had some good food. But why?”

Dabin blinked a few times, tilting her head in confusion.

“A post went up on the Bamboo Forest. Someone said they saw you over the weekend.”

“Huh?”

“They saw you and Kim Dohyun at Hongdae, eating waffles together like a couple.”

The moment she heard those words, Dabin’s pupils trembled.

Seo Yuna glanced at me before curling her lips into a smirk and continuing the conversation.

“They must’ve looked really close. Ah, I wanted some fruit waffles too.”

The classroom instantly fell silent.

As soon as Seo Yuna finished speaking, murmurs gradually grew around us.

“What? What? A lovers’ quarrel?”

“Aren’t fruit waffles a place couples usually go to?”

I internally screamed in frustration.

‘Please, just stop. For the love of God!’

Dabin, having grasped the situation, smiled and responded.

“Oh, that? Kim Dohyun said he wanted to buy something from me, so we met up for a bit. We were a little hungry, so…”

Seo Yuna tilted her head.

“Buy what from you?”

“You know the limited edition Mochi-kun plushie? Dohyun wanted it.”

Jinyoung, who had been quietly listening to the conversation with great interest, suddenly rushed over.

As if he had been waiting for the perfect moment to jump in.

“Hey, Kim Dohyun!”

Then, he patted my shoulder and shouted.

“You siscon bastard! You begged Dabin to sell it to you because your little sister wanted the plushie over the weekend?”

The murmurs around us gradually died down.

“Oh, so that’s what it was?”

“I thought Kim Dohyun and Choi Dabin were dating.”

“Wow, he’s such a sweet brother. I wish I had an older brother like that…”

The classmates who had been eagerly eavesdropping quickly lost interest.

Only then did I let out a sigh of relief.

‘Nice assist.’

Seo Yuna was still staring at me.

Her eyes were slightly subdued, but her expression remained intrigued.

“Then why didn’t you just say that from the beginning?”

I shrugged and replied.

“I didn’t think it was necessary.”

“It’s not about that. The class almost misunderstood.”

‘Bullshit. She was the one who nearly misunderstood. Honestly, we weren’t even dating, so why did she care?’

‘Was she trying to act like my girlfriend?

It seemed like a small warning was needed.

A reminder not to overstep any boundaries.

“What does it matter if I watched a movie or ate waffles with Choi Dabin?”

“What…?”

“Why do you keep prying into what I did over the weekend?”

“…Because you lied and said you just stayed home.”

I looked at Seo Yuna with tired eyes.

“I just said that casually.”

“If you had told the truth from the start, there wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Ugh, forget it. Why am I even talking to you?”

“What did you just say?”

The atmosphere turned ice-cold in an instant.

She kept trying to take control of whatever was between us, and it was starting to get on my nerves.

This girl… acting like she owns me.

I needed to set things straight now, so she wouldn’t pull this crap again.

“Mind your own business.”

“What?”

“You’re annoying.”

At my words, Seo Yuna’s expression froze.

Her lips trembled slightly.

I wasn’t sure if it was because her pride was hurt or if she was genuinely angry.

Without another word, she turned her head sharply and muttered in a low voice.

“Really? I was just bothering you. Sorry.”

She was 100% sulking.

‘And so what?’

‘Whether I dated another girl or did something else, what could she do about it?’

As the tension in the air thickened, Choi Dabin shifted uncomfortably, looking like she didn’t know what to do.

She probably thought this whole mess was her fault.

She looked incredibly uneasy.

‘What, does she feel guilty?’

“All we did was meet up, exchange the plushie, and leave.”

Wanting to break the awkward silence, I turned to Dabin.

“Hey, thanks for the plushie. My little sister really loved it.”

“Oh… That’s good to hear.”

Dabin gave a hesitant smile and took a small step back.

“Uh… class is about to start! You two should sort things out!”

She quickly scurried back to her seat.

Watching her retreat, I let out a quiet sigh.

Next to me, Seo Yuna remained silent, staring at her phone screen irritably.

Well, whatever.

‘If I cared, I’d only be giving myself a headache.’

I rested my arms on my desk and laid my head down.

‘It’s nice and quiet now.’

***

Seo Yuna blankly stared at her phone screen.

The words blurred in her vision.

[Annoying.]

Those short words kept echoing in her head.

A heavy feeling settled deep in her chest.

‘Did he really call me annoying?’

It was a blow to her pride, but she quickly scolded herself.

She wasn’t Kim Dohyun’s girlfriend. 

It didn’t matter who he spent time with or what he did.

So why was she so bothered by it?

Her fist clenched slightly before loosening again.

What exactly had she expected from Kim Dohyun?

For him to reply to her messages over the weekend?

Or maybe… to spend time with her instead?

He was someone who never really showed interest in others to begin with.

So why did she go out of her way to interrogate him like that?

What was she thinking?

‘Was I really upset that he hung out with Dabin over the weekend? That’s so childish, Seo Yuna.’

The thought made her feel utterly pathetic.

She set her phone down and turned to look out the window.

Kim Dohyun was lying on his desk, fast asleep.

Beyond the window, leaves trembled in the breeze, blurring her vision.

‘This is so pathetic. Seriously.’

A tangle of emotions twisted inside her—disappointment, self-reproach, and an unshakable tinge of jealousy.

‘Had she finally lost it?’

They were just friends. 

Nothing more.

‘Whether he goes to Hongdae with Dabin or eats waffles with her, what does that have to do with me?’

She ran a hand through her hair and let out a slow breath.

And yet, she couldn’t stop thinking about it.

— “Hey, thanks for the plushie. My sister really loved it.”

Kim Dohyun’s indifferent tone.

— “Oh… that’s good to hear.”

Dabin’s awkward smile.

Those moments replayed in her mind, tormenting her.

‘Since when did they get so close? Was it because of the club activities…?’

He was just thanking her. 

That’s all it was.

So why did it make her feel this way?

‘Ugh, seriously. Why am I being so pathetic?’

She sighed, shaking her head in frustration.

She knew there was no reason to feel this way.

And yet, she couldn’t help it.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of Kim Dohyun still lying on his desk, completely at ease.

For some reason, his peaceful sleeping face irritated her more than anything else today.

She needed to stop thinking about it.

Dwelling on something so trivial only made her feel ridiculous.

‘Yeah. Enough.’

She tried to steady herself, turning her gaze back to the window, and muttered under her breath.

“You bastard.”

***

The library club was unusually quiet today.

Especially Choi Dabin.

She was acting strangely.

It was as if she had made up her mind not to make eye contact with me.

For hours.

Dabin sat far away, staring intently at a book, as if I didn’t exist.

‘What the hell did I do now?’

Feeling a bit mischievous, I called out to her while still lying on my desk.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“…What?”

She finally lifted her head, but her gaze remained fixed on her book.

“Why are you sulking in the corner? Anyone would think I’m out to get you.”

Dabin let out a small sigh and answered flatly.

“I’m just reading.”

“This place is huge, and yet you’re huddled in the corner?”

With only two members in the library club, the large table had more than enough empty seats.

And yet, she chose to sit at the farthest corner.

Anyone would find that strange.

Dabin opened her mouth as if to say something but shook her head.

“What does it matter to you?”

She clearly wanted to avoid the conversation. 

She picked up her book and quickly stood up.

“Where are you going?”

“I finished reading this one.”

She barely answered as she walked toward the high bookshelves.

After scanning the titles carefully, she finally spotted the one she wanted and reached for it.

‘She won’t reach it.’

I watched in amusement as she struggled, stretching on her toes to grab the book.

After a while, it became clear that she wasn’t going to succeed.

Suppressing a chuckle, I asked, “Want some help?”

“No.”

“Suit yourself.”

‘What the hell did I do to deserve being treated like I had the plague?’

I couldn’t help but feel a little unfairly accused.

Dabin continued stretching on her tiptoes, trying her best to grab the book.

The book, sitting just out of reach, seemed to mock her efforts.

And then—

“Got it.”


As soon as her fingers managed to grasp the book, she pulled it toward her.

At the same time, the bookshelf shook slightly, making a small rattling sound.

Watching this unfold, I thought to myself,

‘Ah, the classic cliché.’



 
  
    Chapter 36: Library cliché


One of the most common rom-com clichés—trying to grab a book from a high shelf, only for the books to come tumbling down, and the protagonist heroically saving the heroine.

In a famous Japanese manga, a certain boy detective encounters incidents every time he takes a step. 

People even joke that he’s actually the villain.

Romance comedy protagonists are no different. 

If there’s a situation where a cliché could happen, it inevitably does.

“See?”

Just as expected.

The books, precariously stacked on the shelf, wobbled and were about to fall on Choi Dabin.

Since I had already foreseen this, I immediately got up from my seat.

Right before the books came crashing down, I grabbed her arm and pulled her down.

Rustle—

In an awkward position that looked almost like an embrace, I raised my arm to shield her from the falling books.

Dabin looked up at me, her expression startled.

“Are you okay?”

“Oh… yeah, I’m fine.”

Her gaze, filled with guilt, met mine. 

Considering she had deliberately avoided me and acted cold ever since entering the library, it made sense that she felt bad now.

The floor was a mess, covered in fallen books.

“Let’s clean this up first.”

I picked up one of the scattered books and shoved it roughly back into the shelf.

“Okay…”

Her voice trembled slightly.

“Next time, just ask for help instead of trying to do it alone. No need to summon clichés.”

Dabin tilted her head, puzzled.

“Cliché?”

She let out a small laugh and sat down beside me to help organize the books.

“Thanks for helping me.”

“Yeah.”

After some effort, the library was finally back in order.

I returned to my seat and collapsed onto the chair.

Just as I was about to rest my arms on the desk and close my eyes, I felt someone watching me.

When I turned my head, I saw Seo Yuna standing near the door, looking at us with an unreadable expression.

The clock on the library wall signaled that club activities were ending soon.

Yuna walked over to Dabin, who was putting away the last remaining book.

“Did something happen?”

Dabin answered, “Oh… I just dropped some books, and Dohyun helped me.”

Yuna glanced between me and Dabin.

“I see.”

Her response was short, but something about her tone left an unsettling aftertaste.

A brief silence followed.

Dabin picked up her bag from the desk.

“Thanks again for helping. I’ll get going now.”

“Yeah, see you.”

As they stepped out, Yuna didn’t say a single word to me.

“She’s really mad.”

As soon as the classroom door closed behind them, Yuna pressed her lips together tightly.

***

“Dabin.”

“Hm?”

Dabin turned her head with a slightly awkward smile, but she could sense the tension in Yuna’s expression.

“Are library club activities fun?”

“It’s just… quiet. I mostly just read books.”

“And you’ve gotten close with Kim Dohyun?”

At that, Dabin waved her hands in protest, looking flustered.

“A little? I mean, we’re the only two members, so we ended up talking sometimes.”

Yuna nodded.

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense when there are only two of you.”

Wanting to change the subject, Dabin asked cautiously, “So, why did you come to the library today?”

Yuna replied shortly, “I was going to walk home with you.”

Dabin blinked in surprise.

“Oh? You should’ve just sent me a message.”

“I wanted to surprise you. But you don’t seem too excited.”

“What? No way, I’m really happy!”

Yuna’s voice dropped slightly.

“I should’ve joined the library club too. It would’ve been fun doing club activities together.”

She sounded like she was joking, but there was a hint of something sharp in her words.

Dabin let out an awkward laugh and nodded.

“Yeah… that would’ve been fun.”

Yuna, who had been walking ahead in the hallway, suddenly stopped and turned around.

“Dabin.”

“Yeah?”

“What do you think of Kim Dohyun?”

Dabin hesitated for a moment before answering.

“…Just a friend.”

Hearing her response, Yuna adjusted the strap of her bag and started walking again.

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense. You’re the type to get along with everyone.”

For some reason, Dabin felt a slight sting in her chest.

“We just talk occasionally. He’s not even the talkative type to begin with.”

Yuna didn’t reply and simply kept walking.

In the silence, the two of them stepped out of the academy.

When Dabin glanced up at the sky, she saw the long streaks of red sunset stretching over the school building.

Yuna turned her head slightly to look at Dabin.

“By the way.”

“Hm?”

“Next time, let me know if something happens. I wanted a waffle too…!”

With a playful expression, Yuna mimicked holding an invisible waffle and pretended to take a bite.

Dabin chuckled softly at the sight.

“Alright. You must’ve been really bored over the weekend, huh?”

“Yeah. A lot!”

Stretching her arms with a satisfied smile, Yuna let out a small yawn.

“Alright. Since class is over, how about we go to a karaoke room?”

“Sounds good!”

Their shadows stretched long along the path bathed in the golden glow of the sunset.

***

As soon as I opened the door to my house, a sweet aroma tickled my nose.

It was still a bit early to be preparing dinner.

Walking past the hallway into the kitchen, I saw Kim Harin wearing a pink apron with a rabbit design, busy preparing something.

“What are you doing?”

“Oh, you’re home, brother?”

She moved briskly in front of a large pot, organizing ingredients.

Carrots, chestnuts, radish, shiitake mushrooms.

And even glossy, well-marbled meat.

Stirring the pot with a ladle, Harin turned her head and grinned.

“I’m making a special dish today.”

“What kind of dish?”

“Braised short ribs!”

“Why all of a sudden?”

“Well… you got me that Mochikun plushie, so I wanted to repay you.”

So my effort wasn’t in vain after all.

The dinner menu had just been significantly upgraded.

I didn’t expect my gift to have such a powerful effect.

“Need any help?”

I asked, glancing around the kitchen while pretending to be concerned.

“Nope! I just need to put everything in the pot now.”

Of course.

At least pretending to help would make her feel better.

Harin added the prepared ingredients and meat into the boiling pot.

“Alright then, I’ll go rest.”

“Okay!”

I put down my bag and lay on my bed, lost in thought.

“Did I go too far with Yuna?”

She was definitely upset.

‘But isn’t it strange for her to interfere when we’re not even dating?’

‘Ugh, this is so complicated.’

‘As it is, Harin already bombards me with questions every time I go out, giving me a headache.’

‘If Yuna starts doing the same, I might actually go bald.’

Just as I was deep in contemplation, Harin’s voice called from outside my room.

“Brother, dinner’s ready!”

The sweet yet savory aroma of the dish wafted through the door, making my mouth water.

Drawn by the scent, I got up and headed to the kitchen.

“Wow…”

A large plate sat in the center of the dining table.

Braised short ribs, glistening with sauce.

Harin’s eyes sparkled as she looked at me expectantly, clearly waiting for my reaction.

She wanted a taste test, and she wanted it now.

Picking up my chopsticks, I placed a piece into my mouth.

“Mimi!”

The tenderness of the meat and the perfect balance of the sweet sauce swirled together in my mouth.

As expected of Kim Harin.

Her cooking skills were unmatched.

A perfect 10 out of 10.

“Delicious.”

Her eyes widened.

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Phew… I’m so relieved.”

“Why?”

“I was worried it might not suit your taste.”

“It’s seriously good.”

Satisfied with my praise, she shrugged her shoulders proudly.

At times like this, she really did seem like an adorable little sister.

As we quietly continued eating, Harin suddenly asked, “How’s life at the academy?”

I paused, chopsticks in mid-air, and looked at her.

“It’s alright.”

Her face was filled with curiosity.

“Have you made a lot of friends?”

“More or less.”

Harin set down her spoon on the table.

“What about female friends?”

“Cough—”

I nearly choked on my food at the sudden question.

Yandere heroines are always devoted to the protagonist.

But the moment another woman enters the picture, they snap.

Which means… this question is extremely dangerous.

I needed to choose my words carefully.

A response that wouldn’t provoke her.

A delicate mix of truth and vagueness.

“Just a few classmates.”

“Hmm… I see. Well, social connections are important.”

Judging by her reaction, my answer wasn’t bad.

I let out a quiet sigh of relief.

But then, resting her chin on her hand, she stared straight at me and asked, “Is there someone you like? Someone pretty, or with a nice personality?”

Great. Now I was really losing my appetite.

This was a trap.

Even if there was someone, the answer was no.

And if there wasn’t, the answer was still no.

There was only one possible response.

“Nope.”

“Really?”

She gazed at me for a moment before smiling mysteriously.

“You’re not hiding anything, right? Maybe you’re embarrassed because it’s about romance?”

A chill ran down my spine.

I focused on my food, pretending not to notice her piercing stare.


“No. There’s nothing to hide.”

“I was just joking.”

The braised short ribs on the table looked delicious, but the deep knife cuts on the meat made my palms sweat.

“At this rate, I might actually lose my sanity.”



 
  
    Chapter 37: Cold War


A series of events had left me and Seo Yuna in a Cold War.

Even today, as soon as I arrived at the academy and took my seat, Seo Yuna turned her head away sharply.

She was making it very clear that she was upset.

‘How long is this going to last?’

By this point, it felt like our situation had turned into a pride battle where neither of us could afford to lose.

Observing this situation with amusement, Jinyoung approached our seats with a smirk.

“You two still haven’t made up?”

A bright, cheerful smile.

He looked as entertained as an aunt watching a morning drama.

“Whoever talks first is the loser, apparently.”

His words carried a sharp edge, making me frown.

‘She’s definitely saying that for me to hear.’

How childish.

Jinyoung chuckled as if he found our reactions amusing.

“Wow, this is impressive. You guys aren’t talking, not even making eye contact. Anyone would think you’re a couple on the verge of divorce.”

“Quit spouting nonsense.”

I sighed and opened my book, getting ready for class.

Seo Yuna, still turned away from me, stared at her phone.

Jinyoung kept chatting away with that ever-present smile.

“Just make up already. Even I’m getting uncomfortable. The whole class is low-key walking on eggshells around you two.”

“Why does that matter?”

Yuna and I snapped back at her at the same time.

We really had a knack for being in sync at the strangest times.

“This is all just a pride battle, right? Like, whoever talks first loses.”

Jinyoung laughed as he glanced between us.

“Hey, but seriously, how long is this gonna last? Till the end of the semester?”

I ignored him and flipped another page.

Seo Yuna, still focused on her phone, didn’t respond either.

Jinyoung leaned in, resting a hand on my shoulder, and whispered into my ear.

“Hey, a guy should know when to back down.”

“Watch what you say. This is an era of gender equality.”

“Wow… you’re impossible. And didn’t I tell you? She was definitely going to be pissed.”

“Congratulations, you were right. Now go back to your seat.”

Ignoring me completely, Jinyoung turned his attention to Seo Yuna.

“Hey, how long are you planning to stay mad?”

“What are you talking about? I’m not mad.”

“Just admit it. You’re sulking because Kim Dohyun had waffles with Choi Dabin over the weekend.”

“That is NOT why!”

BBAEK—

Seo Yuna practically screeched at him, making Jinyoung retreat behind me for cover.

Shaking my head, I muttered.

“Mind your own business.”

“Come on, friends fight sometimes.”

“We didn’t even fight.”

“You guys are acting like elementary schoolers. It’s ridiculous.”

“…”

Jinyoung kept smirking, glancing back and forth between us.

After all, one of the most entertaining things in the world is watching other people argue.

“You two are hopeless. Just never speak to each other again for the rest of your lives.”

“Okay.”

“Fine.”

As if rehearsed, Yuna and I responded in perfect unison.

Jinyoung, seemingly fed up with our stubbornness, shook his head and finally walked back to his seat.

I stared out the window, my mind gradually going blank.

‘Sigh…’

***

Ding—Dong—Dang—Dong.

As soon as the lunch bell rang, I grabbed some bread and milk from the snack shop and headed to the library.

After all, club activities were right after lunch.

When I opened the library door, someone was already there.

‘Does she really like books that much?’

Choi Dabin was scanning the shelves with great focus.

Grabbing a light novel I had been reading yesterday, I took a seat.

Dabin sat across from me and asked, “Still haven’t made up with Yuna?”

‘…Again with this?’

‘Why does everyone I meet bring up the same topic?’

“Can we drop this already?”

“That just shows how obvious it is. Even the whole class knows.”

Dabin sighed and added, “You two are both too stubborn. One of you just needs to apologize, and it’ll be over.”

She hesitated before speaking again, carefully choosing her words.

“And… it feels awkward. Like, I kind of feel like it’s my fault.”

“It’s not.”

“I know, I’m just saying it feels that way. Yuna’s not that petty. If you just talk to her, she’ll probably get over it right away.”

I didn’t respond, just quietly flipping open my book.

***

After club activities, I was walking toward the school gate.

Up ahead, I spotted a familiar figure.

A girl with striking golden-blond hair.

And in front of her, a guy speaking awkwardly.

A boy with glasses, giving off a slimy, opportunistic vibe.

That annoying face.

Kim Junyoung, the president of the design club.

In the original story, he was a minor character who made a move on Seo Yuna, only to get completely humiliated.

“Yuna, the design club members are getting together for a meal today… Are you really not coming?”

At his words, Seo Yuna’s face briefly twisted.

But she quickly returned to a composed expression, smiling politely.

“Sorry, I already have plans with a friend.”

A graceful rejection.

Normally, that would be the end of the conversation.

But Kim Junyoung had no intention of giving up.

“Still… It’s a rare gathering. It’d feel off without you, and everyone’s waiting.”

“Well… I already made plans.”

“If you just explain to your friend, I’m sure they’ll understand. Club dinners don’t happen that often.”

“That would be a little… difficult.”

Yuna shrugged slightly, once again making it clear she was declining.

‘Wow, he’s even more pathetic in person.’

“It’ll only take a moment. We’re just having dinner and then everyone will head home.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll join next time.”

Though she maintained a gentle smile, I could see Seo Yuna’s expression slowly stiffening.

‘She’s really going through it.’

As I watched them, my eyes suddenly met Yuna’s.

I wasn’t sure if the way she widened them was meant as an SOS signal, but…

It was easier to just assume it was.

I naturally started walking toward them.

“What are you doing?”

As I approached and spoke, Kim Junyoung turned to look at me.

Ignoring his gaze, I glanced at Yuna and added, “Choi Dabin is locking up the library. It might take a while.”

For a moment, her tense expression seemed to ease, and then she nodded.

“Oh, really? Dabin and I were supposed to go to a karaoke place together.”

Kim Junyoung narrowed his eyes and scanned me from head to toe.

His sharp gaze felt like he was assessing my battle power or something.

“Are you Yuna’s friend?”

“Yeah, so what?”

Short and direct.

Kim Junyoung’s expression soured.

It seemed he wasn’t thrilled about this unexpected interference. 

He fiddled with the middle of his glasses frame, looking annoyed.

“If you already have plans with a friend, I guess it can’t be helped.”

Not wanting to embarrass himself further by begging in front of me, he backed off quickly.

With a forced smile, he looked at Yuna.

“Next time, make sure you come, Yuna.”

“Ah… yeah.”

Yuna nodded with an appropriate smile.

With a look of lingering disappointment, Kim Junyoung finally left through the school gate.

The moment he was completely out of sight, Yuna let out a deep sigh.

“Wow… he’s seriously persistent.”

There are many types of men in the world.

Those who give up on dating and fall in love with 2D characters.

People like me, trapped in chronic laziness.

And those whose entire existence revolves around their ego.

The guy who just got rejected probably belonged to the third category.

A normal person would have given up after being turned down twice.

Yuna absentmindedly tapped the ground with her toe, brushing a hand through her hair.

“Seriously, what’s his deal?”

“He probably likes you.”

She let out a short laugh, responding irritably.

“Guys like that are the worst.”

Still annoyed, she muttered under her breath.

“I rejected him politely twice. How does he not get the hint…?”

“Yeah, he’s not very self-aware.”

I agreed with her.

Moments like these called for empathy.

Yuna stared at me for a moment, her lips parting slightly before she awkwardly spoke.

“…But.”

“Hm?”

“Well… thanks for helping me out.”

“You were staring daggers at me. Wasn’t that your way of signaling for help?”

Yuna chuckled and stepped closer.

“When did I ever give you a signal for help?”

“Just now. You were glaring like you wanted to kill someone.”

“Since you helped me, can’t you say it a little more nicely?”

With a playful grin, she looked at me—then suddenly raised her hand.

And—

SMACK!

She slapped my forehead.

‘!?’

‘How did someone with such a petite frame hit that hard?’

My forehead stung.

“What the—?”

I rubbed my forehead in confusion.

Looking completely satisfied, Yuna smirked.

“That’s punishment for being annoying before. I’ll let it slide with this.”

Placing a hand on her hip, she added, I stared at her, utterly baffled.

‘Punishment? Are you kidding me?’

***

Footsteps approached from behind.

“Did you two finally make up?”

Choi Dabin smiled brightly as she spoke.

I responded nonchalantly.

“We were never fighting to begin with.”

Yuna chimed in.

“Yeah, we never fought.”

Dabin crossed her arms, looking unconvinced.

“Sure, sure. But if you were going to resolve things this easily, couldn’t you have done it sooner?”

Yuna and I glanced at each other.

After a brief pause, I spoke first.

“You’re right.”

Yuna, with a smug expression, added, “I was just being generous.”


Her attitude was so irritating that I almost shot back with a retort—but I held back, not wanting to stir up unnecessary trouble.

Dabin let out a small laugh and shook her head.

“You guys are so childish.”

And just like that, the tense standoff that had lasted for days came to an unexpectedly natural and almost absurdly simple end—with the sound of laughter.



 
  
    Chapter 38: Karaoke


Hanbit Academy Newspaper Club.

They were disappearing.

Once, they had been the most influential club in the academy.

Shocking exclusives, romance scandals, hidden secrets.

The Newspaper Club had exposed every incident unfolding within Hanbit Academy.

But times had changed.

Students no longer read paper newspapers.

Stacks of newspapers sat abandoned in the corner of the classroom, ignored by everyone.

Instead, students turned to social media and anonymous forums, consuming faster, more provocative news.

“We’re doomed…”

Oh Deokhan, the club president, clutched his head in frustration.

He had tried everything.

He had come up with new strategies.

He had even attempted to adapt to the digital era by posting articles on the academy’s anonymous forum.

But…

[Anonymous2]: There’s nothing interesting. Just a bunch of useless stuff.

[Anonymous3]: Does the Newspaper Club even do anything these days?

…No one cared.

Oh Deokhan despaired.

At this rate, the Newspaper Club would fade into history.

***

Just then.

Someone knocked on the clubroom door.

Click.

The door opened.

A new figure stepped into the Newspaper Club.

His name was Kang Minwoo.

A quiet presence with an ordinary appearance.

At first glance, he seemed completely unremarkable.

Deokhan asked the usual question, barely paying attention.

“You were supposed to submit an article within a week, right?”

Minwoo pulled a sheet of paper from his bag.

“What is this…?”

What he handed over…

Was not an article.

It was a comic strip.

Deokhan frowned in confusion.

“What’s this?”

Minwoo responded nonchalantly.

“I thought adding illustrations to the articles might help.”

Deokhan felt breathless.

The quality was impressive.

Detailed composition.

Striking expressions.

A gripping narrative.

The protagonist of the comic was a single person.

A lone student taking down a gang of bullies.

Single-handedly crushing the opposing team during the sports festival.

Diving into the water to rescue a drowning classmate. (Though, Minwoo had never actually witnessed this event—he made up most of the details.)

Deokhan’s hands trembled.

“This isn’t just an illustration.”

He sprang up from his chair.

“From now on, the Newspaper Club will include comic strips in our articles!”

The club members murmured among themselves.

“President… isn’t this turning into a webtoon club?”

Ignoring them, Deokhan turned to Minwoo and asked, “Did you really see all this happen before drawing it?”

Minwoo shrugged.

“Everything except the drowning rescue scene is based on real events.”

Deokhan’s eyes gleamed.

Real stories + Slight exaggeration = A legendary series.

This was the kind of content students would go crazy for.

He made his decision.

“Alright. From now on, we’re publishing this series on the anonymous forum!”

The club members hesitated.

“But… if the characters are based on real people, shouldn’t we get their permission first?”

Deokhan paused.

‘Permission…?’

Well, they could always apologize later.

What mattered was getting the story out there.

***

They sat in silence.

Not speaking a word to each other.

Just aware of each other’s presence.

The long, suffocating silence finally ended.

‘But why am I even here…?’

I looked up at the glowing neon sign above me.

A karaoke room in the middle of the city.

From inside, lively melodies and bursts of laughter spilled out into the street.

A sacred place for social butterflies.

‘And me?’

A social outcast who had been dragged here against my will.

Resisting two extroverts at once was a battle I had no chance of winning.

“Kim Dohyun, aren’t you going to pick a song?”

As soon as we entered the room, Seo Yuna—without hesitation—began selecting songs on the remote.

She turned to look at me, sitting there blankly.

‘As if I would.’

The room glittered with flashing lights.

The screen changed rapidly.

Upbeat songs from the neighboring rooms echoed through the walls.

This was an extrovert’s paradise.

And I had no place here.

Yuna, with practiced ease, selected her signature song and began to sing.

Her voice was flawless.

Perfect pitch.

Perfect rhythm.

I quietly sipped my soda.

‘She’s really good…’

Then, Choi Dabin joined in, taking the second microphone.

Their duet was just as impressive.

When the song ended, Dabin handed me the remote.

“Alright, your turn.”

“…What?”

“You have to sing at least one song.”

“I can’t sing.”

“It’s okay.”

But I wasn’t okay.

‘What part of this was okay?’

My mind went blank.

I had never been the type to sing.

‘But still…’

‘Wouldn’t I be good at it, considering I had the protagonist buff?’

That small hope made me grab the remote.

I gripped the microphone tightly, steadied my breath… and started singing.

“LOVE IS!!! PAINFUL!!!”

The result?

A catastrophic disaster.

“Wow…”

“I know that… That’s the ‘Thunder Tiger’ singing technique.”

Halfway through the song, they both covered their ears with their hands.

When it finally ended, silence filled the room.

“What in the world made you think you could pull that off?”

Choi Dabin asked, looking utterly baffled.

“…I thought I could do it.”

“Do what?”

“Something. Anything.”

“….”

Seo Yuna sighed and took a sip of water, shaking her head.

Then, she picked up her phone—and her expression instantly hardened.

Dabin noticed and asked, “What’s wrong?”

Instead of answering, Yuna furiously tapped on her phone screen, frustration evident on her face.

With an irritated expression, she tossed the phone onto the table.

“Ugh, if only this wasn’t the club group chat.”

As soon as she said that, one particular person came to mind.

Kim Junyoung.

The president of the design club, who had been turned down twice at the school gate.

Yuna picked up her phone again and showed the screen to Dabin.

I hadn’t meant to look, but the screen was right in my view.

[Kim Junyoung]
– Yuna, are you having fun with your friends?

– If you’re free this weekend, want to watch a movie together?

– Guess you’re too busy hanging out to reply ^^

Yikes.

Honestly, I had to give him credit for his persistence, even after being ignored.

But this… This would only backfire.

Just look at Yuna’s expression—completely twisted in disgust.

Dabin frowned as she read the messages.

“He’s being way too obvious. It’s uncomfortable.”

“Exactly. But I can’t just keep ignoring him forever.”

Yuna tapped her fingers against the table, visibly frustrated.

“I think I just need to be direct and clear this up once and for all.”

“What are you going to say?”

Dabin asked.

“‘Please stop contacting me for personal reasons. It makes me uncomfortable.’ Something like that.”

Buzz—

A reply came immediately.

[Kim Junyoung]
– Yuna, I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I was just trying to be friendly as a senior in the club. I think you might have misunderstood.

On the surface, it looked like a polite apology.

But the subtext was different.

It was worded in a way that made Yuna seem overly sensitive, like she was misunderstanding his kindness.

As soon as she read it, Yuna let out a dry laugh.

“Wow. Unbelievable. Now I look like the weird one.”

Dabin glanced at the phone and scowled.

“This is totally a ‘You’re just being too sensitive’ kind of response.”

Yuna hesitated for a moment, then sighed and typed again.

[Yuna]
– No, I didn’t misunderstand. Please don’t contact me personally anymore.

A firm rejection.

And just a few seconds later—

Buzz—

[Kim Junyoung]
– Ah, okay. Got it. Sorry about that.

– I still think you’re overreacting a bit, but if that’s how you feel, I guess there’s nothing I can do.

– I’ll be more careful from now on.

Yuna stared at the message, exasperated.

“Ugh… He just had to make me look like the bad guy until the very end, huh?”

Dabin sighed and nodded.

“That kind of wording is so frustrating. It sounds like an apology, but he’s really just gaslighting you—making it seem like you’re the one who’s overreacting.”

“Exactly.”

Yuna slammed her phone onto the table and chugged her drink.

Buzz—

Another vibration.

“Oh, for the love of—”

Irritated, Yuna held out her phone for us to see.

This time, it was the club group chat.

[Kim Junyoung]
– Good job today, everyone~ I’ll update you on our next meeting soon!

– Also, just in case anyone misunderstood, I only reached out to our members because I genuinely want to get closer to everyone. There were no personal feelings involved.

Yuna scowled at the screen.

“Wow. Just wow.”

A clear indirect jab.

This guy was petty.

No wonder, in the original story, he tried to casually put a hand on Yuna’s shoulder and got kicked in the gut for it.

I watched silently as the group chat started filling up with messages from other members.

[OO: Did something happen?]

[MM: Why say that all of a sudden…?]

[Kim Junyoung: Just thought some people might have taken it the wrong way.]

The chat was taking a weird turn.

If Yuna tried to explain herself now, it would only create more unnecessary drama.

Sighing, she put her phone down.

“God, what a piece of trash.”

Dabin grimaced at the messages.

“He’s being so passive-aggressive. Making the atmosphere all weird on purpose.”

“Right? This kind of vague wording is even more annoying.”

I, who had been quietly observing, finally spoke.

“Just leave it alone for now.”

Yuna glanced at me.

“What?”

“If you react while you’re angry, you’ll only end up looking like the crazy one. Ignore it for now.”

Yuna exhaled sharply and shook her head.

“Yeah… You’re right.”

I casually slid the karaoke remote toward her.

“Go ahead and keep singing. I’m not singing again, though.”

Yuna glanced at me and smirked.

“Good. I never wanted to hear your voice again anyway.”

Dabin agreed immediately.

“I’ve never seen anyone be that bad at singing before.”

…You two were the ones who forced me to sing in the first place.

I sighed and finished off my soda.

The karaoke room remained lively as ever, and the two of them picked up the microphones again without hesitation.

And so…

Another round of extrovert karaoke began.


Just five more minutes.

Five more minutes, and I could escape from this place.

[Time has been extended by 15 minutes.]

‘Are you kidding me? This karaoke place is way too generous with their service.’



 
  
    Chapter 39: Please stop


“Ah, I’m exhausted.”

A karaoke night with the extroverts.

‘Should I be grateful that I managed to escape from there?’

I closed the door behind me as I arrived home and let out a deep sigh.

The loud noises were still ringing in my ears.

‘Is my singing really that bad…?’

They had teased me endlessly about my Thunder Tiger Singing Technique, and I was honestly a bit shaken.

Out of habit, I opened my wardrobe and grabbed a tracksuit.

Even though I felt drained from karaoke, I figured working out would help clear my mind.

If my body was tired, I’d sleep better, and unnecessary thoughts would disappear.

***

The same road I passed every day.

Under the dark night sky, the streetlights cast their glow onto the path.

The gym was a ten-minute walk away.

Walking at a leisurely pace, I emptied my mind as I moved forward.

Before I knew it, I had arrived at the gym.

“Dohyun!”

I turned my head.

Jinyoung.

Dressed in workout gear, holding a sports drink in one hand.

As soon as he spotted me, he approached.

“Did you make up with Seo Yuna?”

This bastard.

Lately, he never missed an opportunity to tease me like this.

A friend’s mild misfortune is another friend’s happiness.

That’s just how guys’ friendships work.

With a tired look, I replied.

“Yeah, we made up today.”

Jinyoung took a sip of his drink and looked at me with a curious expression.

“Ah… already?”

“What kind of reaction is that?”

He looked obviously disappointed.

I stared at him, baffled.

“You look like you’re upset about it.”

Jinyoung smirked and nodded shamelessly.

“Of course~! You and Seo Yuna’s fight had great entertainment value.”

‘What, was this some kind of drama finale for him?’

He continued.

“Anyway, if you made up, that’s good. But.”

With a knowing smile, he placed a hand on my shoulder.

“When are you two going to start dating?”

…?

I looked at him, dumbfounded.

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean, come on. It’s obvious Seo Yuna likes you. And even though you act grumpy, you don’t really keep your distance from her.”

I was about to respond, but no solid argument came to mind.

‘Not keeping my distance…’

Unconsciously, I mulled over those words.

To begin with—

‘I could keep my distance if I wanted to.’

As long as my approval rating with her didn’t drop to zero, it wouldn’t matter.

But.

‘Why did I not want to keep a cold war going with Seo Yuna?’

‘Hmm…’

After our fight, school had felt a bit dull.

Her signature way of blurting things out—

Without that, things felt unexpectedly quiet.

‘Had I just gotten used to spending time with her? Or did I actually dislike the idea of losing that?’

“Hey.”

Jinyoung’s voice snapped me back to reality.

He was staring at me.

“Why are you thinking so hard about this?”

“…Nothing.”

‘Is this even something I need to overthink?’

The more I delved into my thoughts, the more complicated it became.

There was no need to overanalyze.

I could just keep things as they were.

I glanced at Jinyoung and asked.

“Why do you care so much about other people’s business?”

Jinyoung chuckled.

“Just because. Your personality is such a mess that I feel obligated to give you some advice.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“I’ll handle it, so mind your own business.”

Even as I said that, there was a lingering sense of unease.

With a quiet sigh, I stepped into the gym.

***

Thud. Thud.

My gloved fists struck the mat.

Sweat trickled down my forehead.

The more I moved, the clearer my mind felt.

It was as if my tangled thoughts were slowly unraveling.

And then—

“Hey, what the hell is this?!”

A loud voice echoed through the gym.

‘…Why was he causing a commotion again?’

I kept hitting the sandbag, answering flatly.

“What now.”

“Is this you?!”

Jinyoung shoved his phone in front of me.

On the screen—

A school gossip page.

[Hanbit Academy Newspaper Club: The Academy’s Hidden Hero, Episode 1.]

[Anonymous1]: LMAO is the newspaper club crazy?

[Anonymous2]: Wait, this actually happened?

[Anonymous3]: Isn’t this Kim Dohyun?

[Anonymous4]: This is hilarious. When’s Episode 2 coming out?

Just from the title, I felt a bad premonition.

With a sense of unease, I clicked the post.

And—

The first panel.

A classroom.

A black-haired boy looking out the window.

Below it, the text:

‘He was a quiet student.’

I muttered internally.

‘What the hell…’

The next scene.

Some thugs making crude remarks.

The heroine, looking disgusted, turns to leave.

“That’s enough.”

A black-haired boy suddenly appears.

The protagonist in the drawing was… me.

A punch flies.

One hit, and the thug is on the floor.

“-We won’t mess around anymore…”

…The dialogue was way too cringeworthy.

The next panel.

A dark hideout filled with thugs.

The protagonist standing before them.

“-I came to end you all.”

And—

A single-handed beatdown.

The final panel.

“-Gang cleanup complete.”

The words were written in bold.

…This was seriously childish.

I stared blankly at the phone and spoke.

“Which lunatic….”

“Pffft!”

Jinyoung burst out laughing, clutching his stomach and rolling on the gym floor.

The Hanbit Academy Newspaper Club.

‘I had absolutely no connection to them, so why had they done this?’

“This is a bit much.”

“Hey, did you see the reaction? It totally blew up.”

“Blew up? What are you talking about?”

“The views.”

I turned my eyes to the screen.

Views: 1000.

With about 10,000 students at the academy, this meant that roughly 10% had already seen the article.

Before the view count increased any further, I had to take down this cringeworthy comic.

Jinyoung chuckled and said, “Honestly, it’s pretty entertaining. People love this kind of stuff.”

I quietly stared at the screen.

The gossip forum was already flooded with related posts.

[Anonymous12]: LMAO, is this for real?

[Anonymous7]: Wait, isn’t this just a novel?

[Anonymous3]: The protagonist’s dialogue is so cringe, but it’s kinda fun lol

This was seriously too much.

Not only had they exaggerated everything, but they’d rewritten my words with the dramatic flair of a middle schooler going through a phase.

“Hey, but listen.”

Jinyoung snickered as he spoke.

“If you leave this alone, they’re probably going to keep making more.”

‘…What?’

“Students love this. If the newspaper club sees the views skyrocketing, wouldn’t they just keep publishing new episodes?”

“Ah.”

Now that I thought about it, if I didn’t stop this, they could release Episode 2, 3, or even an entire Season 2.

I had to put an end to it.

***

The next day.

As soon as I arrived at the academy, I felt the weight of countless stares.

Students were sneaking glances at me, whispering among themselves.

Some were even talking about it openly as I passed through the hallway.

“Did you see that comic the newspaper club posted yesterday?”

“So good. But the protagonist’s lines were so cringey.”

I did my best to ignore them and headed straight to my classroom.

As soon as I sat down—

“Kim Dohyun~!!”

A familiar voice.

“You’re super popular this morning, huh?”

Seo Yuna sat in front of me with a grin.

Next to her, Choi Dabin smirked as well.

They were definitely here to tease me.

I responded indifferently.

“…What.”

“Wow~ The protagonist in that comic—the one who took down all those thugs and stormed their hideout—kinda looks like you, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, I see the resemblance.”

“Your eyes, too.”

“No, they don’t.”

I answered bluntly, but they weren’t planning to stop.

“Honestly, wasn’t it a little fun? It kind of has a webtoon vibe.”

“The protagonist looks like you, and even his attitude is kinda similar. The way he talks, for example~?”

Embarrassed, I rubbed my face with my hands.

I mean, come on…

‘Saying I had the same vibe as some overdramatic protagonist suffering from a teenage angst phase?’

‘I wasn’t that bad, right?’

Seo Yuna smirked and asked, “You saw the comic on the gossip page, didn’t you?”

I shook my head firmly.

“Nope.”

‘If I admitted to reading it, they’d never let me live it down.’

So, I lied.

As soon as I said that, their eyes widened.

“Huh?”

“What?”

I responded indifferently.

“I never installed the gossip app on my phone in the first place.”

At that moment, their reactions changed oddly.

Seo Yuna and Dabin exchanged looks.

“That’s more shocking, actually.”

“Right?”

‘Why were they reacting like this?’

‘It wasn’t mandatory to check that forum.’

‘I wasn’t the type to care about other people’s drama, and gossip communities were just a waste of time.’

“So, Kim Dohyun, this is your first time seeing it?”

Seo Yuna held up her phone screen to my face.

‘Damn it, if I see that cringe-fest again, I might actually take psychological damage.’

I turned my head away.

“Not interested.”

Pressing my fingers to my temple, I thought to myself—

‘The newspaper club bastards… I won’t let them get away with this.’

***

Time seemed to crawl by that day.

‘Morning classes?’

No way I could focus.

The more I thought about it, the angrier I got.

‘Who gave the newspaper club permission to use my face like that?’

Tapping my fingers on the desk, I started organizing my plan.

Things to do right now:


	As soon as club activity time starts, head straight to the newspaper club.

	Confront them.

	Make them take the post down.

	If they refuse…? Break some teeth.



That last part was a joke.

But seriously—if I went in person and made it clear that I wanted it gone, would they really keep publishing?

“What are you thinking about?”

Seo Yuna whispered from the seat next to mine.

“Just spacing out.”

“Your expression is way more intense than usual, though?”

I sighed and answered, “If I leave this alone, they’re going to keep making new episodes. Then more students will talk about it, and it’ll get even worse.”

“True.”

“So, I have to go deal with it directly.”

She smiled, intrigued.

“Hmm~ But do you think the newspaper club will take it down just because you ask? It got a lot of views. And let’s be honest, it’s pretty entertaining.”

“What’s entertaining about it? It’s just childish.”

At that moment, the lunch bell rang.

Finally.

Club activity time wasn’t far away now.


The moment lunch ended, I was heading straight to the newspaper club.

‘But seriously… how did those bastards even know that I took down Choi Gihoon’s gang?’

I had no idea.

I’d just have to ask them directly.



 
  
    Chapter 40: Newspaper Club Part 1


For some reason, today of all days, Mr. Park Youngha didn’t take a single step out of the library.

Meticulously organizing documents, she left no room for escape.

I had assumed she would do the usual attendance check and leave.

An unexpected variable had appeared.

‘…Hmm.’

Pretending to read a book, I quietly thought of a way to slip out.

The easiest method…

‘Feigning illness.’

A classic trick students use to skip night study sessions.

That should work.

I slightly scrunched my face and placed a hand over my stomach.

Leaning against my chair, I put on a weak expression.

From the front row, Choi Dabin glanced at me.

“What’s wrong?”

I tried to sound as pained as possible.

“My stomach… feels off all of a sudden.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, full of suspicion.

She and the others were probably worried I’d cause trouble at the newspaper club.

At that moment, Mr. Park Youngha lifted her head.

“Are you feeling unwell?”

“…Yes. May I go to the nurse’s office for a bit?”

“Go ahead.”

Maybe because I usually just read books quietly, he allowed it surprisingly easily.

Walking weakly, I left the library.

The moment I closed the door, I cheered internally.

Now, straight to the newspaper club.

‘You bastards, just wait for me.’

***

Second floor of Hanbit Academy.

At the very end of the hallway, tucked away in a corner.

[Newspaper Club]

Voices leaked out from behind the door.

“This is crazy! The views are blowing up. We’ve never had a reaction like this before.”

“See? I knew the club president would deliver!”

“Hehe… No need to flatter me so much.”

Standing outside the door, I crossed my arms and smirked.

‘Using my face to farm views and celebrating among yourselves, huh?’

Slowly, I raised my hand and flung the door open.

The room smelled of old paper and greasy dust.

Scattered across the desks were sticky notes, notebooks, and laptops.

One wall was covered in article clippings and view count graphs.

The members, who had been busily typing away, all turned their heads at once.

“H-hey! Unauthorized personnel aren’t allowed—”

BAM.

I shut the door without responding.

“Wait! Let’s calm down for a second!”

At the center of the room.

A guy sat on the desk with his legs propped up.

Greasy shoulder-length hair, silver-rimmed glasses.

Pale skin with sharp, overly intense eyes.

In his hand was a plastic cup covered in suspicious Japanese writing.

Waving his arm dismissively, he spoke.

“There’s no need to be so aggressive right away, is there?”

Silence filled the room.

Glaring at him, I slowly opened my mouth.

“You shouldn’t use someone’s face without permission.”

He chuckled, pushing up his glasses.

“Ehh~ What are you talking about? When did we ever use your face?”

Unbelievable.

The proof was sitting right in front of him.

“Cut the nonsense and take it down immediately.”

He deliberately adjusted his posture, sweeping a hand through his hair.

“Ahem! I am the proud president of the Newspaper Club, Oh Deokhan.”

As he spoke, he shook the plastic cup in his hand.

A thick yellow liquid sloshed inside.

‘…Is this freak drinking his own piss?’

I shot the cup a disgusted glance, and he seemed to misunderstand.

Grinning, he held it out to me.

“Would you like a taste? This is ‘Real Melon Soda,’ a limited edition release from Japan. You can’t get this anymore.”

“I’ll pass.”

Without hesitation, he took a sip, humming contentedly.

“Aah~ The strong artificial flavor! Just one sip, and I feel like I’m in Japan.”

‘…What is wrong with this guy?’

An overwhelming sense of self-indulgence.

A bizarre, personal worldview.

Something about him made me feel like I’d be dragged into his pace if I wasn’t careful.

I got straight to the point.

“I’m not interested. Delete the article.”

Oh Deokhan took another sip of his soda before leisurely adjusting his glasses.

“Hmm~ You really need a better sense of humor.”

“That’s none of your concern.”

“But seriously, Dohyun.”

“Yeah?”

“Why are you making such a big deal out of this?”

His shameless attitude made me glare at him as I snatched up a printed sheet from the desk.

[The Hidden Hero of Hanbit Academy – Episode 1: Protagonist Sketch]

A black-and-white drawing of a boy.

Sharp eyes, messy black hair.

‘That’s obviously me.’

I waved the printout in front of his face.

“Here. This is all the proof I need.”

Oh Deokhan just shrugged.

“It could be someone who just looks similar.”

“Then why is the main character’s name ‘Do Kimhyun’?”

“Uh, well… just a coincidence.”

Coincidence, my ass.

This crazy bastard was clearly planning to deny it no matter what.

I was itching to punch him, but unlike last time when I put that thug Choi Gihoonand his gang in their place, this was different.

Hitting a regular student—especially an upperclassman—would definitely get me punished.

‘Expulsion is a possibility.’

And if I got expelled, I wouldn’t be able to participate in future events.

Which meant… I’d die.

But hold on.

‘How did the newspaper club even know about me taking down Choi Gihoon’s gang?’

‘Lee Jinyoung? No, maybe Kang Minwoo?’

‘Or did Choi Gihoon’s gang talk about it themselves?’

My head throbbed.

“This manga… Who came up with the story?”

“Uh… well…”

Caught off guard, Oh Deokhan let out an awkward cough.

“Do not underestimate the extensive intelligence network of the historic Newspaper Club. We have eyes and ears everywhere in this academy.”

I pressed my fingers against my temple.

“What, did you stalk me or something?”

“And~”

Ignoring my remark, Oh Deokhan spun his laptop around, pointing at a familiar scene.

The protagonist sat quietly by the classroom window.

Suddenly, a group of thugs started harassing the heroine.


	I can’t just sit back and let this trash do as they please…



The protagonist threw a punch.

One blow sent a thug flying.

Grinning brightly, Oh Deokhan said, “You really are an impressive figure.”

He said it so earnestly that it made me cringe.

With a deep sigh, I asked, “What kind of nonsense…”

“Wouldn’t it be a waste for such an amazing story to end here?”

For a second, I was at a loss for words.

This lunatic…

Sighing again, I glanced at Oh Deokhan’s laptop screen.

Do Kimhyun.

On the screen, a character who still looked just like me was throwing a punch.

The comment section was full of praise.

[Anonymous1]: This is crazy good ㅋㅋㅋ The characters feel oddly familiar, which makes it even funnier ㅋㅋ

[Anonymous2]: Maybe it’s based on a true story? I heard rumors about Kim Dohyun taking down Choi Gihoon’s gang.

[Anonymous3]: Do Kimhyun is way too handsome ㅇㅇ

[Anonymous4]: When’s episode 2 coming out?

Frowning, I slowly spoke.

“So… you’re saying you’re going to keep publishing this?”

Oh Deokhan adjusted his glasses, his eyes gleaming with amusement.

“Of course! The response has been phenomenal, and the students are eagerly waiting! Just look at the comments from today alone—”

I held my head as a headache started forming.

‘So the saying about avoiding lunatics really is true…’

Oh Deokhan took another sip of his melon soda and smirked.

“Honestly, it’s not so bad for you either, right?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Even if the protagonist resembles you, the story itself is a kind of hero’s journey. Doesn’t it feel good to see the positive comments? Doesn’t it fill you with pride?”

“You think I’d be happy to be compared to some cringey protagonist like this?”

I glanced back at the laptop screen.

[- I’m here to put an end to you all.]
[- I am the one who upholds justice from the shadows.]
[- For those who transcend the boundary of good and evil, the law is meaningless.]

I buried my face in my hands.

“…For fuck’s sake.”

Oh Deokhan, however, remained completely serious.

“A true hero always has cool lines to say!”

…This guy was the real deal.

A lunatic lost in his own world.

I realized arguing with him emotionally would get me nowhere.

“I’ll be reporting you for violating my image rights.”

“Go ahead. It’s not like we’re profiting off this, and there’s no way a complaint would hold up just because a character happens to look like you.”

So he had planned this out carefully.

The bastard.

In this situation, negotiating seemed like the best option.

“I have conditions.”

Oh Deokhan raised an eyebrow.

“Oh? Negotiation? Very well, let’s hear them.”

I picked up the printed sheet from the desk.

“First, change the protagonist’s name. Do Kimhyun is way too obvious.”

Oh Deokhan stroked his chin thoughtfully and nodded.

“Hmm… That’s reasonable. I can agree to that.”

Taking another deep breath, I laid out my next demand.

“Second, make his face noticeably different from mine.”

“Oh? Different how?”

I tapped on the laptop screen with my finger.

“Give him a scar or something.”

“OH?!!!!”

Oh Deokhan’s eyes sparkled as he smacked his knee.

“You have great instincts! That will make the character stand out even more!”

Excitedly, he started typing away at his laptop.

“Is that all you want?”

“For now, yeah.”

After a brief pause, Oh Deokhan grinned and extended his hand.

“You’re a cool guy! I like you! If you ever need a favor, just come find me!”

Yeah, like hell I would.

Let’s never meet again.

With a satisfied expression, Oh Deokhan adjusted the settings on his laptop.

“Alright! From now on, the protagonist’s name is ‘Do Geumhwan’! And he gets a mole on his nose! Perfect!”

Even as I stood up, I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling.

‘Was this really the best I could do? Do I really have to let this lunatic have his way?’

For now, we had settled on changing the protagonist’s name and adding a small distinguishing feature.

But the core problem remained.

It was still my story.

And the fact that the Newspaper Club was planning to keep publishing it? That was another issue entirely.

I turned my head and scanned the room again.

Messy desks covered with laptops and notes.

The wall plastered with article clippings and view count graphs.

And then…

Oh Deokhan’s laptop, where he was saving all the future chapters.

‘Deleting the files would be the quickest way…’


But I couldn’t just snatch the Newspaper Club president’s laptop and erase everything by force.

No matter how I looked at it, the best way to handle this was—

To wipe the files clean.

‘There’s gotta be a way to do that…’



 
  
    Chapter 41: Newspaper Club Part 2


After finishing my conversation with Otaku, I left the journalism club room, unable to shake off the uneasy feeling.

Failing to come up with a perfect solution, I clutched my forehead.

‘Hah, this is giving me a headache.’

Wasting more time arguing with that lunatic Otaku was pointless. 

Since I couldn’t think of a way to delete the files on the laptop, retreating for now was my only option.

‘Fucking journalists.’

As soon as Kim Dohyun was completely out of sight, Otaku smiled and closed his laptop.

And then…

He slowly turned toward the space under the desk and spoke.

“You can come out now.”

At that moment, a figure who had been hiding in the darkness beneath the desk straightened up.

Kang Minwoo.

One of the people Kim Dohyun had been suspicious of from the beginning.

Rising slowly, he stretched his back with a grin.

Having been crouched under the desk, he was covered in dust, but he didn’t seem to care.

“That was… really close.”

Otaku chuckled and adjusted his glasses.

“As expected, you’re quick-witted~ Thanks to you, we didn’t get caught. But tell me, how did you know Kim Dohyun would show up?”

“Because our ‘Hero’ has a habit of jumping into action.”

“Oh-ho~! I’ll have to use that in episode two.”

Minwoo casually dusted off his clothes as he stood up.

Then, he picked up one of the printed sheets scattered on the desk—one with Kim Dohyun’s face on it.

Turning the paper in his hands, he smiled meaningfully.

‘The Hero’s accomplishments deserve to be known far and wide.’

***

The café where we used to gather to study during exam season.

But today, there were no workbooks, no pens.

Today’s topic wasn’t studying—it was destroying the journalism club.

When I opened the door and stepped inside, familiar faces were already seated.

Lee Jinyoung, Choi Dabin, and Seo Yuna.

Each had a coffee in front of them, smiling knowingly.

It seemed they had already caught on.

They looked at me, arms crossed, their eyes filled with curiosity.

Dabin was the first to speak.

“You lied to the teacher earlier to get out, but it didn’t go well, huh?”

I sat down without a word.

“I’m guessing it was worse than just failing.”

Jinyoung stirred his coffee and smirked.

“For Kim Dohyun to ask for help first, this must be a real pain in the ass.”

“Right?”

Yuna nodded quietly.

I let out a sigh and crossed my arms.

“I want to delete the files stored on the journalism club’s laptop, but I can’t think of a way to do it.”

For a moment, the three of them fell silent.

Then, responses came one after another.

“If it’s on the laptop…”

Yuna placed her hand on the table and spoke.

“That includes all the comics they’ve drawn so far and the drafts for upcoming issues, right?”

I nodded.

“Then why not just take the laptop and force them to delete it?”

Dabin rested her chin on her hand as she suggested it.

But Yuna immediately objected.

“If we use violence, it’ll only make things worse for Kim Dohyun. He already got disciplined once, so he’s in a bad position.”

At that moment, Jinyoung, who had been listening with amusement, tapped his fingers against the table.

“So, in the end, we just need to create a situation where we can access the laptop?”

“Exactly.”

I rested my chin in my hand, deep in thought.

“The problem is that the journalism club president keeps the laptop with him at all times.”

“Hmm…”

Even with collective brainstorming, no clear solution emerged.

Jinyoung suddenly flashed a sly smile.

“There’s only one way, then.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“We use the honey trap!”

“…What?”

The air at the table froze.

“Are you kidding? A honey trap?”

Dabin frowned.

“I’m serious! Historically, the honey trap has been used in espionage all the time!”

Jinyoung spoke with an exaggeratedly excited voice.

“Ninjas, spies, intelligence agents—they all used seduction to make their targets drop their guard and extract information! Or…”

He made a slicing gesture.

Shhk!

I let out a dry laugh.

“You really think that’s going to work?”

“At the very least, it’ll be enough to throw that guy off guard and give us an opening to access the laptop.”

Yuna let out a long sigh.

“That would never work.”

“It would! Especially on someone like the journalism club president.”

Jinyoung’s eyes sparkled with conviction.

“I did some digging into the journalism club. Otaku is a hardcore moe fan.”

Memories of what I had seen in their clubroom resurfaced—

The figurines of anime girls, the Japanese posters, the weird plastic cup with Japanese writing on it…

And the strange, green ‘Real Melon Soda’ he had been drinking.

“…Ah, yeah. That actually makes sense.”

“Right?”

Jinyoung grinned.

“In other words, if we approach him with a moe character, he’ll completely lose his focus.”

As soon as he said that, all of our gazes naturally landed on one person.

***

Seo Yuna.

She had her hand resting on the table, eyes closed.

Then, very slowly, she took a deep breath—

And opened her eyes, her expression cold.

“…You lunatics.”

Her voice was like ice.

“Cut it out.”

Jinyoung refused to back down.

“Come on, think about it! If you just go up to him, smile sweetly, and say, ‘Senpai~! Ehehe~!’ he’ll totally lose it!”

“Shut the hell up.”

“No, seriously! You just have to go, ‘Oh, senpai, you’re amazing~!’ and that’s it!”

Seo Yuna rubbed her temples irritably.

“Why should I do that?”

“Because Kim Dohyun is asking for help?”

She stared at me for a long moment, her sharp gaze piercing through me.

Then, finally, she spoke.

“Kim Dohyun can just crossdress and do it himself.”

“…What?”

I was so stunned that I had to ask again.

Yuna, still perfectly composed, added, “You could just do it yourself. If the journalism club president even used your face as material for his comic, that means he’s already interested in you, doesn’t it?”

“Well, that’s true, but…”

I waved my hands frantically.

“Hey, no way.”

I wasn’t about to go that far. 

That would be ridiculous.

Jinyoung clapped his hands in excitement.

“Hey, that’s actually a great idea! Dohyun can go in disguise, dress up like a girl, and go, ‘Senpai~!’ while approaching him!”

“Shut up.”

I cut him off firmly.

But Jinyoung completely ignored me and let his imagination run wild.

“Come on, just picture it. Dohyun puts on a short wig, tucks his hair behind his ear shyly, and goes, ‘Oh, Otaku-senpai… Do you like this kind of thing?’ That would totally work!”

Even Dabin bit her lip to hold back a laugh.

“That sounds hilarious.”

“Both of you, stop it.”

I clenched my teeth and glared at them.

Just then, Dabin rested her chin on her hand and casually tossed out a suggestion.

“Want me to do it?”

“…What?”

“You know, acting all sweet and going, ‘Senpai~!'”

I instinctively turned to look at her.

To be honest, Choi Dabin was stunningly beautiful.

I couldn’t help but wonder—how would she look saying something like “Senpai~! Ekyun~!” with that usual cold expression of hers?

Then, Seo Yuna’s expression subtly changed.

Her eyebrows twitched slightly, and her lips pressed together tightly.

A brief silence passed.

Then, Yuna slowly nodded.

“…No.”

She spoke flatly, her face unreadable.

“I’ll just do it.”

The table fell silent.

‘She was actually agreeing to this madness?’

I stared at Yuna in disbelief.

“Seriously?”

She let out a long sigh, as if exhausted.

“There’s no other good plan, is there?”

She had a point.

At this point, the most reliable strategy was to use a honey trap, creating an opportunity to snatch the laptop while Otaku was distracted.

A pretty girl approaching him kindly—someone like Otaku, who screamed forever alone, would definitely waver.

Clap!

Jinyoung excitedly smacked his hands together.

“Great! Then it’s time for Operation Moe Mode!”

Yuna crossed her arms and sighed again.

Meanwhile, Jinyoung enthusiastically pulled out his phone and scrolled through something.

“Alright, so I did a little stalking on journalism club president Otaku’s social media…”

He turned his phone toward the table.

“This is the kind of stuff he’s into.”

As soon as we saw the screen, everyone froze.

A blonde magical girl character beamed brightly on the display.

She wore a giant ribbon headband, a frilly dress decorated with lace, and held a large staff.

But the most shocking part…

She looked eerily similar to Seo Yuna.

“…What the hell is this?”

I muttered, still processing what I was seeing.

Jinyoung snickered.

“Apparently, this is Otaku’s absolute favorite character. He even posted an unboxing video of her figurine.”

Yuna glanced at the phone, her expression turning grim.

“…It’s just my imagination that she looks like me, right?”

“…Yeah, totally.”

I nodded, pretending to agree.

‘But honestly?’ It was uncanny.

From the hair color to the shape of her face—it was almost a carbon copy of Yuna.

The real issue, though…

‘Was the character’s way of speaking.’

A subtitle on the phone screen caught my eye.

“Dameyo~! You can’t do bad things! I’ll purify you with my magic! ☆”

***

The air around the table grew strangely heavy.

Jinyoung grinned mischievously and looked at Yuna.

“Hey, you could totally pull this off perfectly.”

“…”

Yuna slowly lifted her head.

Her face was dead serious.

“…You’re telling me to talk like that?”

“Of course. This is Magical Girl Ruri’s signature catchphrase when she defeats enemies!”

Jinyoung nodded eagerly.

“You have to say it like this—’Dameyo~!’”

Yuna stared at the phone screen in disbelief.

Dabin, watching with amusement, chimed in.

“Yuna, are you really going to do this?”

Yuna remained silent for a while, then let out a deep sigh and ran a hand through her hair.

And then—

Quietly, in the softest voice possible, she murmured, “…Dameyo.”

At that moment, all three of us froze.

Jinyoung, visibly shaking from the shock, muttered, “…Holy shit. That was perfect.”


“…”

At that instant, I felt it.

This plan…

It might actually work.



 
  
    Chapter 42: Newspaper Club Part 3


‘…Why am I even doing this?’

On the smartphone screen, the blonde magical girl Ruri was beaming brightly, exclaiming, “Dameyo~☆.”

Seo Yuna pondered once again.

The reason she was doing this.

The reason she decided to take part in this humiliating operation.

In the end, it was all because of Kim Dohyun.

She owed him a lot.

He had blocked a ball for her during PE.

He had helped her study during exam season.

He had punched a thug who was making crude jokes.

She had never asked for his help, but Kim Dohyun always acted on his own.

Almost naturally.

But this time, the situation was reversed.

For the first time, Kim Dohyun had asked her for help. 

And she couldn’t refuse.

Of course, at first, she had absolutely no desire to do this ridiculous thing.

But then Choi Dabin got involved—

And instinctively, she felt annoyed.

The fact that they had gone to the Mochi-kun plushie store without her.

The way they had grown closer through the library club.

…So, before she knew it, she had blurted out, “I’ll just do it.”

And that’s how Seo Yuna ended up practicing a magical girl voice.

“…Dameyo.”

“Ooooh~! Nice, nice!”

Jinyoung clapped enthusiastically.

“One more time! A bit cuter!”

“…Do I really have to do this?”

Seo Yuna let out a sigh deep enough to sink into the ground.

But there was no turning back now.

Kim Dohyun was looking at her with pleading eyes.

“Ha…”

And so, Seo Yuna decided to go along with this madness.

***

After school.

After club activities had ended.

Seo Yuna was quietly hiding near the newspaper clubroom.

‘I’ve already decided to help. Let’s just get this over with quickly.’

She lightly stretched her wrists and carefully observed her surroundings.

Cautiously.

One by one, the newspaper club members were leaving the room.

Soon, only Oh Deokhan would be left inside.

Since he was always the one who locked the door, this was the perfect timing.

Jinyoung whispered in a hushed voice, “Ready?”

Seo Yuna let out a short sigh.

Then, with a determined expression, she nodded.

Knock, knock.

After knocking, she slowly opened the door and stepped inside.

Oh Deokhan was closing his laptop and packing his bag.

When he saw her, he adjusted his glasses with a puzzled expression.

Seo Yuna took a deep breath and recalled the lines she had practiced.

And then—

“Ekkyun~! Oh Deokhan sunbaenim~!”

She spoke as brightly and cutely as possible.

With her hands slightly clasped together and eyes sparkling.

This should be perfect.

Or so she thought.

Oh Deokhan stared at her in silence.

Then, he frowned and said, “Are you insane?”

“…Huh?”

“You should go to the hospital. I never expected to find a lunatic at Hanbit Academy.”

For a moment, her mind went blank.

This was not the reaction she had expected.

Even Seo Yuna had to admit that she looked strikingly similar to the character Ruri.

Swallowing her frustration, she forced herself to maintain her expression.

And spoke again, this time even cuter.

“Ah, no~! I was just…!”

But Oh Deokhan still looked like he had bitten into something rotten.

“I only care about 2D.”

He slung his bag over his shoulder and gave her a cold look.

“It’s unfortunate for you, really.”

At that moment, Seo Yuna made up her mind.

She was going to kill Jinyoung and Kim Dohyun for coming up with this insane plan.

Failure.

This crazy mission was a complete failure.

Oh Deokhan was the real deal.

This guy was a true otaku.

Her mental state was crumbling.

If this continued, the plan would be ruined.

Then—

She felt something small in her pocket.

The magical girl Ruri keychain that Jinyoung had told her to bring ‘just in case.’

‘…Could this actually work?’

She hesitated, but there was no other choice.

Seo Yuna quietly pulled the Ruri keychain out of her bag.

And in that moment—

“Ooooh…!”

Oh Deokhan’s reaction changed.

“That…! That’s the Magical Girl Ruri keychain, isn’t it?!”

His eyes transformed instantly.

Gone was the condescending look he had given her earlier.

Now, his gaze was filled with pure admiration, the kind only a true otaku could have.

Seo Yuna let out a silent sigh of relief and switched back into performance mode.

“E-Ehet~! Sunbaenim, do you like Ruri too?”

“I am Ruri’s true disciple and protector…!!”

Success.

Seo Yuna exhaled in relief.

And she was certain.

This keychain was the key to the entire mission.

She subtly waved the Ruri keychain.

Oh Deokhan’s head unconsciously followed its movement.

Seo Yuna spoke smoothly, “Oh, by the way~ I found this keychain near the school! There were a bunch of them on the ground.”

“…What?! Who would dare leave such a sacred treasure on the ground?!”

Oh Deokhan’s reaction exploded.

His glasses glinted sharply as he clenched his fists.

His hands trembled with rage.

“This is an unforgivable insult to Ruri!!”

He looked ready to hunt down the culprit right then and there.

Seo Yuna suppressed a smirk and added, “I found it in the first-floor flower bed…”

At that moment—

“We must rescue Ruri immediately!!!”

Oh Deokhan bolted out of the room, not even bothering to grab his bag or laptop.

And he was sprinting at full speed.

Seo Yuna couldn’t help but feel a bit offended.

She had just lost to a 2D character.

‘Well, at least the mission was a success.’

Jinyoung and Kim Dohyun were waiting outside.

When they saw Oh Deokhan dashing away like a madman, they flashed her a thumbs-up.

At the same time, they quickly slipped into the newspaper clubroom.

Jinyoung rushed to Oh Deokhan’s abandoned laptop.

“Shit, it’s password-protected.”

Taking a deep breath, he started thinking about Oh Deokhan’s favorite anime characters.

First Attempt – ‘Ruri’

X Failure.

“This isn’t working.”

Jinyoung whispered beside me.

“Real otakus don’t use passwords that simple.”

He sighed and tried again.

Second Attempt – ‘MoeMoekyuu’

X Failure.

I had a feeling it wouldn’t work, but I tried anyway. 

No luck.

Just then, Jinyoung nudged me.

“Hey, Ruri’s birthday is July 23rd. Try that.”

Third Attempt – ‘0723’
□ Success.

I silently looked at Jinyoung.

He looked back at me, pressing his lips together before letting out a small smirk.

‘…This guy is the real deal.’

We both thought the same thing at the same time.

Quickly, I moved the mouse and began deleting files.

Everything had to go.

A screen full of files related to Kim Dohyun, collected by the newspaper club, appeared before us.

Taking a deep breath, I decisively clicked ‘Delete.’

“Goodbye!”

***

A few minutes later, the job was done.

We immediately closed the laptop and stood up.

Jinyoung quickly opened the door and called to me.

“Let’s go! That otaku freak is gonna be back any second.”

We quietly slipped out of the newspaper clubroom.

At that moment, from down the hallway, we heard Oh Deokhan’s desperate cry.

“WHO DARED TO THROW RURI ON THE GROUND?!!!”

I didn’t look back.

Instead, I gave Seo Yuna a quick glance.

She nodded with a look that said, ‘We’re done now, right?’

I nodded back.

Mission accomplished.

Now all that was left was to get out of here.

Without hesitation, we rushed out of the academy.

We ran through the hallways and past the front gate, making sure no one was following us.

Finally, we could catch our breath.

Jinyoung, panting, spoke between gasps.

“Wow… Shit, that was insane. Felt like we were in a spy movie.”

I straightened up, still catching my breath.

And then—

I made eye contact with Seo Yuna, who was glaring at me coldly.

Thud.

Her fist lightly struck my side.

She didn’t hit me hard, but her message was crystal clear.

In a low voice, she muttered, “…Never ask me to do something like this again.”

“…Got it.”

Honestly, the one who had suffered the most in this mission was undoubtedly Seo Yuna.

Scratching my head, I spoke.

“Anyway, thanks for helping out, guys. I’ll treat you all to a meal today.”

Jinyoung’s eyes lit up.

“What? For real? Then let’s go get some meat!”

Seo Yuna sighed, clearly exhausted, but still followed along without complaint.

And so, we headed to a nearby restaurant.

***

At the barbecue restaurant, the four of us took our seats.

Looking through the menu, we placed our order.

“Five servings of pork belly, please.”

When it comes to barbecue, it’s best to order plenty from the start.

Hesitating and adding one serving at a time? That’s just bad manners.

Jinyoung excitedly placed the meat on the grill.

The sizzling sound filled the air, and I finally felt my tension ease.

‘Hah… At least we erased everything.’

Jinyoung flipped the meat over, grinning in victory.

“Man, today was like a freaking movie! What if we end up on a wanted list?”

I chuckled.

“How would they even find out? There’s no evidence.”

Seo Yuna spoke quietly.

“Are you sure the files are all gone?”

I swallowed a bite of meat and nodded.

“Yeah. We wiped everything.”

She nodded back.

“Hmm. Then we’re good.”

At that moment, I truly believed it was over.

We were just going to enjoy our grilled pork belly and call it a day.

But then—

Choi Dabin quietly spoke up.

“But what if the newspaper club backed up the files to the cloud?”

For a second, my hand froze, chopsticks hovering midair.

Jinyoung also turned to look at Choi Dabin, his face dropping.

And then it hit me.

…She was right.

There was no way those files had only been stored locally.

A guy like Oh Deokhan would definitely have backed them up to the cloud.

A cold sweat ran down my spine.

‘Shit. If they really saved it to the cloud…’


Seo Yuna muttered, “Then everything we just did was pointless.”

“…”

Damn it.

We hadn’t thought of that.



 
  
    Chapter 43: Rain Part 1


My eyelids felt heavy.

Sunlight seeped through the gap in the window, tickling my face. 

I unconsciously furrowed my brows and turned over in bed.

“…Damn sunlight.”

I pulled the blanket over my head, trying to go back to sleep, but for some reason, sleep wouldn’t come.

Slowly, I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling.

The sky outside the window was clear.

A flawless autumn sky, without a single cloud.

I sluggishly got up to get ready for the academy. 

Splashing cold water on my face at the sink, I saw my reflection in the mirror.

I still looked half-asleep.

Ruffling my hair, I put on my uniform, slung my bag over my shoulder, and headed for the entrance.

Just as I was about to open the door—

“Brother!”

A familiar voice called out.

Standing behind me was Kim Harin.

As always, she was neatly dressed in her uniform, holding an umbrella in one hand.

I instinctively frowned.

“…An umbrella?”

Harin extended the umbrella toward me as if she had been waiting for this moment.

“Take this! You must!”

I stared blankly at the umbrella in her hand.

‘What? An umbrella… in autumn?’

I looked at Kim Harin in confusion, wondering what nonsense she was talking about.

“The weather forecast said there’s a 10% chance of rain!”

Ah, so this was her overprotective streak acting up again.

A 10% chance meant there was a 90% chance it wouldn’t rain.

And yet, Harin looked completely confident.

I let out an incredulous chuckle.

“10% is fine. It’s basically nothing.”

“You have to be prepared for the possibility!”

Umbrellas are such a hassle.

“If you take one out and it doesn’t rain, you regret bringing it. You might even lose it.”

“And honestly, no normal person carries an umbrella for a 10% chance of rain.”

I waved my hand dismissively.

“I really don’t think I need it.”

But Harin firmly grabbed my hand and forcibly placed the umbrella in it.

“Brother, no! If you get wet, you could catch a cold! And it’s bad for your scalp too!”

‘How could someone so small be this strong?’

She had an unexpectedly tight grip.

Holding the umbrella in my hand, I looked at her in disbelief.

“I really don’t need it.”

But she didn’t budge. 

Instead, she stepped closer and wrapped her small hands around mine.

“No.”

The umbrella was now firmly in my grasp.

‘Was she treating me like a child?’

I sighed and shook my head.

Harin never backed down in situations like this.

Giving in was usually the easiest way out.

“…Fine.”

Declaring my surrender, I hooked the umbrella onto my bag.

Harin smiled in satisfaction.

Waving cheerfully, she turned to leave.

I watched her go with a baffled expression before stepping outside.

***

On my way to school, I glanced up at the sky.

Clear and bright.

A perfect autumn sky without a single cloud.

I looked around at the other students passing by.

Naturally, I was the only one carrying an umbrella.

For some reason, this felt even stranger.

I had already thought it was odd when Harin insisted on giving me the umbrella over a 10% chance of rain…

But now, standing alone with it, it felt even weirder.

“Overprotective sisters are the worst.”

Muttering to myself, I clicked my tongue.

Hooking the umbrella onto my bag, I sat down in my seat.

Jinyoung glanced at me and spoke up.

“Kim Dohyun, what’s with the umbrella? Is it supposed to rain today?”

“I don’t know. There’s a 10% chance, so… just in case?”

I answered absentmindedly.

“10% means it’s not gonna rain, you idiot.”

Jinyoung smirked.

Exactly. 

That was a normal reaction.

He kept eyeing the umbrella before suddenly putting on a serious expression.

“Hey… you’re not—”

Whenever Jinyoung got all dramatic like this, it was usually followed by some nonsense.

And, of course—

“—balding, are you?”

“…What?”

“If you’re this sensitive about rain, that’s the only explanation. You know, wet hair is bad for the roots.”

I was genuinely speechless.

I expected him to say something dumb, but he just straight-up called me bald.

Jinyoung, still looking serious, studied me carefully.

“Or… has it already started? Honestly, if there’s a god, they probably cursed you with hair loss.”

“…Are you insane?”

“Don’t stress. Stress is the number one cause of hair loss.”

“Shut up.”

I clenched my fist, but Jinyoung just laughed and waved it off.

“Ah, I’m just messing with you.”

He glanced at the umbrella again and muttered.

“But seriously, why’d you bring it? Knowing you, there’s no way you packed it yourself.”

I looked down at my bag without a word.

Then, I gave a short answer.

“My little sister.”

Jinyoung immediately nodded in understanding.

“Oh, right! You’re a siscon.”

Ever since I gave Kim Harin a Mochi-kun plushie, Jinyoung had been convinced I was some doting older brother.

I looked at him in disbelief.

“How does that make me a siscon?”

Jinyoung scoffed and crossed his arms.

“Dude, just the fact that you bought her a gift makes you one.”

“How is that—? It was just a plushie.”

“Most people wouldn’t buy one.”

“Shut up.”

Jinyoung chuckled and playfully nudged my shoulder.

“Then why’d you take the umbrella, huh? Just because she told you to?”

I pressed my lips together.

‘…Damn. I had no comeback for that.’

Jinyoung smirked as if he had been waiting for this moment.

“See? You are a siscon.”

Jinyoung laughed as he glanced outside the window.

“Look at the sky. Not a single cloud.”

“Yeah… I ended up carrying extra baggage for no reason.”

I sighed shortly.

Tap.

“Alright, class is starting. Quiet down, everyone.”

The Korean teacher tapped the podium.

I rested my chin on my hand and looked out the window.

Clear.

Too clear.

No matter how I thought about it, Kim Harin had made a big deal out of nothing.

Letting out a sigh, I leaned my head against the desk.

And then, a few minutes later—

Drip…

Drip… Drip…

I lifted my head at the sound from outside the window.

It was raining.

‘…What??’

I stared blankly outside.

Just this morning, the sky had been completely clear, without a single cloud.

But now, it was entirely covered in gray.

Raindrops pounded against the classroom window.

“Ugh, where did this rain come from?”

Seo Yuna, sitting next to me, grumbled as she looked outside.

“This is crazy. Why is it suddenly raining?”

“Seriously. What’s up with the weather today?”

Murmurs spread throughout the classroom.

“Shit, I didn’t bring an umbrella.”

“Ugh, whatever. It’ll probably stop by the time school’s over.”

Everyone looked flustered.

But me?

I silently looked at the umbrella hanging from my bag.

The useless burden I was forced to carry.

Now, it had become the most valuable item of the day.

“…Is Kim Harin a god?”

I muttered unconsciously.

At that moment, I felt someone’s gaze from beside me.

Turning slightly, I saw Seo Yuna staring intently at my umbrella.

A strange feeling crept up on me.

“Why are you looking at it like that?”

Seo Yuna was still fixated on my umbrella.

A weird thought crossed my mind.

‘Wait… is she planning to steal it?’

In South Korea, people won’t steal phones or wallets left on a table.

But umbrellas and bicycles? Those are fair game.

A historically proven fact.

I subtly pulled my bag closer.

Seo Yuna looked at me with a baffled expression.

“What are you doing?”

“Umbrellas tend to get stolen easily.”

“…Are you seriously treating me like a thief right now?”

“Well, you never know.”

I replied nonchalantly.

“A girl who doesn’t want her makeup to get ruined might get desperate….”

At that moment—

Seo Yuna’s expression became very complicated.

“…What.”

“What?”

“Did you just imply that I would steal someone’s umbrella just to protect my makeup?”

“I mean, I never specifically said ‘you.’”

“Oh my god, are you insane?”

Her fist suddenly struck my arm.

Thud.

“Do I look like the type to steal someone’s umbrella, huh?”

“I was just saying, just in case….”

“You’re seriously paranoid about the dumbest things.”

“I have my reasons.”

I rubbed my arm where she hit me, speaking casually.

“In Korea, people won’t steal wallets or phones, but umbrellas and bikes disappear all the time.”

“…That’s true, but?”

“You never know with people.”

“This is ridiculous.”

Seo Yuna sighed in disbelief, then rested her chin on her hand and stared out the window.

After a moment, she mumbled softly.

“…I didn’t bring an umbrella.”

I instinctively turned to look at her.

…Wait.

Her tone was way too natural, almost as if she was subtly expecting something.

I let out a short sigh.

“It’ll probably stop before school’s over.”

Seo Yuna glanced at me before letting out a small laugh.

“Yeah, probably.”

“Probably.”

I hesitated for a moment.

Her timing… was way too precise.

She clearly just hinted that she wanted to share my umbrella.

But if I flat-out told her to figure it out on her own—after she helped me out last time during that cringy incident—

I’d be an ungrateful asshole.

I sighed and said, “If it doesn’t stop by then… we can share.”

At that moment, Seo Yuna looked at me briefly before smirking.

“Heh. It’s just a little rain.”

“Then why’d you bring it up in the first place?”


“Just because.”

‘…What kind of psychological warfare is this?’

I couldn’t help but feel like I’d somehow lost.

Outside, the rain kept falling steadily.



 
  
    Chapter 44: Rain Part 2


Lunchtime.

The rain was still drizzling down.

I grabbed my bag and headed to the library.

As I stepped out of the classroom and walked down the hallway, I glanced outside. 

The sky was still a dull gray.

It didn’t seem like the rain would stop anytime soon.

When I opened the library door, I saw a familiar silhouette at the desk.

Choi Dabin.

As expected, she was here first.

I naturally picked a book from the shelf and sat down.

A light novel.

Just as I was about to start reading, Dabin spoke first.

“Agh, why is it raining in autumn?”

She sighed softly as she organized the books.

Without taking my eyes off the page, I replied indifferently.

“Yeah.”

Rain in autumn—it did create a certain mood.

But more than that, it was just annoying.

Dabin leaned back slightly, gazing out the window.

“My uniform is going to get soaked on the way home.”

She muttered her complaint before letting out another small sigh.

Hearing that, I turned my head.

“You don’t have an umbrella?”

Dabin answered nonchalantly while continuing to sort the books.

“Of course not. Hardly anyone does, right?”

I closed my book and glanced at her.

“Yeah, makes sense.”

No one would’ve thought to bring one today.

“So now I’m debating whether to call my parents to come pick me up.”

I chuckled.

“Go ahead, then.”

Dabin remained silent, staring out the window.

After a moment of thought, she turned slightly toward me.

“What about you? Do you have an umbrella?”

I gave a short reply.

“Yeah.”

At that moment—

Dabin leaned toward me slightly and, with a casual expression, said:

“Then there’s no problem.”

I blinked.

‘No problem?’

‘Wait a second.’

‘Was she planning to—’

‘No way, was she after my umbrella like Seo Yuna?’

***

“What?”

“I’ll just borrow your umbrella to go to the convenience store.”

‘Convenience store?’

‘She meant the one ten minutes from here?’

And in the complete opposite direction of her house?

I opened my mouth to respond, but she didn’t leave room for refusal.

I turned the page of my book wordlessly.

***

As the library session was wrapping up, the door opened again.

Familiar footsteps.

Instinctively, I looked up.

Seo Yuna.

She casually brushed back her hair as she stepped inside.

Her eyes scanned the room before she naturally walked over and sat beside me.

Then, she subtly glanced at my bag—where my umbrella was hanging.

“The rain’s still coming down, huh?”

I sighed.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t have an umbrella.”

There it was.

She might as well have been the Sphinx giving me a riddle.

My head ached.

“You said earlier you didn’t need one.”

“That was just something I said. Don’t you know rain causes hair loss?”

This damn girl.

She should’ve just said she wanted to use it earlier.

‘Why does she always have to test me?’

Just then—

Dabin spoke quietly.

“…I don’t have an umbrella either.”

Yuna and I both turned to look at her.

“Kim Dohyun, you and I should go to the convenience store and buy one.”

Judging by their expressions, my opinion didn’t seem to matter at all.

Even though I was the one who owned the umbrella.

Yuna chimed in.

“No, I’ll go with Dohyun. You can wait here, Dabin.”

I gave her a weary look, but Yuna continued, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“I already promised to share his umbrella first.”

Not backing down, Dabin countered.

“That’s funny. I distinctly remember you turning him down earlier.”

“I thought it would stop soon.”

At this point, I felt exhaustion settling in.

We could just go buy another umbrella at the store.

There wasn’t even a need for two people to go.

‘Honestly, I could just go alone and get it over with.’

This was such a stupid argument.

“Both of you stay here. I’ll just go buy—”

Before I could finish, they both turned to me.

“You stay out of it.”

“…Excuse me?”

“I’m the one who owns the umbrella.”

I was at a loss for words.

“It’s just about buying an umbrella—”

Glare.

‘Ugh. Whatever happens, happens.’

Yuna crossed her arms and asked casually.

“Alright then, Kim Dohyun, you decide. Who do you want to go with?”

“Why do I have to decide? I said I’d go alone.”

“You don’t want to walk back alone in the rain, do you?”

“Well, that’s true, but…”

I glanced between them.

Both looked determined to win.

‘Who was I supposed to pick?’

After thinking for a moment, I made my choice.

“I’ll just go with Yuna. I promised her first.”

I turned to Yuna.

“Let’s go.”

A brief silence followed.

Then, Dabin chuckled.

“Suit yourself.”

Her tone was indifferent, but the faint bitterness in her smile lingered in my mind.

Still, there was no helping it.

We couldn’t just stand here forever.

With a sigh, I pulled my umbrella from my bag.

***

Outside, the rain had grown even heavier.

“Wow, it’s really pouring.”

Yuna muttered as she waited for me to open the umbrella.

Sure enough, the downpour had formed puddles all over the schoolyard.

I quietly opened the umbrella and tilted it toward her.

She hesitated slightly before stepping under it.

Naturally, we began walking.

But…

Raindrops splashed in from all directions.

“Ugh, I’m getting wet.”

Even with the umbrella, the rain was too strong to block completely.

I glanced at Yuna.

Her shoulders were slowly getting soaked.

Her white blouse clung to her skin as it absorbed the rain.

The fabric pressed against her body, faintly revealing her silhouette.

Her pale skin was slightly visible.

‘This… might be a problem.’

Thankfully, it hadn’t gotten to the point where her underwear showed through.

Oblivious, Yuna kept grumbling.

“Ugh, this feels gross…”

I took a quiet breath.

Then, I subtly tilted the umbrella more toward her.

As a result, my own shoulder was completely exposed to the rain.

Cold raindrops hit me directly.

“Hey, you’re getting wet.”

“I’m already soaked. It’s fine.”

Yuna paused for a moment.

Then, she glanced at my shoulder.

A subtle expression flickered across her face.

With a smirk, she said, “Huh, you’re more of a gentleman than I thought?”

“Shut up.”

Feeling embarrassed, I scratched my head for no reason.

The rain poured down relentlessly.

One umbrella.

Two people.

A strange atmosphere settled between us as we quietly walked toward the convenience store.

The only sound was the rain.

Yuna stole a glance at me as we walked.

“What?”

“Just looking.”

“You’re so weird.”

***

Ding!

The moment we stepped inside the convenience store, Yuna let out a sigh.

“At least it’s warm in here.”

I glanced down at my wet clothes and patted my soaked shoulder.

‘Ugh, so uncomfortable.’

Rain was nice when you were lying in bed, listening to it fall.

Yuna browsed the store shelves before heading straight to the umbrella section.

I followed behind and asked, “Which one are you getting?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Without hesitation, Yuna picked up a clear umbrella.

“I’ll take this one.”

She walked up to the counter and paid.

After opening the umbrella, she glanced at me.

“Aren’t you getting anything?”

I shook my head.

“I already have an umbrella. Why buy another?”

Yuna chuckled lightly.

“Then I’ll go pick up Dabin. Get home safe.”

I gave a short nod.

“Yeah.”

She stepped outside.

For a moment, she stood under the store’s awning, watching the rain.

Through the heavy downpour, I saw her walking away with her umbrella.

Watching her figure grow smaller, I felt a strange sensation.

I quietly opened my umbrella.

But my shoulders were already drenched.

It was because I had tilted the umbrella toward Yuna earlier.

Smoothing out my damp clothes, I slowly started walking.

The path was in the opposite direction of home.

The rhythmic sound of the rain seemed to calm my thoughts.

“……”

Then, an image flashed in my mind—

Dabin’s face back in the library.

“Suit yourself.”

That subtle smile she had given.

Acting indifferent, yet there was something about her expression that lingered.

I let out a small sigh.

‘Why am I even thinking about this?’

But, knowing her, she’d act normal the next time we met.

Convincing myself that it was nothing, I quickened my pace.

***

Dabin sat by the library window, watching the outside world.

Beyond the school gate, Kim Dohyun and Seo Yuna walked side by side.

She slowly turned her gaze away.

Lightly tapping her fingertips against the windowpane, she murmured, “…I should’ve just asked my mom to pick me up.”

She spoke as if it were nothing.

But deep down, a vague sense of disappointment settled in.

She reassured herself—it wasn’t like she wanted to bother her parents over something so trivial.

‘Then why did I do that?’

When Yuna had naturally assumed she would go with Dohyun, Dabin had instinctively spoken up, saying she’d go too.

Truthfully, she had wanted to go with him.

Even though, in the end, she wasn’t chosen.

Silently, she turned her eyes back to the window.

The rain was still pouring.

Yet, what felt heavier was something inside her.

She wasn’t exactly sure what it was.

Just that it felt… empty.

And unfair.

All this over a simple trip to buy an umbrella.

She looked outside again.

By now, the two of them were no longer in sight.

Dabin quietly opened her book.

But a thought drifted into her mind.


‘If I had asked first, before Yuna did… would he have gone with me?’

Knowing Dohyun’s personality, it seemed likely.

‘Next time…’

With that, Dabin remained in the rain-scented library, waiting for her friend.



 
  
    Chapter 45: Informal Speech


A yandere is a dangerous existence.

That was exactly why I was always careful when dealing with Kim Harin.

Even the slightest mistake could cause a yandere’s emotions to spiral out of control. 

And when that happened, their obsession with their target would only grow stronger.

‘Ah, what a headache.’

I arrived home and placed my smartphone on the table.

Just as I was about to quench my thirst with a sip of water from the fridge—

Ding.

My phone vibrated briefly.

Kim Harin turned her head slightly, glancing at the screen.

And at that moment, the atmosphere turned ice-cold.

[Seo Yuna: Did you get home safely?]

…Ah, I’m screwed.

A chill ran down my spine.

The hand holding my glass froze midair.

Slowly, I turned around—Kim Harin was staring at my phone screen.

She was smiling, just as usual.

But her eyes were different.

Eyes so cold and chilling, as if she could kill someone.

“…Oppa.”

A soft voice.

But I didn’t miss the sharp thorns hidden within it.

“This… Seo Yuna person…”

She paused.

“…Who is she?”

I’m so dead.

If only the name had been more gender-neutral, I could’ve lied and said it was a guy.

‘But Yuna?’ That was unmistakably feminine.

I tried to act as nonchalant as possible.

“Just… a classmate.”

“Aha.”

Harin was still smiling.

But there was a strange glint in her eyes.

“A classmate…?”

She slowly picked up my phone from the table.

Then, she started scrolling through the messages.

“So… you text back and forth every single day with just a classmate? Oh, and looking at her profile picture… she’s really pretty.”

Her voice remained sweet, but there was a peculiar undertone at the end of her sentence.

‘Damn it. Why is she looking at my messages?’

“Ah, that… uh…”

Before I could finish my sentence, her finger tapped the screen.

[Seo Yuna: Thanks for the umbrella today! Let’s walk to school together tomorrow!]

“…?”

‘Ah. Maybe I should just beg for a quick death.’

My brain started working at full speed.

I needed to salvage this situation.

“Ah, that’s just…”

I fumbled, trying to come up with an excuse, but Harin gently grabbed my wrist.

Her fingers were cold.

“Oppa.”

A smirk curled up her lips.

“You always walk to school with just a classmate?”

The Informal Speech Event.

Unlike other heroines, Kim Harin’s events were different.

Events that increased her affection were rare.

Which meant… this was really bad.

An “Informal Speech Event” only occurred when her affection level plummeted, and she was in an extremely bad mood.

‘I might actually die this time.’

My mind went blank.

‘If I answered poorly, I really could end up dead.’

“Well, um… It was raining, so—”

“It was raining…?”

Harin scrolled further down.

She read my previous message aloud.

[Kim Dohyun: Sure, whatever.]

Her smile deepened.

WARNING: EXTREME DANGER.

Every mental alarm was blaring.

I had to fix this situation.

Somehow.

But…

Harin’s emotional gauge was already crumbling.

“Oppa.”

Harin lowered her gaze slightly.

Then, she slowly placed my phone back on the table.

Tap.

After that, she stood silently in front of me.

“…What?”

I instinctively took a step back.

But Harin stepped forward.

Now, she was so close that I could feel her breath.

“Oppa.”

Her pupils wavered slightly.

Her fingertips trembled just a little.

“Are you… really close with Yuna unnie?”

She looked up at me.

Her eyes flickered with something unreadable.

Her fingers trembled slightly.

“…I…”

“I don’t like it when Oppa walks to school with another girl.”

Harin slowly reached out.

She pressed her fingers lightly against my chest.

“Oppa.”

Her delicate fingers quivered.

Her eyes glistened with moisture.

“Can you… not walk with another girl anymore?”

I swallowed hard.

‘What was I supposed to say?’

‘If I answered wrong, her emotions might explode completely.’

“She’s just a classmate.”

I spoke slowly, carefully selecting each word.

I kept my tone as gentle as possible.

Right now, Harin was in an extremely sensitive emotional state.

‘If I wasn’t careful… she might actually grab a kitchen knife.’

“…Just a classmate?”

Harin repeated my words.

Her eyes flickered.

She stayed silent, staring at me.

Saying anything more would only make her more suspicious.

I had to keep it short and to the point.

Then, as naturally as possible, I raised my hand.

‘Would patting her head make her feel better?’

She usually liked it when I did that.

I slowly, carefully reached out toward Kim Harin’s head.

Smack.

Suddenly, Harin raised her hand and struck my wrist.

And with quite a bit of force, too.

A tingling pain shot through my fingertips.

Ah, shit.

That was terrifying.

Harin was smiling, but her gaze had turned ice-cold.

“Oppa.”

Her voice was calm.

But there was something like an impenetrable wall within it.

She slowly lifted her head and looked up at me.

“Were you… about to pat my head? Do I look like a kid to you?”

“…….”

‘Wait, but you usually like it.’

‘This is why yanderes are dangerous. In situations like this, the best option is to back off.’

I calmly lowered my hand and shrugged nonchalantly.

“I just thought… you usually like it when I pat your head.”

“…….”

“Seriously, it’s just a classmate. Don’t get so mad.”

I spoke in the gentlest tone possible, making sure not to provoke her emotions any further.

“……”

Harin stared at me in silence.

“I’m not mad, though?”

I let out a deep sigh in my mind.

A classic sign of an angry person = They insist they’re not angry.

I forced a smile.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I’m not mad. Why would I be mad just because Oppa walked to school with a female classmate?”

A lie so obvious it was almost comical.

She was still smiling sweetly.

But I knew.

Inside, she was probably burning like molten lava.

‘There has to be a way.’

My gaze shifted to her shoulders and the nape of her neck.

Harin was extremely sensitive to physical touch.

She liked it when I patted her head, and she always whined about holding hands whenever we went grocery shopping.

Her daily activities—washing dishes, cleaning, doing laundry.

She used her hands a lot, which meant her shoulders were probably stiff.

And if she felt the touch of someone she liked?

She wouldn’t be able to resist.

I quietly took a step closer to her.

“……Oppa?”

Harin looked up at me with a slightly wary expression.

I remained as composed as possible and naturally raised my hand.

Then, I lightly traced my fingertips over the back of her neck.

“…Hngh!”

Harin let out a small, startled gasp.

Her shoulders flinched.

I let my fingers glide down to her shoulders.

Gently. Slowly.

“Harin, your shoulders are so tense.”

I clicked my tongue, as if I were scolding her.

“You’re always doing the dishes, cleaning the house… must be exhausting, huh?”

“……”

She didn’t say anything.

But her expression was already changing.

“Seriously, this is such a hassle.”

I slowly massaged her shoulders.

Right now, logic and explanations didn’t matter.

What was important was making her feel that I had no special relationship with Seo Yuna.

And Harin was weak to physical affection.

Especially when it came from me.

I deliberately pressed my fingers deeper into her muscles.

“Haa…”

Harin let out a soft sigh.

The tense atmosphere from earlier was crumbling in an instant.

I continued speaking, acting as if nothing was wrong.

“Seo Yuna is just a classmate. Honestly, walking to school with her was such a pain—I don’t even want to do it again.”

I added a slight hint of annoyance to my tone.

“It just happened once because we ran into each other on the way.”

“…Hngh!”

When my hands moved from her shoulders to her arm, Harin let out another small gasp.

This time, it felt different.

At first, her body was stiff from tension, but now… she was slowly relaxing.

I kept moving my hands, carefully pressing into her muscles.

“Haa…”

Harin’s eyes started to flutter shut.

This was the perfect moment.

I couldn’t waste it.

“So, don’t overthink it too much.”

I pressed my fingers in a little deeper.

A complete shift in mood.

And for the finishing blow—

“I don’t even care about other girls. Well… except for someone like you, maybe.”

“…!”

Harin’s eyes flew open.

Her face instantly flushed red.

I smirked slightly and withdrew my hand.

She pursed her lips tightly and looked up at me.

Her gaze wavered.

“Oppa.”

“Hm?”

“You’re just trying to slip out of this, aren’t you?”

“…What do you mean?”

Harin bit her lip.

Then, she slowly grabbed my wrist.

Tightly.

My body tensed instinctively.

“…If Oppa says so, I’ll believe you.”

She smiled gently.

But her eyes still held a certain… dangerous glint.

“You won’t walk to school with your friend tomorrow, right?”

I nodded nonchalantly.

“Ah, of course not. It’s way too much of a hassle.”

“……”

Harin gave me a small smile.

Then, she slowly let go of my wrist.

“Alright then. I’m going to take a shower.”

She walked off toward her room as if nothing had happened.

The moment her door shut—

I felt my entire body go weak.

Phew, I survived.

But something still felt off.

She gave up way too easily.

And that last smile she showed me…

‘…What was that?’


I instinctively knew.

I had to stay careful.

Always.

More than ever before.



 
  
    Chapter 46: Variables


“As expected, there was no way this would end easily.”

Kim Harin stayed locked in her room, showing no signs of coming out.

That, of course, meant no dinner either.

‘Of all things…’

Koreans are a people who live by the power of rice. 

There was no way I could just starve to death like this.

***

Ding-dong—

Along with the sound of the doorbell, there was a knock at the front door.

‘They’re here.’

I got up from my bed and headed toward the entrance.

The delivery had arrived.

It had been a while since I’d ordered takeout. 

I naturally opened the bag and carefully checked its contents.

‘As expected, chicken never betrays.’

Golden, glistening fried chicken.

The freshly fried chicken gave off a savory and salty aroma that tickled my nose.

Unconsciously, I swallowed my saliva.

For Koreans, chicken was—

It was faith. 

It was a belief.

With practiced ease, I opened the paper box and picked up a piece.

Beneath the crispy batter, the juicy meat revealed itself.

I hesitated for a moment before taking a bite.

‘Mm, truly the divine chicken.’

Crispy and savory.

A deep, rich flavor spread in my mouth.

However—

There was just one problem.

‘…I think I might get indigestion.’

***

Without Kim Harin sitting at the table, chatting away with her usual “Oppa~,” the air felt too quiet.

I sighed as I swallowed the chicken, then carefully knocked on Harin’s door.

Knock, knock.

“Harin, I ordered chicken. Do you want some?”

Chicken—

The ultimate food, loved by all, regardless of age or gender.

Surely, even Harin couldn’t resist…

“I don’t want any.”

…Hmm.

That was a clear sign she was seriously upset.

I took another bite of chicken as I sorted through the situation.

I had no idea how to handle a sulking girl.

In my past life, all I did was train and exercise.

‘Still, I can’t just leave things like this.’

Quietly, I took a piece of chicken, carefully removed the bones, and knocked on her door again.

Knock, knock.

“Harin.”

“Open the door.”

“I don’t want to.”

Firm.

I tapped my chin with my finger, lost in thought.

I needed a strategy.

Honestly, I hadn’t even done anything wrong.

All I did was walk to school with a girl from class.

‘So why did I feel like I was the guilty one?’

‘If chicken alone could solve this, it would’ve worked already.’

I placed a few pieces of chicken on a plate and set it in front of Harin’s door.

Then, I spoke softly.

“I left some chicken here. If you get hungry, eat it.”

“……”

No response.

I tried again, this time with a gentler tone.

“Harin. Eating alone feels too lonely.”

“……”

Silence again.

Then—

A faint rustling sound.

Click.

The doorknob moved ever so slightly.

It was working.

Suppressing a smirk, I delivered the final blow.

“Oh, and it’s not just chicken…”

I deliberately paused for effect.

“I also ordered cheese balls.”

“……”

Clatter—

The door cracked open, just a little.

I cheered internally.

‘Of course, no one can resist cheese balls.’

Through the small gap, I could see Harin’s face.

She looked completely sulky, but her eyes were definitely focused on the cheese balls.

Pretending not to notice, I spoke casually.

“Come out and eat if you’re hungry.”

“…Okay.”

“Wait, are there really cheese balls?”

“If you’re lying, you’re dead.”

“Yeah. They’re real.”

I shook the delivery bag in my hand.

Inside, the cheese balls gleamed under the light.

‘Hook, line, and sinker.’

Harin glared at me for a moment before slowly opening the door.

And then—

“Then… just one bite.”

She naturally sat beside me and picked up a cheese ball.

As she ate, her mood seemed to lighten a little.

However—

I had a feeling the crisis wasn’t over yet.

Even as she ate, Harin kept glaring at me.

‘Yeah, this isn’t enough.’

Yanderes experience jealousy on an entirely different level.

This wasn’t just a case of being upset.

Her head was probably spinning with all sorts of wild thoughts.

‘If this went wrong… I could end up with a “chop-chop” ending.’

So, there was only one solution—

I had to ease her heart while also dispelling her worries.

‘How should I do that?’

As I pondered, I observed Harin’s expression.

She took a bite of the cheese ball, her cheeks puffing out adorably.

But her eyes remained cold.

A warning sign.

At times like this…

‘I have to take the initiative.’

Casually, I spoke up.

“Is it good?”

Harin didn’t respond.

She simply chewed her cheese ball while staring at me.

Then, after swallowing, she finally spoke.

“It’s good.”

Ah.

That meant she was pretending to have calmed down.

She wasn’t actually over it.

I let out a small sigh and decided to be direct.

“Should we just go to school together from now on?”

At that, Harin flinched.

Her gaze lowered, and she mumbled softly.

“If that’s what you want, Oppa.”

“No, I mean, since we live nearby anyway.”

I replied immediately.

“If you want, we can go together.”

“If you don’t, that’s fine too.”

Harin bit her lip slightly.

Then, in a small voice, she said, “……Let’s go together from now on.”

“Huh?”

“I want to go with you.”

“Alright.”

I nodded as if it were no big deal and casually picked up another piece of chicken.

Now, she was truly over it.

I cheered inwardly.

‘Mission accomplished: reconciliation successful.’

At that moment—

Kim Harin muttered softly.

“But still.”

I looked up.

“Hm?”

“Don’t get too close to your female friends. You should only date after graduation.”

As she said that, she slid her hand over mine and gripped it tightly.

A strange feeling crept over me.

0174…

For a split second, a chill ran down my spine. 

But I ignored it, forcing a smile as I took another bite of chicken.

Harin tightened her grip.

She held onto my hand as if she would never let go.

I tried to stay calm and took another bite of chicken, but honestly, my mouth was feeling dry.

***

“Harin?”

I looked at her with the most natural smile I could manage.

But she still didn’t let go.

And then…

“Oppa.”

A bright, innocent smile.

But in her eyes—there was something dangerous lurking.

‘…Wasn’t she over it?’

And then—

Squeeze.

Her grip tightened.

A strength that didn’t match her small frame. 

It felt like my hand was being wrung out like a wet towel.

“…Harin, my hand kinda hurts?”

I tried to keep my tone light and playful.

But Harin only tilted her head slightly and smiled.

“Oppa.”

She said my name again, but this time, her voice was deeper, lazier.

Internally, I went on full alert.

I knew all too well—when a yandere looks happy, that’s when they’re the most dangerous.

She murmured softly.

“That means from now on, we’ll go to school together every day, right?”

‘Shit, every day is overkill.’

I was planning to walk with her for a week and then naturally go back to walking alone.

But now—

The choice was being forced upon me.

And there was only one acceptable answer.

“O-of course.”

The pressure on my wrist finally eased.

Harin slowly let go of my hand.

‘Phew…’

Crisis averted.

I took another bite of chicken, acting as nonchalant as possible.

“Let’s go together starting tomorrow.”

Harin looked up at me and suddenly smiled.

“Hehe.”

A small giggle.

Her smile was as cute and sweet as always—

But for some reason, a chill ran down my spine.

This…

This wasn’t just a simple reconciliation.

There was something in Harin’s eyes. A glimmer of anticipation.

For some reason, I felt really uneasy.

***

‘It’ll be fine… right?’

“Haa…”

I sighed as I stared down at my phone screen.

[Kim Dohyun: Sorry, I won’t be able to walk with you anymore.]

A message I had sent to Seo Yuna last night.

The problem was—

She was standing right there at the end of the alley.

“Ah, shit.”

I shut my eyes and swallowed a curse.

Beside me, Kim Harin was clinging to my arm, grinning.

This was bad.

Yandere vs Gyaru.

A new era of conflict was about to unfold.

‘Well… at least Harin seems calmer than I expected?’

I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye.

She was walking beside me, holding onto my arm, lightly leaning against me.

Normally, in a situation like this, her eyes would darken, her anger gauge would rise, or her breathing would get sharp and heavy.

But Harin was just smiling quietly.

In fact… she almost looked happy.

‘…What the hell?’

I kept my guard up as I approached Seo Yuna.

She was still standing in the middle of the alley, fidgeting with her phone.

Light brown hair, nearly blonde.

Her uniform was slightly altered in her usual style, with bold accessories adding flair.

Looking a bit bored, she glanced down at her phone—

And then she saw me.

“Dohyun!”

She beamed—

And then spotted Harin.

“…Huh?”

Yuna halted mid-step, blinking.

Her gaze flickered down to Harin, who was clinging to my arm.

A tense silence settled.

I quickly opened my mouth to explain.

“Ah, this is—”

But before I could say anything—

“Hello, Yuna unnie. I’m Dohyun oppa’s little sister.”

…?

Before I could react, Harin very naturally inserted herself into the conversation, introducing herself first.

And then—

She strode straight up to Seo Yuna.

My heart nearly dropped into my stomach.

But unexpectedly—

“Holy crap! Dohyun, your little sister is so cute!”

…What?

The moment Yuna saw Harin up close, her eyes sparkled in admiration.

“She’s so pretty! Her skin is flawless! And those huge eyes!”

‘…Wait.’

‘Why was this turning into girl talk all of a sudden?’

This was not the scenario I expected.

I was bracing for hostility from Harin, but…

“Oh my.”

Harin tilted her head slightly, looking up at Yuna.

“…Thank you for the compliment.”

And then—

She smiled.

‘…What the hell?’

‘Why did this interaction feel so natural?’


Seo Yuna, riding the momentum, immediately grabbed Harin’s hands and shook them.

“Wow, seriously! You’re so polite, unlike a certain someone I know!”

I swallowed a sigh and decided to just go along with it.

At least—for now—I wasn’t on a direct path to death.



 
  
    Chapter 47: Keep your enemies close


I still hadn’t fully grasped the situation.

No, how did things even end up like this in the first place?

I was sure that when Kim Harin and Seo Yuna met, a chilling tension would fill the air. 

Kim Harin’s yandere tendencies would explode, and Seo Yuna, oblivious as ever, would make the atmosphere even worse…

That was the development I expected. 

But it was unbelievably peaceful.

Far from being tense, the two of them were actually chatting and laughing together.

“Yuna unnie, you’re really popular at school, aren’t you?”

“No, not really. I’m just kind of friendly, I guess?”

“Come on, you’re totally pretty.”

“Oh, really? You’re pretty too! Dohyun’s little sister is so cute!”

…What?

I didn’t see this coming.

The atmosphere was way too good.

I looked back and forth between the two, feeling dumbfounded.

‘Had I been worrying for nothing?’

“But Harin.”

Seo Yuna took a step closer, glancing at me with playful eyes.

“I heard a rumor that Dohyun is a siscon. Does he spoil you a lot at home?”

“Mm, yeah! We go grocery shopping together sometimes! And he pats my head, too.”

“…Really?”

Seo Yuna glanced at me, a smirk playing at her lips.

It was a teasing smile.

And then—

“But he doesn’t usually walk me to school. He says it’s a hassle.”

Kim Harin spoke in a very quiet voice.

‘Huh?’

I instinctively turned to look at her.

Something about the way she said that…

It felt off.

Seo Yuna immediately picked up on the nuance and responded.

“No way~! Dohyun, that’s so mean. How could you refuse when such a cute little sister asks to walk together?”

Seo Yuna playfully nudged me.

I quickly raised my hands, ready to explain myself.

“No, it’s not like that—!”

“Hmm~?”

And then.

“I know, right.”

Kim Harin slowly nodded.

Then, she smiled softly at Seo Yuna.

“My brother isn’t usually like that… But I guess he walks to school with you pretty often?”

Wait.

That sounded like a normal question, but something about it sent a chill down my spine.

Seo Yuna was still smiling, but she blinked as she looked at Kim Harin.

“Huh? Oh, well, yeah, we’ve walked together a few times!”

“I see.”

Kim Harin nodded.

Then, very subtly, the tip of her finger brushed against my sleeve.

A shiver ran down my spine.

This was—

A warning.

…She’s doing it again.

“So, are you two going to keep walking to school together?”

Seo Yuna still didn’t seem to grasp the atmosphere.

“Well, we go the same way, so—”

“I see.”

“But, oh no. What should we do? From now on, I’m going to be walking with my brother too.”

Seo Yuna blinked at me.

“Really? Then we can all walk together!”

Read the room.

For a brief moment, Kim Harin’s gaze wavered.

“Ahaha, walking together as a trio sounds nice.”

“Right?”

Seo Yuna smiled and took Kim Harin’s hand.

Meanwhile, Kim Harin… subtly glanced at me.

Her lips curled up slightly.

‘…What is this?’

I had expected Kim Harin to lose her mind with jealousy and treat Seo Yuna like an enemy.

Instead, she was acting friendly.

Somehow, I felt like I was the one being left out.

And I had a gut feeling.

A yandere is most dangerous when they’re quiet.

I had already experienced it once.

***

“Shall we go?”

Kim Harin linked her arm around mine.

Seo Yuna gave me a sideways glance before asking playfully, “Dohyun, were you always this affectionate?”

“What?”

“You’re really sweet to Harin.”

I responded with a nonchalant smile.

“Well, she’s family.”

“Lucky. I’m an only child.”

Seo Yuna turned to Kim Harin.

“I wish I had a cute little sister like you.”

“You can have her. I’d gladly give her away right now.”

“Heehee. Thank you.”

Kim Harin responded with an innocent smile.

But her eyes—

They were eerily void of warmth.

The moment I saw that expression, cold sweat trickled down my back.

That was the look of a yandere saying—

‘Don’t act too friendly with him.’

Seo Yuna, however, remained blissfully unaware.

“But usually, siblings don’t get along that well. It’s kind of surprising.”

“Huh?”

“I mean, I’ve been watching you guys, and you keep walking arm in arm.”

I hesitated for a moment, trying to come up with an answer.

“Uh, well…”

And then.

Kim Harin spoke with complete composure.

“We always walk like this.”

Seo Yuna blinked, looking back and forth between us.

“…Always?”

“Yes.”

Kim Harin was still clinging naturally to my arm.

Something felt off, but I decided not to say anything.

An odd tension filled the air.

A subtle emotion flickered across Seo Yuna’s face.

And then.

‘Huh?’

“Then I should join in too!”

Seo Yuna grinned mischievously and suddenly latched onto my other arm.

…?

I was startled.

But Kim Harin—

She was even more shocked.

Silence fell between us.

Kim Harin and Seo Yuna locked eyes.

And then—

“Hehe.”

Seo Yuna smiled calmly and linked arms with me as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Now we can all walk together, nice and close!”

Oh, shit.

I realized then—

This situation had taken a seriously wrong turn.

Seo Yuna was probably just messing around.

But Kim Harin’s expression was slowly shifting into something unreadable.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

‘Would I even make it through the night in one piece?’

Before I knew it, we had reached the school gates.

Since Kim Harin went to a different school, it was time to part ways.

Her school was about five minutes further from here.

I stood there, still on edge.

The strange tension hadn’t faded.

Seo Yuna, looking as cheerful as ever, turned to Kim Harin.

“Harin, you’re really cute! Let’s be friends!”

‘…That was the problem.’

‘Telling a yandere that you want to be friends?’

‘That was like pouring gasoline on an open flame.’

But Kim Harin only smiled quietly as she responded.

“Yes, me too.”

…?

‘She’s just letting it go like that?’

I glanced at Kim Harin.

With her usual gentle expression, she lightly brushed my sleeve and then took a step back.

“Then, see you at home, brother.”

“Huh?”

“It’s just a normal goodbye…”

‘So why does it feel so unsettling?’

Kim Harin softly stroked my arm one last time before quietly turning around and walking away.

I watched her retreating figure and took a deep breath.

‘…For now, it’s over.’

***

Seo Yuna giggled beside me.

“You and your sister are really close, huh? Unexpected.”

“Well, yeah.”

“If only you were that nice to everyone else.”

“They’re not family, so why would I?”

“Ohh, so if I call you ‘oppa,’ will you be nice to me too?”

“Don’t. That’s creepy.”

I shut that down immediately.

But Seo Yuna just laughed and playfully nudged my arm.

“By the way, Harin is seriously adorable. And so sweet.”

“…Is she?”

“Yeah. She’s nothing like you.”

“…Hey.”

“Yeah, I guess to everyone else, she must seem like the cutest, most lovable little sister.”

“It’s unfair. Seriously.”

We kept exchanging lighthearted banter as we walked through the school gates.

But—

For some reason, the back of my neck felt cold.

Kim Harin continued walking.

Even as she passed through the front gates of Hanbit Academy, she could still hear their voices from behind.

“Ohh, so if I call you ‘oppa,’ will you be nice to me too?”

Seo Yuna’s playful tone.

And—

“Don’t. That’s creepy.”

Kim Dohyun’s firm rejection.

A faint smirk lifted the corner of Kim Harin’s lips.

‘Well, that’s a relief.’

But she couldn’t be sure just yet.

Seo Yuna.

At first glance, she just seemed like a friendly, playful person.

But no one could ever truly know what lay beneath the surface.

‘Didn’t she say something like, “She’s nothing like you”?’

That wasn’t just a casual compliment.

From the very beginning, Seo Yuna had been acting way too familiar with Kim Dohyun.

That much was certain.

‘That sly fox definitely has feelings for my brother.’

So now… what should she do?

Kim Harin walked slowly, organizing her thoughts.

‘Was Seo Yuna really just a friend?’

‘Or… did Kim Dohyun have romantic feelings for her as well?’

If it was the latter—

She had to put a stop to it immediately.

Kim Harin gradually clenched her fists.

At first, it might just be simple friendship.

But over time, feelings could change.

And eventually—

***

“Harin, I know you rely on me, but it can be exhausting.”

“You can’t be so possessive.”

“I need to be able to live my own life too.”

That’s how it would start.

And then, one day—

He might leave her.

Kim Harin smiled quietly.

‘I’m the only one who can be by my brother’s side.’

‘We’re each other’s only family.’

‘He is my everything.’

‘And I have to be his everything too.’

But now—

If someone tries to take that away from her…

What should she do?

She had been carefully observing Seo Yuna today.

First.

At the beginning, she hadn’t been wary at all.

That was probably because she only saw Harin as “Dohyun’s little sister.”

Second.

Through their conversations, she tried to get closer.

She was playful on the surface, but it felt like she was testing Harin’s reactions.

Third.

She constantly made physical contact with Dohyun.

Linking arms, playfully nudging him—it was too frequent to be meaningless.

Fourth.

She reacted strangely when Harin showed affection toward Dohyun.

She did call Harin cute, but there was a sharp edge to her gaze.

Conclusion.

Seo Yuna has feelings for Dohyun.

This isn’t just friendship.

‘That sly fox. As I thought.’

Kim Harin took a slow, deep breath.

And then she held it in.

‘Calm down.’

Now isn’t the time to act recklessly.

There’s no need to rush.

For now, she’ll play along—gather information.

And gradually, she’ll make sure Seo Yuna’s feelings never develop any further.

She’ll limit their time alone together.

Going to school together.

Leaving school together.

If that fox ever tries to be alone with him… Harin will be there too.

The enemy must be kept under close watch.

By staying close and pretending to be friendly, she can stop Seo Yuna before she even has the chance.

She has to stay with Dohyun at all times.

So that he never pushes her away.

So that he never finds her annoying.

So that he realizes she’s the most important person in his life.


And finally—

If, despite everything, Seo Yuna still tries to cross the line…

Then—

Then, there will be no other choice.



 
  
    Chapter 48: What’s your plan?


Leaning on my desk with my arms folded, I fell into deep thought.

‘Harin Kim.’

‘A yandere heroine.’

‘Whenever the protagonist got even a little close to another girl, she would get upset, exuding a subtly dangerous aura.’

‘But…’

‘This time, her reaction was too weak.’

‘Just a slight hint of jealousy?’

‘Or… was she holding back on purpose?’

‘…What is she scheming?’

I crossed my arms and tilted my head.

Just yesterday, she had been saying things like:

“Don’t get too close with female friends. You should only start dating after graduation.”

‘She had been warning me like that.’

‘And yet, when I was with Seo Yuna…?’

‘She just smiled gently and let it slide.’

‘This was completely different from the Harin Kim I knew.’

‘Something was off.’

I bit my lip.

It was too strange to simply assume she had come to terms with it.

Usually, when a yandere suppresses their emotions, it means things are even more dangerous.

Which meant…

This was just a ‘calm before the storm’ phase.

She was doing her best to hide her feelings until she made her move.

Seo Yuna still didn’t seem to grasp the situation.

She just thought Harin was cute and was trying to get closer to her.

But I knew better.

Even if Harin was smiling on the outside, she was definitely planning something inside.

This was like the stillness before a storm.

I let out a deep sigh in my mind.

I had to set up my defenses before Harin did anything strange.

I needed to subtly maintain some distance while keeping an eye on her reaction.

***

After school.

I was sitting across from Harin.

She was smiling brightly, just like always.

“Oppa, we’re going to walk to school together tomorrow too, right?”

I forced a smile and replied.

“Oh… Yeah, sure.”

“Yuna unnie seems like such a lively person.”

I immediately observed her reaction.

Her expression, her tone, her gestures—

I was expecting to see Harin’s usual jealousy surface somewhere.

But there was no sign of it at all.

“Really?”

I asked cautiously.

Harin slowly nodded and said with a completely innocent expression.

“Yes. She’s always cheerful and has a way of brightening the mood for those around her.”

“…That’s true.”

I responded casually for now.

But…

‘Why did her tone feel so unsettling?’

I sensed something was off, but I didn’t let it show.

Harin continued to smile as she looked at me.

“So, I understand why you’d want to be friends with someone like her, Oppa.”

“…Huh?”

My heart suddenly sank.

That… was odd.

It sounded like a perfectly nice statement, but why did it send a chill down my spine?

And then, she added—

“But.”

“…But?”

Harin looked straight at me, smiling softly.

“I think people should be careful about who they spend time with.”

‘What?’

‘Was that a direct way of telling me not to be close with Yuna?’

I swallowed hard.

Harin still had that innocent expression on her face.

But I could tell—

That was a clear warning.

‘…What is this atmosphere?’

A sudden feeling of coldness crept up my spine.

‘What should I do?’

‘Would it be better to start distancing myself from Yuna now?’

I cautiously opened my mouth.

“Y-Yeah. I mean, it’s always good to be careful.”

Harin nodded in satisfaction.

“Yes. Oppa is always so careful about things.”

Her words felt strangely loaded with meaning.

I couldn’t find anything else to say and simply fell silent.

The mood felt oddly heavy.

This wasn’t good.

‘I just need to get through this moment quietly.’

I forced myself to act natural and took a bite of my food.

But my appetite was completely gone.

After that, Harin didn’t say much else.

She simply sat beside me, smiling gently as usual.

***

I slung my bag over my shoulder and left the house.

I had planned to sneak out first—

But the moment I stepped outside, Harin was right behind me.

“Oppa~ We have to walk together.”

“Oh, uh… right.”

I forced a smile, but I wasn’t feeling at ease.

‘Was it because of yesterday’s conversation?’

Today, it felt like Harin was sticking even closer to me.

She looped her arm around mine, just like she always did.

“You’re meeting Yuna unnie today too, right?”

I stopped in my tracks.

“…Huh?”

Harin smiled brightly and lightly brushed her fingers along my wrist.

“Yesterday, you said you should be careful, remember?”

“…Yeah, so?”

“So, I thought I should try getting closer to Yuna unnie too.”

A sudden chill ran down my spine.

“…What?”

Harin spoke in a cheerful voice.

“Since she’s your friend, wouldn’t it be nice if I got along with her too?”

‘What was she scheming?’

I turned my head toward Yuna.

She stood at the end of the alley, waving at us with a bright smile, looking as carefree as ever.

“Oh, Harin! Hi!”

I tensed up instinctively.

Yuna had no idea what was going on.

She walked toward us, still grinning.

And Harin took a step forward.

“Yuna unnie~”

She smiled warmly.

“Let’s exchange numbers! I’ve always thought it would be nice to have you around. Oppa is too reserved sometimes.”

My mind went blank.

‘…What?’

‘Exchange numbers, all of a sudden?’

Yuna looked a little surprised but soon chuckled and said, “Oh, really? Of course! It’d be great to be friends.”

She pulled out her phone.

“Wait a second.”

I quickly stepped in between them.

“Why are you suddenly exchanging numbers?”

Yuna blinked and looked at me.

“Huh? Why not?”

I stammered, trying to come up with a reason.

“It’s just… there’s no real need for it, is there?”

Yuna let out a small laugh, as if she found my reaction amusing.

“Hey, so the rumors about you being a siscon were true? What, do you think I’m going to eat Harin or something?”

I screamed internally.

‘Damn it, you’re the one who’s going to get eaten.’

But of course, Seo Yuna had no way of knowing what I was thinking. 

She just chuckled as she unlocked her phone.

I quickly glanced over at Harin Kim.

She was still smiling sweetly.

But I knew.

That wasn’t just an ordinary smile.

That was the gaze of a hunter, carefully analyzing her prey—Yuna.

Yuna let out a small laugh.

“What, are you jealous because your little sister likes me so much?”

“No, it’s not that—”

At that moment, Harin spoke softly.

“Oppa… do you not like it when I get close to other people?”

My mind froze.

‘What the hell.’

‘Was that really how she interpreted this?’

Harin looked at me quietly, her voice calm.

“I just want you to be close with the right people, Oppa.”

‘Why did those words send a chill down my spine?’

This was taking a seriously wrong turn.

Harin’s tone, her behavior towards me, and the way she was acting toward Yuna right now—

Everything was subtly different from usual.

On the surface, she looked like an innocent younger sister, but I could tell.

This was all calculated.

Yuna blinked at Harin before turning back to me.

“Dohyun, why are you acting so childish? This is just us girls trying to be friends, what’s the big deal?”

She then smirked playfully.

“Or are you scared that I’ll end up being closer to Harin than you are?”

I swallowed a sigh.

‘Damn it, that’s exactly it.’

You’re letting your guard down against the worst possible person.

But Yuna, still clueless, simply smiled.

Harin, with a small smile, replied, “I’m just doing this because I really want to be closer to Yuna unnie.”

I quickly grabbed both of their arms.

“Let’s go. We’re going to be late.”

“Oh, right!”

Yuna nodded, completely unfazed.

But in that moment, I felt it—

For just a split second, Harin’s gaze sharpened.

***

Before I knew it, we had arrived at the school gates.

I cautiously glanced at Harin.

‘Would she say anything else?’

But she simply smiled at me, just like always.

“Then, Oppa.”

“Hm?”

“Have a great day.”

She stared at me for a long moment before whispering ever so softly, “And don’t worry too much. I just want to be close to Yuna unnie, that’s all.”

A cold chill ran down my spine.

That tone—

This was the attitude of someone who had already made up their mind about something.

Forcing a smile, I replied, “…Right. Take care, Harin.”

Before leaving, Harin lightly brushed her fingers over my wrist, then slowly walked away.

I watched her retreating figure and let out a deep sigh.

This was really bad.

Just then, Yuna suddenly tapped my shoulder.

“Dohyun?”

“Huh?”

“Why are you so tense?”

I hurriedly laughed.

“Oh, uh, no reason.”

Yuna narrowed her eyes at me, then smirked.

“Wow, are you actually a siscon?”

“I’m not.”

I quickly denied it, but she shook her head, unconvinced.

“Then why are you so hung up on me exchanging numbers with Harin?”

I clamped my mouth shut.

‘How the hell was I supposed to explain this?’

‘That she was a yandere and might do something crazy to you?’

‘…There was no way Yuna would believe me.’

I forced a neutral expression and brushed it off.

“It’s just… it’s not really necessary, that’s all.”

“Oh my god, you really are jealous.”

Yuna laughed, absentmindedly playing with her phone.

“I mean, come on. Harin’s so sweet and cute—what’s the problem?”

“…I don’t know. Maybe I’m just overreacting.”

I forced a smile and let it go.

‘If I pressed this any further, it would just make me seem more suspicious.’

It was better to leave it at that.

Yuna studied me with an amused expression before suddenly perking up as if she’d thought of something.

“Then, if I actually become really close with Harin, you’re gonna hate that, huh?”

“…What?”

I instinctively looked at Yuna.

But she was still grinning, carefree as ever.

“She’s just so cute. I wish I had a little sister too.”

I barely held back a curse.

‘No, the one you’re trying to befriend is not normal.’

If you’re not careful, you’ll end up as her little sister. 

You’ll be forcibly adopted into her world.

But Yuna, still oblivious, just laughed playfully.

I managed a stiff smile and said, “Anyway… if you ever plan on meeting up with Harin, let me know first.”

Yuna tilted her head.

“Why?”


“Just… there’s a reason.”

“Hmm, okay, whatever.”

Please.

Please, let nothing happen.



 
  
    Chapter 49: That’s embarrassing


As soon as the break started, I turned toward Seo Yuna.

“Did Harin message you?”

Seo Yuna fiddled with her smartphone for a moment. 

Then, startled by my words, she looked up at me.

“Oh, what the— How did you know?”

She really did message her.

I swallowed a curse inwardly and asked as naturally as possible.

“Just… you exchanged numbers earlier, right? So I was just wondering.”

Seo Yuna chuckled and held out her phone screen to me.

[Kim Harin: Unnie~ Who are you having lunch with?]

This…

‘Could it just be casual girl talk?’

No.

This was clearly a message meant to confirm something.

Cold sweat trickled down my back.

This was dangerous. 

Very dangerous.

Kim Harin was trying to gauge just how deeply Seo Yuna was embedded in my daily life.

This wasn’t just a simple chat.

‘If Seo Yuna answered truthfully…?’

I’m done for.

From being seatmates to watching a movie together, even carrying her home on my back…

If all of that got exposed, I’d be in serious trouble.

There were already rumors floating around that Seo Yuna and I might be dating.

I’f Kim Harin found out the truth?’

Just imagining it sent chills down my spine.

I bit my lip as I watched Seo Yuna holding her phone.

I needed to stop this. Now.

If Seo Yuna answered too honestly, Kim Harin would dig even deeper.

And then?

It would be out of my hands.

I grabbed Seo Yuna’s wrist.

“Of.”

Seo Yuna flinched and looked at me.

“What? What’s up with you all of a sudden?”

My brain went into overdrive.

I had to stop her from continuing this conversation with Kim Harin.

“It’s just… do you really need to get close with my sister?”

Seo Yuna blinked at me, then smirked.

“I mean, it’s nothing serious? She just asked who I’m having lunch with.”

That’s not the point.

I understood just how dangerous this was, way more than Seo Yuna did.

This wasn’t about lunch.

This was a question meant to check how close she and I were.

Thankfully, I didn’t usually eat lunch with Seo Yuna.

Most of the time, I just grabbed bread and milk with Jinyoung at the snack shop.

Seo Yuna gave me a look of disbelief.

“What’s with you? You’ve been acting weird since yesterday.”

“It’s just… you might not get along. Your personalities are different.”

Seo Yuna let out a short laugh.

“What are you talking about? Stop being so nosy, it doesn’t suit you.”

‘Because I could literally die from this!!!’

I screamed internally.

But Seo Yuna was still as carefree as ever.

And then, she started typing.

[Seo Yuna: Probably with a friend?]

Good. That’s neutral.

At least she didn’t say she was eating with me.

‘Okay. This should be fine.’

But the moment I let my guard down—

Ding!

[Kim Harin: I see! By the way… who does Oppa usually eat lunch with?]

I froze on the spot.

‘Is she out of her mind…??’

This was an even more direct question.

At first, she was just checking Seo Yuna’s role in my daily life.

Now, she was targeting me directly.

I stared desperately at Seo Yuna.

“Hey, can’t you just ignore this?”

Seo Yuna smirked at me.

“What the— You’re such a siscon.”

Then she joked, “She must really worry about how you’re doing at the academy. You must have an awful personality if she’s this concerned.”

I quickly shot back, “I do not.”

But Seo Yuna had already started typing.

[Seo Yuna: Kim Dohyun? He usually eats at the snack shop with Jinyoung.]

My brain raced frantically.

‘Kim Harin’s questions are only going to get more specific from here.’

Right now, she was just checking my lunch habits.

Soon, she’d start digging into my entire daily routine—who I was close with, what I did, everything.

And if that happened?

If Seo Yuna made even one careless slip-up, things would spiral out of control.

I had to stop her.

“Hey.”

Seo Yuna blinked at me.

“Huh?”

I tried to sound as casual as possible.

“Don’t tell Harin anything about me and you.”

Seo Yuna laughed in disbelief.

“What? Why?”

I tried to make up a reasonable excuse.

“It’s just… as her older brother, it’s kind of weird talking about my personal life with my little sister.”

Seo Yuna blinked at me.

“…Huh? What?”

Then she chuckled and playfully nudged my shoulder.

“Wow, Dohyun. What, are you embarrassed?”

Embarrassed, my ass.

She could think whatever she wanted—just as long as she didn’t tell Harin anything about me.

I kept my tone as natural as possible.

“No, I’m serious. It just feels weird as a brother. Sharing my private life with my little sister?”

Seo Yuna still had that teasing look on her face.

“What the— You’re such a siscon.”

Then, with a slightly amused smile, she added, “But Dohyun, were you always like this?”

I stiffened for a split second.

‘What do you mean?’

Seo Yuna rested her chin on her hand and stared at me.

“I mean, saying stuff like, ‘It’s embarrassing to talk to my sister about us.’ That kinda sounds like… I’m someone special to you, doesn’t it?”

“Oh.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it again.

Oh, shit.

She was getting the wrong idea.

Seo Yuna, suddenly finding my reaction amusing, tilted her head playfully.

“What, Dohyun? If that’s how you feel, you should just say so.”

My brain short-circuited.

“…What?”

Seo Yuna let out a playful laugh and patted my shoulder.

“Ah~ What’s this? So funny. Well, I guess it would be embarrassing.”

She was laughing like it was just a joke, but her eyes held something more subtle.

I forced myself to laugh along, acting as natural as possible. 

I didn’t care what she thought, as long as she didn’t share anything personal with Harin.

Seo Yuna still had that teasing look in her eyes as she studied me.

Then, she picked up her phone and said, “Well, alright. Since you’re so insistent, I won’t talk to Harin about us.”

I let out a silent sigh of relief.

‘Good, I stopped it for now.’

From the first time I met Kim Harin, I thought she was really cute.

Her skin was pale, her eyes were big, and her voice was soft, but with a slightly lazy drawl that somehow made her even more charming.

On top of that, she was friendly.

Unlike someone.

Seo Yuna glanced at her seatmate’s stiff expression and chuckled.

Kim Dohyun.

‘Why was this guy always so expressionless?’

‘He and Harin were siblings, yet they didn’t resemble each other at all.’

In fact, judging by his personality, she almost doubted they were actually related.

She hadn’t thought much about it before, but from the moment Harin messaged her this morning, Dohyun had been acting strangely.

Like he was being… chased by something.

No, actually, he’d been weird since yesterday.

At first, she just assumed he was a siscon.

But now, it didn’t seem like that was the case.

“…So, don’t tell Kim Harin about us?”

Seo Yuna crossed her arms and gave Dohyun a sideways glance.

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

He usually didn’t care about anything, yet he was suddenly so against her getting close to his sister.

Seo Yuna quickly sorted her thoughts.

‘Could he be embarrassed?’

‘Not because he didn’t want Harin and her to be friends, but because he didn’t want his sister knowing about his private life?’

That made sense.

If she and Harin got close, then all of Kim Dohyun’s secrets would be exposed.

“…Ohh.”

Now she understood.

It wasn’t that he was a possessive brother who hated seeing his sister interact with others.

He just didn’t want his privacy invaded.

Seo Yuna swallowed back a laugh.

So, what he was really saying was—

“Don’t tell my sister about us.”

And what that actually meant was—

“I don’t want my sister knowing about my personal life.”

Seo Yuna smirked to herself.

‘…Oh, this is going to be fun.’

A mischievous glint appeared in her eyes.

“Hey.”

She lowered her voice slightly as she looked at him.

“You.”

Kim Dohyun blinked at her, looking confused.

“What.”

Seo Yuna spoke slowly, drawing out her words.

“Are you really just embarrassed?”

Dohyun’s expression stiffened ever so slightly.

Ah, I see.

Seo Yuna was now completely convinced.

‘Seriously? That’s kind of adorable.’

She let out a playful chuckle and patted his shoulder.

Dohyun opened his mouth.

“No, that’s not—”

But Seo Yuna deliberately cut him off with a teasing smile.

“Ohh~ So you are embarrassed, huh?”

She bit back a laugh.

Of course, he didn’t want his sister knowing about his personal life.

But…

The fact that he said it that way made it sound so much more interesting.

Seo Yuna grinned at him.

“Alright then, I won’t tell Harin.”

Dohyun let out a tiny breath of relief.

Seo Yuna, watching his reaction, smiled mischievously.

Now she was sure.

Kim Dohyun wasn’t just being an overprotective brother—he was genuinely embarrassed.

He didn’t want his little sister knowing about his interactions with a female friend.

Which, okay, she could understand.

But the problem was…

The way he was trying to hide it was just too entertaining.

“Well, alright.”

Seo Yuna put her phone away and said, “If you insist, I won’t tell Harin about us.”

Kim Dohyun exhaled quietly, as if relieved.

But Seo Yuna smiled slyly as she looked at him.

“But.”

Dohyun immediately tensed and looked up.

Seo Yuna playfully wiggled her fingers.

“You owe me one.”

Dohyun stared at her, baffled.


“…What?”

“I mean, I did do you a favor.”

With that as an excuse, she was definitely going to make him go on a date with her this weekend.

Grinning mischievously, Seo Yuna gave him a playful shove.



 
  
    Chapter 50: Invitation


After the club activities ended, Seo Yuna was organizing her backpack when her phone rang.

ding—

It was a message.

[Kim Harin: Unni~ Do you have time after school today?]

Seo Yuna blinked as she looked at the message.

‘Huh? Harin?’

This morning, she had asked about who Yuna ate lunch with, and now this—she was being a little more proactive than usual.

‘Maybe, since she had such a blunt older brother, she was secretly hoping for an older sister?’

Feeling slightly curious, Yuna replied.

[Seo Yuna: Hm? Why?]

A reply came shortly after.

[Kim Harin: There’s a new macaron I want to try, and I’d love to eat it with you.]

Seo Yuna read the message and chuckled.

‘Ah, she’s really cute.’

When they exchanged numbers yesterday, Harin had just seemed like a polite younger student. 

But getting a message from her first like this—it felt oddly nice.

Especially the phrase “I’d love to eat it with you.” 

There was something oddly endearing about it.

Kim Harin had a way of warming people’s hearts.

[Seo Yuna: Oh~ Macarons? Sounds delicious! Where do you want to meet?]

A reply came almost immediately.

[Kim Harin: At a café near school! How about 4 o’clock?]

[Seo Yuna: Sounds good! See you at the café then.]

And with that, they planned to meet after school.

***

Once class ended, Seo Yuna checked herself in the mirror.

She adjusted her school uniform skirt and ran a hand through her hair.

‘Why am I putting in this much effort?’

Feeling a bit self-conscious, but also pleased, she laughed to herself.

‘Well, it’s just an excuse to eat macarons and chat with another girl.’

She glanced at her phone once more, rereading the message.

“I’d love to eat it with you.”

It was an ordinary sentence.

But for some reason, it felt oddly pressuring.

Yuna shrugged lightly.

‘Well, it’s nothing serious, right?’

With that, she headed to the café with a light heart.

***

When she arrived, she spotted Kim Harin sitting at a window-side table.

Her long, straight hair flowed naturally over her shoulders as she held a large mug in her hands.

When she saw Yuna, she greeted her with a bright smile.

“Unni~ Over here!”

“Oh~ Harin! You got here first?”

Yuna sat down across from her and picked up the menu.

“What did you order?”

“An Americano.”

“…You like bitter drinks?”

“Yeah. If I eat only sweet things, I get tired of them.”

Yuna chuckled at the unexpectedly mature response.

“That’s cute~ I’ll just get something sweet. Maybe a vanilla latte?”

Harin nodded naturally.

“Sounds good. I already ordered the macarons.”

“Oh~ Nice thinking!”

Yuna grinned and clasped her hands together.

“But… macarons aren’t the only reason you called me, right?”

“…Huh?”

Harin’s expression stiffened slightly.

Yuna smiled leisurely and looked at her.

“It just feels like you have something you want to ask me.”

A brief silence followed.

Then, Harin let out a small laugh.

“…As expected, you’re quick to catch on, Unni.”

She gently set her mug down. 

Something about the shift in atmosphere felt off.

“Then… I’ll just be honest. You’re close with my brother, right?”

Yuna’s mind worked quickly.

‘Ah, so this is what it’s about.’

She had sensed something was off since this morning. 

Sure enough, it was about Kim Dohyun.

Considering how strangely he had reacted earlier, she should have seen this coming.

‘But… do little sisters usually care about their brothers’ personal lives this much?’

From what she’d seen online, most siblings had a love-hate relationship.

Yet, Kim Dohyun and Kim Harin seemed to have a particularly strong sibling bond.

Yuna hesitated.

If she was too honest, Dohyun would find it annoying. 

But lying outright didn’t sit right with her either.

‘Hmm… I should just keep it vague.’

With a natural smile, she replied, “Well, yeah~ We sit next to each other, so we talk a lot.”

Harin simply stared at her.

She was smiling, but somehow, her gaze felt cold.

“Really?”

“…Yeah?”

“Only at school?”

Yuna inwardly panicked.

‘Whoa. She’s digging deeper than I expected.’

Memories flashed through her mind—’when Dohyun had carried her home on his back, when they watched a movie together…’

…Well, Dohyun had told her not to talk about his personal life.

There was no need to bring those up.

Forcing a casual smile, Yuna answered, “Yeah~ Sometimes we joke around, too.”

“I see.”

Harin nodded very slowly.

Her lips were pressed together tightly, as if she was holding something back.

A brief silence fell between them.

Yuna sipped her drink, her mind racing.

‘What’s with this mood…?’

Harin’s expression remained soft.

But somehow, it felt off.

Yuna had thought this was just going to be a lighthearted chat over macarons.

Yet, the conversation was taking a strange turn.

“Unni.”

Kim Harin quietly opened her mouth.

“Do you have any plans this weekend?”

“…Huh?”

Seo Yuna blinked at the unexpected question.

She had planned to use Kim Dohyun’s weak spot as an excuse to meet up with him this weekend, but this was completely out of the blue.

“The weekend?”

“Yes.”

Harin clasped her hands together and smiled.

“Would you like to come over to our house?”

Yuna was momentarily speechless.

“Your house?”

“Yes. My brother will be there too, and I thought it’d be nice if we could all hang out together.”

Harin’s voice was calm. 

Her expression was gentle, but Yuna couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a deeper intention behind her words.

She quickly organized her thoughts.

‘…Isn’t this a bit sudden?’

Wasn’t Harin being too fond of her?

And something about it just felt off.

Dohyun had been adamant this morning about not talking about him. 

Yet, his younger sister was casually inviting her over to their house.

“Why all of a sudden?”

Yuna asked with a puzzled expression. 

Harin simply smiled.

“Just because. I want to get closer to you, Unni.”

“…Really?”

“Yes.”

Harin trailed off as she absentmindedly spun her mug with her fingers.

Then, she slowly added, “Since you’re close with my brother, I thought I’d like to get closer to you too.”

Yuna hesitated.

To be honest, she and Harin hadn’t known each other for that long. 

And inviting someone over just because they were close with an older brother… wasn’t that a little strange?

But Harin’s expression was so bright and innocent.

“Unni, you’ll come, right?”

She looked at Yuna with hopeful eyes.

Yuna narrowed her eyes slightly, contemplating.

“…If I go, what are we going to do?”

“We can eat delicious food, watch a movie, and chat.”

Harin answered naturally, as if she had already planned everything.

“Since my brother will be there too, it’ll be even more fun if the three of us hang out together!”

Yuna laughed internally at that.

It was obvious that Harin liked her.

‘Such a cute little sister… Maybe I should ask my parents for a younger sibling too.’

“But what if Dohyun feels uncomfortable?”

“Oh, no way! He’ll actually like it!”

Harin waved her hands dismissively.

“He just spends his weekends lying in bed reading light novels all day!”

Hmm…

To be honest, Yuna was a bit curious about what Kim Dohyun was like at home.

And looking at Harin’s eager expression, refusing seemed awkward.

Scratching her head, Yuna replied, “Hmm… I don’t know. Would it really be okay?”

“Would you feel uncomfortable?”

“It’s not that…”

“Then let’s spend the weekend together! We can watch a movie too!”

Yuna blinked at Harin’s excited tone.

Resting her chin on her hand, she studied Harin.

‘Wow, she’s really this determined?’

To be honest, it was a bit overwhelming.

But her genuine enthusiasm wasn’t unpleasant either.

‘Dohyun was definitely going to hate this.’

And yet, Harin looked absolutely thrilled.

As if she were silently saying, “You have to come, Unni.”

Yuna stared at her for a moment before casually asking, “But are you sure Dohyun will be okay with it?”

“Of course!”

Harin replied with absolute certainty.

“He stays holed up in his room all the time. I think it’d be good for him to interact with other people for a change. Sometimes, I worry that he’s going to turn into a shut-in.”

“…Well, that’s true.”

“And he likes being around you, Unni.”

Yuna was momentarily at a loss for words.

‘…Wait. Dohyun likes being around me?’

‘Did he…?’

She had always just joked around with him, tagging along without much thought.

But she had never really gotten the feeling that he enjoyed it.

‘Or maybe… he just doesn’t show it outright?’

If anyone knew Kim Dohyun better than she did, it would be his little sister.

Now that she thought about it, he never really pushed her away.

He even played along with her jokes and actually talked to her.

And there were moments when his usual cold expression softened a little.

…Wait.

So, does that mean Dohyun is actually comfortable around her?

That realization left her feeling oddly strange.

Yuna found herself biting her lip for no reason.

She picked up her mug and took a sip, pretending to be unaffected.

“Hmm… Alright then. I’ll take you up on that offer this weekend.”

“Really?”

Harin’s face lit up instantly.

“Yeah. I mean, you invited me, so I should go.”

Yuna gave her a meaningful smile.

‘She looks so happy about this.’

Harin’s grin stretched from ear to ear.

So, it was officially decided—this weekend, she was going to Kim Dohyun’s house.


But…

Why did she feel slightly uneasy about it?

‘Well, it’s probably nothing.’

Reassuring herself, she took a bite of her macaron.



 
  
    Chapter 51: Why are you coming home?


After school, I arrived home, tossed my bag aside, and collapsed onto my bed.

‘I’m so tired…’

Another hectic day had passed. 

Especially since I had been on edge all day, paying attention to the relationship between Kim Harin and Seo Yuna.

Honestly, even I hadn’t expected Kim Harin to act so boldly.

“This is seriously leading to something, isn’t it?”

There was definitely some hidden agenda.

But it wasn’t like I could just straight-up ask, “You’ve got something planned, don’t you?”

‘I should just keep an eye on things for now…’

At that moment, I heard a familiar presence outside my room.

Kim Harin was heading out somewhere.

A sense of unease filled me. 

‘She wasn’t planning to cause trouble, was she?’

I couldn’t just sit back and watch. I got up, opened my door, and stepped into the living room.

“Harin, where are you going?”

Kim Harin, who was putting on her shoes, turned to look at me.

“Hm?”

“I asked where you’re going.”

I tried to sound casual, though I wasn’t feeling calm at all.

Kim Harin smiled naturally and replied, “I’m going grocery shopping.”

“…Shopping?”

“Yuna unni is coming over this weekend, so I thought I’d prepare some food for us.”

“What?”

I froze on the spot.

‘What? Seo Yuna is coming to our house?’

For a moment, I was speechless.

“Wait, what are you talking about?”

Kim Harin, still casually putting on her shoes, repeated herself.

“Yuna unni is coming over this weekend. So I’m getting ready to welcome her.”

“…Why? Why is she coming to our house?”

I was completely thrown off.

‘Without me even knowing, Kim Harin had invited Seo Yuna over?’

‘What kind of ridiculous situation was this?’

I stared at Kim Harin in disbelief.

“You… You invited her?”

She nodded and smiled.

“Yes. I want to get closer to Yuna unni. You’re happy about it too, right?”

‘Happy, my ass.’

My thoughts were spinning.

‘Was Kim Harin really just trying to befriend Seo Yuna?’

“…So, what are you planning to buy?”

I forced myself to ask as calmly as possible.

Kim Harin smiled and started folding her fingers one by one.

“I’m going to prepare some desserts like fruit, and I’ll make an omelet too.”

“…Omelet?”

“You always eat well when I make it for you.”

I swallowed a sigh.

This wasn’t just surveillance—she had me completely figured out.

To be fair, omelets were delicious.

But that wasn’t the issue here. 

I still couldn’t figure out what Kim Harin was really up to. 

I needed to stay close and find out.

“Should I come with you?”

Kim Harin looked slightly surprised.

“You? Oppa?”

“Yeah. It’s a hassle to go alone, isn’t it?”

I tried to sound as casual as possible.

“It’ll be easier if I go with you.”

She thought for a moment, then smiled and nodded.

“Alright, let’s go together.”

Watching her walk ahead, I made up my mind.

‘This is dangerous. I can’t let my guard down.’

***

At the supermarket, I followed Kim Harin around, holding the shopping basket. 

She picked out items with a calm expression.

“Hmm… Yuna unni likes strawberry macarons, so I should get some strawberries for dessert.”

I asked as nonchalantly as I could.

“When did you and Seo Yuna get so close?”

Kim Harin chuckled lightly and replied, “Hmm, I don’t know. We just talked, and she seemed like a nice person.”

I gently shook the basket, testing the waters.

“But you’re not usually the type to reach out to people first, are you?”

Kim Harin paused for a moment, then gave me a quiet smile.

“Hmm… I get along well with my friends at school. You probably wouldn’t know, though.”

“Right…”

I wouldn’t know. 

I was always cooped up at home.

‘So she was actually social?’

‘Wait, was it okay for a yandere to be this sociable?’

Kim Harin still looked completely unbothered.

I glanced at her before probing further.

“Still, it’s not common for you to actively try to befriend someone, is it?”

She tilted her head slightly and answered, “Maybe not.”

She pulled out a pack of strawberries from the basket and began inspecting them carefully—checking for bruises, making sure they were big and fresh.

She looked unusually serious.

“But it’s fun being around Yuna unni. She’s… a bit unusual.”

I paused and looked at her.

“…Unusual?”

Kim Harin smiled leisurely as she placed a pack of strawberries into the basket.

“Yeah. She’s always bright and says whatever she wants.”

“Well, that’s just how Seo Yuna is.”

“You know her pretty well…?”

Kim Harin glanced at me.

Shit.

That was a mistake. 

I just complimented another girl in front of Kim Harin.

“You seem happy whenever you’re with Yuna unni, Oppa.”

I felt a tightness in my chest.

That was definitely a loaded statement.

I had to answer carefully. 

I kept my voice as neutral as possible.

“Who knows? She just talks a lot and likes to joke around, so maybe that’s why.”

“So… you really don’t feel anything at all?”

Kim Harin tilted her head to exactly a 45-degree angle as she stared at me.

I was momentarily at a loss for words.

‘…This is heading in a weird direction, isn’t it?’

I mumbled something vague and grabbed the shopping basket.

“Whatever. If we’re done, let’s go.”

Kim Harin gave a small smile and nodded.

“Yes, we got everything.”

As I followed her to the checkout, one thought ran through my mind.

‘Is this a thriller or what?’

***

After returning home, I sat on the sofa and scratched my head.

“So, is Seo Yuna really coming over? Wouldn’t she feel uncomfortable too?”

I asked again for confirmation.

Kim Harin neatly arranged the groceries on the table as she replied, “Yes. We’re going to watch a movie together and have dinner.”

I let out a short laugh in disbelief.

I couldn’t understand why Seo Yuna had agreed to this, nor could I figure out what Kim Harin was thinking when she invited her over.

“Then you should’ve told me about it beforehand.”

Kim Harin lifted her head and looked at me.

“Oppa, do you not like it?”

For a moment, I couldn’t answer.

“…No, it’s not that…”

Honestly, I didn’t hate the idea, but the problem was that I had no clue what Kim Harin’s true intentions were.

She quietly watched me before speaking again.

“I just want to get closer to Yuna unni. Don’t you think that’s a good thing too?”

I bit my lip.

This felt like a trap.

Her expression was innocent and cheerful, but I couldn’t shake off my unease.

“…Yeah, sure.”

Kim Harin smiled softly, as if satisfied, and went back to organizing the groceries.

After hesitating for a while, I finally picked up my phone and quickly typed out a message.

[Me: Did you really agree to come over to our house?]

A reply came almost immediately from Seo Yuna.

[Yuna: Yeah, why?]

I swallowed a curse and started typing again.

She was acting all carefree, completely oblivious to my concerns. 

It was frustrating.

[Me: I told you to let me know if anything was up.]

[Yuna: What’s with that reaction? Can’t I just come over? Besides, I’m not going there for you, I’m going for Harin.]

I clenched my phone and let out a deep sigh.

‘Shit. Is she asking to get stabbed or something?’

[Me: I just found out that Kim Harin invited you.]

[Yuna: Whoa, seriously? Harin didn’t tell you?]

[Me: Nope.]

[Yuna: Huh~ Well, it’s fine with me. I got invited, so I might as well go and enjoy it, right?]

I paused my fingers over the screen, lost in thought.

‘Why hadn’t Kim Harin told me about this in advance?’

‘There’s no way she simply forgot.’

Kim Harin was the type to plan things out carefully.

I sent another message.

[Me: But do you have to come over? Can’t you just meet outside?]

[Yuna: Nah, Harin said she wanted to watch a movie and have dinner at her place. It sounded fun, so I said yes.]

[Me: Do you always take things at face value like that?]

[Yuna: Are you uncomfortable with it?]

I couldn’t answer right away.

‘Uncomfortable?’

‘If it were just discomfort, that would be a relief.’

It wasn’t discomfort—I felt uneasy.

‘There was a high chance that Kim Harin hadn’t invited Seo Yuna just to get closer to her.’

‘Of course, maybe I was overthinking things.’

‘Maybe she was just acting like an extreme brocon because she didn’t have an older sibling.’

But still…

I couldn’t shake off this creeping sense of dread.

‘What exactly does Kim Harin think of Seo Yuna?’

‘Was it just casual interest?’

‘Or something more?’

I slumped onto the couch, gripping my head.

No matter how I looked at it, this wasn’t just simple socializing.

[Me: It just bothers me.]

[Yuna: Bother you how?]

[Me: Just… be careful.]

[Yuna: ???]

[Me: I don’t know. Just always be cautious, always double-check your surroundings. Watch out for anything falling from above when you’re walking down the street. Always check your—]

[Yuna: Are you actually crazy? What’s with the sudden paranoia?]

“…Shit.”

I let out a frustrated sigh.

‘Was I overreacting?’

‘Maybe.’

But still… this uneasiness wouldn’t go away.

[Me: Whatever. Just stay alert, you never know what could happen.]

That was all I wrote before sending the message.


Then, I put my phone down and stared up at the ceiling.

‘What the hell is going to happen this weekend?’

I tried to push away the feeling of dread creeping up on me, but the more I ignored it, the stronger it became.

I could only hope that this weekend would pass without any incidents.



 
  
    Chapter 52: Trap


‘The atmosphere is more ordinary than I thought.’

On the weekend when Seo Yuna came over to my house, we sat side by side on the couch, staring at the TV screen.

I grabbed a piece of popcorn and popped it into my mouth, sneaking a glance to the side.

A completely ordinary atmosphere.

Kim Harin didn’t seem to be paying special attention to either me or Seo Yuna, and Seo Yuna looked absorbed in the movie.

To be honest, the movie itself was boring. 

No action, no touching moments, and the so-called comedic scenes in between weren’t funny at all.

I sighed inwardly and thought, ‘Why did she pick this…? This is so lame.’

But Kim Harin seemed satisfied enough, munching on popcorn as she watched, and even Seo Yuna appeared to be more entertained than I expected, unable to take her eyes off the screen.

Two hours passed, and the movie finally ended. 

As the ending credits rolled, Kim Harin got up from her seat.

“How about some ice cream for dessert?”

I instinctively turned my head to look at her.

“Ice cream?”

“Yeah. I’ll go buy some.”

A strange sense of unease crept up on me.

‘A brocon is leaving her brother and a female friend alone at home to go buy ice cream?’

‘Normally, she would never do that. If anything, she’d insist on tagging along if I were the one going out. But now, she was choosing to go alone?’

“I can go instead.”

When I looked at her with a puzzled expression, Kim Harin smiled naturally.

“Hmm… I just wanted to get some fresh air.”

I still felt uneasy, but there was no real reason to stop her.

“Well… if you say so.”

Seo Yuna’s face lit up.

“Oh~ really? Nice! I’ll have strawberry flavor!”

“Okay, I’ll be back soon.”

With that, Kim Harin grabbed her wallet and left the house.

I quietly watched her go, then turned my gaze back inside.

Now, it was just me and Seo Yuna left in the living room.

Seo Yuna absentmindedly tapped the table while fiddling with her phone. 

I crossed my arms and looked at her.

‘Something feels off.’

‘I knew Kim Harin was suspicious of our relationship. But why would she deliberately leave us alone and go out for ice cream?’

The alarm bells in my head started ringing like crazy.

Something was up.

Seo Yuna glanced at me.

“What? Why are you staring at me like that?”

I smirked and looked away.

“It’s nothing.”

“Your face says otherwise.”

Seo Yuna went back to focusing on her phone. 

I kept silent, choosing not to engage in conversation.

Noticing my odd behavior, she tilted her head slightly but didn’t say anything.

An awkward silence settled between us.

Then, she spoke again.

“They made a sequel to this movie. Wanna go watch it tomorrow?”

I paused for a moment.

‘A sudden date invitation?’

I already had a bad feeling, and I had no interest in spending money to watch a boring movie in theaters.

“It was lame.”

“What? This kind of emotional movie isn’t something you watch for fun.”

“Sorry for not being emotional enough.”

Seo Yuna frowned.

“Come on, you don’t have anything planned for the weekend anyway.”

“Actually, I do. I’m going to the PC café with Lee Jinyoung.”

“Seriously… you’re no fun.”

I avoided Seo Yuna’s intense gaze.

I couldn’t act weird now.

Since Kim Harin was already suspicious, I had to behave as naturally as possible.

‘But if I pushed Seo Yuna away too much, she’d find it strange. And if I acted too friendly, Kim Harin might do something crazy.’

“So, you’re really not going?”

Seo Yuna asked again.

I let out an exaggerated sigh.

“It’s a hassle. And the movie wasn’t even good.”

“Hey, that’s just your taste!”

“Then you can go watch it with Choi Dabin.”

Seo Yuna propped her chin on her hand and stared at me.

“Are you doing this on purpose?”

“Doing what?”

“You’re being even more annoying than usual today.”

“Is that a compliment?”

Seo Yuna gave me a meaningful look. 

I instinctively avoided her gaze and shrugged.

“You keep cutting off the conversation, and you’ve been acting super disinterested.”

“Just think of it as me being tired.”

I deflected, picking up my glass of water.

Seo Yuna kept looking at me but didn’t press further. 

Then, she put her phone down and stretched.

“Forget it. I’ll just go with Dabin.”

I nodded.

“Yeah. That sounds good.”

***

Just then, the front door opened.

“I’m back~”

Kim Harin walked in, holding a bag of ice cream.

She looked around at the two of us and smiled brightly.

“Did you wait long?”

“Oh~ you actually bought it!”

Seo Yuna, seeming in a better mood, rummaged through the bag and pulled out her strawberry ice cream.

I quietly observed them.

That nagging feeling of unease still hadn’t gone away.

Kim Harin looked at me casually and said, “You like melon flavor, right, Orabeoni?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

She naturally handed me a melon-flavored ice cream.

As I unwrapped it, I fell into thought.

‘Something feels off…’

But Kim Harin’s expression remained unchanged.

We sat in the living room, eating our ice cream. 

Then, she smiled quietly.

“I’m bored. How about a board game?”

“Oh~ board games sound fun.”

Seo Yuna took another bite of her ice cream, dusted off her hands, and got up.

Kim Harin went to her room, grabbed a board game box, and spread it out on the dining table.

And so, the three of us passed the time playing a simple board game.

Rolling dice, moving pieces, laughing and chatting—it all made the atmosphere feel much more relaxed than before.

I glanced at Kim Harin.

‘Maybe I was just being too paranoid.’

Seo Yuna, seemingly aware of my earlier attitude, kept making playful remarks as we played.

“Ugh, seriously! Why is my luck so bad?”

“If you have no luck in a luck-based game, that’s on you.”

“You’re not doing this on purpose, are you?”

“Of course not.”

Time passed quickly as we played, and before we knew it, the sky outside had darkened.

Seo Yuna checked her phone and frowned slightly.

“It’s already this late?”

Kim Harin smiled softly as she looked at her.

“It’s gotten pretty late. Shouldn’t you be heading home now, Unnie?”

“Yeah, I was just about to leave.”

Kim Harin slowly got up and spoke.

“It’s dangerous for a girl to walk home alone at night.”

‘Was that meant for me to hear?’ I hesitated for a moment. 

Then, Kim Harin turned to me naturally.

“Orabeoni, why don’t you walk Yuna Unnie home?”

‘What the hell.’

Seo Yuna casually grabbed her handbag and stood up.

“There’s no need for that.”

“It’s dangerous for girls to be out alone at night.”

I deliberately replied in a flat tone.

I put on my shoes and stepped outside with her.

***

Kim Harin slowly returned to the living room. 

Then, as if it were nothing, she reached for the recorder sitting on the shelf.

Her small fingers pressed the play button.

A quiet stillness.

Then, voices began to play.

[What? Why are you looking at me like that?]

[Nothing.]

[Nothing? Your face says otherwise.]

Kim Harin narrowed her eyes slightly and focused on the recording.

It was the conversation between Seo Yuna and Orabeoni when they were alone.

Now, she could finally confirm the truth about their relationship.

[They made a sequel to this movie. Wanna go watch it tomorrow?]

At the sound of Seo Yuna’s casual question, Kim Harin’s fingers froze for a moment.

A smooth, natural way of asking someone on a date.

[It was lame.]

[What? This kind of emotional movie isn’t something you watch for fun.]

[Sorry for not being emotional enough.]

Seo Yuna’s playful grumble echoed through the speaker.

Kim Harin quietly lowered her gaze.

‘She could’ve just been asking casually. Or maybe…’

But more than that, what really mattered was Orabeoni’s response.

[So, you’re really not going?]

[It’s a hassle. And the movie was boring.]

[Hey, that’s just your taste!]

[Then you can go watch it with Choi Dabin.]

Seo Yuna hesitated for a moment, as if thrown off.

Then, her voice came through again.

[Are you doing this on purpose?]

[Doing what?]

[You’re even more annoying than usual today.]

[Is that a compliment?]

Seo Yuna chuckled meaningfully.

But Orabeoni’s attitude remained firm and distant.

Kim Harin took a quiet breath as she held the recorder.

A subtle sense of relief washed over her.

‘Thank goodness.’

Orabeoni had pushed Seo Yuna away.

Even so, an uneasy feeling lingered.

Seo Yuna’s persistent clinginess was unsettling.

Kim Harin slowly placed the recorder back on the shelf.

Pressing her lips together, she sank into thought.

‘So it’s true. He doesn’t have feelings for anyone.’

She let out a quiet breath, her gaze turning cold.

Kim Harin looked out the window.

Under the streetlights, Orabeoni and Seo Yuna could be seen walking together, their silhouettes growing smaller in the distance.

Watching them fade from view, she slowly ran her fingers over the surface of the recorder.

“Just as I thought…”

Her quiet voice lingered in the air.

Orabeoni had no feelings for Seo Yuna.

No matter what Seo Yuna tried, it didn’t matter.

Orabeoni simply wasn’t that kind of person.

However…

Kim Harin’s eyes turned icy.

‘Still, I can’t let my guard down.’

Even someone with no feelings could be swayed.

After all, people say no tree withstands a hundred chops.

Forcing emotions onto someone was a completely different matter.

Seo Yuna was relentless.

That meant she had to be just as thorough.


Kim Harin tilted her head slightly and murmured to herself.

“For now, it’s a relief.”

Her fingertips slowly pressed the button on the recorder again.

It was going to be a long night filled with thoughts.



 
  
    Chapter 53: I’ll fix it for you


I walked alongside Seo Yuna, sighing.

Somehow, I had gotten caught up in this situation again.

‘No matter how much I try to avoid it, I always end up getting dragged in like this.’

I was walking her home. 

The dim glow of the streetlights cast long shadows on the road.

Seo Yuna walked beside me, occasionally checking her phone. 

She seemed like she wanted to say something, but as I kept up my indifferent attitude, she eventually stayed silent.

‘She must think something is off.’

‘Of course, she would.’

On any other day, I would have thrown in a joke or engaged in some playful banter, but today, I kept my distance.

“Hey, you’re acting weird today.”

As expected, Seo Yuna spoke up first.

I turned my head away, feigning ignorance.

“What do you mean?”

“You just… feel different today.”

Seo Yuna narrowed her eyes, studying my reaction.

“It feels like you’re avoiding something. Like you’re deliberately trying to stay away from me.”

‘Her intuition is always spot on.’

I decided to brush it off.

“I’m just tired.”

“Liar.”

Seo Yuna chuckled and waved her hand dismissively.

“You’re not the type to just stay quiet because you’re tired. Even when you’re exhausted, you still talk.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“See? You’re doing it again—being vague.”

I silently turned my head forward and kept walking.

She really had an exhausting personality—always pressing the issue, never letting things slide.

Seo Yuna suddenly stepped in front of me, blocking my path.

“Be honest. Do you have a problem with me?”

I looked at her, laughing in disbelief.

“Why would I have a problem with you?”

“Then why are you acting like this? You’re being distant, dodging conversations, and your attitude is just… different.”

I let out a short sigh.

“Why do you care so much?”

“Because it’s weird. And also…”

Seo Yuna hesitated for a moment, watching me closely. 

Then, she spoke again.

“Is there something bothering you?”

I averted my gaze slightly.

To be honest, there were too many things on my mind.

I was worried about how Kim Harin saw Seo Yuna.

I was worried about what exactly Kim Harin was plotting.

And most of all, I just didn’t want to be caught up in all of this.

“It’s nothing.”

I shook my head and started walking again.

“We’re here anyway. You should go in.”

Seo Yuna still seemed unconvinced. 

She kept looking at me, as if trying to read my thoughts.

“You’re sure it’s nothing?”

“Yeah.”

I forced a casual wave.

“I’ll see you at school.”

Seo Yuna watched me for a moment longer, then sighed as if she had no choice.

“Alright. See you at school.”

She opened the door and stepped inside.

I waited until she closed it before sighing again.

“Seriously… this is exhausting.”

Once again, I had gotten caught up in something strange.

But it wasn’t over yet.

As I walked home, I thought to myself.

‘Kim Harin… what is she really thinking?’

It was hard to believe she was just a simple brocon (brother complex).

It wasn’t love she felt—it was an obsession.

‘How do you even deal with someone like that?’

I pondered over it as I made my way home.

***

When I reached my house, I saw the faint glow of lights seeping through the windows.

Taking a deep breath, I quietly opened the front door.

The living room was silent.

As I took off my shoes and looked around, I saw Kim Harin sitting at the dining table.

She gazed at me with a quiet expression.

Trying to act natural, I spoke.

“Seo Yuna got home safely.”

Kim Harin gave a small smile and nodded.

“That’s a relief.”

She seemed lost in thought.

I passed by her and headed to my room.

I was exhausted.

Throwing myself onto the bed, I stared at the ceiling.

‘How do I even deal with this…?’

Kim Harin.

‘How do I fix her yandere tendencies?’

‘Or… can they even be fixed?’

‘Maybe I should look it up.’

Lying here wasn’t going to solve anything.

I opened the search engine and started typing.

[Psychology of obsessive tendencies]

After hitting enter, a flood of search results appeared.

Psychology research articles, psychiatric consultations, personal experiences—various sources filled the screen.

I began reading through them one by one.


SampleStringWith😃Emojis🚀ForTestingPurpose
What is obsession?
People with strong obsessive tendencies often see a specific person as their possession. They believe that person must maintain a certain relationship with them, and when that relationship is threatened, they experience intense anxiety. This anxiety can sometimes lead to extreme actions.



‘Hmm… intense anxiety, huh?’

‘Was that what Kim Harin was feeling?’

In the original story, Kim Harin always tried to monopolize the protagonist.

She hated seeing him with other people and wanted to keep him by her side at all times.

‘If her obsession wasn’t simply about affection but instead rooted in fear…?’

I continued reading.


SampleStringWith😃Emojis🚀ForTestingPurpose
Causes of obsessive behavior:

SampleStringWith😃Emojis🚀ForTestingPurpose
1. Past trauma.
If someone has experienced abandonment or lacked proper attention from parents or guardians, they may develop excessive dependency on a particular individual.

SampleStringWith😃Emojis🚀ForTestingPurpose
2. Low self-esteem and lack of confidence.
These individuals tend to seek validation through others. If their chosen person leaves, they feel like they lose their sense of worth.

SampleStringWith😃Emojis🚀ForTestingPurpose
3. Strong possessiveness and need for control.
They have a compulsive desire to completely control the person they love. If that person doesn’t act as they wish, they experience extreme emotions.



‘So…’

In the story, the protagonist and Kim Harin’s parents had remarried not long before they passed away in a car accident.

‘Could her obsessive behavior stem from point one?’

I stared at the screen, deep in thought.

‘Where did Kim Harin fit?’

…She strongly matched both points one and three.

[Ways to Alleviate Obsession]

One particular research paper caught my eye.

– Obsessive Attachment Style and Methods for Mitigation

I clicked on the paper and started reading.

How can you alleviate an obsessive person’s mindset?


	Consistently demonstrate a stable relationship.
People with obsessive tendencies often feel insecure about the stability of their relationships. It is important to provide reassurance that the relationship will not change.

	Encourage them to focus on themselves.
Obsessive individuals place all their attention and meaning in another person. Helping them cultivate their own interests and lead an independent life is crucial.

	Maintain both distance and trust at the same time.
Simply pushing them away can actually intensify their obsession. Instead, it is necessary to build trust while gradually creating a more independent relationship.



I slowly set my phone down.

“…Can I even do this?”

Up until now, Kim Harin had reacted sensitively whenever I got close to someone else.

‘How could I make her understand what a “stable relationship” was?’

‘And how could I help her shift her focus onto herself?’

I sighed deeply, struggling to figure out how to approach this problem.

One thing was certain—distancing myself from her wouldn’t solve anything.

In fact, it might only make her obsession worse.

I placed my phone down and closed my eyes.

My mind was a mess.

‘…Is there really a way to fix this?’

***

The next morning.

I got up from bed and checked my phone.

7:30 AM.

Stretching, I stepped out into the living room.

The sound of activity came from the kitchen.

Kim Harin was preparing breakfast.

She turned upon hearing me and greeted me with a smile.

“Good morning, Orabeoni.”

I rolled my shoulders and replied.

“Yeah. It wasn’t bad.”

On the table, there was toast, scrambled eggs, and a glass of orange juice.

Yawning, I took a seat at the table.

I picked up the orange juice and took a sip as Kim Harin watched me closely.

Then, she spoke in a quiet voice.

“What are you planning to do today?”

I picked up a piece of toast and answered casually.

“Not sure. I was thinking of just staying home and resting.”

“Really?”

Kim Harin stared at me, her gaze carrying a subtle, unreadable emotion.

Keeping my tone neutral, I asked, “What about you? It’s Sunday. Aren’t you meeting up with your friends?”

For a split second, her fingers stiffened.

Still holding her glass, she slowly looked at me.

“…Friends?”

“Yeah, usually people make plans on Sundays. Don’t you?”

I deliberately kept my tone light. 

I needed to encourage her to focus on things other than me.

But after a brief pause, she simply smiled.

“Not really.”

“Well, it’s not a must, but it’s nice to go out and have fun sometimes.”

“I suppose so.”

She tilted her head slightly, keeping her gaze on me.

“But I just like being with you, Orabeoni.”

I swallowed a sigh.

I had expected this response.

As I thought—she had no intention of focusing on anything or anyone else.

‘How do I turn this around…?’

Trying to keep things natural, I changed the topic.

“Still, socializing is important. Who are you closest with at school?”

Kim Harin slowly set her glass down.

Her fingers trembled ever so slightly.

“Mm… well… everyone’s busy.”

“Everyone?”

“Yeah. I get along with people at school, but I don’t really meet anyone outside of it.”

I was momentarily at a loss for words.

‘She doesn’t have friends?’

No, that wasn’t right.

At school, she was well-liked.

Quiet, polite, and sociable enough to interact with people.

‘And yet, she didn’t meet up with anyone outside of school?’

‘That meant she was deliberately keeping her distance.’

I exhaled lightly.

“Do you not like hanging out with friends?”

“It’s not that.”

Kim Harin smiled faintly. 

But beneath that smile, there was something deeper—something complicated.

“I just don’t see the need.”

I couldn’t respond immediately.

“I just like being with you, Orabeoni.”

She repeated herself, this time with more conviction.

It was clear.


She had no intention of connecting with anyone else.

In fact, it felt like she was deliberately ensuring that I remained the only person in her world.

‘…Alright, you obsessive brat. I’ll figure out a way to pull you away from me.’

I made up my mind.
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