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      Prologue: The Final Boss’s Greatest Crisis


      Early summer had arrived in the Kingdom of Aviria.


      In this land of gentle, four-season rhythms, summer was the season of events. Along the coasts, people flocked to the beaches; noble houses escaped to their summer retreats; the theaters across the realm entered their busiest days of the year.


      The highlight for students, needless to say, was the long-awaited vacation. In Aviria, where both nobles and commoners alike enjoyed widespread education, most schools observed a long break during the summer months. Grandor Magic Academy, whose sprawling castle-like campus stood in a corner of the royal capital, was no exception: its summer recess was set to begin in about a month’s time.


      “That’s right! Summer vacation!” Milly Asteara—sole daughter of the grand duke—suddenly shouted inside the Grandor Academy student council room.


      The pink-haired knight, Lucius Henrieck, flinched. “My word, what was that for? You that starved for attention?”


      “No, I’m serious! Don’t you feel any sense of danger?! Summer vacation is only a month away!”


      “Come again?” As Milly leaned forward with a look of near desperation, Lucius raised an eyebrow, every inch the picture of weary resignation.


      But to Milly, this was nothing short of a life-or-death matter. She grabbed Lucius by both of his shoulders, shaking him back and forth as she launched into a fervent tirade. “Summer vacation, Lucius! Don’t you understand? Once it starts, I won’t be able to come to school for an entire month!”


      “Ow! That hurts, Your Grace! My brain’s rattling around in here!”


      “I simply can’t bear the thought of not attending school! What am I supposed to do? I still haven’t made any proper friends! If summer vacation starts like this, I’ll just waste away in lonely idleness! I refuse to let that happen!”


      “I—don’t—know! But if you keep shaking me like this, I’m literally going to lose my head!”


      “Everyone’s talking about how they’re going shopping or to the theater with friends over the break! I’ll be the only one with no plans! I simply must make friends, stat!”


      “Urgh!”


      Shaken so violently he was starting to blur into afterimages, Lucius felt the color drain from his face.


      Milly, panicked beyond reason, had no room left in her head for concern. She stopped shaking him but immediately seized him by the collar, sniffling miserably. “Ohhh, what am I going to dooo? According to my original plan, I was supposed to have made friends with the entire student body by now.”


      “I’m...dying.”


      “I have no one to hang out with! Lucius, tell me! How does a person even make friends?!” She slumped her shoulders and let out an enormous sigh.


      Yes, summer vacation was a serious problem—one that could alter the course of her life. For most students, summer vacation was paradise itself, a long, blissful reprieve from study, a season to spend leisurely days with friends. It was second only to the Winter Solstice Festival in importance.


      Naturally, Milly, whose goal in life was to make friends, couldn’t afford to take it lightly. And yet, until just recently, she had been genuinely excited for summer break, completely forgetting one critical detail: She had no friends to spend it with.


      This was the blind spot in her calculations. A friendless summer vacation, to Milly, was like a bowl of potato-free potage, utterly devoid of worth.


      Oh no, oh no, what am I going to do?! If I want to make the most of summer vacation, I must make friends posthaste! The more time Milly spent agonizing, the less time there was before break. At this rate, I’m doomed! No friends means death. It’s practically the same thing!


      Her pale face reflected the gravity of her conviction. To Milly, there was a very real reason she had to make friends. It sounded absurd, but it was the truth. Milly Asteara had already died once.


      Killed by none other than Angelina Grey, the girl who called herself a “villainess” and, for reasons still beyond comprehension, dubbed Milly the final boss. And yet, when Milly had next opened her eyes, she found that time had turned back three years.


      She still didn’t understand how it had happened. The mechanism behind time’s reversal remained a mystery, but Milly saw it for what it was: a second chance.


      This was her opportunity to rewrite fate, to prevent the fall of House Asteara, avoid her own death, and to exact revenge as the one true final boss upon the self-proclaimed villainess, Angelina Grey.


      That said, if she simply repeated her previous life exactly as before, the outcome would be no different. She would die again, just as she had the first time. Milly had thought long and hard, and at last, she reached a truly brilliant conclusion: she needed to make friends.


      Alone, she couldn’t hope to stand against Angelina. With allies by her side, it would be a different story. Milly had a vague understanding of final bosses, and the main thing that stuck out to her was that they were always surrounded by loyal subordinates. If she could surround herself with friends instead, the future itself might change.


      Two months had passed since time rewound, and already things were moving in a new direction. The biggest turning point, of course, had been last month’s tea party. The poison meant to disgrace Milly had backfired spectacularly, and after being found guilty of orchestrating the plot, Angelina had been suspended indefinitely. Now, Angelina Grey was infamous across the entire academy, her name synonymous with wickedness.


      Villainess? Milly thought wryly. She’s not just playing anymore; she’s become the real thing.


      Word had it that the suspended Angelina hadn’t left her room since, which suited Milly just fine. Seeing Angelina’s face only dredged up unpleasant memories. But even so, she couldn’t afford to relax. Angelina’s suspension didn’t erase the nightmare future in which Milly died by her hand. If anything, given that Angelina also retained her memories from before time rewound, there was every chance she’d snap and come after Milly again.


      In short, expanding her circle of friends was a matter of life and death. Milly needed allies, but reality was cruelly, laughably bleak. Summer vacation was just around the corner, and the poor girl didn’t have plans with a single person.


      I have to act fast, but how am I even supposed to go about making a friend? That, as always, was the heart of the problem.


      As Milly fretted, the heavy double doors connecting the student council room to the hall slowly swung open. “Hey, could you keep it down? Your voice was echoing all the way to the end of the corridor.”


      The speaker, poking his head in, was Nicholas Einzdohr, the nominal student council president of Grandor Magic Academy.


      His half-tied hair and thin-rimmed glasses were as hopelessly plain as ever. Milly promptly released her death grip on the near-fainting Lucius, cleared her throat with a delicate cough, and straightened up. “Good day, Nicholas. I was just discussing a problem of monumental importance, something that could decide the course of my entire life. Did you know that in just one month—”


      “You’ll be on summer vacation with no friends? Indeed, we heard. Must be nice, having such serious problems, Lady Asteara.” The dry remark came from the boy behind Nicholas: Edgar Franster, vice president of the student council. With his indigo hair and perpetually jaded expression, the son of the famed “Count of Magic” had made a sport of teasing Milly whenever the opportunity arose. She pursed her lips.


      “It’s not nice at all,” Milly huffed. “I’m about to enter summer break without a single friend.”


      “That’s all you’re worried about? You really do have it easy. Some of us have actual problems.”


      With a theatrical shrug, Edgar dropped into a chair. “Well, of course Lady Asteara wouldn’t have small worries like the rest of us. You’ll probably ace the upcoming exams and take first place in the year again, right?”


      “Exams?” The word sounded almost foreign to Milly’s ears. It had been so long since she’d heard it that she’d nearly forgotten such things even existed, or perhaps she’d simply chosen not to remember. Nicholas grimaced as she gave him a puzzled look.


      “Wait—don’t tell me you forgot about them. Everyone’s been losing their wits over them for weeks!”


      “Oh, is that why? I did notice everyone looking unusually tense lately.”


      “Well, of course. It’s not just a nuisance if your grades tank; it’s catastrophic.”


      He had a point. Grandor Magic Academy, widely regarded as the kingdom’s most prestigious magical institution, held two major exams each year to measure its students’ academic performance: written academics and practical magic. And after every exam, the results were posted publicly for all to see, a charming little “bonus” that ensured no one could take them lightly.


      For the academy’s noble students, those rankings were everything. With nearly half the student body hailing from aristocratic families, the numbers on that board were a direct reflection of a family’s prestige. Scoring near the bottom wasn’t just shameful; it was scandalous.


      There were even tales of enraged noble parents losing their minds if their child scored lower than a commoner. Looking back, Milly realized the recent tension in the halls suddenly made perfect sense.


      “And if your performance is poor enough,” Nicholas added, “you’ll be made to repeat the year. I guess I can’t blame you for not knowing, though.”


      “You’re right,” said Milly. “I’ve lived my whole life without ever coming close to failing anything.”


      “I assumed as much, but somehow, it’s still annoying to hear you say that out loud,” Nicholas muttered, narrowing his eyes behind his glasses.


      Those blessed with talent tended to be out of touch with such mundane concerns, as it was. Milly’s self-confidence, as usual, was unshakably high.


      “Well, don’t get too comfortable,” Edgar said with a lopsided grin. “They’re changing the format this year. Might trip you up if you rely on old habits.” He smiled with the kind of charm that only made his smugness harder to scold.


      It was true, though. Even if she had taken the same exams before time rewound, she couldn’t afford to underestimate them. Luckily, she hadn’t slacked off on her studies in either timeline.


      A normal test wouldn’t be a problem for her. As long as it wasn’t something absurd like a “Best Storytelling Contest” or “Animal Friendship Practical,” she was confident she’d score just fine. Milly was terrible at conversation and animals, for reasons unknown.


      In short, exams were nothing to worry about. No, the real crisis was summer vacation.


      The timing couldn’t be worse. Everyone’s probably too busy studying to bother befriending others right now.


      Time was running short, and her luck seemed to be running shorter. She sighed softly, just as the door to the student council room opened once again.


      “Oh, everyone’s already here. My apologies for being late.” Gilbert Fritzner, a blond-haired boy, hurried across the room and dropped into his seat.


      He was the second prince of the Kingdom of Aviria and had known Milly for ten years.


      Normally, she would have greeted him. But this time, Milly’s gaze slid right past him, to the student who entered just after.


      Ike Ivrine. Hair as white as snow, eyes the color of fire itself. A boy who could hardly be called friendly toward her. He bore a grudge against Milly’s father, Kyle Asteara, and by extension despised the entire grand ducal house. Nearly a month had passed since the tea party incident, yet Ike still refused to even speak to her.


      Even when they gathered for student council meetings, he wouldn’t so much as look her in the eye. Milly had spent weeks turning over how to fix things between them. She’d even made it her private goal to reconcile before summer break, but at this rate, that seemed hopeless.


      So many problems, and summer hasn’t even properly started yet. With another sigh, she glanced toward Lucius, who was still sitting nearby with a pale, woozy face.


      If Milly had been even half as cheerful and easygoing as Lucius, she probably would’ve had plenty of friends by now, and maybe even made peace with Ike. In another life, she might not have been killed at all.


      Reality, however, was never kind.


      Watching her classmate look seconds away from vomiting, Milly couldn’t help feeling a strange sort of envy, just as Nicholas’s voice announcing the start of the meeting drifted into her ears.


      ◇◇◇


      “Ah, right. I told Lady Asteara earlier, but this goes for the rest of you as well—don’t forget to give it your all on the upcoming exams,” Nicholas said, speaking up just as Milly finished packing up after another uninspired council meeting.


      Gilbert looked puzzled. “That goes without saying. Why bring it up?”


      “Oh, no reason,” Nicholas replied with a shrug. “But we are the student council. We can’t afford to look bad with mediocre scores. I’m sure most of you will be fine, though.”


      Lucius, who had been listening with visible annoyance, scowled. “Then why are you looking directly at me when you say that?”


      Milly opened her mouth, ready to agree that it was a fair concern, but swallowed her words when Edgar jumped in, clearly amused.


      “Well, it’s kind of obvious, isn’t it? Our gallant knight doesn’t exactly radiate intelligence.”


      “You just don’t know the meaning of the word tact, do you?” Lucius muttered.


      “Oh, come on. Am I wrong? What was your entrance exam rank again?”


      Lucius choked on his response. That alone told Milly everything she needed to know. Still, Lucius managed to rally, puffing himself up in protest. “Okay, sure, it wasn’t great! But what about you guys, eh? You, President!”


      “Could you not drag me into this?” Nicholas sighed, rubbing his temples.


      “No, Nicholas’s test scores were decent enough,” Gilbert interjected. “It was the written assignments that dragged his grades down to average.”


      Nicholas turned to him with a look of sheer horror, his face clearly saying, How do you even know that?


      “Then what about you, Prince Perfect?” Lucius shot back.


      “Hmph. If we’re talking written exams, I can score ninety percent easily.”


      “And that smug face was really necessary?” Lucius groaned, then whirled toward Edgar. “What about you, Lord Edgar?”


      “Sorry to disappoint,” Edgar said lightly, twirling a strand of hair around his finger, “but I’m a prodigy at practical magic. Ranked third in our entire year.”


      “Ike!”


      “Fourth.”


      Total defeat. Even Ike, of all people, turned out to be smart.


      “What the hell? You all act so bored all the time, but you’re secretly geniuses?!”


      “Language,” Edgar reminded sweetly.


      “Yes, sir,” Lucius mumbled, slumping over his desk in despair.


      Milly nudged his elbow with her finger. “Hey. Why isn’t anyone asking me my rank?”


      “You? You’re a study machine, you’re fine.”


      True, but still. It was about being left out, not necessity.


      Since she rarely had anything other than studying to occupy her time, Milly had no weaknesses in either academics or practical magic. In fact, during the entrance exams, she’d earned a perfect score in the magic practical, a feat the academy hadn’t seen in twenty years. Her maid, Bibi, had been strangely proud about it, boasting as if she had taken the test herself.


      “Well,” Edgar drawled, “what’s the difference? If you were a top student, it might break the image. And even if you bomb the test, it’s not like you’ll get kicked off the student council. Maybe you’ll repeat the year, but...”


      “No way! If I end up below the halfway mark, my old man will kill me!” Lucius cried.


      “Then you should just study harder,” Milly said simply.


      “I’m not like you, Lady Asteara!”


      That made no sense. Milly frowned. Isn’t “study harder” just normal logic?


      Gilbert apparently thought the same, because he sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Even so, you’ve got no choice,” he said. “You’re not exactly hopeless, though, are you?”


      “I guess not,” Lucius replied. “But I can’t get motivated studying alone!”


      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Gilbert groaned, exasperated.


      Milly and Gilbert both slumped their shoulders. Then, as if on cue, the three first-years—Milly, Gilbert, and Lucius—started chattering noisily, while Ike sat apart in silence as usual.


      Watching the commotion, Nicholas must have sensed trouble brewing. His expression all but screamed, “For the love of the gods, can we just go home?” as he cut in.


      “Well, listen. If you need motivation, there’s a perfect incentive, you know. A reward.”


      “‘Reward’?” Milly echoed.


      Edgar grimaced as though he’d just bitten into something sour. “President, that wasn’t supposed to be public knowledge yet.”


      “Come on. We’re council members, so it’s fine. Anyway, for this round of exams, the top scorers are going to get a special prize.”


      “What?! Really?!” Milly exclaimed. She shot forward in her chair, eyes glittering.


      Nicholas, clearly alarmed by her enthusiasm, pushed his seat back an inch. “Uh, y-yes, though I doubt it’ll sound very appealing to you, Lady Asteara.”


      “I’ll be the judge of that! Well? What is it? A manor? A medal? Land?!”


      “Those are intensely aristocratic guesses. No, it’s nothing that extravagant,” Nicholas said. “You know the ball that’s held right before summer break, the optional one?”


      “Ball?” Milly parroted. Had there been such a thing?


      Lucius clapped his hands in realization. “Oh, that one! They rent out the giant hall every year for it. It’s basically a dress-showing contest for noble ladies.”


      “Wait, it’s every year?!” The so-called ball had indeed existed even before time rewound. Milly froze in disbelief. I didn’t know!


      Apparently, she’d had the chance to attend that delightful event three times before time rewound and yet had managed to skip it every single time. Just how uninterested in the world had she been? As Milly stood there in quiet shock, Nicholas went on.


      “Right. It’s pretty popular among the nobles. Something about it being limited to Grandor students makes it feel exclusive, I guess. Anyway, the top scorer in each grade on this term’s exam gets to open the ball with the First Dance.”


      The First Dance was the one that opened the entire evening. Traditionally, it was reserved for the highest-ranking guest, but this year, the honor would go to whoever placed first in the exams. It was a fittingly Grandor-style reward, blending prestige with merit.


      “Honestly, it’s a clever idea,” Edgar said. “The commoners who dream about ballroom glamour will eat it up, and nobles from mid-tier families will be desperate to outshine each other. The First Dance is the moment everyone’s eyes are glued to you.”


      “Ah, so it’s to boost motivation for studying,” Gilbert murmured, nodding in approval.


      Milly, who’d perked up at the word reward, suddenly deflated. The right to the First Dance? What am I supposed to do with that?


      The grand ducal house stood just below the royal family, nobility among nobility. Milly had received more than her fill of “First Dance” honors growing up, and had even been forced onto the floor for one at the tender age of two, propped up by a maid. At this stage, the so-called prize barely qualified as a trinket.


      Wait. As Milly pondered, a sudden realization stopped her cold. The First Dance draws everyone’s eyes at the ball. She jerked her head up, struck by inspiration. Which means...more friends!


      It was a flawless equation. If she could dance the opening number with perfect grace, the kind that left everyone breathless, she’d have people swooning, going, “Lady Asteara is simply divine!” and her friend count would skyrocket overnight.


      That was it. That was what she’d been missing all along. Not communication skills, but visibility. If she stood out where the entire student body gathered, she’d have friends lining up in droves. Her blank summer calendar would be filled, and she’d spend her break basking in the joyous life of a socially fulfilled final boss.


      “I want to dance the First Dance!” she blurted, her eyes gleaming like jewels.


      “What?!” Gilbert, Lucius, and Nicholas all stared at her as if she’d just declared war on the sun.


      “You?! You haven’t attended a ball in years!” Gilbert sputtered.


      “I know. But I still want to do it.”


      “Please don’t! You’ll just embarrass yourself! You can’t just wobble around and call it ballroom dancing, you know!” Lucius cried.


      “I’m aware. A little practice is all it’ll take, I’m sure. I’ve danced before, after all.”


      “What’s gotten into you? Don’t tell me there’s someone you want to dance with?”


      “No, not really. Oh, but if I take first place, maybe I’ll dance with Ike.”


      “What?!” The boy in question, who had been silently packing up his things, whipped around with a look of sheer disbelief.


      There wasn’t a single man Milly wanted to dance with, but if she had to pick someone she wanted to get along with, Ike was the obvious choice. Dancers usually picked partners like that, didn’t they? And Ike would probably lead her well enough. He was tall, at least. Milly’s grasp of reality was, as usual, questionable at best.


      “All right, that settles it! I’m going to study hard! I will take first place!”


      “W-Wait, Milly! When you said you wanted to dance with Ike, you didn’t mean it like...”


      “Perfect timing, actually. Lucius, you’ll be studying with me. We’ll meet in the library tomorrow morning.”


      “Huh?! Me?!”


      “I can’t let her take first place,” Ike muttered darkly under his breath.


      “Did I just start something I shouldn’t have?” Nicholas sighed.


      Watching the first-years descend into chaos, Edgar shot him a look that said exactly what he was thinking. This is your fault.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Final Boss Discovers What a Real Study Session Is


      The Grandor Magic Academy, whose main campus was like a castle in its own right, stood in the royal capital of the Kingdom of Aviria and was one of the most prestigious magical institutions in the world.


      Magic was the crowning achievement of human wisdom. The countless phenomena brought forth through magical energy had long become indispensable to everyday life; mastering that power was considered synonymous with mastering success itself.


      Grandor, which had produced countless success stories, was unusual among academies of its kind in that its student body was evenly split between nobles and commoners, thanks to its absurdly low tuition. Proclaiming (at least on paper) equality between the highborn and the lowborn, Grandor charged a fraction of what any other magical academy would dare, while still offering the highest level of instruction in the country.


      Naturally, that meant the school drew half its students from commoners who studied themselves half to death to pass the entrance exams, and the other half from nobles who’d been educated to excellence, their families sparing no expense. Given all that, it was only natural that Milly Asteara, who had poured in both obscene effort and obscene resources, had taken the top spot in her year.


      This curious balance of nobles and commoners had fostered a rather distinctive atmosphere within Grandor’s walls. To start with, the noble students and the commoner students barely interacted at all. The academy operated on modest tuition and the generous “sentiments”—in other words, the donations—of the kingdom’s noble houses. As a result, an unspoken hierarchy had taken root: nobles above, commoners below.


      For a commoner to strike up conversation with a noble was unthinkable. If a commoner dared walk down the middle of the hallway, they’d earn scornful looks, while nobles went about their day as if the commoners simply didn’t exist, socializing only among themselves. Such scenes were a normal part of daily life.


      Even so, not every class followed that pattern. Some were exactly what one expected of Grandor—noble-dominated, suffocatingly stratified. Others, however, had a more easygoing atmosphere, where nobles and commoners chatted together without tension.


      Naturally, that made class assignments a matter of real consequence, especially for commoners. At Grandor, the division of classes carried deep social meaning, and nobles felt that weight as well. For the noble-born students, school wasn’t merely a place of learning. It was a stage for social maneuvering, where they could measure how well they curried favor with the children of influential families.


      Being assigned to the same class as someone from a powerful house could be a tremendous advantage. This year, that meant one class was a prize above all others: Class A, home to the second prince, Gilbert Fritzner. The nobles placed there were, as ever, eagerly vying for the prince’s attention. That same paradise for the nobility was also considered a winning draw for commoners.


      The first-year classrooms, divided into Classes A through C, each had their own distinct character. Class A, home to Gilbert Fritzner and Sierra Restreive, owed its unusually warm atmosphere to Gilbert’s own efforts. Nobles and commoners alike got along with remarkable ease there. By contrast, Class B was full of blunt, rough-edged types like Ike, giving it a boisterous, almost athletic-club kind of energy.


      Then there was Class C, which housed the Ice-Cold Princess. Compared to the other two, its mood was calm, almost eerily so. To put it bluntly, there was almost no interaction among classmates at all. There was no commanding figure like Gilbert to unite everyone, nor did the students possess the independent streak that defined Class B. And yet, there was one overwhelming presence, one who ruled in silence. Both nobles and commoners alike spent their days walking on eggshells around her every subtle glance and gesture.


      Milly Asteara.


      Lucius, never one to mince words, called Class C a “lady-first classroom,” because everything revolved around this girl. No one ever said it aloud, but everyone knew the truth: If Class A, home to the second prince, was a lucky draw, then Class C, home to the grand duke’s daughter, was the losing ticket. Even after the infamous tea party incident, prejudice toward Milly had lessened only slightly. The fear of the Asteara House still lingered.


      As a result, Class C’s students kept their heads down and avoided conflict. The idea that upsetting Lady Asteara might bring disaster had been thoroughly drilled into them. Naturally, no one would dare defy her. In the first-year Class C, Milly Asteara’s word was law, and everyone accepted it. But now, with exams approaching and tension gripping the entire academy, even that silent, orderly class had begun to feel off.


      After school, an unusual mood filled the room.


      “Please, I’m begging you! I can’t do it! I seriously can’t study anymore!”


      “You can. Stop whining and move your legs.”


      The classmates who normally trembled in fear before the duke’s daughter now looked on, grimacing in disbelief.


      Lucius Henrieck, usually known as the bright, good-natured conscience of Class C, was throwing a fit in front of none other than Milly Asteara, the law of the classroom herself.


      “No, seriously, I can’t! I told you yesterday. I’m just not cut out for studying!”


      “No one is ‘cut out’ for it or not. If you put in effort, you’ll improve. It’s like building muscle.”


      “Don’t compare me to you, Lady Asteara! If I really try by myself, I can at least hit the average. I don’t need Your Ladyship’s tutoring!”


      “Ridiculous. With those grades, there’s no way you’ll improve in a day or two.”


      For their classmates, who lost the ability to utter anything but “Yes, ma’am” when faced with Milly, this was a surreal sight. To see a knight’s son, a social inferior, arguing openly with the grand duke’s daughter was unthinkable. Only the second prince, her childhood friend, could ever speak to her so casually.


      A few students who had been packing up for the day began whispering in panic.


      “What’s he doing, arguing with her?”


      “He’s doomed. If she loses her temper here and the grand duke throws another fit at the next social gathering, we’ll all be finished.”


      “I always knew Lucius had a death wish, but this is a new level. Should we run before she blows a hole in the classroom wall with magic?”


      Every one of them was waiting for the moment when Lady Asteara’s patience finally snapped. Who could blame them? In Class C, her word was absolute. Nothing in the entire academy was more terrifying than angering Milly Asteara. The noble-born students understood that better than anyone. Milly’s father, Kyle Asteara, was a monster in human form—a man with the power to crush a noble house on a whim and the temper to do it over a trivial slight.


      If Milly’s mood soured and word of it ever reached the so-called Demon Duke, their lives would be over before the week was out. And knowing how capricious the Asteara family could be, even being her classmate carried risks. You didn’t need to offend her personally to get caught in the blast. To the students of Class C, Milly was less a person and more of a live bomb, one that might detonate at the slightest touch.


      While their classmates quaked in silence, the two at the center of the storm only grew louder.


      “If you’re a knight, then stand up and face the facts! I’m starting to get angry!” Milly hissed.


      “Starting to?! Look, there’s no need for this,” Lucius protested. “Just go study on your own, and I’ll do the same!”


      “No! Without you, there’s no point to the study group!”


      “I don’t see how that’s my problem.”


      “Wait, what exactly are those two arguing about?” a neighboring student whispered. “Did she say ‘study group’?”


      “A study group? Lucius and Lady Asteara together? Impossible.”


      “Yes, it must be code for something else. Gods, please, if punishment’s coming, let it fall on Lucius alone.”


      The class’s collective opinion was more or less unanimous: Whatever happened to Lucius, so be it. Just please, someone, end this before the lady’s temper exploded and the rest of them got caught in the blast.


      As everyone silently prayed for a peaceful resolution, Milly, apparently fed up, grabbed Lucius by the scarf of his uniform with both hands and yanked. “You. Are. Coming. With. Me! And that’s final! Understand? I won’t let you ruin this meeting before it even starts!”


      “Gah! My neck! I’m pretty sure you’re cutting off some important airway right now!”


      “Then hurry up and pack your things. You might not understand since you have plenty of friends, but for me, this study group is a rare chance to spend time with mine.”


      “Urk...”


      “‘Friends’? Did she just say she’s going to spend time with friends?”


      “It’s got to be more code for something else. She’s probably going to put him through some unspeakable ordeal.”


      “Seems fair. If it calms the lady down, I’d call that a small price to pay.”


      The murmurs around the classroom swelled in volume, anxious and confused.


      Whether Milly noticed or not, Lucius gave a few last token protests, then sighed, muttering, “So be it,” and stood up in defeat. “Fine, I’ll go. Happy?!”


      “Took you long enough to decide. You could have just agreed from the start.”


      “I was planning to head home early and take a nap! But I suppose I can’t abandon you when you look so forlorn.” With a deep sigh, Lucius grabbed both his and Milly’s bags, making no effort to hide his irritation. “Still, this is just for today, got it? Tomorrow I’m heading straight home!”


      “If you dare to try, I’ll chase you down on my broom.”


      “A scene straight out of one of my nightmares.” The kind of scene that could scar him for life. Still grumbling, Lucius naturally fell into step beside Milly, escorting her out of the classroom.


      When their figures disappeared through the heavy doors connecting the classroom to the hall, the oppressive air that had gripped Class C finally eased all at once.


      “Whew, that was close. For a minute, I thought we were all done for.”


      “Truly. Just imagining what might’ve happened if the lady had been angry is enough to make me shake.”


      “Lucius needs to be properly warned after this. Though I still have no idea what they were even talking about.”


      “Study group” and “friends” were words no one ever expected to hear from the Ice-Cold Princess’s mouth. But since it was her, the grand duke’s daughter, they could only assume those words hid some terrifying, secret meaning.


      “Still, I didn’t expect that,” one student murmured. “The lady actually raised her voice.”


      Silence fell over the classroom. They were right. To the “lady-first” students of Class C, Milly Asteara was the embodiment of cold precision, an unfeeling young woman who attacked with calm, merciless words and never raised her voice.


      That image was especially strong among the nobility. Milly’s nickname, the “Ice-Cold Princess,” summed her up perfectly, and her father, the grand duke Kyle Asteara, was a figure more terrifying to minor nobles than royalty itself.


      For that reason, her mood was something sacred, something one simply did not disturb. She stood alone, unreachable, like a figure carved from marble. And so, her classmates were left bewildered. Because the girl they had just seen, the one who had raised her voice, pouted, and tugged at Lucius’s scarf like a frustrated child, was so far removed from the Ice-Cold Princess they thought they knew.


      “Just what kind of person is Lady Asteara?” someone whispered aloud. Those who had lingered to witness the strange scene exchanged uncertain glances.


      At Grandor Magic Academy, she was an untouchable law unto herself: Milly Asteara, the absolute authority of Class C. But now, faced with that unexpected glimpse of her humanity, every one of them found their understanding of her quietly rewritten.


      ◇◇◇


      Grandor Magic Academy’s library was nothing short of heaven for Milly Asteara, a self-professed bookworm. Its scale alone was magnificent. Towering bookshelves stretched from the first-floor tiles to the third-floor ceiling, crammed with volumes said to number in the tens of thousands. The variety was unmatched, covering every subject imaginable, from standard reference texts to long out-of-print scholarly tomes. The sheer abundance nearly brought Milly to tears. It was, by far, a more comfortable place than even the Asteara estate.


      To top it off, they offered unlimited tea service. Naturally, the library was a popular spot for students and a favorite date location for couples. Edgar had once told Milly as much, prefacing it with, “Not that a lady like you would have any use for that info, though.” She’d driven an elbow into his side for that, and it remained one of her fonder memories.


      “All right. Today we’re doing five solid hours of lecture review.”


      “Five hours?!”


      The outburst came from Lucius, standing near the library’s quiet entrance. Milly, who had dragged him all the way from their classroom, frowned at him.


      “What? Don’t tell me you’re still complaining. Five hours is perfectly normal.”


      “Normal for who?! If I study that long, my brain will split in two!”


      “Don’t be ridiculous. Your grades may be subpar, but if you start working hard now, you’ll make it in time for the exams.”


      “No thank you! I would rather get chewed out by my old man than study myself to death!”


      “Oh, that reminds me. I already prepared a study schedule tailored just for you. Come, let’s get started! We’ll review the basics and push your score up!”


      “Noooo!”


      Milly seized Lucius by the arm and, with her signature strength, yanked him inside.


      “You’ll rip my arm off!” he yelped. “Where did you get this freakish strength?!”


      The library, tense and crowded with students cramming for exams, fell into startled murmurs. It wasn’t every day that the normally unapproachable Lady Asteara stormed in like a force of nature.


      Ignoring the whispers and stares, Milly pulled the protesting Lucius over to an empty table and sat down. She began unloading an alarming stack of reference books from her bag, then shoved them across the table toward him.


      “I picked out a few textbooks from home. At your current level, these should cover everything you need.”


      “Are you serious?”


      “Completely. Oh, and don’t worry about me. I’ve got my own material to go through. I intend to maintain my rank as number one for the year.”


      “That’s the last thing on my mind.”


      Milly’s face remained as calm and unreadable as ever, and that expression alone told Lucius there was no escape. Shoulders slumping, he accepted his fate because Milly was, without question, dead serious. She was overflowing with determination to seize first place once again, and she had no intention of yielding the First Dance to anyone.


      This is my last chance to make friends before summer break!


      She would stand in the spotlight at the ball’s First Dance and win their attention—no, their friendship—once and for all. Then, she would spend a summer break so full of plans it left no room to breathe. That was Milly’s sole goal.


      She had long since lost interest in dances and social gatherings, but if there was even a chance she could make friends, then as someone aiming to be the final boss, she had no choice but to give it everything she had.


      “I can’t say I care much about your grades, Lucius,” she admitted, “but this is the perfect opportunity, so I’ll give you my full support.”


      “Not exactly comforting when you say it with that look in your eyes.”


      Clenching both fists with a determined pose, Milly exhaled sharply through her nose, ready to begin.


      Time to study.


      Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a thick reference book and a dense volume on magical history. Today’s focus would be her specialty—magic history—to raise her written exam scores as much as possible.


      At Grandor Magic Academy, the periodic exams were notorious for one thing above all: sheer quantity. Both theory and practice demanded enormous effort, but the written tests were especially brutal. Unlike practical exams, where training could make up for weakness, the written portions were all about memorization. Magic history, mathematics, alchemy, biology. Students had to hammer every last line of every last textbook into their heads.


      It was anything but simple. Still, Milly had always liked these exams in the previous timeline. They reflected true ability, and more importantly, they were one of the few chances she’d ever had to prove the results of her own hard work.


      Wait. Now that I think about it, did this “reward” exist even before the rewind?


      In that earlier world, she’d taken first place in every exam as a matter of course, but she couldn’t recall ever hearing a word about any First Dance. Not that it was surprising, given the fact that she’d never cared about balls or dances to begin with. Maybe the invitation had come that time too, and she’d simply ignored it.


      If so, what a waste. Opportunities to make friends didn’t come often.


      But back then, being first in the year was a given. I can do it again this time.


      The exams would be tough, but with enough effort, taking the top spot wasn’t beyond reach.


      While reinforcing her resolve, Milly suddenly sensed someone approaching and turned around. “Oh, Gilbert.”


      “Ah, y-you noticed me already?” Startled, Gilbert Fritzner, the boy in her line of sight, stiffened his shoulders. She hadn’t seen him since yesterday.


      Judging by the stack of reference books in his arms, he had also come to study. As expected of the second prince, he didn’t slack when it came to academics.


      “You’re here to study too? If there aren’t any free tables, you can join us.”


      “Uh, all right. I’ll do that. You came with Lucius?”


      “Mm-hmm. I thought I’d look after him while I studied.”


      “‘Look after me,’ she says, after dragging me here against my will,” Lucius muttered.


      Always with the complaints. Milly puffed her cheeks ever so slightly. “Honestly, you never stop whining. If you’re already worn out, you’ll never last through tomorrow.”


      “Wait, tomorrow?! You’re doing this again?!” Gilbert reacted, surprised.


      “Of course we are. The most important part of studying is consistency. We’re coming here every day until the exams.”


      “Oh, there it is. Lady Asteara’s weird switch just flipped again.” Lucius slumped forward, smacking his forehead against the desk with a dull thud.


      Even Gilbert, seated beside Milly, looked at him with a hint of sympathy.


      What a waste, Milly thought. Lucius is clever enough. If he applied himself, he could even reach second place.


      Of course, she had no intention of giving up first. Still, watching him grumble and half-heartedly resist made it impossible not to think he was wasting potential.


      As she forcibly lifted his drooping shoulders, something pale flickered at the edge of her vision, something that made her freeze for a moment.


      Ike... Her eyes found one of her fellow student council members, someone she still hadn’t had a proper conversation with.


      Apparently, he was serious about studying too. As Milly watched his profile while he browsed the shelves, Ike suddenly noticed her gaze. Their eyes met, and he instantly scowled, deep lines forming between his brows, as was typical whenever he spotted Milly. Out of habit, she gave a small, polite wave.


      Gilbert, noticing where she was looking, let out an “Ah.”


      “You’re here too, eh, Ike? Studying as well?”


      “Why the hell are you all here together?”


      “Funny hearing that from you. You’re not usually this fired up about studying. What happened?”


      “I’ve got a reason to take first place.” He muttered the words like a curse, his crimson eyes narrowing as he shot Milly a glare.


      Ah. So that was it. He was after the First Dance too.


      That made perfect sense. Honestly, Ike didn’t seem to have many friends himself. He was probably hoping to use the First Dance as a springboard into a busier, more fulfilling summer break. For all his rough edges, he was shrewd, Milly thought, a touch impressed.


      Heh. He doesn’t have to push himself so hard. If I take first place, I’ll choose him as my dance partner anyway. Still, I understand. Glory feels best when you win it yourself.


      With that lofty, almost maternal sense of approval, Milly never once considered the possibility that Ike was studying precisely to block her from taking first place and to prevent her from inviting him to the dance.


      Filled with that misplaced sense of camaraderie, she patted the empty chair beside her. “Come, you should join our table. There aren’t any other seats left, are there?”


      It was the height of exam season, and every table in the library was crowded with students. Some even stood in corners reading textbooks while waiting for a spot to open. But no one dared approach the table shared by the grand duke’s daughter and the second prince, so a few seats around them remained empty.


      “Huh? Why the hell would I?”


      “What do you mean, why? You were looking for a seat, weren’t you?”


      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I have to sit with you guys.”


      “You’re free to wait for another table, of course. But if you’re serious about aiming for the top, can you really afford to waste time like that?”


      After all, anyone competing for first place would have her as their rival. Milly’s lips curved into a confident little smile, radiating the certainty of someone who simply couldn’t imagine losing.


      Ike frowned, clearly wanting to argue, but with the library packed full of students, he seemed to realize that waiting around for another seat wasn’t practical. He yanked a chair out with a clatter and sat down wordlessly.


      “Heh. My victory.”


      “What were you even competing over?”


      “My reply-battle prowess.”


      In certain corners of the Kingdom of Aviria, these sudden back-and-forth arguments were apparently known as “reply battles.” And as someone aspiring to be the final boss, Milly could never afford to lose a battle, no matter what kind it was. She wasn’t entirely sure what “reply” meant in this context, but whatever the case, victory was all that mattered.


      “All right! No more chatting. We’re starting the study session, Lucius! Our goal is the First Dance!”


      “I just want to go home.”


      Milly’s determination burned bright. And with her triumphant declaration, the lively “study group” of the first-year student council members began.


      A few of them looked less than thrilled, but to Milly, that was hardly a problem worth noticing.


      ◇◇◇


      It had only been a short while since their study session began in the library. As Milly copied out a page of mathematical formulas, Lucius, already slouching in his chair, spoke up hesitantly. “Er, Lady Asteara?”


      “What is it?”


      “Just to confirm, this is supposed to be a study group?”


      “Indeed.”


      “Then why is everyone silently scribbling away like their lives depend on it?”


      “Because it’s a study group.”


      “I don’t think that’s what a study group’s supposed to be.”


      What the devil was he talking about? Milly paused, blinking her wide eyes.


      “A study group is for studying, isn’t it? And we’re studying. Hence, study group.”


      “Well yeah, technically, but that’s not the point! Normally, a study group’s, you know, you talk, snack on something, goof around a bit...”


      “Oh?”


      “Yes! Wait, you didn’t know that?”


      When she blinked again, Lucius gave her a look as if she were some rare and baffling creature. Something about that expression got under her skin.


      “Of course I knew that. Obviously.”


      “Oh, here we go, she’s pouting again.”


      “I am not pouting.” She had simply gained a new piece of knowledge, that was all. Crossing one leg over the other, Milly continued with poise. “Fine then. If you insist, let’s do this ‘real study group’ of yours. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”


      “Wow. Even the way you sulk is annoying.”


      “Go on, then. Start chattering away. Eat something, make it proper study-group behavior. Hurry up.”


      “It’s not quite that mechanical.”


      “Guh.” His weary correction made her grit her teeth in frustration. So this was the confidence of someone skilled at socializing.


      After two months in the same class, Milly had learned one thing: Lucius had a lot of friends. He was close with students from other classes, and she’d even seen him laughing with upperclassmen once, an incident that had nearly driven her to bite her handkerchief out of jealousy. It was just too enviable. She wished he’d share even a little of that charm.


      “Don’t think this means you’ve won,” she said coolly. “If you get complacent, I’ll pull the rug right out from under you.”


      “What conversation are we even having right now?” Lucius asked, brow furrowed.


      Apparently, their back-and-forth had broken the focus of another. Gilbert, who’d been quietly practicing magic with his wand, finally spoke up. “Hey, Lucius. Try concentrating a little, would you?”


      “Who, me?”


      “Yes, you. Why else did you come all the way to the library?”


      Milly nodded so hard it looked like her head might fall off. Once Milly Asteara found herself backed up, she had a bad habit of getting smug.


      “Look,” Lucius protested, “my point is that this is no different from studying alone!”


      “That’s exactly what a study group is supposed to be,” Milly opined.


      “Indeed,” Gilbert added smoothly.


      “This is too wholesome! I was expecting, you know, chatting about school and stuff while helping each other out at a nice, relaxed pace.”


      “How is that a study group?” Milly asked. “You should learn from our example and study in silence.”


      “Absolutely right,” Gilbert said again, serenely.


      “Also, your posture is terrible. Sit up straight, like this.”


      “Such insight, Milly.”


      “Would you stop agreeing with everything she says?!” Lucius exploded at the second prince.


      It wasn’t heckling, though. Gilbert was providing valuable support fire for Lady Asteara.


      “Hey, you three. Shut up already. You’re loud as hell,” Ike complained.


      Milly pursed her lips, but she couldn’t really argue. Ike had lost his focus because of them. Clicking his tongue loudly, he shot all three a withering glare.


      “Oh, sorry. Were we too loud?”


      “An understatement. I can’t stand this. I knew I’d regret sitting near this bunch.” Muttering under his breath, Ike began closing the books spread out in front of him one after another. Apparently, he had reached his limit.


      As Milly watched him shove his books into his bag, she hesitated, unsure how to respond. The lack of progress in her relationship with him was one of the things that weighed on her mind.


      Well, it’s not like the issues between our families could ever be resolved that easily. She let out a small sigh.


      Ike, the adopted son of a border marquis, harbored deep resentment toward Milly’s father, Kyle Asteara. Years ago, the viscount family into which Ike had been born had incurred the grand duke’s wrath. As a result, the young Ike had been sent away, taken in by a frontier noble house as a form of damage control. Torn from his family over something so absurd, Ike had never forgiven Kyle, and by extension, Milly. Even after Milly had grown closer to his elder sister, Lizbel, his tone toward her had softened only slightly. Barely at all, really. Any hope of true friendship still seemed far away.


      “Heading out already, Ike?” Gilbert asked as the boy stood, slinging his bag over his shoulder.


      “Yeah. Being around you idiots makes me lose brain cells.”


      “Hmm? I don’t think it works that way,” Milly said, puzzled. “You can relax.”


      “That right there is exactly what I mean by ‘idiots.’” With a weary snort, Ike turned and strode quickly from the library.


      As he disappeared through the door, an awkward silence hung over the table, broken only by Lucius’s dry chuckle. “Well, the lady sure knows how to make an impression. That gave me chills.”


      “You think he really hates me that much?”


      “Oh, no question. You seriously still want to be friends with that guy?”


      Of course she did. As a member of the student council, she wanted to build closer bonds with her peers and beyond that, her broader goal was to make as many friends as possible, to ensure she wouldn’t end up alone three years hence.


      “Making friends is harder than I thought,” she said with a sigh. “According to my plan, I should have been hosting a grand home party by now.”


      “That’s quite the optimistic forecast.”


      “Reality is cruel. Which means I’ll just have to make it happen at the First Dance.”


      “Given how things are going, that sounds more like a recipe for disaster than success,” Lucius said, making a forecast of his own.


      There was no way to know without trying. Gripping her pen again, Milly straightened in her chair and faced her notes with renewed focus.


      “All right, enough talking. If I’m going to take first place and multiply my friends tenfold, I’d better study.”


      “Eh? We’re still doing this? Ike’s already gone. Can’t we call it a day?”


      “What are you talking about? Stop slacking and focus.”


      “I’m just saying you guys are way too stiff. This’d be easier if we had someone more easygoing around.” Lucius showed no sign of picking up his pen. At this point, it was hard to say whether his complaints were about the study group or about studying itself.


      “Ah, Lady Milly!”


      Just as she was about to scold Lucius again, Milly looked up at the sound of her name. A chestnut-haired girl was hurrying toward her, and the instant Milly saw that face, she sprang to her feet as if jolted by electricity.


      “Sierra!”


      Sierra Restreive was, without question, Milly’s friend. What was Sierra doing here, of all places? Milly reached out, brushing her fingers against the girl’s small hand.


      “Hello, everyone,” Sierra greeted softly. “Um, are you studying?”


      “Yes, with the student council. What about you? Are you here to study too?”


      “Oh, no. I just came to borrow a reference book.”


      Sierra smiled shyly and gave Milly’s hand a gentle squeeze. That alone was enough to lift Milly’s spirits. Friendship truly was a wonderful thing.


      Squeezing back, Milly leaned forward eagerly. “Sierra, if you’d like, why don’t you join us?”


      “Eh?”


      “I was just saying we needed someone with a calm, gentle presence. Right, Lucius?” It was fate, really, Sierra running into them like this. There was no reason not to invite her.


      Milly turned to Lucius, who had been grumbling just moments before. He met her gaze, visibly intimidated by the unspoken pressure, and nodded quickly.


      “Uh, is it really all right for me to join?”


      “Of course! Come, sit here.”


      Sierra’s face lit up at once. Feeling her own cheeks soften in response, Milly quickly guided her friend to the seat beside her.


      Sierra was, for now, Milly’s only real friend. It had been quite some time since they’d had the chance to sit and talk like this. They were in separate classes to begin with, and now Sierra had found new friends of her own.


      Since the incident at the tea party, Sierra’s school life had been full and lively. Apparently, after the incident, a few classmates had started talking to Sierra, and thanks to that, she no longer felt out of place in her class. It was, of course, something to be happy about. And yet, when Milly heard it, she felt a faint, childish pang of jealousy. It was silly, really. But since Milly had no other female friends, she couldn’t help wanting Sierra’s attention all to herself.


      “This is Sierra from Class A,” she introduced proudly. “She’s my friend.”


      “Um, nice to meet you,” Sierra said, bowing politely, her cheeks tinting pink.


      Curiosity gleamed in Lucius’s eyes. “Well now, she looks awfully pure and wholesome for one of your friends, Lady Asteara.”


      “Hmph. Adorable, isn’t she?”


      “She is. How much did you have to pay her?”


      “I will knock you out.”


      Lucius still hadn’t learned his place. Milly sliced her hand through the air in warning, and the sharp sound of displaced wind made him go pale. The next one, she decided, wouldn’t be a warning.


      “Student council members sure are funny,” Sierra said with a giggle.


      “Funny?” Gilbert muttered, exasperated. “He was just being plain rude.”


      Exactly right.


      With a soft “hmph,” Milly turned her gaze away from the insolent knight and picked up her pen once more. If they kept chatting like this, it would turn into nothing more than a social hour. For the sake of maintaining at least the appearance of a study group, she needed to steer things back on course.


      “All right, let’s get back to it. There isn’t much time left before the exams.” Her clear, commanding voice carried across the table, prompting everyone—except Lucius, of course—to resume their own work. Though even he, after a few more grumbles, eventually straightened up and began writing with genuine focus.


      Watching his profile as he worked, Milly couldn’t help but think with a quiet sigh, He can really apply himself when he tries. What a shame it’s so rare.


      ◇◇◇


      The study session, which now included Sierra, came to an end when the library closed its doors.


      Honestly, Milly thought it had gone remarkably well. Having others around kept her motivated, but above all, Sierra’s presence had made all the difference.


      Their first real conversation in ages had been delightful, and it had even helped her focus on her studies. By the end, Sierra, who had seemed so shy at first, was relaxed and at ease, which made Milly so happy she could’ve jumped for joy.


      As the four of them made their way toward the front gate, Lucius, leading the group, stretched and groaned dramatically. “Man, finally done! I don’t wanna see another number ever again!”


      “You didn’t even take it seriously.”


      “Excuse me? I took it super seriously!”


      “Oh, really? Then why were you staring at the same page for half an hour?” asked Gilbert, having apparently seen through Lucius’s half-hearted studying as well.


      “Wait, you noticed that? That’s kind of creepy, you know.”


      Honestly, if Lucius applied himself more seriously, he could rank among the top students in the year too, so why was he always so lazy about it? Milly couldn’t help feeling it was such a waste.


      As Milly walked behind the two boys, Sierra drew closer.


      “Milly,” the girl said softly.


      “What is it?” Milly asked.


      “Oh, nothing important,” Sierra replied, smiling a little shyly. “I just wanted to thank you for today.”


      “Thank me?” Milly blinked.


      Sierra lowered her head, her cheeks faintly pink. Milly tilted her own head in mild confusion. Had she somehow done something worthy of gratitude without realizing it?


      “I don’t remember doing anything you’d need to thank me for,” Milly said.


      Sierra gave a small laugh. “You did. You invited me to join the study group, didn’t you?”


      “That’s all?” Milly asked, a little puzzled.


      “That’s what made me happy! Oh, and you lent me this too.” Beaming, Sierra held up the reference book Milly had lent her earlier, an old volume on magical theory that had been gathering dust in the Asteara family’s library.


      “It’s really nothing,” Milly said, waving a hand modestly. “I didn’t need it anymore.”


      Sierra shook her head. “That’s not true. My family can’t really afford new textbooks, so this means a lot to me.” She hugged the book to her chest and smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners.


      Milly slowed her steps for a moment, struck silent. She never quite knew how to respond to straightforward gratitude like that. What a strange feeling. Like a fluttering in my chest.


      But it wasn’t unpleasant. If anything, it felt warm, almost overwhelming. A tightness bloomed in her chest then and spread through her whole body in a way she couldn’t quite describe.


      I’ve felt something like this before.


      What surfaced in her mind was the final moment before time had rewound—the garden and the self-proclaimed villainess who had aimed her wand at Milly. Back then, a flood of emotion had seized her and wouldn’t let go, an anger she couldn’t put into words.


      But this was different. The complete opposite. It was warm, and gentle, and strangely comforting.


      “Milly?” Sierra asked quietly. She must have found it odd that Milly had gone silent. The girl’s wide eyes blinked as she peered up at her friend.


      “Oh, it’s nothing,” Milly said quickly.


      “Are you sure?” Sierra asked, tilting her head.


      “Yes. I just...feel a little happy, that’s all,” Milly admitted softly. As soon as she said it, the words felt right. Happy. That was it.


      It made her happy to be thanked. To know that something she’d done could make her friend smile. It was a kind of happiness she’d never recognized before the world had been rewound. Her thoughts felt light and hazy, as if floating.


      Coming to a stop, Milly turned fully toward her friend. “Hey, um, Sierra...”


      Sierra stopped as well, turning back toward her.


      “Uh, I just wanted to say I’ll invite you again sometime.”


      “Huh?” Sierra blinked.


      “Let’s hang out again, okay?” Saying it out loud made her cheeks burn. Flustered, she rushed ahead to catch up with Gilbert, who was walking a few steps in front of them.


      Gilbert glanced over at her as she fell into step beside him. He tilted his head slightly, as if wondering what had happened. Pretending not to notice, Milly turned her eyes toward Lucius, who was still grumbling about something up ahead.


      Jealousy, warmth, awkwardness. Friendship really was such a strange, ticklish thing. And yet, why did it feel so wonderful?


      Feeling that new, fluttering emotion racing through her chest, Milly tightened her grip on her bag. Beside her, Gilbert gave a small, amused smile and quietly looked away.


      ◇◇◇


      “How the devil did you get that equation from this? I’ve told you a hundred times. If you look at the numbers, the right formula should come to you naturally!” Gilbert exclaimed, exasperated.


      The very next day, one corner of the library was already buzzing with noise.


      “Yes, well, that doesn’t happen for normal people!” Lucius shot back. “Don’t lump my brain in with yours, Your Highness!”


      “It’s not about brains! Just try it again!” Gilbert said sharply.


      The scene was noisy—perhaps too noisy to be called “lively”—but it wasn’t quite an argument. It was, technically speaking, a proper lesson: Lucius was being tutored in theory by Gilbert.


      “I’m telling you, you’re terrible at explaining things! You’re all instinct, no logic!” Lucius complained.


      “What did you say?!” Gilbert fired back.


      “Normal people can’t just feel which formula fits by staring at the numbers!” Lucius countered.


      As Lucius raised his voice, Sierra, who had been quietly writing beside them, let out a small, helpless laugh.


      Watching the exchange, Milly sighed and clapped her hands once to restore order. “Honestly, this is getting us nowhere. Let’s take a short break.”


      Continuing the study group with the same members as the day before, Milly had implemented a new idea: the “Teacher System,” as she called it. It was simple enough: each person would teach their best subject to the others. The idea was meant to improve everyone’s understanding, but in practice, things weren’t going quite as smoothly. Mostly thanks to Lucius.


      “But still,” Sierra said gently with a chuckle, “we’re studying together and having fun, aren’t we? It’s starting to feel like a real study group.”


      “You don’t have to sugarcoat it,” Lucius replied dryly. “You’ll just make Her Ladyship smug.”


      That tone grated on Milly’s nerves. She frowned slightly.


      “By the way, Lady Asteara,” Lucius went on, “I’m really not feeling any improvement here.”


      “That’s because you’re not taking it seriously,” Gilbert said matter-of-factly.


      “So what?!” Lucius protested. “I told you I was only doing this yesterday! Why did you drag me here again?!” He gave Milly a pleading look. For all his complaining, he wasn’t entirely wrong. The system she’d devised clearly wasn’t working as intended.


      What should she do? Reading alone didn’t suit Lucius’s temperament, but assigning him a tutor only led to bickering.


      “Look, you don’t have to worry about me,” Lucius said, leaning back against his chair and stretching. “I’ll get enough points to avoid repeating the year. You don’t need to waste your time.”


      Milly sighed. It was true. Lucius was sharp enough to scrape by without her or Gilbert’s help. She’d realized that over the past two days. But that wasn’t the point.


      “No,” Milly said firmly. “You’re not getting away that easily.”


      “Why are you so stubborn about this?” he groaned.


      “I started this study group so we could all work hard together. Without you, it loses its meaning,” Milly said, crossing her arms and letting out a decisive “hmph!”


      Lucius was a good friend. Being in the same class, they spent plenty of time together at the academy, and the easy, laid-back air he carried made even Milly feel comfortable. That was why she’d started this study group in the first place, to grow stronger with a friend like him.


      Studying was something Milly could easily do on her own. In fact, before time had rewound, the idea of opening a textbook with someone else would never have even crossed her mind. But that fixed notion had been broken, thanks to Lucius. Which meant that without him, the study group simply had no meaning.


      Lucius blinked at her, momentarily speechless, before frowning. “So, what you’re saying is, this is all just because you want to have a study group, and I’m being forced to go along with it?”


      “Yes,” Milly replied.


      “Unbelievable. That’s so self-centered,” Lucius muttered under his breath. Even so, he seemed to resign himself and opened his reference book again, grumbling all the way.


      Satisfied to see him pick up his pen, Milly turned back to her own materials. Break time was over. She straightened her posture, trying to regain her focus, then suddenly whipped her head around with surprising speed.


      “Wha?!”


      “Oh, Nicholas,” Milly said coolly. “Next time you sneak up on someone, at least say something first.”


      Standing behind her was a startled Nicholas, his eyes wide in shock.


      As his expression shifted from surprise to fear, Milly gave him a flat, unimpressed look. Really, she thought. He was the one who’d tried to sneak up on her. What reason did he have to be afraid?


      “H-How did you even notice me?” Nicholas stammered.


      “I felt your presence,” Milly said calmly. “Are you here to study too?” To be honest, he didn’t look like the type to take studying all that seriously.


      Before Nicholas could answer, Edgar appeared from behind him. “Yeah, that’s right,” Edgar said lightly. “The president’s been falling behind on his submissions, so we figured we’d come by and give him a little push.”


      Milly quickly turned her eyes away from Nicholas, who was still trembling so hard his teeth chattered, and gave a calm nod. Edgar was clearly the more coherent of the two.


      “I see. You’re welcome to join us,” Milly said politely. “I’m afraid there aren’t any open seats at our table, though.”


      “Oh, no problem,” Edgar replied with a wave of his hand. “We’ll just take that table over there and do our thing.” Without further discussion, he grabbed his quaking partner by the arm and guided him to the neighboring table.


      Well, whatever the reason, more people joining in was a good thing, even if Nicholas’s constant fear was getting on her nerves.


      It’s starting to feel more like a proper study group now, Milly thought. And Sierra’s here too, so... Then, an idea struck her. She turned quickly toward Sierra. Right, this would be Sierra’s first time meeting those two.


      “Sierra, let me introduce you,” Milly said. “Those two are also members of the student council: Nicholas and...”


      “Oh, um, it’s all right,” Sierra said, shaking her head gently. “I know who they are. The Einzdohr ducal family, correct?”


      Milly blinked in mild surprise. She hadn’t expected that. As Lucius muttered complaints about the study group under his breath beside them, Milly glanced back at Sierra.


      “You know them?” Milly asked.


      “Yes,” Sierra said with a small smile. “The student council members are fairly well-known. And, well, I actually owe the president a favor for helping me that day.”


      That day? Milly wondered, and then it clicked. Of course. The tea party.


      After the incident, when Angelina—the culprit—was suspended, Nicholas had arranged for compensation to be paid to Sierra’s family in lieu of making the matter public. Milly didn’t know the exact amount, but considering it had come from the next duke of Einzdohr, it must have been substantial. It was no wonder Sierra recognized him.


      “I’m really not very familiar with the nobility,” Sierra admitted. “To be honest, when I first met the president, I just thought, ‘Oh, he seems kind of plain and unassuming.’”


      “I think every student here probably thought the same thing,” Milly said wryly.


      Sierra laughed softly. “But after hearing more about him, he’s incredible, isn’t he? He’s the next duke, after all, and it feels so unreal that someone like that is living student life right alongside us.” Letting out a slightly embarrassed breath, Sierra smiled again. “But Milly, you don’t feel like that at all. Your family outranks even the duke’s, and yet you always treat people like me—commoners—as equals.”


      “Sierra...” Milly said quietly, eyes widening. The words caught her off guard. I’m glad. Even if we don’t talk as much as before, Sierra still sees me as a true friend.


      Honestly, Milly had been worried. She’d never had friends before, and she didn’t really know how to hold on to them. What frightened her most was the thought of losing one.


      After the tea party incident, Sierra had made new friends and spent less time with Milly, and part of her had wondered if that meant she was no longer needed. But apparently, her fears had been unfounded.


      “Still,” Milly said thoughtfully, “it’s a problem that we don’t get to talk as often anymore. Maybe I should ask my father to have our classes reassigned.”


      “What?! Milly, you can’t be serious!” Sierra exclaimed, eyes wide.


      Well, perhaps using the grand duke’s authority for personal reasons might be frowned upon. What a waste, though. Being born the daughter of the Asteara family and not making use of it.


      Maybe I’ll just petition the headmaster directly, Milly began to think in earnest, when Sierra spoke up again, as if remembering something.


      “Oh, but there is one person I don’t know very well,” she said. “The blue-haired one sitting next to them. He’s the vice president, right?” Sierra’s gaze had shifted toward Edgar, who was chatting with Gilbert and the others with his usual sly, unreadable smile. He hadn’t interacted with Sierra at all during the tea party incident.


      Milly nodded lightly and offered a brief explanation. “That’s Edgar. Edgar Franster. He’s the son of the Count of Magic.”


      “The Count of Magic?” Sierra repeated, puzzled.


      Milly smiled faintly. “Mm. It’s more of a nickname used in high society. Ages ago, the Franster family’s ancestor earned his title through magical research. That’s how the family line became known as the ‘Count of Magic.’”


      “I-I see. So, people can receive a title for research achievements too,” Sierra said, amazed.


      “That’s right. Maybe that’s why the Franster line has produced so many talented mages generation after generation,” Milly explained.


      The Franster family was one of Aviria’s oldest and most respected houses, a lineage that had contributed greatly to the kingdom’s progress in magical technology. The fact that Milly and the others could live so comfortably now was—in no small part—thanks to the Franster family’s ancestors. Long ago, they had pioneered the fusion of magic and engineering. The people of Aviria had them to thank for something as simple and as miraculous as being able to soak in warm water and bathe every day.


      Lifting her chin proudly, Milly continued as if she were boasting about her own achievements. “But the most gifted of them all had to be the previous generation’s Lord Neal, Edgar’s grandfather. The precision of his wand work, his chanting, everything about his magic was mechanical in its perfection!” Her eyes sparkled as she spoke.


      “Ah, r-right, I see,” Sierra replied hesitantly.


      “And he was so intelligent,” Milly went on, undeterred. “You can’t even discuss the development of modern magitech without mentioning him. The Franster family had been on the verge of losing their title as ‘Count of Magic,’ but it was Lord Neil who restored their honor!”


      “Um, yes, that’s impressive,” Sierra said, smiling weakly.


      “Anyway, he’s one of the people I admire most! I’ll lend you his autobiography sometime!” Milly said eagerly.


      “Th-Thank you, I think?” Sierra replied with a nervous laugh.


      While Sierra looked politely bewildered, Milly exhaled with satisfaction, her enthusiasm unmistakable. Ah, if only I could have spoken with Lord Neil about magic, just once. Edgar’s so lucky. To be the grandson of such a legendary mage. How unfair!


      Milly had never even known her grandparents, yet Edgar’s grandfather had been the Neil Franster. The envy she felt was almost painful. Milly watched Edgar teasing Lucius and noticed how his refined, confident expression stood out sharply in profile. Then, it occurred to her—despite spending so much time together in the student council, she knew very little about Edgar himself.


      She knew plenty about the Franster family name, but almost nothing about him as a person, his hobbies, his tastes, what kind of things he liked or disliked. In fact, she barely interacted with him at all. Unlike the others—childhood friends, classmates, allies, or even rivals—her connection with Edgar felt distant, almost superficial.


      I always assumed he was the sociable type, like Lucius, someone good at closing the distance between people, but maybe not.


      The only concrete thing she knew was that true to the Franster name, he was exceptionally skilled in magic. Milly considered this quietly. The Franster line had produced one talented mage after another, though the current head of the family was regarded as rather unremarkable.


      Perhaps that perception existed because Lord Neil had been so extraordinary, so much so that his descendants seemed overshadowed by comparison. Even so, within magical circles, expectations were high for his grandson, Edgar.


      “Unchanted Magic”...


      For most humans, spellcasting required both precise incantations and exact movements of the wand. Mastering magic, what many considered the key to success in life, was so difficult precisely because of this. Every syllable, every shift in tone and rhythm, every flick of the wrist needed to be flawless.


      But there had existed a rare few who could cast without uttering a single word. One of those few was none other than Edgar Franster, heir to the Franster House. When he was only five years old, he had conjured flames from his wand without a single word of incantation, shocking the entire academic world—and rightly so, because Edgar Franster was the only known human alive capable of casting magic without chanting.


      Milly, through years of training since childhood, could cast spells without using a wand, but even so, wandless mages like her were exceedingly rare. Only a handful existed across the world. Impressive, yes, but between the two abilities, there was no question which was more extraordinary.


      That was why Milly couldn’t help but respect Edgar. She wished she could talk with him about magic someday. Edgar himself never really sought her out. They exchanged words now and then, even chatted briefly when passing in the halls, but that was all. There was always a certain distance between them, an invisible barrier that neither had tried to cross.


      Well, I suppose very few people are eager to get close to the infamous daughter of the grand duke. It had to be the Asteara name getting in the way again. Milly gave a small, sulky huff through her nose. But that was fine. Once she earned the right to the First Dance, she would have more friends than she could count. Still, it feels wasteful to stay mere acquaintances when we’re around each other this often. Maybe I should take the chance and become friends with Edgar too.


      The more allies she had, the better her odds of surviving the next three years, and a powerful mage like him would be especially valuable.


      Milly straightened up, stretching her arms high, then slammed both palms onto the desk with a sharp bang. “All right, break’s over, Lucius! Next, I’m teaching you practical magic!”


      “Huh? What’s with the sudden—” Lucius began.


      “Just do it!” Milly said firmly. “Oh, right, Gilbert, you’re not great with practicals either, are you? I’ll teach you both!”


      “W-Wait, me too?” Gilbert asked, blinking.


      “And Sierra, here!” Milly continued, thrusting a book toward her. “I brought a new reference text from home. Try working through it!”


      “Wha?! Th-Thank you so much!” Sierra stammered, startled but smiling.


      “All right, everyone, let’s go! Focus and give it your all! Ready, go!” Milly shouted.


      Lucius groaned. “Her energy just got so annoying.”


      All they needed to do was get through the study session in front of them. Nothing would fall into place until she took first place on the exams.


      Lucius shot a desperate look toward Gilbert, silently begging for help, but when Milly got like this, there was no stopping her. Gilbert only sighed quietly and shook his head. A long, grueling “lesson” was clearly about to begin.


      “Hey, Edgar,” Nicholas whispered from the next table, glancing toward the lively group. “Look at them. They’re having such a good time.”


      “They really are,” Edgar said mildly.


      “Seriously, they’ve gotten so close so fast. It’s kind of cute, isn’t it?” Nicholas added with a grin.


      Edgar gave him a sidelong glance. “Your point?”


      “I wanna be over there too,” Nicholas muttered.


      “Maybe if you spent less time observing them and more time writing, we’d actually make progress,” Edgar replied flatly.


      Struck by the undeniable truth of that statement, Nicholas groaned and collapsed forward onto the desk. The mountain of unfinished paperwork before him showed no sign of shrinking anytime soon.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: A Waste of Time


      Once the study sessions had commenced, they went on far longer than anyone expected. About a week had passed since Milly and her friends began meeting regularly in the library. By all accounts, things were going well. The group’s progress, especially in written subjects, was impressive. If Lucius kept at it, Milly thought, he’d probably manage a decent score.


      “You seem awfully pleased with yourself.”


      Milly, who had been enjoying breakfast while imagining how grateful Lucius would be when he finally passed, blinked at the voice. Across the table sat her father, Grand Duke Kyle Asteara, his golden hair gleaming as his crimson eyes—the same shade as Milly’s—curved with amusement. This was the same expression he always wore when plotting something unpleasant. Swallowing the last bite of bread, Milly met his gaze with her usual calm.


      “Do I?” she asked.


      “I’d say so. Most people would be on edge before exams, yet you look positively cheerful.”


      “You needn’t worry,” Milly replied evenly. “I’ve been holding regular study groups with my classmates these past few days.”


      His barbs no longer fazed her. If anything, this one was a perfect setup for a little bragging. Milly lifted her chin proudly, her voice swelling with self-satisfaction. After all, I’m hosting real study groups with actual friends now. Not that father would know what that’s like. Even if her father were jealous, she had no intention of inviting him. Let him stew in envy, Milly thought, glancing up at him expectantly, only for Kyle to smirk instead.


      “So your classmates haven’t cut ties with you yet?” he asked, lips curling into a grin.


      “What kind of person do you take me for, father?” Milly asked flatly.


      “I merely find it strange. From what I’ve heard, you’re treated with the utmost...respect at the academy,” he said, his tone faintly amused.


      And just who did he hear that from? Milly frowned, shoving another bite of bread into her mouth rather than replying. Silence, in this case, was as good as admission.


      Kyle wasn’t wrong. Milly was treated with the utmost respect at Grandor. Or, more accurately, like a live explosive. To put it bluntly, everyone was terrified of her. Especially in her own class, 1-C, the atmosphere was borderline absurd. Just speaking to someone, or even changing her expression, was enough to send her classmates into pale-faced panic, as though a natural disaster had struck.


      Honestly, that’s entirely your fault, father.


      It was all well and good to be feared as someone aspiring to be the final boss, but this was not quite the sort of awe she’d sought out. Taking a sip of tea, Milly gave a sharp little sniff through her nose. Her classmates’ fear stemmed from one simple fact: she was the daughter of the grand duke.


      Nobles, commoners, underclassmen, even upper-year students, everyone was terrified of the man known throughout the kingdom as the “Demon Duke.” That was why others kept their distance, why they spoke to her with trembling politeness, and why even teachers treated her with exaggerated deference. Milly hadn’t done anything to deserve it. Her father’s reputation alone was enough.


      “It’s not that I’m being avoided,” Milly said, folding her arms. “It’s you, father.”


      “Oh?” Kyle arched an eyebrow.


      “Everyone says they’re afraid of me. They think that if they ever make me angry, you’ll come and destroy their homes,” Milly muttered, turning her face away.


      Kyle raised his brows in mild surprise, looking more intrigued than guilty. “You seem to be in a foul mood. Don’t tell me that sort of thing actually hurts your feelings?”


      “Of course not,” Milly said quickly.


      “How foolish,” Kyle said, his tone detached. “If someone can’t see past your family name or title, then that’s all their relationship with you was ever worth.”


      Speaking as if he weren’t the root of the problem, he set down his cutlery and rose from his seat. He was probably about to leave for the day. Normally, Milly would at least offer a polite farewell, but still sulking, she stayed silent.


      Then, Kyle paused at the doorway. “Cut ties with anyone unworthy of your time,” he said over his shoulder. “Don’t waste yourself on the trivial.” With that parting remark, he left the dining room.


      “What a roundabout way to try and be comforting,” murmured Bibi, the maid who had been waiting quietly nearby.


      Milly puffed out her cheeks again, lips pursed in mild irritation.


      ◇◇◇


      That afternoon, after classes had ended, Milly packed her things to head to the library for another study session. Then, she paused, tilting her head in puzzlement. Lucius was nowhere to be seen.


      He was just here a minute ago. Don’t tell me he ran off now, of all times. She had been impressed with him lately. He hadn’t complained or slacked off much in the past week. But apparently, she was going to have to scold him again. I knew I should’ve tied him to his chair.


      Letting out a small sigh of resignation, Milly glanced around the classroom. She’d have to drag him with her. Given the time, he couldn’t have gone far. He had to still be somewhere on campus.


      Turning sharply on her heel, Milly spotted two girls chatting near the classroom door and called out to them. “Excuse me, could I have a word?”


      “Huh? Ah! Y-Yes, of course!” one of the girls squeaked.


      Both stiffened the instant they saw her, their shoulders jerking at her question. Their reaction was so extreme it was hard to believe they were classmates at all. Milly frowned faintly, lowering her eyebrows just a little.


      “Wh-What can we do for you, Lady Asteara?” one of them stammered.


      “I’m looking for Lucius,” Milly said evenly. “Have either of you seen him?”


      The two girls immediately broke into a cold sweat.


      “Um, we saw him leaving the classroom a little while ago.” one girl stammered.


      “I see. So, he ran off after all. When I find him, I’ll give him a proper scolding,” Milly said, sounding mildly pleased.


      “Ah ha ha,” the girls laughed nervously.


      A knight abandoning his duty was simply unacceptable. Milly shrugged one shoulder as if to emphasize the point. The two girls exchanged awkward, wide-eyed looks, thoroughly uncomfortable. Whenever anyone in Class 1-C was addressed by Milly, they wore this same, frightened expression.


      I guess I finally understand. This is resentment, not respect. Milly recalled her father’s words from breakfast and let out a thin sigh. It’s infuriating. I’m not like father at all. People feared her purely because of the house she had been born into. The Asteara name did all the work. There was little in the way of real parental warmth behind it.


      “Um, is that, er, everything?” one girl murmured.


      “If so, we should be going,” the other added, already angling her toes toward the corridor.


      They were desperate to escape. Watching them silently coordinate their retreat, Milly felt the urge to say, “See?” to point out what she’d been thinking all along.


      Why won’t anyone understand? The question hovered in her mind—lately, it seemed to come up more and more.


      No matter how hard she tried, nothing ever changed. Every time she reached out, people only recoiled, too afraid to even speak to her properly. For every step she took forward, they took two back, and even when she met their eyes, she could tell they weren’t really seeing her. They were seeing him.


      If this keeps happening no matter what I do, then maybe trying to make friends was a foolish idea to begin with.


      Everything she did backfired. Before the world had rewound, she hadn’t cared about being alone. Life had been simpler that way. But now that she knew she couldn’t live in isolation, all she could see were the ways she kept failing.


      Nothing ever went as she hoped.


      She was about to sigh, when her father’s words from that morning came back to her. “Cut ties with anyone unworthy of your time. Don’t waste yourself on the trivial.” For all his arrogance, her father was no fool. As callous as those words had sounded, there was probably some truth hidden in them.


      She would never think like him, but still, she couldn’t help wondering: Is friendship even possible like this? Even if she won the right to the First Dance, what would it matter if everyone continued to see only the grand duke’s daughter instead of Milly herself? Wouldn’t it just make her stand out for all the wrong reasons?


      If that was the case, maybe trying to grow closer to her classmates really was a waste of time.


      No. Stop it. I need to find Lucius. Forcing her thoughts back into focus, Milly clenched her fist. One thing at a time. She could worry about meaning and effort later, after she took first place on the exams.


      She lifted her gaze, just as the classroom door suddenly opened.


      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” From between the double doors, a figure peeked in and quickly apologized to Milly and the nearby students.


      When the girl stepped out from behind the door and their eyes met, Milly’s surprise slipped out before she could stop it. “Ah, Brima!”


      “L-Lady Asteara?!”


      Brima Bickel, her classmate from 1-C and, since the tea party incident, one of Milly’s few genuine friends. With her vivid blue hair and a new decorative hairpin glinting in the light, Brima hurried over and bent sharply at the waist, offering a perfectly formal bow.


      “G-Good afternoon, Lady Asteara! It’s been so long. How have you been?!” Brima said breathlessly.


      “‘So long’? It’s only been five days,” Milly replied with a faint smile. “You just got back?”


      “Yes, ma’am! I returned from the inspection and came straight here to report back to the academy!”


      “I see. How was the port-town inspection? Did everything go well?” Milly asked.


      As always, Brima was overly formal and flustered, but it made Milly smile despite herself. Reaching out, she gently straightened the strands of hair Brima had mussed with her too-energetic bow.


      Brima was one of the few classmates who didn’t shy away from her. For the past five days, however, she’d been absent from school. The Bickel barony ran a general-goods business, and they’d recently been offered the chance to open a new branch in a coastal town. Brima had accompanied them on the inspection trip.


      At Grandor, where attendance was taken very seriously, taking leave was nearly impossible, but since lessons were shorter leading up to the exams, the academy had granted her permission. At least, that was the official story. In reality, the academy probably couldn’t afford to object to the Bickel family’s expansion plans.


      After all, the Bickel barony had business ties with the Asteara ducal house.


      Blocking one of their ventures would, indirectly, interfere with the grand duke’s profits. And given how much the academy relied on the Astearas’ generous “donations,” no one dared deny even a simple inspection trip.


      Brima, who likely understood all of this perfectly well, smiled brightly and raised both fists in a cheerful gesture. “Yes! Thanks to everyone’s support, it looks like we’ll be opening a branch after all! And every bit of it is thanks to you, Lady Asteara, and His Grace the Grand Duke!”


      “That’s an exaggeration,” Milly said. “Didn’t the mayor personally invite your family? Your shop earned that attention on its own.”


      “Ahhh, th-thank you! Your kindness is my blood, my flesh, my very reason to live!”


      “Honestly,” Milly sighed. “Will you ever break that habit of over-formality?”


      Ever since the tea party incident, Brima had been this way: hopelessly humble, overly grateful. Milly sometimes wished she would just relax and talk like a normal friend.


      Still, it was good to see her again. After the reaction she’d gotten from her classmates earlier, Milly couldn’t help feeling a flicker of relief. Being treated like an outsider in her own class had only grown worse lately, so having even one person she could speak to freely was a small but genuine comfort.


      Letting out a small sigh of relief, Milly noticed Brima glancing between her and the two girls still standing nearby—Milly’s classmates, who continued to look rather uncomfortable.


      “Oh, sorry,” Brima said hesitantly. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your conversation.”


      “No, it’s fine,” Milly replied. “I was just asking if they’d seen Lucius anywhere.”


      “Lucius? He’s not here?”


      “No. Right?” Milly shook her head, glancing at the other girls.


      Both of them nodded vigorously, their movements almost comical.


      “Honestly, it’s troublesome,” Milly sighed. “We can’t hold the study group without him.”


      “S-Study group? You, Lady Asteara?” one of the girls repeated, wide-eyed.


      “That’s right. We’ve been meeting in the library for a while now. You should join us sometime, Brima,” Milly said with a smile.


      “Eh?! M-Me?!” Brima squeaked.


      “Yes. The more people we have, the more enjoyable it is. Oh, actually...”


      Milly clapped her hands together, brightening with an idea. She turned toward the two hesitant girls.


      “What about you two? Would you like to come as well? It’s quite productive, and it’s fun,” Milly said encouragingly.


      “Huuuh?!” both girls blurted.


      “We’re classmates, after all,” Milly continued. “Wouldn’t it be nice to get to know each other better? You could just stop by whenever you have time. What do you think?”


      She was certain this was a brilliant plan. No matter one’s social standing, genuine bonds could be formed through steady, continued effort, something Milly knew better than anyone.


      After all, she’d managed to become friends with both Brima and Sierra, even though they had once kept their distance from her. Surely the same could be true for these classmates too. If they simply spent time together, she was certain they’d grow comfortable enough to become real friends. This could be the first step toward building stronger connections with her classmates.


      “Ah, um, well, we’re fine,” one of the girls stammered to the other. “Right?”


      Lost in her hopeful thoughts, Milly blinked, caught off guard by the reply. “Oh? Are you busy?”


      “N-no! It’s just, we’re not from families high enough in standing to spend time with someone from the grand duke’s house,” the other explained quickly.


      “Social rank doesn’t matter,” Milly said firmly. “Grandor prides itself on treating nobles and commoners equally, doesn’t it?”


      “Th-That’s true, but, still, we can’t imagine the grand duke himself would approve of us keeping company with you, Lady Asteara,” the girl said, her voice trembling.


      “Father has nothing to do—” Milly began.


      “Right, and, um, my father warned me not to trouble you, my lady,” the other added hurriedly, cutting her off.


      “Yes, exactly,” her friend chimed in. “It would be like a dream, far beyond our place. Brima’s so lucky to be able to spend time with you.”


      Their eyes darted nervously in every direction as they spoke, their voices shaking.


      “So, until the day His Grace might deem us worthy, we’ll continue to better ourselves,” one said.


      “And when that day comes, we’d be honored if you’d invite us,” finished the other.


      Their gazes flicked toward her again, cautious and deferential, as if trying to read her mood.


      Milly opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again. It’s father. Again.


      The girls’ uneasy faces said it all. They looked ready to bolt at any moment, their fear of her plain as day. Even their bodies had turned toward the door, as though they were already halfway gone. They were probably thinking only one thing: to leave before they risked angering her. Even Milly could tell that much.


      Why are they so fixated on my father? Why are they more afraid of him than they are of me? Was their family reputation really that precious? Or did they simply want her gone? Would they rather I not exist at all?


      Her father’s words from that morning echoed in her chilled mind. “If someone can’t see past your family name or title, then that’s all their relationship with you was ever worth.” Milly still couldn’t understand his way of thinking, nor the true meaning behind his words. But she had no trouble imagining what he would say if he saw her now. He’d dismiss the entire conversation with her classmates as “a waste of time.”


      Perhaps he’d be right. Even if she somehow convinced the girls to join the study group, they would only shrink further away from her once they arrived. Nothing would really change.


      She gave a wry little sigh. Well, she thought, I suppose that counts as progress, in a way. I’m starting to recognize these things for myself. Is it really so hard to be understood? I don’t even have much time left.


      In the world before time had rewound, Milly Asteara had been killed, murdered by the so-called villainess, Angelina Grey.


      She hadn’t been able to resist, and the next thing she’d known, she’d awoken three years in the past. But if she lived these years the same way again, her fate would only repeat. Unless she found a way to fight back before then, that future would come for her again.


      Milly didn’t have time. She couldn’t afford to waste another second.


      Feeling that familiar coldness creeping through her again, Milly looked at her classmates, smiling awkwardly, their lips pulled tight in forced politeness.


      Even this is all a waste of time.


      “Hey.” She’d just opened her mouth to say something when a familiar voice cut in. “What are you doing? You’re scaring your classmates again,” said Lucius Henrieck, peeking in through the double doors.


      Milly blinked, frowning openly at the interruption. “Lucius,” she said sharply, “where have you been? You know you’re not allowed to escape from our study group.”


      “I wasn’t escaping,” Lucius said quickly. “I just had something to do over at Class B.”


      “Class B? Why?” Milly asked.


      “I thought Ike might be there,” Lucius muttered, turning his eyes away, his voice barely audible.


      Anyone else would’ve missed it, but Milly’s sharp ears caught every word. She tilted her head.


      “Why Ike?” she asked.


      “It doesn’t matter,” Lucius said hastily. “Anyway, what are you doing? You’ve got them terrified.” He waved a hand toward the two girls.


      The classmates, who had been frozen stiff as if time itself had stopped, snapped back to life and exchanged nervous glances. Their faces looked even paler now.


      “I didn’t do anything,” Milly said evenly. “I only asked if they knew where you were.”


      “It didn’t look that calm from here,” Lucius countered. “You had that scary expression again.”


      “Really?” Milly asked quietly.


      She hadn’t realized she looked frightening. If that were true, she owed them an apology. She’d have to practice smiling when she got home.


      Her gaze met Lucius’s, and for a few seconds, silence hung between them.


      Lucius narrowed his amber eyes, then let out an exaggerated sigh. “Whatever,” he said at last, half resigned, extending a hand toward her. “Come on, give me your bag. You’re headed to the library again, right?”


      “How surprising,” Milly said. “I thought you ran off because you didn’t want to study.”


      “I told you that’s not it,” Lucius said, rolling his eyes. “If we don’t hurry, Gilbert’s going to start overthinking things and get annoyed.”


      Apparently, Lucius actually was motivated to attend the study group. That came as a mild surprise. Passing him her bag, Milly gave a small, approving nod. Then, she turned to Brima, who still looked a little uncertain, and smiled faintly.


      “We always meet in the library to study,” Milly told her. “You should join us sometime.”


      “Oh, y-yes! Thank you,” Brima said quickly.


      “You’re always welcome,” Milly said warmly. “And good luck with your family’s shop.” With a graceful wave, she stepped out of the classroom.


      It pleased her to think that Lucius had begun to take his studies seriously. Organizing study sessions had clearly been the right choice. Feeling rather proud of herself, Milly walked down the hallway with a light step. Yesterday’s meeting had gone well, and today’s, she was certain, would be even better.


      “Still,” she said as they walked, glancing sideways at Lucius, “what’s brought on this sudden motivation? Did you eat something strange?”


      “Come on, do I really seem that unreliable?” Lucius groaned.


      “Hmph. I just think enthusiasm is wonderful,” Milly said with a satisfied smile. “As a reward, I’ll increase your written-study quota for today!”


      “That’s not a reward!”


      Despite his bitter protest, Milly could tell he was improving. He hadn’t complained nearly as much as he used to.


      Laughing, she gave him a firm pat on the back. By then, the awkward encounter with her classmates had already slipped her mind.


      ◇◇◇


      Grandor Magic Academy’s library closed once every two weeks for what it called a “collection inspection.”


      That schedule didn’t change even with the exams fast approaching, so on the day after Milly’s awkward encounter with her classmates, she and the others had been forced to cancel their study session. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t study elsewhere, but Lucius had thrown a fit about wanting a break.


      To Milly, whose thinking was, admittedly, a little extreme, “taking a break” was simply another word for “indulgence.” If you had something you wanted to accomplish, you used every moment available. Whether the library was closed or your bones were broken was irrelevant.


      So, when Lucius started whining again that morning, she had every intention of scolding him into submission, and if necessary, dragging him to the Asteara estate by the collar. But just as she was about to do that, she paused. There was something she’d been wanting to do for quite some time.


      “Say, Milly?”


      “What is it?” she replied.


      “What exactly are you making us do this time?” Gilbert asked cautiously.


      A fair question, and one Milly was more than ready for. Wearing a proud grin, she turned to face the group, who all looked equally confused, and declared with great enthusiasm, “A dance lesson! To prepare for the upcoming ball! And we’ll be practicing here, at this church I specially arranged to borrow!” Her voice echoed off the high ceilings.


      Sierra gave a small, polite round of applause, smiling awkwardly.


      That’s right, dance lessons. Milly’s current goal was to earn the right to the First Dance at the ball, but that victory would mean nothing if her dancing were graceless.


      “Listen carefully,” Milly continued confidently. “First, I’m going to take the top spot on the exams.”


      “You’re just...stating that as fact now,” Lucius muttered.


      “And after that, I’ll need to perform a dance that’s elegant and refined enough to draw everyone’s attention. That’s what we’re practicing today.”


      Standing tall in the center of the hall, Milly planted her hands on her hips and announced this with pride.


      From one of the benches, Lucius slowly raised his hand. “So, what you’re saying is that we’re all getting dragged into your dance practice right now?”


      “Not at all,” Milly corrected. “This benefits you too. You’ll have to dance at the ball at least once, so you might as well practice in advance.”


      “Thing is,” Lucius said hesitantly, “I’m not really planning on going to the ball.”


      “What? That’s outrageous!” Milly stepped right up to Lucius, who looked like he wanted to melt into the floor. “What if something happens and I end up alone at the venue with no one to talk to?”


      “I’m supposed to go just to keep you company?” Lucius asked, incredulous.


      “Ha ha,” Sierra chuckled shyly. “Well, it would be nice to learn from someone experienced. I’ve never danced before either.”


      That one timid agreement was all Milly needed. She clapped her hands together, eyes sparkling. “Exactly! That’s the spirit! Which means you and Gilbert are both helping me practice.”


      “Seriously?” Lucius groaned.


      “If you refuse, we’ll just have an emergency study session at my house instead,” Milly said sweetly.


      “I’d rather go home,” Lucius muttered under his breath.


      But his protests were doomed. Once Milly Asteara had decided something, no one could stop her.


      And so began the dance lesson of the Grandor quartet. They started with the basics, simple steps and rhythm work. To make it easier to understand, they paired off: Gilbert with Sierra, and Milly with Lucius.


      Just as Milly was about to take Lucius’s hand, Gilbert spoke up. “Milly, uh, are you sure about that? I mean, I’ve danced with you before. Wouldn’t I make a better instructor?” he asked, glancing, perhaps a bit too obviously, toward Lucius.


      Milly tilted her head, puzzled. “Oh, thank you, Gilbert,” she said graciously. “But I’d like you to work with Sierra. She really doesn’t know the first thing about dancing.”


      “I see. Well, if you need anything, just say so,” Gilbert replied.


      He looked a bit dissatisfied, but he soon turned back to Sierra. Ever the worrier, Milly thought with a sigh. Then, from the corner of her eye, she noticed Sierra watching her with an uncertain, almost pleading expression.


      “Don’t tense up, Restreive,” Gilbert said kindly, extending a hand in invitation. “Just relax and let me lead.”
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      Sierra froze. She stood there as stiff as a statue, unable to move. Her face turned crimson in an instant. In a trembling voice, she managed to squeeze out, “Y-Yes! P-Please teach me!”


      She hesitated before finally taking Gilbert’s outstretched hand, and as she did, she cast a desperate, pleading look toward Milly, as if silently asking for rescue. The look in Sierra’s eyes all but said, “Why are you making me dance with the second prince?”


      Pretending not to notice, Milly turned back to Lucius. Experience was everything, after all. Lucius gave her a dubious look and sighed.


      “Even if it’s just practice, a commoner dancing with the second prince would cause a stir if anyone found out,” said Lucius.


      “Then we’ll just make sure no one finds out,” Milly replied briskly. “Now, let’s begin. Every time you step on my foot, I’ll increase your written assignments for tomorrow.”


      “What kind of threat is that?” Lucius groaned.


      Milly, of course, had experience with formal dance, but her long hiatus worried her. The last time she’d danced had been over five years ago, and her life had been nothing but study since. Her body still remembered the movements to some extent, but rhythm? That, she feared, had completely deserted her.


      “All right,” Lucius said, shifting smoothly into teacher mode. “Let’s start with the basics.”


      Unlike Milly, he seemed completely comfortable. As the son of the knight captain, Lucius had clearly learned this sort of thing early.


      He positioned his hands naturally, holding Milly in place as he began to move with easy precision.


      “For a guy, it’s a little different,” he explained, “but as my partner, you don’t have to think too hard. Just follow my lead. Uh, remind me, you said you were planning to pick Ike as your First Dance partner?”


      “Ah, yes, probably,” Milly admitted.


      “Probably? You were pretty fired up about getting close to Ike through that dance,” Lucius said, frowning in confusion. Then he sighed, letting it drop, and went back to the lesson. “If your partner’s just some fellow who’s dabbled in social dance, sure, it might look rough, but if it’s someone like Ike—or me, for that matter—you’ll be fine just following along.”


      “Really? But wouldn’t that make it seem like I’m just being yanked about?” Milly asked.


      “That’ll only happen if the guy’s clumsy,” Lucius said easily. “If he’s even moderately experienced, there’s no need to worry. Any noble with a family high enough to dance with you would’ve been drilled in ballroom etiquette from an early age.”


      “Hm. You’re rather well-informed,” Milly said, narrowing her eyes slightly in amusement.


      Lucius shrugged. “It’s just a school event, remember? Commoners are invited too. They won’t be playing anything complicated. You can relax and just dance however you like.”


      With that, he placed a hand at her waist and guided her through a few simple steps. Even without music, the movement flowed naturally. His lead was steady, so much so that, despite being rusty, Milly found herself following effortlessly.


      “Oh,” she murmured in admiration. “You really are capable. I can’t help being jealous.”


      “I’m just faking it well enough to look competent,” Lucius said, smirking. “Wouldn’t want to embarrass myself in front of you, Lady Asteara.”


      That in itself impressed her. To Milly, being able to appear graceful was already an achievement. Maybe he only joked like that out of fear she’d double his study quota. Either way, she couldn’t help but smile.


      “I’ve said it before, but you’re wasting potential,” Milly said. “You should put more energy into studying.”


      “I already do!” Lucius protested. “I’ll have you know I study for a few hours every night.”


      “What?!” Milly exclaimed. “You, studying on your own?!”


      She couldn’t believe it. Lucius, studying voluntarily? Maybe this really was the fruit of her study group’s efforts.


      Milly’s voice lifted with delight. “That’s wonderful! Keep that up and second place in the year won’t be just a dream.”


      “If you’re going to praise me that much, couldn’t you at least say I could take first?” Lucius asked wryly.


      “That would be a lie,” Milly said flatly.


      Still gliding through the steps, she kept her expression firm. The top rank was nonnegotiable, especially since her chance at friendship hinged on it.


      “But really,” she asked, looking up into his amber eyes, “what brought on this change of heart? Don’t tell me you’re trying to make friends through the First Dance too?”


      It genuinely surprised her. To Milly, Lucius had never seemed the type to care about things like grades. He was clever enough that, as she’d once told him, he could easily scrape by without joining any study group at all.


      “Well...” Lucius began, then trailed off, lowering his brows in mild confusion. “I don’t know, honestly. The ball, grades—none of that stuff never really mattered to me.”


      “The ball maybe,” Milly said, “but grades definitely should.”


      He gave a small shrug. “Yeah, maybe. But I started thinking about it, and...” He paused, coming to a stop.


      Milly, still half a step behind, stopped as well, looking up at him curiously. Was the practice over already?


      “That prize for first place,” Lucius said quietly, his tone almost embarrassed. “It sounds kind of nice, you know? Not that I could ever actually take first.” A faint smile tugged at his lips as he said it, half muttering, half dreaming aloud.


      That reward... Of course, he meant the First Dance. So, it had caught his attention after all. But he already has plenty of friends. How admirable. He still wants to better himself.


      Impressed by his ambition, Milly nodded firmly. “Regardless of the outcome, the effort itself is commendable. Of course, I’ll be the one taking first place.”


      “Are you trying to motivate me or kill my motivation? I honestly can’t tell,” Lucius muttered.


      “Obviously the former,” Milly said, tilting her head. “Keep working hard for the next exam. I’ll be your opponent.”


      She had no intention of losing, of course, but it was wonderful to have someone she could genuinely compete with. So this is what having a rival feels like, she thought, oddly delighted.


      Apparently sensing that her mind had drifted into another self-congratulatory tangent, Lucius sighed heavily and released her.


      From a little ways off, Gilbert raised his voice. “Hey, Lucius! If you’re done there, give me a hand!”


      “Be right there,” Lucius called back. He turned to Milly. “Excuse me for a bit, Lady Asteara.”


      “Ah, of course. Go ahead,” she said with a nod.


      Unlike Milly, who still remembered the basics, Sierra had to be taught everything from scratch, making her lesson quite a challenge.


      As Milly watched the three of them work together, her expression softened. But just then, the heavy church doors creaked open.


      “Whoa, they really are here,” came a familiar voice.


      Milly turned and saw Nicholas poking his head through the doorway. Edgar stood behind Nicholas, hands in his pockets. Whatever this was, it didn’t look like a simple visit.


      “Good afternoon, you two,” Milly greeted calmly. “Is something the matter?”


      “Oh, hello,” Nicholas replied awkwardly. “We heard you’d rented out the church, so...”


      “We came to see what was going on,” Edgar finished. “So, what are you doing?”


      Following his gaze, Milly saw that Gilbert and Lucius were still working with Sierra. The two of them were gesturing wildly and talking over each other. She caught fragments like, “What matters is passion!” and “You have to overwhelm your partner with spirit!” before she politely looked away. It certainly didn’t sound like dance instruction, but perhaps they had their own methods. Perhaps.


      “It’s practice for the ball,” Milly explained. “We thought we’d prepare in advance.”


      Edgar blinked. “You went so far as to rent out a church for that? You guys really are close.”


      “We are,” Milly said with a faint smile. “Actually, why don’t you two join us? We could use more instructors.” It was a perfect chance to deepen their friendship, or so she thought. Her eyes sparkled with genuine enthusiasm.


      But Edgar only gave her a cool, sardonic look, his smile edged with irony. “Dance lessons now? Really? Must be nice having that kind of free time,” he said. “Some of us are drowning in exam prep.”


      “What? No, that’s not—” Milly began, but he cut her off.


      Edgar snorted. “My parents would have my head if I didn’t get proper marks. But you, having the oh-so-detached grand duke for a father, can do whatever you please.” He gave a hollow laugh and exaggerated shrug.


      Nicholas frowned sharply beside him. “Edgar,” he said quietly, “leave her family out of it.”


      “Ah, sorry,” Edgar said lightly. “Didn’t mean anything by it. Guess I’m just on edge from all the studying.” His tone was casual, almost dismissive, but the edge beneath it hadn’t quite faded.


      Nicholas’s expression tightened, his brow creasing in open irritation. The tension in the air was palpable, but Milly, unconcerned as ever, merely shook her head.


      “It’s fine,” she said evenly. “You’re right. Father really is indifferent and hands-off.”


      “You’re okay with that?” Edgar asked, looking a little surprised.


      Milly nodded. “Yes. But lately, I’ve been trying to face him properly. I can’t just ignore everything anymore, and thanks to that, I’ve realized that even he has a heart, in his own way.” She meant it sincerely. Nicholas had been the one to push her toward that realization.


      If the Asteara house were to avoid ruin, reconciliation with Kyle was essential. She couldn’t keep running from it forever. Only by making the effort to meet him halfway could their relationship change.


      “A lot has happened,” Milly said softly, “but I think things are finally heading in a good direction. And I’ll keep my promise to you, so don’t worry.”


      As she smiled, Nicholas’s own lips curved faintly in return. Neither noticed the flicker of displeasure crossing Edgar’s face.


      Milly clapped her hands together, her expression brightening with sudden inspiration. “Oh! You two wouldn’t happen to play piano, would you? We were just about to add music to the practice, but none of us can play.”


      Music, of course, was indispensable for ballroom dancing, but unfortunately, not a single member of their little group, Milly included, could play the piano.


      That had been her main dilemma for planning the next lesson. As Milly gave a small shrug, Edgar tilted his head at her. “You can’t play? Most noble ladies get drilled on piano from childhood.”


      “I did take lessons,” Milly replied matter-of-factly. “But I’m hopelessly tone-deaf. My teacher cried and ran away, so I quit. I’m terrible at singing too.”


      “Not exactly something to brag about,” Edgar said dryly. “Still, I can’t help but admire your honesty.”


      “Well, it’s true,” Milly said with a small shrug.


      Then Nicholas spoke up, as if just remembering. “Actually, Edgar plays piano. He’s pretty good at it too.”


      “What?!” Milly’s eyes sparkled instantly.


      Edgar, sensing imminent trouble, shot Nicholas a look that said, “Why would you say that out loud?” before running a hand through his hair with a groan.


      “It’s nothing special,” he said. “I haven’t played in ages.”


      “That’s still amazing! Please, could you play a little? Just a bit?” Milly said, stepping forward eagerly. She couldn’t afford to let such a rare opportunity slip away.


      Edgar frowned, clearly regretting walking in at all. “You’re a real handful, you know that?”


      “That’s hardly a problem,” Milly said briskly.


      “It is when you’re not the one doing the work,” he countered with a sigh. “Fine, fine, but don’t expect much.”


      Even so, he was bound to be far better than Milly. When she nodded eagerly, Edgar sighed in defeat and reluctantly made his way to the piano.


      “Hmph. For all his complaining, he still agreed,” Milly said, smiling. “He’s kinder than he lets on.”


      “Perhaps,” Nicholas replied. “Pretty sure it’s less kindness and more that refusing you would’ve been more of a hassle.”


      Milly chose to ignore that. Her ears, after all, had a way of filtering out anything inconvenient.


      Watching Edgar now, she couldn’t help but be impressed. Every movement he made was elegant, refined, almost effortless. Even just sitting down at the bench, he looked the part of a noble. After tapping a few keys to reacquaint himself, he began to play a simple melody. The sound flowed gently through the spacious church, rich and graceful.


      “Incredible,” Milly murmured. “You’re actually very good.”


      She didn’t know much about music—lacking all sense of pitch herself—but even she could tell the difference between the delicate, practiced touch of his playing and the stiff performances of other noble girls she’d heard. It was like the notes themselves were dancing.


      As Milly listened, Nicholas tilted his head slightly. “You didn’t know?” he said quietly. “When we were kids, he was famous for it. People used to say Edgar would grow up to be a musician.”


      “Really?” Milly asked, surprised.


      “Yeah. But once he started using Unchanted Magic, nobody talked about the piano anymore,” Nicholas said, pushing his glasses up as his eyes softened. He glanced toward Edgar, who continued to play, his expression unreadable.


      “He’s obviously been playing recently,” Nicholas continued. “Better than when I last heard him, anyway.”


      “Hmm, you seem to know a lot about Edgar,” Milly remarked, glancing at him.


      “Well, yeah,” Nicholas said easily. “Our families have some ties, and we’ve known each other since we were toddlers. Kind of like you and Gilbert, I guess.”


      “I’ve never seen Gilbert crawl around on all fours,” Milly said dryly.


      In truth, she hadn’t spoken with Gilbert much for nearly ten years, ever since her mother’s death. Compared to that, Nicholas and Edgar’s long acquaintance was on another level entirely.


      “What kind of person is Edgar, really?” Milly asked suddenly, watching the back of the boy at the piano.


      Nicholas blinked in mild surprise. “What kind of person?”


      “Exactly what I said,” Milly replied. “I barely know him. We spend all this time together in the student council, but I don’t know his likes, his habits, anything. It feels kind of sad.”


      It was embarrassing to admit, but she wanted to get closer to him. Yes, he was sarcastic and had a habit of saying rude things at every opportunity, but in a way, that made her comfortable. It meant he didn’t treat her differently because of her title or her family.


      Milly liked that about Edgar. His dry honesty, his distance from all the usual noble pretenses. She wanted to get to know him better. And she was sure that friendship with him wouldn’t be a “waste of time” as her father had warned against.


      As the sound of the piano filled the church, Nicholas asked cautiously, “Wait,” Nicholas said slowly. “Do you like him?”


      “Hmm? Of course I like him,” Milly said simply. “He’s a fellow student council member, after all.”


      “Oh. Right. That’s what you meant,” Nicholas murmured.


      “You like Edgar too, don’t you?” Milly asked. “You’ve known each other since you were little.”


      “Uh, well, by your definition, I guess so. Sure.” His reply was strangely hesitant. Milly frowned, not quite understanding his tone, while Nicholas’s gaze darted uneasily behind the lenses of his glasses. “He’s a good guy,” Nicholas said at last. “Lately, though, he seems preoccupied with something.”


      “Oh? Really? He looks the same as always to me,” Milly said.


      “He’s the type who doesn’t show it on his face,” Nicholas replied quietly. “So be good to him, okay, Lady Asteara?”


      Through the glint of his lenses, his eyes met hers, watchful, almost searching. Naturally, she intended to be kind to him. They were fellow student council members, after all. It only made sense.


      Still puzzled, Milly nodded, then turned her attention back to Edgar as he played, the music filling the quiet space around them.


      ◇◇◇


      Milly’s dance lessons continued until the sun finally dipped below the horizon.


      Edgar’s piano playing was, as expected, magnificent. Rumor had it that his talent had once earned him an invitation to join an orchestra, and it was easy to believe. Milly found herself listening too closely to the music and forgetting her steps more than once, only to be thoroughly scolded by Lucius afterward.


      The newest instructor, Nicholas, had also turned out to be surprisingly helpful. Milly had always thought he seemed a bit slow and unpolished, hardly the image of a nobleman’s son, but his advice had been sharp and precise. She’d been forced to revise her opinion. You really couldn’t judge people by appearances.


      “Ah, that was wonderful! Truly a productive session,” Milly said, her face glowing with satisfaction. The dance lesson had been fun from start to finish.


      Now, sitting on a bench and waiting for her carriage to arrive, she looked thoroughly pleased.


      “Ugh, that was brutal,” Lucius groaned beside her, rolling his shoulders. “I’m definitely going to be sore tomorrow—right before the exams, even.” He had been moving around constantly throughout the lesson, so it was no wonder he was tired.


      “But you were a big help,” Milly said. “Thanks to you, I’ve got my rhythm back.”


      “Well, if you say so,” Lucius muttered.


      “Now my First Dance will be flawless,” Milly declared. “I can’t wait to see the whole ballroom stop and stare.”


      With the only remaining worry—her dancing—finally resolved, she had already moved on to planning her summer break. By her calculations, she’d gain at least ten new friends, and she’d need to divide her time among them evenly. The word overconfidence simply didn’t exist in Milly Asteara’s vocabulary.


      “You’ve been in a good mood lately,” Lucius said, smiling faintly as he glanced at her swinging her legs from the bench.


      Milly nodded without hesitation or embarrassment. “Of course. It’s fun,” she said simply. “Being with everyone is so much better than being alone.”


      “Heh. That’s not something I expected to hear from the girl who always looked bored out of her mind last year,” Lucius said with a faint grin.


      “I’ve learned,” Milly replied. “Studying alone is fulfilling, but when you’re with others, there are things you notice that you never would’ve noticed alone.”


      She meant it. What had begun as a selfish plan—to make friends only for convenience—had turned into something real. Now, each of those friends felt precious, irreplaceable.


      Lucius blinked in surprise, then gave a small, approving nod. “I’ve known you since you were five, Lady Asteara. But right now, you’re more like the kid you used to be. It suits you.”


      “Wait, you’ve known me that long?” Milly asked.


      “Well, I knew of you,” Lucius admitted. “We barely exchanged a few words back then.”


      It was true. Noble children often met through family circles, but no matter how hard Milly searched her memories, she couldn’t recall ever playing with a boy like him. It could’ve been a sweet little memory to share, she thought, feeling a touch of regret.


      “That’s fine,” Lucius said with an easy smile. Then he sat down beside her and let out a slow breath. “You know, when I was a kid, I liked you quite a bit.”


      The words slipped out softly, carried on the warm evening breeze that brushed against Milly’s cheek. She looked at him, sitting just a single person’s distance away, and saw his amber eyes shining under the sunset, bright enough to make her jealous.


      “Yes,” Milly said simply. “Me too.”
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      “Huh?!” Lucius blurted, eyes wide.


      “I mean, I liked all my friends,” Milly said matter-of-factly. “If we’d been friends back then, I’m sure I would’ve liked you too.”


      “Ah, r-right. Yes, that’s probably what I meant too,” Lucius said, flustered, trying to play it off.


      What was he so startled about? Liking your friends is only natural. Milly tilted her head, puzzled, watching Lucius rub the spot over his heart as if trying to steady it.


      Still, it felt like such a shame. Back then, her days must have been full of laughter, yet Milly could hardly remember playing with friends when she was five. After her mother’s death, she’d thrown herself into her studies as though possessed. Her mind had never been limitless. Every time she tried to memorize a new spell or a date in magical history, something stored had to be forgotten. And the first thing her mind had deemed “unnecessary” were her memories of old friends.


      It had made her a better scholar, but now, when she tried to look back, she found those happy memories gone, an empty space where they should have been. At the very least, she wished she’d remembered their faces, their names. Letting out a small sigh, she heard Lucius speak up quickly, almost flustered.


      “Well, uh, you might be a little off sometimes, but I think you’re fine just the way you are,” he said.


      “You really think so?” Milly asked softly. “Do you think I’ll make more friends someday?”


      “Of course,” Lucius said with a grin. “Next time, we can even invite your classmates, get everyone to hang out together.”


      The suggestion made Milly fall silent for a moment. It reminded her of something she didn’t want to think about—how just yesterday, her classmates had politely but unmistakably distanced themselves from her.


      After spending another day among them, she couldn’t deny it anymore: In her class, Milly Asteara was still the one left standing alone. Sometimes, even while sitting in her classroom, Milly felt as though she was in another world entirely, separated from everyone else by an invisible wall. And as always, it was because they feared the grand duke’s house.


      Remembering the classmates who had made excuse after excuse to distance themselves from her, Milly lowered her gaze. “I don’t think that’s...necessary.”


      “Huh?” Lucius asked, caught off guard by her quiet tone.


      It was strange. She had wanted friends so badly, had enjoyed herself so much today, and yet, when she remembered those classmates speaking timidly about her father, about her family, she couldn’t bring herself to feel that same desire to grow closer to them.


      “The other day, father told me something,” Milly said softly. “‘People who can’t see past your family name or title will only ever form shallow connections. Trying to get close to them is a waste of time.’”


      Since that breakfast conversation, his words had been looping endlessly in her mind.


      “I thought it was ridiculous at first,” she went on. “But after talking to my classmates yesterday, I think he might have a point. Everyone keeps their distance because I’m part of the grand duke’s family. But you and Sierra aren’t like that. You see me for who I am, not the house I come from.”


      That, to Milly, was what “friends” truly were: people who looked at her without prejudice, who accepted her for who she was, and still chose to stay by her side. That was what she wanted most.


      Saying it aloud, her thoughts felt clearer somehow. She lifted her eyes to find Lucius staring at her, wide-eyed with surprise.


      “You know,” Milly continued, “I really do like you and the others. I want to spend more time together. But with people who only talk about my family and get scared of me for no reason, it’s pointless.”


      “...”


      “So, I think I’ll start choosing who I spend my time with,” she continued. “Being around people who only care about titles isn’t fun. That kind of thinking is stupid, and it doesn’t matter.”


      After all, her classmates weren’t the only people at the academy. Somewhere out there were others who would see her for who she was, without worrying about her name or lineage. If that were true, then she had every right to be selective too. She didn’t have time to waste on those who refused to understand her. If they wanted to reject her, she could simply return the favor.


      “I see,” Lucius said quietly after a long pause. “Now I get it.” He reached out, brushing his fingers gently against Milly’s cheek. The warmth of his touch startled her and in that moment, she realized how cold her own skin had become. Lucius smiled softly. “You know, I didn’t notice at first. You never let it show. You act the same no matter what.”


      “What do you mean?” Milly asked.


      “You were hurting,” he said simply. “You were doing your best, and no one understood you. That’s what got to you.” His amber eyes, glowing in the light of the setting sun, looked at her with quiet kindness.


      Hurting? Me? Milly’s expression, which hadn’t so much as twitched until now, finally changed. She was startled. She hadn’t felt weak or cried, so why did Lucius think she was hurting? It had never even occurred to her. She’d never once stopped to examine her own emotions.


      “When I asked if you were planning to dance with Ike,” Lucius said gently, “you made this conflicted face. You didn’t know how to feel, did you? Makes sense. He’s the perfect example of someone who judges you entirely by your family.”


      He gave a small, rueful laugh and brushed her cheek in a comforting gesture. “It’s not your fault,” he continued. “None of it is. Anyone in your position would feel the same. Thinking ‘I don’t need people like that anymore’ is only natural.”


      “You really think so?” Milly asked softly.


      “I do,” Lucius said firmly. “If it means sparing yourself pain, there’s nothing wrong with choosing who you let close. Even the grand duke isn’t wrong about that.”


      The straightforward certainty in his voice, so unlike his usual easygoing tone, made Milly glance away. Maybe he was right. Maybe her father’s words were right, too, that clinging to childish ideals was pointless. She was the one who had declared she’d choose whom to associate with, and yet talking to Lucius now, her heart wavered.


      “Do you really think it’s okay to be like that?” she asked quietly.


      “Of course,” Lucius said. “You don’t have to hold yourself back for anyone. But from the look of you, you’re still a little torn up about it.”


      “Ugh,” Milly groaned softly. He’d hit the mark. Even now, she couldn’t stop looking backward.


      A part of her still pouted, thinking, But I do want to be friends with my classmates.


      Lucius laughed outright at her sulky expression and lightly tapped her shoulder. “When I had a crush on you as a kid, it was because you were just so cheerful. You’d flash that sparkling smile at someone like me, a kid from a much lower family, and it made me think the world of you.” Something flickered behind his amber eyes, a glimmer of nostalgia. “So don’t worry. You just need to smile.”


      Milly’s words caught in her throat.


      “When you do,” he continued, “people stop seeing the title or the family name. They can’t help but see you. That’s how it was for me back then.”


      The easy confidence behind his words made Milly’s throat tighten. It was such a baseless, unprovable claim, and yet he said it with such certainty that she wanted to believe him.


      I’m always letting myself be swept along by other people. That was why she needed to decide for herself this time. Milly took a slow, deep breath. The faint, sweet scent of flowers in the air seemed to clear her mind, sharpening her focus.


      “Then tell me,” she asked quietly, “what should I do when I can’t seem to smile?”


      Lucius grinned. “In that case, maybe think about some of Gilbert’s embarrassing childhood stories. That should do it.”


      After all that grand, confident talk, his answer couldn’t have been less dignified. The contrast was so absurd that Milly couldn’t help laughing out loud.


      Lucius smiled, satisfied just to see her do it.


      ◇◇◇


      That morning, the so-called villainess, Angelina Grey, awoke to sunlight spilling through her window.


      Why are the curtains open?


      Pushing herself upright in her frilly, canopy-draped bed, Angelina winced at the blindingly cheerful light. She was certain she’d closed the curtains before going to sleep, so why were they open now?


      The answer became clear the moment she noticed the pile of mail on her bedside table. The servants. One of them must have entered to deliver her correspondence, opened the curtains without asking, and then left without so much as waking her. It was the height of insolence, an insult to their mistress.


      “Useless. Every last one of them,” Angelina muttered, clicking her tongue sharply. She tore the string binding the letters with a rough yank.


      If it weren’t for that incident, I could have fired one of them on the spot. That girl... That stupid girl! As always, the image that rose unbidden to her mind was the infuriating face of Milly Asteara. The pathetic final boss who was supposed to die so miserably. Why is she still alive and kicking?! What on earth is going on?!


      Biting her lip in frustration, Angelina Grey seethed. She was a reincarnator, a person who knew this world was nothing more than the setting of a game. She remembered her previous life in a country called Japan, where she had once played an otome game titled The Kingdom of Blossoms: Magi. When she realized she had been reborn as one of its characters, the villainess Angelina Grey, she had been overjoyed.


      In the game, Angelina was a secondary character who bullied the heroine, Sierra, before repenting near the end, a textbook “villainess” role. To be honest, the character hadn’t been all that memorable. The story already had a far greater antagonist: the fearsome final boss, Milly Asteara. And Angelina wasn’t exactly an effective ally character either. She’d just existed on the sidelines.


      But reincarnation changed everything. Angelina wasn’t just any supporting character now. She was the villainess. In reincarnation stories, that made her the true heroine, the one destined for happiness, the chosen favorite of fate itself.


      And she already had someone she’d longed for since her previous life: one of the game’s romanceable characters, Gilbert Fritzner.


      In her past life, she could only watch him through a screen, following his route in silence. But here, inside the game’s world, things were different. After all, Angelina was the villainess. A far more blessed role than any so-called heroine could ever dream of.


      Angelina had made up her mind: she would build a relationship with Gilbert, claim his heart, and reach the game’s ending as the true heroine. She had believed with absolute certainty that a happier future awaited her than anyone else. But now...


      “What’s this? A get-well letter? Are they stupid?!” Snatching one of the envelopes from the pile—a so-called letter of sympathy from some minor noble—Angelina ripped it in half and ground her teeth.


      Nothing had gone right since that day. She’d finally reached what she thought was her happy ending, only for Gilbert to never appear at the confession scene. Then she’d discovered that the final boss, who was supposed to have died, was still alive. And when she’d taken matters into her own hands and killed Milly Asteara, time itself had inexplicably rewound three years.


      Ever since then, her life had been nothing but misery. Milly had joined the student council, the very gathering place of the game’s romance targets, and, worse, had grown close to them. Every plan Angelina devised to have her expelled from the council collapsed in failure, and in the end, Angelina herself had been forced into isolation.


      It was unforgivable. Things weren’t supposed to be like this. Even now, more than a month after the infamous tea party incident, not a single day had passed without Milly Asteara’s infuriatingly composed face haunting her thoughts.


      Nor a single day without hating her. It was only natural. If that girl hadn’t interfered, Angelina would still be living a carefree, idyllic life at the academy. Instead, after her schemes were exposed at the tea party, Angelina Grey had been suspended indefinitely.


      The foolish nobles who sent her get-well letters must have thought she was ill, but the truth was far different. Her absence was punishment, retribution for the incident she had caused.


      The headmaster called the punishment “lenient to a fault.” Considering that Lady Milly Asteara might have been poisoned, some even said imprisonment would have been appropriate. Angelina couldn’t have cared less.


      Once she’d failed to have Milly expelled from the student council, her plan had fallen apart. Angelina herself was punished, while Milly still served on the council and, worse, kept growing closer to Angelina’s targets. The fact of it gnawed at her with a hot, irrational hate.


      I must kill her as soon as possible.


      She crumpled the remains of the condolence letter into a wad and balled her hand into a fist. There was no more time for half measures. Milly had to be dealt with quickly, and Angelina had to prepare to bind Gilbert to herself. After all, she was the true heroine of this world.


      First, she had to get reinstated at school. As that thought formed, something in the pile of mail caught her eye. What’s this? It was an ordinary white envelope, cheap, really, stamped with a rose seal and otherwise unremarkable. Ugly envelope. Another stupid get-well letter?


      Snorting in annoyance, Angelina ripped it open without ceremony, ready to tear into whatever trite message lay inside. Inside was a single sheet of stationery. The cheap, flimsy paper began with the line, “To Angelina Grey.”


      She skimmed the relatively short letter, frowning. She read it over again from the top, repeating the process a few times, and then Angelina’s lips crooked into a smile.


      “I see.”


      A single missive, delivered out of the blue to the suspended Angelina. She’d expected some presumptuous fool, but this, she admitted, was rather interesting.


      Well, well. There are reasonable fools after all.


      After a few moments’ hesitation she picked up the pen that had rolled on the desk.


      She had no intention of quitting now. If she was to crush the great villain and secure her happy ending, she would do everything she could. That was the path of Angelina Grey, the villainess who, in this world, was also the heroine. And after all, it was only right that the heroine wins in the end.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Demon Duke and the Lady


      On a weekend just before exams, as she was having lunch, Milly suddenly looked up. “Father, there’s something I’d like.”


      At that, her father, Grand Duke Kyle Asteara, raised a single brow. He regarded her the way one might a stray insect that had wandered indoors, then calmly set down his cutlery and produced his wand.


      “Dispel Spell.” From the kitchen came the sharp crash of shattering dishes.


      “Father, please refrain from casting spells for amusement. The chef cleaning up with levitation magic just broke a plate.”


      “Oh? I thought perhaps you were some impostor who’d transformed into my daughter.”


      “I am not. Your daughter merely wishes to ask for something.” Milly’s tone turned flat with irritation.


      Kyle nodded, apparently satisfied, and set his wand aside. “I see. You really are my daughter, then.”


      “Yes. I’m Milly.”


      “Good. Then tell me, what do you want?”


      “A large sum of money.”


      “Dispe—”


      “Father.”


      Yes, she was herself. Milly frowned deeply, but considering how she normally showed almost no desire for material things, it wasn’t entirely unreasonable for Kyle to suspect an impostor when she suddenly asked for money.


      Rubbing at the bridge of his nose, Kyle gave his unusually behaving daughter a wary look. “Money? What are you on about now?”


      “I told you—I want money. A guap of it,” Milly said firmly.


      “A what, now?” Kyle repeated.


      “Yes, a guap. Oh! Father, don’t you know? This word is used to refer to a large sum of money. According to Nicholas, young people use the word constantly these days. He said anyone who doesn’t know it is hopelessly behind the times.”


      “So, there’s some fool out there teaching my daughter ridiculous nonsense,” Kyle muttered darkly.


      Milly, looking unreasonably proud of herself, had no idea Nicholas’s newest hobby was teaching Lady Asteara silly phrases just to see what happens. Kyle’s irritation spiked as he resolved to eventually pay a personal visit to the academy and “correct” Nicholas’s behavior, but before he could decide how, Milly suddenly brightened.


      Nicholas, who had been patiently filling her head with things she didn’t know, had earned no shortage of her respect. Milly pressed her palms together, and, following his instructions on the proper way to make a request, tilted her head like a doll whose neck joint was half broken.


      “So please, father, won’t you give me the money? I truly need it.” For the finishing touch, she looked up at him with an adorable upward glance—well, it was supposed to be, but she yanked her chin down so far that it resembled more of a glare.


      It was the “request pose” Nicholas had taught her. When Milly had once asked him to help with paperwork, he’d asked her, “Can you ask in a cuter way?” and drilled this pose into her. In the end, he’d followed it up with, “Your face is cute, but the complete lack of expression kills it,” which Milly still didn’t fully understand, but surely, now was the time to put it into action.


      Naturally, her expression remained the very same “not at all cute, completely emotionless” face Nicholas had criticized. The contrast between the pose’s intended sweetness and Milly’s iron mask created a kind of uncanny dissonance. Her maid, Bibi, who quietly stood nearby, felt a chill run down her spine.


      And as if that weren’t enough, she was making the pose to the grand duke himself, the man widely nicknamed the Demon Duke for his merciless temper. Bibi found herself instinctively wanting to cover her ears to block out whatever cruel remark he was bound to deliver.


      But Kyle merely stared at Milly for several seconds, then spoke quietly. “How much?”


      It worked!


      “As much as possible,” Milly said. “I want to go shopping.”


      “Shopping?” Kyle repeated.


      “Yes. It’s the last free day before exams, isn’t it? I was thinking of going to the capital, but I don’t know how much I’ll need since there’s so much I want.”


      “Then you should have said so from the beginning. Don’t be so roundabout about it.” Clearly imagining something far more serious, Kyle let out a deep, weary sigh.


      “My apologies. But I still want the money,” Milly said calmly.


      “Fine. Just stop that bizarre pose. Don’t tilt your head any further. And what exactly are these things you want?”


      Milly had braced herself for a long negotiation, so her father’s quick approval shocked her. She hadn’t expected permission to come so easily. It had to be the pose. Impressed, and just a little terrified, Milly realized Nicholas had taught her something dangerously powerful. If father gives in this easily, could this pose change the fate of the entire kingdom if used correctly? Used rashly, it might even start wars, she thought in her usual, slightly misguided way. But for now, shopping was the priority.


      She folded her fingers one by one as she listed her needs. “I’d like many books, some small goods, and then a dress and accessories as well.”


      “A dress and accessories? You?” Kyle asked suspiciously.


      “Yes. I’ll be attending an upcoming ball, so I’d like to wear a nice dress. Surely you know? It’s held every year after the exams.”


      From what Milly had been told, it was a yearly tradition. Since her father had graduated from Grandor roughly twenty years ago, he should remember it. Kyle’s expression twisted in clear displeasure.


      “That school still holds such pointless events?” he muttered.


      “It is not pointless,” Milly said firmly. “Did you not attend when you were a student?”


      “Once. And not by choice.”


      “Oh? Then why did you go?”


      “Rubina insisted.”


      Milly’s mouth fell open at the unexpected name. Duchess Rubina Asteara had died about ten years ago, when Milly was five.


      Hearing her name from her father’s mouth for the first time in a decade—thirteen years, from Milly’s perspective—left her wide-eyed.


      “Mother was a Grandor graduate as well?”


      “That’s irrelevant,” Kyle replied curtly.


      He pressed his lips together, clearly unwilling to elaborate, almost as if he regretted letting the name slip. But Milly, for her part, felt a spark of fascination at this glimpse of a mother she barely remembered.


      She managed to drag father—who hates social gatherings—into a ballroom? How in the devil did she accomplish that?


      Milly hadn’t known her father as a student, of course, but judging from the way Grandor’s veteran teachers still looked at her with thinly veiled fear, his high-handed temperament likely hadn’t changed much over the years.


      If anything, his teenage sense of invincibility might have made him even worse back then. For her mother to have pulled that man into a formal social event even once, she must have been remarkably bold.


      Come to think of it, she scolded me all the time too, didn’t she?


      Back when Milly was small, she would invent unbeatable strategies for children’s games that made Gilbert cry, wear terrifyingly elaborate ghost costumes that made Gilbert cry, and use magic to levitate Gilbert in an experiment to see if people could ride on clouds, which also made Gilbert cry.


      No matter the time or place, her mother had always scolded her for it. Quite unusual, considering high-ranking noble ladies were expected to maintain serene composure and uphold their husbands with quiet dignity. Milly assumed her mother must have always been that bold, even in her student days.


      As she was reminiscing about those hazy, precious memories, Kyle abruptly stood up. “Let’s go.”


      Milly looked up at him, startled.


      “You’re going shopping, aren’t you?” he said, wiping his mouth with a cloth. “I happen to have business in the capital today. I’ll accompany you.” After a long moment of silence, he asked, “Are you listening?”


      “Dispel Spell!” Milly suddenly shouted.


      From the kitchen came yet another crash of shattering dishes.


      ◇◇◇


      After lunch, Milly rode in a carriage bound for the royal capital, seated beside her father, Kyle Asteara. It had been—at least in her memory—five years or so since she’d last shared a carriage with him. And yet, the two exchanged nothing resembling a conversation. An hour had already passed since they’d departed the ducal estate, and in the overly extravagant interior, the only sound was the steady clatter of horses’ hooves.


      What has gotten into him?


      While watching Kyle, with his arms crossed, eyes shut, completely still, Milly had been wondering that question the entire time.


      It was Kyle Asteara, after all—the grand duke who showed no mercy even to his own blood. Accompanying his daughter on a shopping trip was the kind of anomaly that could make front-page news. Knowing him, he had to have some hidden motive.


      After several minutes of Milly silently analyzing him, Kyle opened his eyes and scowled. “Annoying.”


      Naturally, Milly hadn’t said a word. She mirrored his expression with a frown of her own. “What’s annoying? My breathing?”


      “Your stare,” Kyle said. “If you have something to say, say it.”


      “Why are you coming with me?” She hated being prompted by him—it grated on her—but staring at his impeccably sculpted features wasn’t revealing anything either.


      Kyle’s expression twisted even further. “Are you still asking that?”


      “Well yes. You’ve never done anything like this before. It’s out of character.”


      “I told you already. I have business in the capital.”


      “And that’s all it is?”


      Including the timeline before the rewind, she had observed her father for roughly eighteen years, and never, not once, had she thought the man nicknamed the “Demon Duke” acted on a whim.


      Kyle lowered the arms he’d crossed and leaned his cheek against one hand. Even his arrogant posture somehow looked refined. “Do I need some other reason? You’re the one acting out of character, getting all worked up over a ball.”


      “Hmph.”


      “Then explain this enthusiasm of yours in a way I find convincing. Since I’m the one funding this outing, I have the right to ask, don’t I?”


      “Erm...” She had tried to probe his intentions, only to be cornered instead. The real reason she cared about the ball was simple: she wanted friends before summer break. But if she said that honestly, she already knew what kind of reaction her father would have. In other words, she had no viable answer.


      I... I said I didn’t need company! He’s the one who insisted on coming with me! As someone aspiring to be the final boss, she hated losing verbal battles, but this time, she was hopelessly outmatched.


      Milly fell silent for a few moments, then looked away stiffly. “My apologies,” she said at last.


      “There won’t be a next time,” Kyle replied, an absurd thing for a father to say to his daughter.


      While he closed his eyes again, Milly puffed out her cheeks, glowering at the passing scenery outside the window. Why is he coming with me? He doesn’t even like me. They were blood-related, yet his thoughts felt impossible to decipher.


      Still sulking, Milly didn’t notice the time passing until, at last, the carriage slowed to a stop in front of a brilliantly ornate building.


      Wow... Pressed up against the window, Milly let out a small breath of awe.


      The shop’s sign, decorated with odd lettering and a unique illustration, marked it as the boutique beloved by fashion-savvy noble girls (or so she’d heard).


      Rumor had it the owner possessed extraordinary taste. Ever since Milly had overheard the academy’s young ladies gossiping about it, she’d wanted to visit. The real reason she’d insisted on coming to the capital instead of summoning a tailor to the estate was simply to see this sparkling storefront with her own eyes.


      Once the driver helped her down from the carriage, all her earlier irritation vanished. Her eyes glittered with excitement.


      “What an eyesore of a sign,” Kyle muttered as he stepped out behind her, narrowing his eyes.


      “Nonsense!” Milly shot back immediately. “It’s the height of current trends!”


      “Your eyes must be going bad.”


      “That applies to you, father. This place is the dream shop where they make emotional, chill, drip dresses for the modern young lady!”


      Kyle’s expression twisted in deep suspicion. “And what does ‘chill and drip’ mean?”


      “I have no idea.”


      Nicholas had merely told her, “All the trendy kids use those words,” so Milly had dutifully memorized them without grasping the meanings herself. Still, if modern young people used the phrase, it was probably some kind of compliment, or at least something “cool.” And since Milly very much wanted to be part of the modern crowd, she had been using “chill and drip” enthusiastically whenever possible. In fact, just yesterday, she’d even said it to Sierra for working hard on her exam studies.


      “Ridiculous. Let’s get this over with,” Kyle snapped. Clicking his tongue sharply, he strode into the shop with heavy, unapologetic steps.


      Milly hurried after him, and the moment they stepped inside, the woman who appeared from the back, presumably the shopkeeper, went pale. Despite the warm day, her lips turned an alarming shade of purple.


      “G-G-Grand Duke A-Asteara?! Wh-Wh-What are you doing here?!”


      “I’m choosing a dress for my daughter. Show us what you have,” Kyle said without so much as a blink.


      Normally, high-end boutiques for the nobility required clients to schedule visits in advance. Kyle’s attitude had none of the restraint of an unexpected customer. A lesser noble would’ve been scolded for such behavior, but the shopkeeper all but threw herself at the floor, bowing so low her hair nearly brushed the ground.


      “R-Right away!” she squeaked before sprinting to the back room.


      Milly didn’t even have a chance to offer the baked sweets she’d brought as a courtesy gift. When she looked up at her father in mild disapproval, Kyle only tilted his head, utterly unbothered.


      “What? If you have something to say, then say it,” he said.


      “No, nothing,” Milly answered.


      If the shopkeeper now feared them, it was entirely her father’s fault.


      After a few moments, the woman reappeared, this time drenched in nervous sweat, and led them to a back parlor. Once they sat on the sofa, she set out tea with hands trembling so badly the china rattled.


      “M-M-M-My deepest apologies, Your Grace! W-We had no idea you would visit! Had we known, we would have procured finer tea leaves, but this is all we currently have.”


      “Oh?” Kyle said coolly. “You think I would tolerate being served cheap tea?”


      “Y-Y-Y-You’re absolutely right! I’m terribly sorry!” She bowed again. This time her forehead smacked the floor with an audible thud.


      As Milly sipped the tea that had been served, she winced at the sound.


      “S-So then,” the shopkeeper stammered, “t-today you wanted a-a dress for the lady, correct?”


      “Yes,” Kyle replied. “What was it called again? Drag, something... Ah, right, drip.”


      “It should be an emotional, chill, and drip dress,” Milly supplied proudly. “It doesn’t have to be custom-made. Anything ready-to-wear is fine.”


      “E-Emotional?” the shopkeeper squeaked.


      “Yes,” Kyle said. “You understand, don’t you?”


      “Y-Y-Y-Yes! At once!”


      Neither Milly, who barely understood the slang, nor Kyle, who radiated high-pressure menace, were easy to serve.


      The poor shopkeeper began muttering, “Emotional...chill...drip...” in a dazed loop, her eyes spinning as she stumbled away.


      But Milly hadn’t come here only for that. Setting her teacup back onto its saucer, she cleared her throat. “Also, I’d like another dress. Something modest, with a soft and gentle look.”


      When Milly added the request, her voice edged with faint nervousness, Kyle narrowed his eyes at her. “Another dress? Are you planning an outfit change at a mere school ball?”


      “Um, well... I’ve become rather interested in dresses lately,” Milly said, her bright red eyes drifting off to the right.


      It was a terrible lie. Kyle furrowed his brow, unimpressed that she thought such an excuse would fool him, but he said nothing.


      A single dress was pocket change anyway. He didn’t know why she suddenly wanted two, but if Milly said she wanted them, and he’d already agreed to pay, then so be it.


      A brief silence fell. Then the shopkeeper, who had been watching their exchange with trembling attention, timidly spoke up.


      “Ah, um, th-then, two dresses? The... The ‘emotional, chill, drip’ one and...the soft, modest one?”


      “Yes,” Milly said. “Neither my father nor I are particularly knowledgeable about dresses, so I’ll leave the colors and details to you. That’s all right, isn’t it?”


      “Eh?! Ah, y-y-yes, of course! Absolutely!”


      “Good. I heard at the academy that you have excellent taste, so I thought it better to rely on a professional rather than muddle things with amateur opinions like mine.” In truth, Milly had been terrified she’d be asked for detailed specifications.


      Relieved, she exhaled softly.


      The shopkeeper shook her head so hard it left afterimages, her carefully styled hair nearly coming apart. “Th-then f-f-forgive my boldness, but may I take the lady’s measurements now?” she stammered.


      Even if she was buying ready-made dresses, they still needed her basic measurements.


      “Yes, of course— Ah.” Milly nodded and began to stand, only to suddenly remember something important and freeze mid-motion. “Um, may I ask you something?”


      “Yes?” the shopkeeper replied nervously.


      Milly leaned in close to the woman’s ear, careful to speak in a whisper Kyle wouldn’t hear. “For the second dress, could you make it with a little extra room?” she murmured. “Around the chest area.”


      “E-Eh?” the shopkeeper squeaked.


      “Please don’t ask for details,” Milly said quickly. “I need it that way for various reasons.” She pressed her palms together and tilted her head in the request pose again for emphasis.


      Kyle, whose hearing was far too sharp for her whisper to fool him, caught every word. But he didn’t turn his head, didn’t comment, didn’t react at all. He simply sat in silence.


      ◇◇◇


      After leaving the tailor, Milly and Kyle made their way through the royal capital to buy everything she needed.


      Their first stop was a bookstore. Milly ordered every magic tome and exam reference that caught her eye, stacking up purchases without hesitation. Next, they visited an accessory shop, but since neither of them had any sense for design, they simply bought the most expensive pieces on display.


      From there, they wandered from shop to shop, buying sweets whenever a delicious smell caught their attention, and stepping into any storefront that piqued Milly’s curiosity.


      Before they knew it, the afternoon had slipped away.


      Their guards, burdened with an ever-growing mountain of purchases, looked ready to collapse. Kyle glanced at the sky, now tinged with the colors of sunset, and checked his pocket watch.


      “Time’s up,” he said. “You should be heading home.”


      Milly, chewing on a cinnamon churro she’d bought from a food stall, swallowed slowly and tilted her head. “You’re not returning with me, father?”


      “I told you; I have business to attend to. Unless you’re so helpless you can’t ride a carriage without parental supervision, then I suppose I could escort you back.”


      “I can go home on my own,” Milly muttered.


      The grand duke clearly hadn’t lost his fondness for condescending remarks. Frowning, Milly made for the carriage at a brisk pace. She’d bought everything she needed. She might as well head back.


      “Hey.”


      Just as she lifted her churro for another bite, that familiar voice called out behind her. There was no need to guess who it was. Turning around, she saw Kyle pointing toward his own mouth with one long finger.


      “Wipe your face. You’re covered in cinnamon,” he said.


      Startled, Milly touched her lips and felt the gritty sugar and spice. “My apologies,” she said stiffly.


      “A disgrace for a noble lady,” Kyle replied. Though his tone was scolding, the corners of Kyle’s mouth curved in clear amusement.


      Why is he always so nasty? He really did enjoy teasing his own daughter. Flushing slightly, Milly wiped the cinnamon from her lips with her sleeve, turned on her heel, and then abruptly stopped.


      “What? Haven’t bought enough yet?” Kyle asked, narrowing his eyes at her sudden halt.


      Milly didn’t answer right away. Something had welled up inside her. She slowly turned back toward him, her gaze drifting aimlessly as if searching for the right place to land.


      “Um...”


      “What is it? Use your words.”


      “Well, it’s just...”


      Today, Milly had spent a long stretch of time with her father. Longer than she could ever remember. Longer, perhaps, than all the time they’d spent together in the thirteen years since her mother died, combined.


      And because of that, she finally understood something. No matter how cold he was...no matter how tyrannical...Kyle Asteara was still her father.


      Ever since her mother’s passing, Milly had hated her home. At social events, whispers followed her, the infamous grand duke’s daughter. People flinched around her, treated her like she was dangerous. Even just the other day, her classmates had kept their distance solely because she bore the Asteara name.


      She remembered the sting of being suspected during the tea party incident, simply because of who her family was. Milly had resented her father for years. She’d lost count of how many times she’d wished she’d been born into any house but this one. She could barely remember a handful of moments when she’d genuinely respected him as a parent. And yet, even so, Kyle was her father.


      Demon Duke or not, he had come all the way to the capital just because she said she wanted something. He walked slightly ahead of her through crowds, shielding her from the crush of people. And even though he hated sweets enough to gag at the sight of them, when she’d longingly gazed at the churro stand, he’d muttered, “Go on, then,” and nudged her forward.


      And when a nearby stall sold potato potage, he’d said, “You don’t want it?” knowing that potato potage had been her favorite when she was young.


      “Well? What is it? What do you want? Just say it,” Kyle said now, waiting, even though he had his own business to attend to afterward.


      What other reason could there be, Milly wondered, except that they were family?


      After spending the whole day together, she realized she could no longer bring herself to truly hate him. If I keep whining that no one understands me because of my family, I’ll never grow. I can’t keep blaming everything on my house. Breathing in the lonely-sweet scent of early evening, Milly let her lips soften into a gentle smile.


      Kyle’s red eyes widened in surprise.


      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled so openly in front of her father.


      Milly opened her mouth to speak. And then...a flicker of white at the edge of her vision froze her in place. For a moment, it felt as though time itself had stopped.


      “That’s Ike,” Milly whispered.


      “Hah?” Kyle grunted.


      “Ike is here.”


      On the nearby street, Ike Ivrine was walking toward them with a retainer at his side. There was no mistaking him. Milly’s eyes widened. She hadn’t expected him to be in the capital as well. And at that exact moment, Ike’s gaze locked with hers.


      Ah.


      Kyle, noticing his daughter’s sudden attention, turned around a moment later. His eyes met Ike’s and Milly saw the boy’s crimson gaze flare even hotter, as if stoked by a sudden surge of emotion.


      “Kyle Asteara...” Ike breathed, barely above a whisper.


      Kyle’s hearing was as sharp as Milly’s, clearly catching every syllable. He narrowed his eyes and glanced sideways at his daughter. “That boy is your schoolmate?”


      “Ah, y-yes,” Milly stammered.


      “In that case,” Kyle said coldly, “teach him some manners. I don’t know what house he belongs to, but I do not recall ever being the sort of man who can be addressed without so much as an honorific.”


      The words were as close to an insult as Ike could have received.


      Kyle had looked directly at him, at the very boy whose life had been torn apart by the grand duke, and then dismissed him with the cruel words of “I don’t know what house he belongs to.”


      Even Milly, who struggled with emotional subtleties, felt the shock and humiliation radiating off Ike like a blow.


      Ike clenched his fists so tightly his knuckles went white. His whole body trembled with barely contained fury.


      “Like I said, it’s time. Milly, go home,” Kyle said, jerking his chin toward the carriage. He’d already lost interest in Ike.


      And then it happened.


      Milly noticed Ike lower his gaze, then reach for his wand. Her breath caught. “Watch out!” She grabbed a fistful of Kyle’s coat and yanked, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough. Acting on instinct, Milly twisted her body between Ike and her father.


      The tip of Ike’s wand flashed. A burst of blinding light shot toward her.


      Milly gritted her teeth. Taking a spell head-on and walking away unscathed was impossible. She braced for impact...but the pain never came.


      “F-Father?” she whispered.


      Eyes squeezed shut, she slowly forced them open. Kyle stood before her, between her and Ike, shielding her with his body. Behind him, a thin, shimmering barrier had formed, like a translucent wall. A defensive spell. Kyle had cast it instantly, nullifying Ike’s attack.


      What just happened? From Milly’s position, she couldn’t see Ike’s face. Only the sound of ragged breathing reached her.


      Then Kyle spoke, his voice low and cutting. “Are you hurt?”


      The question was directed at Milly. She shook her head quickly, and only then did Kyle slowly turn around.


      From behind her father’s shoulder, Milly finally saw Ike. His eyes were bloodshot. But the moment he saw Kyle’s face, they went wide with shock, the flush of anger draining from Ike’s cheeks bit by bit.


      Milly didn’t even want to imagine how frightening her father’s expression must have been just then, the face of the man known as the Demon Duke.


      “The trajectory of that spell,” Kyle murmured. “It veered in a way unlike divine protection. Did you force the aim aside? Because you saw Milly shield me? Your hostility flickered wildly. It was effortless to block.”


      “Wh...” Ike choked.


      “Unfortunately for you,” Kyle said, voice dripping with cold contempt, “I’m accustomed to being hated. If you thought emotion alone could kill me, then the pitiful naivety of it almost brings tears to my eyes. Relax. For that pitifulness, and because you are Milly’s classmate, I will be lenient this once.” Kyle glared at Ike, his voice dropping to a chilling growl that crawled across the ground. “But next time, I will kill you.”


      Pierced by that razor-edged stare, Ike seemed to lose the power of speech.


      Kyle said nothing more to him. Instead, he flicked his eyes toward Milly. Still stunned, she barely registered the soft tap of his wand against her forehead before he snorted.


      “Go home, Milly.”
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      “A-All right,” Milly managed.


      “I’ll arrange for a physician. Receive an examination as soon as you return home,” Kyle said.


      With a sharp turn of his coat, he strode away, the still-shell-shocked guards scrambling to follow behind him. He left the scene as swiftly as he had dominated it.


      Just before heading to the carriage, Milly glanced once more toward Ike, but their eyes did not meet.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Friendly Study Survival Begins!


      After running into Ike in the royal capital, Milly missed three days of school. She desperately wanted to go—she was itching to get back, in fact—but Kyle flatly refused to let her, dismissing her with a single, crushing, “Silence.”


      When Milly tried to ignore him and climb into the carriage anyway, the poor driver only bowed and stammered, “I-I’m terribly sorry, my lady, but the duke ordered us not to take you.”


      There was nothing she could do.


      And so, Milly passed three long, uneventful days as such: forced to rest with nothing to occupy her mind, subjected to an absurdly detailed medical examination despite being perfectly healthy, growing so bored she organized a dodgeball tournament with the maids, and, after getting a little too into it, nearly breaking one of their ribs.


      Only after all that was she finally allowed to return. The academy building looked dazzling after her long absence.


      Her spirits were so high the very air seemed brighter as she walked down the hall.


      “Ah! Milly!” Gilbert’s voice rang out.


      She turned toward him. “Good day, Gilbert. Did you need something?”


      “I should be asking you that! Are you feeling better now?”


      “Ah.”


      Apparently, when Kyle explained her absence to the academy, he had cited “Milly’s poor health.” To Milly, who was perfectly healthy, the whole situation was absurd. She’d been forced to take days off she didn’t need, and this very morning, she’d even received a get-well letter from some noble she didn’t know. It was all a nuisance.


      “That was father’s nonsense,” Milly said plainly. “I wasn’t sick at all.”


      “Nonsense?” Gilbert echoed.


      “Indeed. I don’t know why, but he wouldn’t stop nagging me to rest, so I stayed home. I was so healthy I helped the maids clean the house, in fact,” she said, shrugging in exasperation.


      The estate had ended up spotless.


      “He gets strangely overprotective sometimes,” Milly added. “It’s not like I was injured.”


      Kyle had summoned a physician, who spent the entire examination searching for magical injuries. Apparently, he had been ordered to make sure not even the smallest scratch went unnoticed. Obviously, it was because of the incident with Ike, but Milly couldn’t understand what her father, who had personally protected her, could still be worried about.


      “Injured?” Gilbert asked sharply. “Did something happen?”


      “Nothing at all. Who knows, maybe he had a dream where I nearly died.” She brushed it off with a casual lie, letting out a small sigh. Truthfully, this was all terribly unfortunate.


      Never had she imagined that she and Ike would end up distanced in such a way. Just when she had finally begun to untangle her own feelings about her father and her family, this happened. Now, there was no chance of growing closer to Ike at all.


      I knew Ike hated the Asteara house, but I never imagined he’d raise a wand at father. He never seemed like someone who would act without thinking.


      What Ike had done would have been a grave crime had it happened in public. In fact, knowing Kyle’s disposition, it wouldn’t have been surprising had Ike been incinerated on the spot. Thanks to Kyle’s exceedingly rare leniency, Ike had escaped punishment this time, but of all people, Ike should understand best how terrifying it was to point a wand at the grand duke. So why would he do something so reckless?


      Does he hate our house so much that even knowing the consequences, he couldn’t restrain himself? Milly’s shoulders slumped. Even if she tried to move forward, the situation wouldn’t improve.


      “Either way, I’m glad,” Gilbert said suddenly.


      Milly, pulled from her thoughts, blinked at him. “Glad? About what?”


      “That nothing happened to you. Everyone was worried,” Gilbert said with an easy smile. “It’s not like you to get sick right before exams.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah. Restreive looked downright pale, like she thought you’d been in an accident. You should go see her later.”


      “I see. I’m sorry I made everyone worry.” Though she apologized politely, a small smile slipped out anyway.


      She hadn’t expected Sierra to worry about her. During the days she’d been absent, Milly had feared she might simply be forgotten. Knowing someone had truly thought about her made her feel, for once, like she really did have a friend.


      Gilbert smiled back. “Then should we meet in the library again today? Lucius couldn’t focus at all while you were gone.”


      “Oh, no, sorry,” said Milly. “I can’t come to the study group today.” She had forgotten she actually had plans today, rare as that was.


      When she apologized, Gilbert’s eyes flew open wide. “Wh-What? You can’t come?!”


      “Is it really that shocking? Even I have plans sometimes.”


      “N-No, it’s just unexpected. You were the one who was the most fired up about the study group.”


      He wasn’t wrong, but Milly had one more thing she had to do during exam week. She’d wasted days being forced to rest, and now she needed to make up for lost time.


      “Don’t worry. It’s only for today. And I’m borrowing Lucius too,” she added.


      “Lucius too?! W-Wait, are you two doing something together?! Without the rest of us?!”


      “It’s nothing dramatic. It’s just something we have to take care of.”


      Milly would have preferred to attend the study session, but there were only so many days left before the exams. She had to manage her priorities.


      Glancing at the clock, she realized class was about to begin. She turned toward the room. “Anyway, that’s how it is. And don’t even think about slacking off just because I’m not there. I’ll check tomorrow to see how much progress you made.”


      “W-Wait! At least tell me what you two are—”


      With a casual flutter of her hand, Milly walked off, leaving a stunned Gilbert frozen in place. He stood there for several seconds, eyes darting wildly, unable to process what had just happened.


      ◇◇◇


      “So?” Lucius said, squinting at her. “What kind of hassle have you cooked up this time?”


      “Isn’t it rude to assume that whatever I propose is a hassle before you’ve even heard it?” Milly replied coolly.


      The academy cafeteria was as lively as ever, packed with students cramming for exams. It was lunchtime, and Milly had dragged Lucius along with the promise of “something important to discuss.” After swallowing a bite of bread, she furrowed her brow at him.


      “Come on, Lady Asteara. Everything you come up with is a hassle. Study sessions, dance training...”


      “How are those hassles? Each and every one of my ideas are productive,” Milly said, chin raised.


      “Productive to you, maybe,” Lucius said with a sigh, lifting his shoulders in exaggerated exasperation as he gave her a skeptical look. “So, what’s this ‘important matter’ you wanted to talk about?”


      “Thank you for asking!” Milly said proudly. Right, time for the subject at hand. She leaned forward with an excited gleam in her eyes, lifted one finger sharply, and unveiled the plan she’d been itching to share ever since her enforced break. “Listen. I want to organize a study group.”


      Lucius immediately scrunched up his face, his expression clearly stating, “What is this woman talking about now?”


      Milly, satisfied with the reaction, flashed her most triumphant smile. “Calm down,” she said, even though Lucius was perfectly calm. His brow creased anyway. “I know what you’re thinking. ‘But we’re already doing a study group, Lady Asteara. Even if you’re adorable, you’re starting to worry me,’ right?”


      “I was not thinking that.”


      “Oh? Then was it, ‘She’s cute and airheaded? How perfect can the lady be?’”


      “Not even close.”


      Apparently not. Milly had assumed his thought process would be something along those lines, but one couldn’t be right every time. Clearing her throat, she resumed, “But this time is different. This isn’t a normal study group. Prepare to be shocked. I’m going to hold a study group with the entire class!”


      “Huh?”


      “Isn’t it wonderful? I realized that would be the best way to get closer to everyone in class!” Her eyes sparkled like an excited child.


      Lucius stared at her, startled. “Huh. Now that’s something. Didn’t you just say a few days ago that you didn’t care about a bunch of people who only think about your family? Sudden change of heart?”


      “Yes. I changed my mind,” Milly said without hesitation.


      During their ballroom dance practice, the feelings she’d confided to Lucius had been her true, unfiltered thoughts. She had genuinely resented her classmates for fearing her just because she was the grand duke’s daughter. She had truly believed that spending time with people who only saw her family name was a waste, that she should distance herself before they rejected her.


      “But afterward,” Milly continued, “I thought about what you said and realized maybe I was wrong.”


      Because being selective, shutting people out, and sulking wasn’t what a final boss was supposed to do.


      “Instead of choosing who’s ‘worthy,’ a final boss gathers everyone under her control, right?” Milly said brightly.


      “‘Final boss’?” Lucius echoed.


      “So, I should do the same. And when you think about it, it’s only natural that the others are frightened by me. The only information they have about me is ‘daughter of the grand duke.’ That’s all they’ve ever been told. The first thing I should do is let everyone actually get to know me.”


      Yes. That was it. Sulking without ever trying was childish.


      She was done with shifting blame. Done with whining that everyone feared her “because of father.” No matter how frightening or infamous he was in high society, Kyle Asteara was still her father. That fact would never change.


      “I see,” Lucius said softly. After a moment of silence, he blinked slowly, as if still processing the change in her.


      “So,” Milly asked, leaning forward with hopeful eyes, “what do you think?”


      “Well,” Lucius said slowly, “I think it’s fine. If that’s what you’ve decided, then it’s probably the right choice.”


      This time, it was Milly’s turn to fall silent. She’d expected him not to deny her, but she hadn’t expected such straightforward approval. The honesty of it made her cheeks warm.


      “You really think so?” she asked.


      “I do,” Lucius said. “Though I still think holding a study group as your only method of getting close to others is a bit questionable.”


      “That’s all there is,” Milly said simply. “No one’s going to hang out with me this close to exams.”


      The other day, when she’d invited her classmates one by one, their polite hesitation had been painful, so instead, she’d ask the entire class at once. Then no one would have to feel singled out or pressured. Plus, studying was one of the few areas where Milly could actually be helpful. It would almost certainly bring people closer than something prim and ladylike like hosting a tea party.


      “That’s why I need your help,” Milly said. “If I try this alone, I’ll mess up again.”


      Over the past several days, she had felt her own immaturity acutely. How easily she stumbled at things other people handled without thought. Her lack of experience with people meant she tripped over even the simplest social steps. It was embarrassing how naive she’d been, assuming she could do everything alone. She would lean on him, on someone who possessed what she did not.


      Under her earnest, steady gaze, Lucius smiled softly. He pressed a fist to his chest and saluted. “Leave it to me,” he said. “I’m a knight, after all.”


      ◇◇◇


      The event titled “Class 1-C Friendly Study Survival” (named by Milly; why “Survival” was included remains unknown) was scheduled to take place that very afternoon. There wasn’t much time left before exams, and Milly reasoned that on a day this close to testing, few students would have after-school plans. Everything aligned perfectly.


      The strategy she drafted during lunch was simple: After class, Milly would call out to her classmates and invite them to join the study session. The most important part was here. Milly had to persuade them. She needed to clearly communicate the benefits of participating and spark her classmates’ curiosity.


      In other words, this mission required advanced rhetorical skills (according to Milly). Burning with determination, she devoted every single afternoon class to crafting the perfect speech. A future final boss, she reasoned, must be able to sway others with ease, so she could not cut corners.


      And of course, she had to emphasize that participation was entirely voluntary. Milly had no intention of forcing anyone. If she dragged people in against their will and frightened them further, it would defeat the entire purpose. To shake off the image of “scary,” or “if I disagree, she’ll tattle to her father,” she needed to present herself as dignified, openhearted, and, above all, sincere.


      Once she won their hearts with her flawless speech and overwhelming charisma, everything would fall into place. Then her delightful, harmonious, joyful, friendly study session would unfold. She and her classmates would bond, overcome divisions, and in the end, they’d join hands and dance in a circle. The plan was too perfect. Too radiant. And Milly couldn’t stop herself from smiling.


      “Um, may I have everyone’s attention?” Milly said.


      Thus began the long-awaited after-school moment. The instant the chime rang and Milly rose to her feet, the sound in the classroom vanished. Every student froze, inhaling sharply. Class 1-C revolved around the cold, unflinching Lady Milly Asteara. Each day, her classmates strained every nerve to avoid upsetting her, carefully watching every shift of her expression, every tilt of her head, in the desperate hope of preserving their peaceful school life.


      To them, Milly raising her voice carried the same omen as thunder before a natural disaster. With the grand duke himself looming behind Milly in spirit, it was only logical. The man could destroy a noble house on a whim, so it was no exaggeration to say that the students believed Milly held their lives in her hands.


      And now, they watched her slow, deliberate walk toward the lectern with palpable dread.


      Did something anger her?


      We’ll apologize, whatever it is, just don’t let her tell the grand duke.


      Mother, father, forgive me.


      Dozens of such panicked thoughts flashed across the room as Milly stood before them, looking firm and deadly serious.


      Wh-What do I do? I’m so nervous! Milly thought. Her face looked like its usual iron mask, but her heart pounded at an impossible speed. Um, first I need to tell everyone we’re doing a study group and then...then what did I decide? What was step two again?!


      Chaos. Her mind was a mess. She had crafted a flawless plan, spent all of her afternoon classes writing herself a cheat sheet for the speech, and yet, standing here now, her mind was blank.


      What do I do, what do I do, what do I do?! I-I’ve forgotten all the lines I practiced!


      As Milly stood frozen in silence, her classmates’ faces gradually darkened with dread. What could possibly be so upsetting that she was holding her words back this long? Terrified, none of them could have imagined the truth, that the noble Milly Asteara was simply too nervous to speak.


      I-It’s okay. Calm down. Deep breath. Yes. Act like a confident, dignified lady!


      An unnatural tension had seeped throughout Class 1-C, but Milly, too shaken to notice, remained oblivious.


      Right. I’ll be fine! First, I have to say, “We’re holding a study session. Come if you’re free,” with overwhelming charisma! Yes! Go, Milly!


      “A-A-Ah, um! I-I am, um, h-hosting a study! A study! Study group! I held one! What do you think?!” Milly’s voice rang out, more of a yelp than a speech, and it was followed by an enormous silence.


      It took about ten seconds of dead silence before Milly realized how wildly different her words were from the impressive, charismatic lines she had prepared. That’s not it! That was just a declaration! I messed up. What do I do now?!


      Her classmates stared back at her with expressions somewhere between stunned and speechless. Of course they did. She had just blurted out “I held a study group!” with no explanation whatsoever. And as Milly realized this, panic rushed up her spine. If she didn’t fix this right now, her classmates would think she was hopeless.


      C-Calm down, you can still fix this! Just reset and try again.


      “Ah, no, th-that’s not what I meant! Um! I-I want to hold a study group! I-I want to get along with everyone, since...since we’re all in the same class! And, um, I can teach whatever I’m good at!”
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      None of this resembled the carefully prepared “cheat sheet” Milly had written during class, but at this point it didn’t matter. As long as she could somehow convey that she wanted everyone to study together, it would be enough.


      However, her classmates only exchanged bewildered looks. The cold, untouchable Lady Milly Asteara had just declared she wanted to “get along.” Their brains simply couldn’t process such information.


      What?! They’re scared of me even now?! Anyone else could have predicted that would happen, but Milly was still lost.


      Then it hit her—she’d forgotten the most important part.


      Milly gulped down a huge breath, then shouted from the bottom of her lungs, as if to erase all her previous mistakes, “V-Voluntary participation! N-No f-forcing anyone!”


      Silence fell again. Only Lucius’s suppressed “Pfft!” echoed sharply across the classroom.


      Having barely moved at all, Milly panted like she’d run a marathon. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes as she looked helplessly at Lucius. This was supposed to be an elegant, charismatic speech where she dazzled everyone. How had it turned into this?


      “Oh my, this is hilarious. What are you doing?” Lucius laughed, wiping a tear.


      “L-Lucius...” Milly whimpered.


      “Yeah, yeah, I got it,” he said, still grinning. “When you bragged that you’d deliver the perfect speech and win everyone over, I had a really bad feeling. And what do you know? It wasn’t for nothing.” He shrugged at Milly, who stared at him like a drowning kitten.


      Then, having had his laugh, he wiped the last tear from his eye and turned to address the classmates, all of whom still sat frozen in utter confusion.


      “Anyway,” Lucius said, waving a hand casually, “Lady Asteara wants to get along with everyone, so she’d like to hold a study group. Only if you’re free, of course. If you could help this poor tongue-tied lady out, we’d really appreciate it.” His explanation was clearer, simpler, and infinitely more effective than Milly’s entire flustered speech.


      The classroom stirred.


      “L-Lady Asteara?” one student whispered.


      Lucius had achieved, in a handful of words, what Milly had struggled with for minutes.


      Incredible. Milly pursed her lips in a tiny sulk, realizing she could never hope to beat Lucius in the realm of communication.


      Seeing that expression, Lucius finally broke into open laughter.


      ◇◇◇


      In the end, every single student of Class 1-C showed up for the study session. Even though Milly had emphasized it was voluntary, it seemed no one had the courage to refuse an invitation delivered with such desperate intensity.


      Now that the classroom had fully regained its usual bustle, Milly watched her classmates spread out their reference books and materials, each settling into their own seat, and let out a long, heavy sigh.


      That was a catastrophic disaster.


      She had intended to present herself as a dignified, impressive noble lady, but somehow, she had ended up displaying the most embarrassing performance of her life. Surely her classmates must be exasperated with her by now. After freezing up from nerves and needing someone else to bail her out, there was no way she could have shown even a shred of charisma. At this rate, becoming friends with her classmates was nothing but a distant fantasy.


      “Lady Asteara.”


      Just as she was about to sigh again, someone tapped her lightly on the shoulder. She looked up to find Brima peering at her with worried eyes.


      Milly blinked in surprise. “Brima. What is it?”


      “Ah, um. I was just wondering what you were doing.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “W-Well, I thought maybe you would go over there?” Brima pointed toward the lively group of classmates gathered around their open reference books.


      They were likely discussing problems together. The study session seemed to be going well, something Milly had truly feared wouldn’t happen. Relief washed over her.


      “I think I’ll stay here for now,” Milly murmured. “Everyone must be fed up with me.”


      “Huh?”


      Of course, Milly wanted to join them. Desperately. But after making such a fool of herself, she couldn’t just trot over cheerfully and insert herself into the group. Remembering her earlier humiliation, she let out a tiny groan.


      “Fed up? Why would they be?” Brima asked, bewildered.


      “B-Because I was such a mess earlier! I must have looked completely ridiculous. I’m sure everyone thinks I’m strange.”


      Milly wasn’t very familiar with how people her age thought, but she understood at least this much: No one wanted to cozy up to someone who suddenly made bizarre announcements and panicked on the spot.


      Which meant her grand plan, the “Class 1-C Friendly Study Survival,” had failed.


      She’d already been standing out enough as it was. Now, surely, everyone would keep their distance again. Her expression clouded, and Brima frantically waved her hands.


      “Eh?! N-no, that’s not true at all!”


      “I apologize that you feel obligated to comfort me. But it’s fine. I’ll just think of another way to get along with everyone,” Milly said.


      “No, no, no! That’s not it! Actually, it’s more like...”


      “Hey. What are you doing slacking off over here, Lady Asteara?” Before Brima could finish, Lucius suddenly cut in, looking exasperated.


      He was working through problems with the other classmates a moment ago, so why is he over here? Milly tilted her head, confused, but Lucius didn’t give her a chance to question him. He grabbed her arm without warning.


      “Ah, h-hold on!”


      “What are you doing off by yourself? Come on. This way.”


      “W-Wait, what are you...?”


      “You said you’d help teach people, remember?”


      She had no idea what was happening, but Lucius clearly had no intention of explaining. Dragging her along without a shred of hesitation, he pulled Milly straight into the middle of the group huddled around their study materials.


      “All right, I brought the textbook with me,” Lucius announced. “So, which problem are you stuck on?” Then, still holding Milly’s arm, Lucius lifted it up and waved it around like he was presenting her to the class. Stealing a sideways glance at her, he said, “See? Lady Asteara, everyone’s stuck on something.”


      “Eh?” Milly blinked.


      Startled, she looked around at her classmates. They were all watching her with eyes that held, of all things, expectation. There was still a trace of nervousness there, yes, but she didn’t see fear. She didn’t see disgust. She didn’t see the cold distance she had braced herself for.


      Milly stared at them, mouth slightly open. “C-Can I really? Am I okay?”


      “Of course you are,” Lucius said immediately.


      “But I made such a hash of it earlier,” Milly murmured, cheeks burning.


      “Yeah. That’s exactly why,” Lucius said, breaking into a small smile. “Everyone said their impression of you changed after seeing you fumble like that. They started thinking you might be approachable.”


      Milly’s eyes went wide. That made no sense. She’d been a disaster. An embarrassment. How could that make her look better?


      While she stood frozen in disbelief, one of the classmates in the study circle hesitantly raised a hand. “Th-This might be rude, but Lady Asteara, we actually thought you were kind of adorable.”


      “Hwuh?!” The sudden compliment made Milly yelp like she’d been poked with a hot iron.


      Her face burned painfully. And as more classmates chimed in with agreement one after another, Milly went scarlet and slapped one hand over her face, while Lucius, still holding her other hand, watched her with a smug, I-knew-it grin.


      “When you said you wanted to get along with us, we were honestly shocked,” one classmate admitted. “We always thought you disliked us.”


      “But it was just a misunderstanding,” another said. “And, um, we feel the same way.”


      They wanted to be friends too. At least, that’s what Milly thought they meant, but with so little experience reading people, she couldn’t fully process the nuance.


      “S-So that’s how it is...” Her voice trembled with something halfway between embarrassment and relief. For the first time, she really felt like she’d managed to take a step forward.


      It was enough to make her believe that even if someone told her this was all just a convenient dream, she might still accept it. She pressed a hand to her chest as if confirming this was reality, and let out a long, soft breath. Ah.


      At the edge of her vision, she caught sight of two familiar faces. Peeking toward her nervously, eyes flitting away when she glanced back, were the same two girls who had awkwardly declined her invitation a few days earlier. Unable to shake the guilt of having refused her once, they hovered at a distance, clearly unsure of whether they were welcome.


      Now that I think about it, the way those two responded gave me the push to try this in the first place. If they hadn’t turned her down that day, Milly would probably still be blundering around in the wrong direction, never realizing why nothing changed. It was thanks to them that she’d been able to move forward.


      Meeting their eyes directly, Milly smiled and beckoned them over. She even mouthed the words “Come here.”


      “All right then! In response to everyone’s expectations, I’ll explain every problem you throw at me! Together, we’ll aim to be the Hyperintellectual Class!”


      “That is not the goal,” Lucius muttered.


      “Yeeeaaah!”


      “Oh no, she’s corrupted the whole class,” Lucius whispered. He heaved a sigh, but there was a relieved smile tugging at his lips.


      And so, newly united, Class 1-C continued their study session for several hours. Exceptionally strong in both written and practical subjects, Milly became the class’s star tutor. Running around the classroom to help anyone who raised a hand, she patiently explained one problem after another, and by this point, not a single student feared her anymore.




      A little while into the study session, two figures appeared at the front door of the classroom.


      “Um, Lady Restreive?” Nicholas asked, frowning as he crouched beside Sierra, who was peering in through the crack in the door.


      Sierra, staring so intently at Milly teaching her classmates that she didn’t blink, answered without looking away. “What is it?”
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      “Well,” Nicholas muttered, “isn’t it time to go home? She’s probably not coming to the library today.”


      By “she,” he meant Milly, who was currently in the middle of energetically tutoring half the class.


      Sierra bit down hard, frustration tightening her jaw as she shot Nicholas a sharp glare. “B-But this is strange, isn’t it?! She missed three whole days of school, and when she finally comes back, she spends the whole day studying with other people?!”


      “Milly’s got her own stuff going on. And who cares? She looks like she’s having fun.”


      “It being fun is exactly the problem!” Sierra snapped. “I’m closer to Milly than any of them! I thought today I could finally replenish my Milly-supply after missing three days!”


      “What?” This was beyond unreasonable. Nicholas let out a long, exhausted sigh and glanced into Class 1-C’s room.


      Milly, completely unaware of their presence, was animatedly discussing something with her classmates, reference book in hand. Her expression was unusually relaxed. She was clearly enjoying herself...not that she had any idea of the chaos brewing just outside the door.


      Holding back the urge to mutter, “She has no clue what I’m going through,” Nicholas eyed Sierra again, frowning at her refusal to budge.


      A few days earlier, when they’d heard Milly was out sick, Sierra had been the most devastated of all. To be exact, she had practically lost the will to live, to the point she could barely focus on her studies. By the end, she sat staring blankly at her notes, whispering “help me” in a hollow voice.


      It had been genuinely frightening. Nicholas had been the one who wanted to ask for help. Still, it was only a matter of enduring until Milly returned. So, when she finally came back, Nicholas had truly felt relieved, which made the current situation all the more baffling.


      Since learning Milly wasn’t coming to the library that day, Sierra had apparently reached her breaking point and bolted out of the study session, and now an entire hour had passed.


      The situation was moderately hellish. Sensing trouble early, Edgar had gone home without hesitation. Sierra, consumed by jealousy and having transformed into a full-fledged lurking stalker, refused to move an inch. And Nicholas, of course, couldn’t just abandon this suspicious person at the classroom door.


      At this rate, they would probably remain like this until Milly finally went home. As Nicholas hung his head in despair, a sigh drifted from behind him.


      “Still haven’t given up?” It was Gilbert.


      Nicholas narrowed his eyes behind his glasses, suspicious. “You’ve been gone a long time. I assumed you went home.”


      “That’s, well, that could have happened,” Gilbert muttered.


      “Oh, you definitely tried, I’m sure. Then your conscience ate at you, and you came back. That’s it, isn’t it?”


      “I... Well, I came back, didn’t I?! That’s what matters.”


      Bull’s-eye. Nicholas silently vowed that if Gilbert announced he was going to the restroom, he would accompany him to prevent another escape. Leaving a comrade behind in this hellish situation was unforgivable.


      “So?” Gilbert asked. “How’s Milly doing?”


      “She’s happily teaching her classmates,” Nicholas said. “And over here,” he gestured toward Sierra, who remained crouched at the crack of the door, eyes bloodshot, “this one’s been staring in with pure jealousy the entire time.”


      “Ah, so nothing has changed.” Gilbert sighed.


      Exactly. Nothing about the absurd situation had changed in the past hour.


      Gilbert cleared his throat and reached out to tap Sierra’s shoulder. “Hey, Restreive. Enough is enough. Milly said she’ll come to the library tomorrow, and I get that you’re lonely, but...”


      “Your Highness, please be quiet. I can’t hear what’s going on inside.”


      “Wow. Even the second prince got scolded,” Nicholas muttered.


      It was a clean, merciless shutdown. Before Sierra’s jealousy, even Gilbert’s voice was reduced to mere background noise.


      “B-But still,” Gilbert tried again, “peeking in like this won’t change anything.”


      “It’s fine,” Sierra said firmly. “I’m simply monitoring any shameless pests who get too close to Milly.”


      “And what good will that do?”


      “It will be useful when the time comes.”


      “When is this supposed ‘time’ going to happen?”


      Nicholas didn’t want to imagine the answer. It was summer, yet he felt a cold shiver run through him. Hugging his arms, he forced himself to stare into the classroom instead, toward Milly, smiling as she taught her classmates.


      “Funny,” he murmured. “I used to think she was just a cold, distant noble girl.”


      Nicholas never expected she would end up captivating so many people. He almost missed the days when he’d mistaken her for an emotionless, well-crafted doll. First impressions, he realized, were utterly unreliable.


      Well, to be fair, she really was like a doll not too long ago.


      As the son of a ducal house, Nicholas had seen Milly a few times before entering the academy, passing each other at social gatherings, but never more than that. In fact, they had spoken only once in their entire lives.


      Even to Nicholas, Milly had always been an unusual presence. Back when he’d only seen her at social events, she never showed any expression at all, and no matter what she looked at, she always seemed bored. She hardly spoke either. At the time, Nicholas found himself vaguely intimidated by her. In fact, since the grand duke openly wore his displeasure on his face, Nicholas had found him easier to understand.


      And yet, everything changed after Milly joined the student council. Her expression was still mostly unchanged, yes, but lately, she looked happy. Every day. She wasn’t quiet anymore, talking so much that Nicholas could barely keep up. It felt like her heart had opened, like she had become a different person.


      Edgar, who also knew the old Milly, found this sudden change unsettling. But to Nicholas, it was preferable, far more charming, even.


      Sierra wasn’t the only one drawn in. Milly had begun attracting people too easily. That part was troublesome, though.


      I suppose I shouldn’t talk. He remembered the deal they made about a month ago. Milly would help handle a problem at the academy without letting his family—the Einzdohr ducal house—catch wind of it. In exchange, he would cooperate in finding a way to prevent the Asteara house’s ruin.


      Nicholas had proposed it partly because Milly’s talent was appealing, but mostly because when he thought of the fate awaiting the Asteara family, it felt far too cruel that Milly would be dragged down with them.


      The Asteara house would, in the near future, collapse, one way or another. As long as this was a kingdom, ultimate authority rested with the king. Once the current monarch, a staunch supporter of the grand duke, passed away, and one of the three princes (all of whom held varying degrees of distrust toward the Asteara house) ascended to the throne, the duke’s power would crumble overnight.


      It’s the grand duke’s own fault, Nicholas thought. Most nobles, including my house, are anti-Asteara anyway.


      If the commoners also distrusted the grand duke, then the princes, in their bid for the throne, would only lean even harder into anti-Asteara sentiment. And so, the grand ducal family would fall. Nicholas had predicted this for years and until recently, he had never felt an ounce of sympathy about it.


      But now his stance had reversed. His miscalculation had been Milly Asteara herself—she was far sharper than he expected, and, in a way that troubled him, far too cute.


      Nicholas was simple. Spending time with her at the student council, seeing her thoughts, her flaws, her earnestness, he couldn’t help thinking it would be tragic if she were dragged down and left adrift when her family collapsed. She was brilliant, more useful than half the nobles he knew, and, frankly, she made the future of the Asteara house seem promising for the first time.


      So, he had proposed that deal.


      Nicholas hated his own family. And if keeping the Einzdohr house out of academy affairs and saving the Asteara house—saving her—could be achieved at the same time, then he thought, quite selfishly, that there could be no better outcome.


      “Maybe we should head back,” he muttered.


      Watching Milly, awkwardly but earnestly breaking down the distance between herself and her classmates, he felt something warm settle in his chest.


      Maybe he hadn’t been wrong to gamble after all. Reflecting on it now, perhaps he’d been right to propose that deal, ignoring both his duty as the next duke and the political danger of aligning himself with the Asteara house.


      Turning to a disgruntled Sierra, Nicholas spoke in his usual, dry manner. “Staying here forever won’t change anything. And if they catch you spying, that’s going to be a whole different hassle.”


      “But...” Sierra protested.


      “Let’s go,” Nicholas said firmly. “Milly adores you. Tomorrow, you’ll be stuck with her clinging to you so much you’ll get sick of it.”


      Sierra puffed out her cheeks, throwing one last yearning glance toward Milly before reluctantly rising to her feet.


      Honestly, Milly’s habit of unknowingly charming people was a real problem. And the fact that she has no idea she does it makes it even worse, Nicholas thought with an inward sigh.


      With Sierra grumbling under her breath, the two boys let her complaints wash past them as they finally left the doorway.


      ◇◇◇


      Hee hee hee hee hee hee! On the carriage ride home, Milly had to physically clamp down on the laughter threatening to spill out of her. The “Class 1-C Friendly Study Survival” was a massive success!


      Throwing her right leg up with unnecessary flourish, she crossed her legs in an exaggeratedly grand pose. She wanted to stop random people on the street and tell them everything that happened. After all, she had gotten incredibly close with her classmates today!


      To think it went this well... My talent for making friends is honestly terrifying, even if the reactions were a little different from what I imagined.


      In Milly’s perfect vision, she was supposed to be showered with admiration today, her overflowing charisma and cool composure leaving her classmates awestruck. Instead, she was pretty sure the looks she’d gotten were more along the lines of fond amusement.


      Well. The result was what mattered. Her radiant charisma and awe-inspiring coolness could be displayed later. Just for today, it was fine to float home on this giddy feeling.


      Humming cheerfully and swaying her shoulders, Milly rode the carriage all the way back to the Asteara estate. She hopped down the moment it stopped and strode lightly toward the entrance. Passing through the grand hall, she unexpectedly ran into her father, Kyle.


      “I have returned, father,” she said brightly.


      Her good mood was impossible to miss. Kyle’s brows drew together in suspicion, and he darted a “What is this?” glance toward Bibi, the maid following behind Milly.


      Bibi shook her head frantically, signaling, “Don’t look at me.”


      “My, father! What a terribly stern expression. Did something happen?” Milly asked.


      “No. You...” Kyle began.


      “Oh! Are you wondering what happened to me today?” Milly cut in.


      “What?” Kyle said flatly. The sudden rise in her voice immediately alerted Kyle to danger. This was going to be trouble.


      “Yes, of course you want to know! I can tell from your face. You’re thinking, ‘I want to know all about my daughter’s school life!’ Right? Since you’re so eager, I shall tell you. You see, today...”


      “That’s enough! Be quiet,” Kyle snapped.


      They hadn’t spent much time together, but even so, he understood at least this much: a Milly in a very good mood was unbearably annoying.


      Cut off mid-sentence, Milly puffed out her cheeks in offense. She had fully intended to regale him with the entire saga of the “Class 1-C Friendly Study Survival” from start to finish. It felt like being hit with a bucket of cold water. And she had really wanted to brag to her father, who had just as few friends as she did!


      “Oh, father. You must be so busy you can’t spare even a moment to listen to your daughter,” she said dramatically.


      “What is that face supposed to be?” Kyle asked.


      “Nothing. Just talking to myself. Please don’t trouble yourself over it,” Milly said coldly.


      She was sulking. Turning her face away with a sharp “hmph,” she radiated indignation.


      Kyle let out a long, deep sigh. “Tch. What do you want out of me? Will you be satisfied if I apologize?”


      “Unnecessary. You’re consumed by important duties every day, after all. As your daughter, I must simply show my respect and keep to a quiet, unobtrusive life. Well then, good day.”


      Still refusing to look at him, Milly swept off down the hall with brisk little steps.


      Bibi, hurrying after her, felt something warm bloom in her chest. The distance between those two, once vast as an ocean, had shrunk so much she could hardly believe it.


      Not long ago, their interactions rarely exceeded stiff, formal greetings. Milly never would have dared to complain or pout. But ever since that day they went to the capital together, they had begun to feel unmistakably like parent and child again.


      At this rate, Bibi thought, perhaps the frozen atmosphere in the ten years following the duchess’s passing might melt far more quickly than anyone expected.


      “Halt!”


      Bibi, lost in her thoughts, flinched hard at the sudden sharp voice. It was Kyle. Ahead of her, Milly whipped around with an unmistakably delighted expression. She looked exactly like someone who had been dying to be called back. Her smile stretched into a smug, catlike grin.


      “Oh my, so you do want to hear about my ‘Class 1-C Friendly—’”


      “No. I just remembered I have something to give you,” Kyle cut in curtly. With no ceremony whatsoever, he tossed her a paper bag.


      Milly scrambled to catch it. The bag bore the logo of a magical implements shop. It was lighter than she expected, and when she peeked inside, a beautifully made box peeked back at her.


      She looked from the box to her father, head tilted. “This is for me?”


      Kyle didn’t answer. He simply turned his gaze away. He must have realized how wildly out of character this was. Milly certainly did. For the terrifying grand duke to give his daughter a gift, it felt like an omen of natural disaster.


      Between the shopping trip and this, I can’t help but wonder if father has been replaced by an impostor.


      Then again, the box might still contain something horrifying. A fake insect, perhaps. If that were the case she could have just said, “Ah, yes, this is certainly father.” But when she opened it cautiously, the contents were nothing of the sort.


      Inside was a pendant, exquisitely crafted, gleaming with delicate detail. At the top hung a small brooch, set with a brilliant red gemstone that sparkled vividly, almost blindingly bright.


      “W-Wow.” Milly couldn’t stop the breath escaping her lips.


      It was beautiful. Stunning. When she held it up toward the light, the red gemstone glimmered so vividly it looked almost warm to the touch. And the craftsmanship, so intricate it didn’t seem like something bought off the shelf. It might even have been custom-made.


      When Milly looked up at Kyle with eyes full of emotion, he cleared his throat awkwardly, visibly uncomfortable.


      “It’s a magic tool,” he said shortly. “Take it. If you don’t like it, throw it away.”


      And with that, without waiting for Milly’s response, Kyle turned and strode deeper into the estate. Even the servants were giving him faintly warm, knowing looks, which likely only made him more desperate to escape.


      Milly hurried after him in quick steps. “W-Wait! Why are you running away?!”


      “I am not running. I told you. Throw it out if you dislike it.”


      “That is running away! And I don’t even know what the magic tool does!”


      Kyle took the stairs two at a time. Milly chased him with all her might, skipping steps to keep up. Just thrusting something at her and refusing to explain was too much. She deserved at least an explanation. Or a reason. Driven by sheer stubbornness, she chased him for a full ten minutes. Finally, on the third floor, at the door to his private chamber, Kyle came to a stop.


      “F-Father, why...why did you give this to me?” Milly gasped, bent over, hands on her knees.


      Kyle, in contrast, wasn’t even winded. Not a hint of exertion. His breathing didn’t change at all.


      Maddening, Milly thought, panting furiously.


      He let out a long sigh, hand on his door, as if finally admitting defeat.


      “It’s nothing important,” Kyle said. “I merely remembered something you’d said.”


      “Something I sa— Ghk!” Milly coughed violently. Sprinting after the grand duke for ten minutes straight had been a terrible idea.


      Wheezing, she thumped her chest with both fists as she tried to pull air back into her lungs. Kyle, watching her with an exasperated wrinkle between his brows, clicked his tongue.


      “Tch. Get inside. If you vomit out here, it’ll be a nuisance.”


      “Eh?”


      “I can at least give you a glass of water. Hurry.” Without waiting for her reply, Kyle slipped into his room.


      It was extremely unusual for him to invite anyone inside. Still coughing, Milly stepped in after him. The heavy wooden door shut behind her with a low thud.


      In silence, Kyle fetched a water jug and a glass from a shelf. Milly accepted it meekly and took a sip. The cold water soothed her throat, finally letting her breathing settle.


      “Ahhh. I truly thought I might die,” she muttered.


      “No surprise. You seem to lack stamina no matter how old you get.”


      The remark hit right where it hurt. Milly slumped. It was true. Even back when she was five, impossibly energetic and running around every day, stamina had always been her fatal flaw.


      She remembered once collapsing in the middle of playing tag, demanding, “Give me a piggyback,” as she clung desperately to Gilbert. Naturally, he couldn’t lift her, and she’d ended up crumpled on the ground while he had burst into tears. A nostalgic memory.


      “That’s not what I asked, father. What is this supposed to be?” Milly shoved the paper bag forward, forcing the topic back on track.


      Kyle loosened his neatly knotted tie, shot her a brief glance, and finally answered, “It’s a personal alarm.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      “I said, it’s a personal alarm. For you.”


      A personal alarm. She repeated the term in her head several times, frowning. “What do you mean?”


      Milly knew what a personal alarm was, of course. It was a protective magic tool. Upon pulling a cord, it emits a deafening sound to scare off stalkers or assailants. Usually carried by small children or women who needed to walk alone at night. The magic worked through a thin cord that triggered a spell woven inside the device. But why this? Why give her something like that? Milly was not a toddler. Nor did she have plans to wander around alone at night.


      Does father still think of me as some helpless little girl? Maybe he’d forgotten she’d grown up at all, given how little attention he paid her. Watching him toss his discarded tie aside, Milly narrowed her eyes, suspicious.


      “You’re overthinking it, aren’t you?” Kyle said sharply.


      “Not at all,” Milly lied.


      “I told you. It’s for you. It’s not just an ordinary personal alarm.” Kyle sank deep into his chair and propped his cheek on one hand, looking thoroughly displeased. His crossed leg bounced with irritation. “That pendant is a communication device. If you pour magic into it, its pair will react.”


      “Pair?”


      Milly only had the one pendant. When she looked up, Kyle unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt. He reached to his collar and pulled out a pendant hanging around his neck. A green jewel glinted there, crafted with the same delicate detail as Milly’s red one.


      “Mine and yours make a set,” Kyle said. “Meaning: if you put magic into it, it will notify me.”


      “It notifies you?”


      “If anything happens, use it to alert me. Worn normally, it’s just an ornament. But once you imbue it with magic, I can roughly track your location.”


      Milly blinked rapidly. She had to admit that it was an impressive piece of magical engineering. A very high-end safety tool. Or rather, a communication link. But still...


      “Um, why do I need a way to contact you?” she asked.


      A magical device like this didn’t feel necessary for her. She never went out without guards, and she couldn’t imagine a scenario in which she’d need to send an alert to Kyle of all people.


      When she voiced her confusion, Kyle’s face twisted sharply. A low, rumbling annoyance slipped out. “You’re the one who told me to protect you.”


      Milly’s eyes widened. She had. She really had said that.


      After the tea party incident, Milly had proposed a deal to her father. In exchange for finding a way to prevent the Asteara house’s inevitable downfall, she had asked him to protect her. It had been a calculated move, relying on his overwhelming strength and the authority that could sweep aside nearly anything. But it seemed Kyle had taken that request far more seriously than she expected.


      How rare.


      Lately, Kyle truly seemed like a different person. The father she’d always believed cared nothing for her had voluntarily accompanied her on a trip to the capital and now he’d given her a gift.


      To Grand Duke Kyle Asteara, family was nothing more than people connected by blood. There was no such thing as familial affection. If someone was unnecessary, they were cast aside, and if they were useful, they were used.


      At least, that’s what Milly had always believed. And it was true. That’s exactly how Kyle had behaved until now. So, she had never grown to love him. But now, like this...


      “Father, it’s almost like you love me,” she murmured. The words slipped out of her open mouth before she could stop them.


      This time Kyle’s eyes widened. Milly slapped both hands over her mouth. Why had she said that?! She didn’t even know herself. Her heart suddenly hammered in her chest, her cheeks grew painfully hot, and embarrassment surged through her so strongly she wanted to hide her face.


      “M-My deepest apologies,” she stammered. She had said something completely inappropriate. Surely he would be angry.


      Before Kyle could react, Milly bowed her head deeply and turned on her heel to leave the room.


      “Hey...” he began.


      “I misspoke out of momentary confusion. Please excuse me,” Milly said. Her voice cracked from panic. Truly, it had been a moment of madness. She never would have imagined saying something like that aloud.


      Father’s strange behavior must be rubbing off on me. Walking briskly down the manor corridor, Milly smacked her cheek lightly with one hand. The heat beneath her fingertips startled her. She’d be far too embarrassed to even look at Bibi for a while. Without realizing it, she tightened her grip around the paper bag holding the pendant.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Exams Begin


      The biannual examinations, held over the course of two days, were divided into two major parts: written academics and magic practical exams. Once the practical portion ended, students would move directly into the written exams. It was one of the most nerve-racking days of the year for everyone at the academy, student and teacher alike.


      Grandor Magic Academy was considered the pinnacle of magical education. With only two chances a year to formally measure a student’s true ability, the stakes were high. In years past, the pressure had even led to rampant cheating. Some students had gone so far as to seek outside help, prompting the academy to erect a barrier around the testing grounds that prevented anyone but authorized personnel from entering.


      Milly could only think, That’s an awful lot of trouble for a test. Well, I suppose it does make it easier to focus.


      Stretching her arms overhead and arching her back, she exhaled deeply. Feeling the pleasant pull in her shoulders, she waited inside the testing venue, Grandor’s church, where a crowd of students was already gathering.


      “All right, everyone, quiet down! The refined young minds of Grandor should not be so rowdy! Cease your chatter at once and give me your attention!”


      Milly felt a twinge of sympathy watching the elderly teacher shout herself hoarse. It looked exhausting to wrangle hundreds of students at once.


      The practical exams held in the morning would evaluate each student’s command over magic. The tests would be conducted with mixed grades but separated by gender. Before the rewind, teachers had graded students by having them demonstrate specific spells one by one.


      For Milly, who had considerable confidence in her magical ability, this section had always been easy. However, things were a little different this time.


      “Listen carefully! I will only say this once! For this term’s practical exam, in the interest of saving time, we will be using a dueling format! Pairs chosen in advance will be called in order, so when your name is called, step forward immediately!”


      Dueling format? Milly repeated the unfamiliar words in her mind, blinking rapidly. This was not how things were done before the rewind. Strange. Her memory capacity for anything unrelated to studying was abysmally small, but even she clearly remembered that there had never been a dueling-style practical exam. A sudden change. Did the rewind cause this distortion? Or did I?


      It wouldn’t be the first time some tiny difference in her actions caused an outcome to diverge from the original timeline. This was the first major deviation, though. Still, in this kingdom, people said that if a breeze blew, even the barrel makers might profit. Cause and effect was a bizarre phenomenon. Either way, all she could do was give it her best. The task itself remained the same.


      Surely they’ve made the duels safe. It would be a disaster if someone misjudged their spell strength and ruptured organs.


      “All right, we have no time to waste! We will begin calling names now! First, Class 1-A, Sierra Restreive! Followed by Class 1-B...”


      Milly was still working out how wide an explosion could be without causing lasting damage to human organs when a familiar name suddenly cut through her thoughts.


      Glancing toward the raised platform where the tests would take place, she spotted Sierra standing there, her face tight with nerves. Milly mouthed a silent “Do your best.” After all the studying they’d done together, Sierra would surely perform well.


      Can a noble lady actually bring herself to fire magic at another person? For Milly, the format change barely mattered. But the other nobles were a different story. Most of them had never directed a spell at a fellow human in their lives. Judging by the way many students shrank back, this dueling format had them terrified. Facing monsters was one thing, but pointing magic at a fellow student—at a friend—was another matter entirely.


      That’s normal, of course. Not many girls spent their childhood practicing magic on a father-shaped target. She recalled the humanoid target she had secretly set up in the Asteara gardens, known affectionately as “Father Model IV.”


      Milly nodded to herself. Who would have guessed it would be useful here? She and the gardener had painstakingly upgraded it to Model IV, installing mobility functions and an automatic counter-magic launcher. She’d never forget the moment they’d hugged in triumph when it finally worked.


      As she was smiling faintly at the memory, Milly sensed someone approaching and turned around. “Lizbel!”


      Standing before her was a silver-haired girl whose beauty drew the eye immediately: third-year student Lizbel Garcia. Her eyes, which looked so much like her younger brother Ike’s, widened in surprise before relaxing into a gentle smile.


      “Good afternoon, Lady Asteara. Did your exam preparation go well?” she asked before adding, “Though I suppose I don’t really need to ask.”


      “Not really. Just average,” Milly replied. “You third-years have it tough. I heard your written exam covers a huge range.”


      Lizbel Garcia, eldest daughter of the Garcia viscountcy, had been a great help during the tea party incident and more importantly, she was one of Milly’s precious few upperclassman friends.


      Lizbel gave a knowing smile. “Yes, the teachers are being a little cruel this year. But honestly, I enjoy it. Studying is more satisfying when it doesn’t go smoothly right away.”


      “I’d really like Lucius to hear those words,” Milly said, staring off into the distance.


      Throughout exam week, Lucius had complained endlessly. Just earlier, right before the practical tests began, he had been grumbling about the whole ordeal.


      “Oh, Lucius is the same as ever,” Lizbel said. “But he’s a very earnest, good boy at heart.”


      “A good boy? That’s how he seems to you?” Milly asked.


      “Of course! He gets along so well with Ike,” Lizbel said, covering her mouth as she giggled elegantly.


      It was hard to imagine, watching her laugh so gracefully, that she was Ike’s biological older sister. Naturally, as Ike’s sister, she knew Lucius well, but Milly couldn’t help feeling a little puzzled. A “good, earnest boy” would not fake needing the restroom to skip out on study sessions.


      “Um, how is Ike doing, by the way?” Lizbel asked at last, tightening her lips before speaking, her tone cautious and searching. She knew, of course, about Ike’s old grudge against the Asteara house and Milly herself.


      Milly lifted her shoulders in a small shrug. “He’s the same as always. He ignored my greeting this morning.”


      “I-Ignored?! I’m so sorry, truly. Please forgive his constant rudeness,” Lizbel said, flustered.


      “It’s fine,” Milly said gently. “It’s just something I do for my own satisfaction. And besides, I know you always speak well of me.”


      Lizbel often told Ike that holding a grudge against Milly over the issues between their families was misguided. Granted, he always reacted with a sour face and little else, but to Milly, the sentiment alone meant the world. Lizbel surely had her own complicated feelings about the grand duke’s house. Yet she still chose to treat Milly without prejudice. That made Milly feel saved, somehow.


      “And you know,” Milly continued, brightening, “I actually have a secret plan to get closer to him. If I take first place on the exams...” She stopped mid-sentence.


      Hm? She suddenly sensed something strange somewhere in the hall. She couldn’t explain what it was, only that it felt off. A strange, unnatural presence. She glanced around, but all she saw were girls waiting nervously for their turn in the test. Nothing unusual.


      “Lady Asteara? Is something the matter?” Lizbel asked. She blinked a few times, worried, but Milly shook her head with a small, self-conscious smile.


      “No, it’s nothing. Let’s both do our best on the exams.”


      “Yes, of course! And let’s definitely spend time together over the summer.”


      Her beautiful face softened into a girlish smile as she held out her right pinky finger.


      Milly hesitated for only a second before realizing it was a promise. She linked her pinky with the other girl’s, and both gently squeezed.


      “It’s a promise,” Lizbel said with a chuckle.


      “Of course! I’ll get closer to Ike before summer, and then the three of us can hang out together!” It wasn’t even an exaggeration to say she had studied this hard for that very purpose.


      Puffing out her chest with pride, Milly watched as the proctor called Lizbel’s name. The two waved cheerfully to each other before parting ways.


      Alone again, staring absently toward the stage, Milly thought, What was that before? That strange, indescribable sensation she’d felt. Remembering it made her chest tighten. She placed a hand over her sternum, trying to calm herself.


      Her fingertips brushed something cold—the pendant Kyle had given her. She had already forgotten she was wearing it. Startled, she quickly slipped it off and shoved it into her uniform pocket.


      Oops, I’m not supposed to wear accessories during the practical exam. It would be troublesome to be accused of cheating.


      Milly stretched her stiffened body, exhaled deeply, and forced herself to focus. First things first. I need to get through the practical exam perfectly. I can think about everything else afterward. Once she made that decision, her mind felt a little clearer. Straightening her spine, she fixed her gaze forward and waited quietly for her name to be called.




      Two hours had passed, and Milly’s name still hadn’t been called.


      By her count, including herself, there were about twenty girls left who hadn’t been summoned yet, meaning her turn was quite late. Wondering what criteria the teachers were using, she headed toward the staging area. On the stage, two third-year students were locked in a dazzling magical exchange.


      This is far more intense than I expected.


      One student finished her incantation and unleashed a wind spell. The sudden gust blasted between Milly and the nearby female instructor, causing Milly’s hair to whip loose until she tucked it behind her ear. The student cast another wind spell. Razorlike blades of air sliced at her opponent, shattering the glowing barrier enveloping their body.


      “Stop! Winner, Louise Brine!” At the teacher’s call, the duel ended.


      Milly rested a finger on her chin thoughtfully. It seemed that breaking the opponent’s body-shielding barrier was how victory was determined.


      The elderly instructor snapped, “Milly Asteara. Hurry up. You’re next.”


      Milly had wanted a little more time to observe the duels, but it seemed her turn had come. She stepped forward as instructed.


      “No matter how dissatisfied you are with your score, do not even think of running to the grand duke to cry about it.”


      That comment made her freeze mid-step. Looking up, she found the woman glaring down at her, her expression openly sour.


      I thought all the teachers were the groveling type. I guess there are exceptions.


      This was the reputation of the detested Asteara house at work. Milly simply gave a polite nod and strode onto the platform, heels clicking. Her opponent, a third-year girl named Michelle, stepped up on the other side.


      Milly would have expected them to pit her against someone in her own grade, but having an upperclassman as her opponent didn’t bother her. In her previous life, she had been a third-year herself. In a sense, it even eased her conscience.


      Michelle inhaled sharply and drew her wand, her face stiff with tension. She looked rather cool, like a duelist preparing for an honorable battle.


      In the spirit of matching the mood, Milly wanted to strike some equally dramatic pose, but as a wielder of wandless magic, she didn’t have anything to draw. After a moment’s thought, she simply pushed up the sleeve of her uniform in what she hoped was a pose appropriate for a final boss. Well, at least it looked cool. Probably.


      “Victory goes to the one who destroys the opponent’s barrier! Now, begin the exam!”


      At the instructor’s command, a thin magical barrier wrapped around both Milly and her opponent.


      Milly lowered her voice and began her incantation.


      ◇◇◇


      Michelle Smeas was a third-year student at Grandor Magic Academy. Her family were rural barons. Unlike the wealthier noble students who poured in generous donations, Michelle had entered Grandor through sheer effort, studying relentlessly until she finally earned admission.


      Therefore, she was exceptionally diligent. Getting expelled for poor grades was not an option. While nobles who had bought their way in dozed off in class, Michelle spent every waking moment hammering knowledge into her mind. She gripped her pen twice as long as anyone else, swung her wand twice as many times, and eventually rose to become one of the top students in her year.


      At an academy where half the students were nobles, someone of baron lineage was just barely above commoners on the social ladder. Michelle was an exception.


      There were even high-ranking nobles who would casually sidle up to her before class, asking for tips on what might appear on the quizzes. Every time Michelle saw them, she wanted to throw up. And the fact that she swallowed her disgust and forced a pleasant smile while predicting questions irritated her even more.


      For someone like Michelle, the biannual examinations were an event that demanded utmost resolve. After all, the results had a massive impact on final grades. She was confident in the written exams to be held later that afternoon. Raw study hours would carry her far there.


      But the problem lay in the practical test conducted that morning. This year, unlike previous ones, the practical exam would be conducted in a dueling format. The sudden change unsettled Michelle somewhat, but she had never neglected her practical studies. A mere shift in format wouldn’t be enough to shake her grades.


      The real issue was her assigned opponent: Milly Asteara. The only daughter of the notorious grand duke, famed for cunning and cruelty. Even Michelle, a baron’s daughter, couldn’t possibly be ignorant of that name. When the teacher informed her whom she’d be facing, a cold shiver ran down her spine.


      If she injured Milly, even by accident, what would happen? The current grand duke, Kyle Asteara, was the type of man who would crush anyone, commoner or noble, without hesitation if it served his purposes. Michelle despised high-ranking nobles, and she was certain Milly, who shared that blood, was cut from the same cloth. She wasn’t the only one. Everyone thought so.


      Michelle considered all this carefully.


      If she so much as scratched Milly, the girl would surely complain to her father. Worse, even if Michelle won, Milly could demand her grades be lowered, claiming it was unfair to pit a third-year against her.


      But... Facing Milly with wand in hand, Michelle clenched her teeth. She detested high-ranking nobles, those who lazed around in their privilege, growing fat on unearned power and never lifting a finger to work. That was precisely why Michelle despised the grand ducal house. Even after the recent tea party incident, she still suspected Milly might have been the one who planted the poison.


      There was no way she could allow herself to lose to someone like that. Michelle worked harder than anyone. Unlike those born into wealth and privilege, she had to earn everything.


      “Now, begin the exam!” At the instructor’s command, a barrier wrapped around both Michelle and Milly.


      Michelle swung her wand and fired off a rapid incantation. Not the full form, but a heavily condensed short-chant. Short-chanting was an advanced technique well beyond normal students. Michelle could only shorten her chants for ice-element spells, but even that made her magic formidable. Within seconds, dozens of ice arrows materialized around her.


      Milly, by contrast, employed wandless magic. Impressive, sure, but Michelle assumed it was some inborn talent she couldn’t properly control. Her stance was too open. Too careless.


      I’ll end this quickly! Michelle raised her wand and launched the ice arrows straight at Milly. At that level, the barrage would easily shatter the barrier in one strike. Still, Michelle prepared a follow-up spell...only for her chant to falter.


      “Huh?”


      Milly, standing there without even taking a step, casually raised her hand and detonated Michelle’s arrows mid-flight. A clean explosion burst outward, vaporizing the ice arrows before they could reach her.


      Michelle froze. She had never seen anything like it.


      The ice arrows coming from behind were avoided with a deep backward bend of Milly’s torso, and the ones Michelle had launched with a slight delay were kicked out of the air by Milly’s right leg, still arched backward from the same motion.


      Wh-What is that?


      A short-chant surprise attack, her signature high-speed ice magic, and every single arrow had been neutralized by a pampered noble girl who was supposed to rely on nothing but power and privilege.


      Michelle stood in disbelief as Milly, not even glancing her way, held her pose for a moment before murmuring as if she’d suddenly remembered something trivial, “Oh no. The barrier weakens whenever it comes in contact with magic. I shouldn’t use kicks, then.” She calmly straightened her posture and began muttering another incantation under her breath.


      The sight was terrifying. Michelle trembled. The only thing she could be proud of was that, despite shaking so badly and stumbling over her words, she somehow managed to resume her own incantation.


      ◇◇◇


      With Michelle standing before her, mouth hanging open, Milly quietly analyzed the situation, having just nullified every spell Michelle had thrown.


      As expected of a third-year, she’s quite skilled. Michelle was no pushover.


      Trying to block those short-chant spells while chipping away at her little by little was not a good idea. It would take too much time, and even if this was only a test, injuring Michelle was the last thing Milly wanted.


      I’ll just have to dodge everything she casts. Milly settled on a strategy within seconds, then triggered an explosion beneath her own feet.


      Using the blast’s force, she rocketed upward, skimming just beneath the church ceiling. Michelle’s ice spells shot toward her, but Milly twisted her body midair and slipped between them with ease.


      A quick burst of Spark served as a simple flash distraction, and when debris flew up from her own blast, Milly kicked off chunks of stone, hopping from fragment to fragment as if the air itself offered footholds.


      The ice spears meant to pierce her sailed off in completely wrong directions, unable to keep up with her movement. As she always believed: Against magic, dodging was far more reliable than defending.


      So she specializes in ice magic, Milly thought.


      Every mage had an affinity, not explicitly defined, but undeniably present, based on which element resonated with their inner mana. Michelle, clearly, was ice. Kyle excelled in fire. Milly, as Kyle’s daughter, had developed an exceptional talent for explosive magic, a derivative of the fire branch.


      Explosive magic was notoriously dangerous. A misjudged radius or the wrong spell strength could end in catastrophe. Improper use could even injure the caster. Explosions were versatile. Not as flexible as wind magic, perhaps, but good for aerial maneuvering like this, and above all, capable of pulverizing any spell into dust. Milly had grown quite fond of it.


      “Y-You little... Stop darting around!”


      On the ground, Michelle swung her wand wildly, launching into another chant, frustration cracking in her voice.


      And that chant told her one thing: Michelle was preparing a different spell, not another short-chant. Meaning there will be an opening... A perfect chance.


      Just when she reached that conclusion, a fireball-like spell shot at her from a blind spot, forcing Milly to twist violently in midair on reflex.


      What?!


      For a heartbeat, she thought Michelle had fired it, but Michelle was still chanting.


      Meaning, it wasn’t her spell. A third party had just attacked Milly during the test.


      What is happening? Who...?


      She didn’t have time to think. Michelle’s chanting hadn’t faltered for an instant. She couldn’t waste precious seconds searching for the source. Milly grimaced, halted the explosions keeping her aloft, and let herself drop into freefall.


      She landed briefly on top of the enormous pipe organ, springboarding off it. The stomped keys thundered out a tremendous sound so loud everyone in the entire church turned toward the stage in shock.


      Startled, Michelle’s chant broke, though only for a single instant. But an instant was all Milly needed. Scanning the church from above, she focused on the area where the rogue spell must have originated.


      A cluster of students stood there. Most were staring at the stage, startled by the organ’s roar.


      There. Milly spotted a single figure in the crowd, one person trying, in obvious panic, to slip away unnoticed. Her eyes narrowed. That’s the one.


      She cast Far Sight, locking the suspicious student into the center of her vision.


      A hat was pulled low, hiding most of the face. But through the gap, Milly caught a flash of bright pink hair and vivid green eyes.


      Milly’s breath hitched. There was no mistaking it.


      “Angelina Grey?” she whispered the name in shock.


      At the same moment, Michelle finally completed her chant and released her spell. A barrage of ice spears rushed toward Milly.


      Milly detonated a blast immediately, rocketing upward toward the ceiling. Using the smoke as cover, she kicked off the stone ceiling, folding her knees and converting the motion into a crushing dive aimed straight at Michelle.


      “Aaaah!” Michelle, certain she had landed the hit, shrieked when Milly burst from the smoke.


      Milly landed in front of her with a shock that sent cracks spiderwebbing across the floor. She tapped Michelle lightly on the shoulder and softly recited the final line of the spell she’d formed midair, “Barrier Release.”


      Starting from the shoulder, the protective barrier encasing Michelle unraveled like fading light. Method aside, destroying or releasing the barrier were the same in principle. There was no need to hurt Michelle at all.


      Milly gently took the stunned girl’s hand and lightly brushed her disheveled bangs back into place. Michelle’s wide eyes reflected Milly’s face, wavering with confusion.


      “Sorry for touching you without permission,” Milly said softly. “To release your barrier, I needed to make physical contact with it.”


      “Oh...” Michelle breathed.


      “Your magic was wonderful, by the way. I thought I might freeze solid for a moment.” Her tone remained expressionless, but the praise was sincere.


      Then Milly glanced toward the proctor.


      The teacher, mouth hanging open for several seconds, finally snapped back to her senses and shouted, “W-Winner, Milly Asteara!”


      Releasing the barrier counts as breaking it. Good to know. I may have made a bit of a mess out of the stage, but the teachers can fix it with magic. They’re used to this.


      Magic was convenient like that. But there were far more pressing matters.


      I need to find her. If that student really was Angelina...


      Angelina Grey, the self-proclaimed villainess. Suspended indefinitely as the mastermind behind the tea party incident. If she had not only entered the academy illegally but attacked Milly during the exam, then she clearly had a purpose. Milly needed to pursue her immediately.


      She stepped down from the stage and staggered when Michelle grabbed her hand. Still gripping Milly’s hand tightly, she looked up with trembling eyes.


      Milly blinked, confused. “Um, could you let go of my hand? Michelle?”


      She tried gently shaking their joined hands, but Michelle’s grip didn’t budge an inch.


      Michelle opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again.


      Puzzled, Milly crouched slightly so their eyes could meet.


      Only then did Michelle finally manage to speak. “Ah, u-um...”


      “Yes?” Milly prompted.


      “D-Did you maybe release my barrier so...so I wouldn’t be scared?”


      The question was so unexpected that Milly blinked several times. She often forgot because she trained daily against Father Model IV, the humanoid target equipped with an automatic magic-firing system, that being attacked with magic was terrifying for most people.


      Even with a barrier, fear was fear. And Michelle, despite Milly dodging and neutralizing every one of her spells, had continued to fire relentlessly, because giving Milly an opening to attack frightened her more than anything.


      So that’s how she perceived it.


      To Michelle, Milly choosing to release the barrier rather than shatter it looked like an act of kindness.


      Milly offered a small, vague smile, tightening her hold on Michelle’s hand for a moment. Then she gently pried their hands apart, shaking her head. “No, I just didn’t want to hurt you.” Turning on her heel, Milly left the stage at last.


      With the practical exam complete, she had free time until the written tests began. She would use that time to pursue the figure she had seen earlier, the one who looked suspiciously like Angelina.


      She broke into a light jog.


      Michelle watched her depart, her own cheeks tinged faintly pink. Whether that warmth came from exhaustion or from something else entirely, no one could say.


      ◇◇◇


      Afterward, Milly searched every corner of the church until the practical exams ended, but she never found the student who looked like Angelina.


      It’s no wonder she’d run if she realized I saw her.


      Whoever attacked her must have understood immediately that Milly had spotted them. Naturally, they would have fled the moment their identity risked being exposed. If Milly wanted to track them down, she would have to search elsewhere.


      As the teachers announced the conclusion of the practical tests, Milly let out a small sigh. What should I do now?


      The instructors had continued the exam without the slightest sign of concern about the third-party magic.


      In all likelihood, they had assumed it was Michelle’s spell. If Milly hadn’t overheard Michelle’s chanting, she too would never have suspected that someone had slipped into the exam and launched an attack. There was no other way to describe it. She had been unbelievably lucky to notice the attack at all. And precisely because of that luck, Milly was now struggling to decide her next move.


      Ordinarily, the proper course would be to report it to a teacher. But with the written exams looming and everyone rushing around, she doubted anyone would take “someone attacked me” seriously right now. Reporting after the exams would make more sense, but giving Angelina time to slip away would defeat the purpose.


      “Maybe I should tell Nicholas first.” As she left the church, Milly suddenly remembered her collaborator.


      Right. If the attacker really was Angelina, then she needed to inform Nicholas posthaste. They had a contract: he would help keep academy trouble under wraps. If this was a new source of trouble, he needed to hear about it immediately.


      The boys’ practical exam should be over in the garden area.


      There was still time before the written portion began. Milly slipped out of the line of girls heading back toward the school building and sprinted toward the garden.


      Before long, she spotted the boys finishing their exam, but Nicholas wasn’t among them. She did, however, find another familiar face. Without hesitation, Milly reached out and grabbed the person’s shoulder, yanking them toward her.


      “Edgar!”


      “Wha...?!” Edgar jolted so hard his shoulders shot up to his ears. When he turned around and saw Milly, his eyes went even wider, as if he’d just seen a ghost.


      Milly scowled. “What? You don’t have to look that shocked.”


      “Anyone would be. You may not realize it, but your face has an intense presence.”


      “Oh, really? Thank you.”


      Being complimented never felt bad. Milly shyly scratched her cheek, while Edgar, who had not intended it as praise, pinched his brows together in disbelief. Their conversations never seemed to line up quite right.


      “Whatever. What do you need?” he asked.


      “Oh, right. Do you know where Nicholas is? I’ve been looking for him.”


      “The president? Did something happen?”


      Something had happened. But she didn’t have time to explain here.


      “I need to see him immediately. Do you know where he is?”


      “I see. So, it’s something you can’t tell me,” Edgar said with a sigh. He gestured behind him with his chin. “I saw him over there a minute ago. If he hasn’t left yet, he should still be around that area. Happy?”


      “Yes, perfect! You were a huge help, thank you!” She wished she could explain the situation to him too, but time was precious right now.


      Milly dashed toward the cluster of students. A noble girl, especially the grand duke’s daughter, running around in a place like this drew plenty of curious stares, but Milly didn’t have the luxury of caring.


      After several minutes of searching, Milly finally spotted Nicholas speaking with what looked like a classmate from his year. “There you are! Nicholas!”


      When Milly called out to him, he turned, scanning for the source of the voice, and the moment he saw her, he took several steps back in alarm. “What are you doing out here? The written exam’s about to start.”


      That didn’t matter right now.


      Milly grabbed Nicholas’s arm without hesitation and leaned in close to whisper right by his ear, “Angelina might be here.”


      Nicholas’s eyes flew wide. He stared at Milly in open shock.


      Milly continued quickly, “Someone attacked me from outside the ring during the test. When I traced the source, I saw a suspicious figure, probably Angelina. I saw pink hair through her hat, and her face looked just like Angelina’s. Isn’t she supposed to be suspended indefinitely? How could she be here?”


      She didn’t expect Nicholas to know the answer, but she couldn’t stop herself from asking. Nicholas fell silent, eyes clouded, clearly thinking hard.


      Impatient, Milly pressed him again. “Nicholas?”


      Behind the lenses of his glasses, his dark, heavy gaze settled on her. And at that moment, without warning, Nicholas grabbed her arm.


      “Wha...?!”


      “Sorry, come with me.” He spoke fast, urgent. He tugged her forward, and Milly stumbled as she struggled to keep her balance.


      Milly prided herself on her physical strength, but Nicholas was stronger still. He pulled her through the crowd, pushing past students until they reached an area where foot traffic thinned. Only then did Nicholas stop and turn around, his expression deadly serious.


      “Did you tell anyone else what you just told me?”


      Milly shook her head. “No. You’re the first.”


      “I see. This just got a lot more troublesome.”


      Exactly. They had barely finished dealing with the tea party incident, and now another problem was already unfolding.


      Milly lowered her brows and looked up at Nicholas, guilt tightening her chest. “I’m sorry for dragging you into this.”


      “No, actually, I’m glad you told me.” Nicholas averted his gaze and exhaled heavily. “If something happened again, Einzdohr would be all over it, and that would be a nightmare.” He sounded exhausted.


      Milly assumed his concern was for the ducal house. Of course it would be. If Angelina caused another incident so soon after the tea party, the truth would be impossible to hide.


      On the day of the tea party, Nicholas had handled everything quietly, reducing what should have been a capital offense to a mere suspension. He did it to keep the problem from reaching the ears of the Einzdohr dukedom.


      He hated the idea of his house learning about anything that happened at the academy, as he’d told Milly before. She didn’t know why Nicholas wanted to keep academy incidents away from his family, but all his efforts would be for nothing if Angelina caused another uproar.


      It would be a problem for me too.


      In exchange for Milly resolving any trouble within the academy, Nicholas would cooperate in preventing the downfall of the Asteara house. The deal they’d made on the day of the tea party was still fully in effect.


      And if she wanted to save her family, Nicholas’s support was indispensable.


      That meant Milly had an obligation—a responsibility—to resolve the academy’s problems.


      “I’m probably Angelina’s target.”


      As Milly murmured the thought aloud, Nicholas looked slightly uneasy, but nodded.


      “Well, yes. She tried to sabotage your exam, after all.”


      “But she wouldn’t sneak in just to ruin my test,” Milly continued.


      “No, I doubt she’s that stupid. It’s more natural to assume she has some bigger plan and getting in your way is part of it.”


      That made sense. And if that were the case, the solution was simple.


      Milly drew herself up proudly and declared, “All right. Then I’ll go capture Angelina. That’s the easiest path, isn’t it?”


      “Excuse me?”


      “I just came up with a plan. It will definitely work.” She planted one hand on her hip and jabbed her finger right at Nicholas’s nose.


      Nicholas stared, dumbfounded, for several seconds. Something about Milly’s smug expression set off deep alarm bells in him. He let out a weary sigh and pinched his brows together. “That confidence of yours is making me nervous.”


      “It’s fine! If I’m her goal, then she’s most likely to approach me, correct? I’m the most efficient one to capture her.”


      “Perhaps, but still...”


      “Exactly! So just leave the rest to me.” She huffed proudly through her nose and, uninvited, reached up to poke and knead the wrinkles between his brows.


      “S-Say, listen, letting you handle this alone is a bit...”


      “I’ll bring back good news soon, I’m sure of it. Now let’s do our best on the written exam!”


      Cutting off Nicholas’s protests, Milly dashed away, bursting with confidence.


      Nicholas watched her go, torn between chasing after her and giving up. But knowing Milly, there was no stopping her once she’d decided. With a resigned exhale, he accepted reality.


      “Angelina Grey again,” he muttered to himself as he reluctantly headed toward the classroom. Truthfully, he was surprised that Angelina Grey had acted again at all. He’d heard she had been devastated after being slapped with an indefinite suspension. He’d expected her to stay quiet for a long while. But for her to sneak into the academy?


      Maybe someone goaded her into it.


      It was hard to believe that Angelina Grey, whose schemes at the tea party had failed so spectacularly, and whose pride had surely been crushed, would act again so soon, purely of her own will.


      It was far more natural to assume someone else had intervened. Someone pushing her from behind.


      Imagining the possibilities, Nicholas let out another long sigh. If that was the case, this was going to become a lot more troublesome.


      “Having too much to think about is the worst. Ugh, I want to go home.”


      He muttered it under his breath, only to immediately remember how miserable things were at home.


      There was no escape anywhere.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Villainess Returns


      After parting ways with Nicholas, Milly hurried toward her classroom at a half run. I talked for much longer than I meant to. Will I even make it to the test?


      Unlike the one-and-done practicals, the written exams were divided by subject. The schedule differed by grade level, but for the first-years like Milly, the order was magic history first, followed by math, then lunch break, then magic pharmacology, spellcraft, and the remaining subjects afterward. Of course, anyone who failed to make it in time for each exam’s start would be marked absent.


      Milly slipped through the classroom door just moments before the test began, pretending not to notice the sharp glare of the proctoring teacher as she scanned the room. Spotting her target, she dashed over in a flurry of footsteps.


      “Lucius! Can I talk to you?”


      Lucius, who had been listlessly flipping through his study guide, grimaced the moment he saw Milly panting for breath. He checked the clock sideways, let out a sigh, and said, “You finally showed up. What were you doing this whole time? The test is about to start.”


      “A lot happened! Anyway, I need a favor.” A very important one, at that. Leaning in close, Milly spoke quickly, “I need your help finding Angelina. She seems to have infiltrated the academy.”


      At that unexpected name, Lucius froze for a moment, eyes widening. There wasn’t a single student unaware of Angelina after the tea party incident. Naturally, Lucius knew that name well. More accurately, he could never forget it.


      The moment he heard that a poisoned cup had been found at the lady’s table that day, every drop of blood in his body had gone cold. The memory of failing to protect Milly, a knight’s worst nightmare, still clung to his mind like a stain.


      With a bitter expression, Lucius asked, “Infiltrated? Isn’t she supposed to be suspended? Why would she sneak in?”


      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. She interfered with my practical exam, so I’m assuming I’m her target.”


      Targeting Milly again. Lucius’s scowl deepened.


      Milly met his eyes with a steady, serious gaze. “Um, for several reasons, I want to catch Angelina before the teachers find out. I could really use your help.”


      Her expression held no hint of a joke. It wasn’t quite pleading. It was more like she was trusting him to come through for her.


      Milly’s plan—a people-search blitz—was crude, unreliable, and barely worthy of being called a “tactic,” but given the circumstances, manpower was everything. It was the only actionable starting point.


      “I see. You really do get wrapped up in the worst messes, Lady Milly.” Lucius sighed, looking both resigned and troubled.


      He opened his mouth to say something else, when a sudden shout cut him off, and before anyone could react, a girl came sprinting straight toward Milly. “Um, is that true?!”


      Brima. Her blue hair was disheveled, her eyes opened as wide as they would go.


      Milly instinctively took a few steps back under the force of that momentum, then gave a small, hesitant nod. “Uh, yes. Sorry, was I speaking too loudly?”


      Then, Milly realized that Brima, who had been coerced by Angelina into becoming the acting perpetrator of the tea party incident, was, in her own way, also one of Angelina’s victims. Mentioning Angelina’s name out loud in the classroom may have been careless.


      Brima only shook her head vigorously at Milly’s apology. “Not at all! Please, could you give me the details?!”


      “A-Ah, yes. It seems Angelina has come to the academy for some reason, and...”


      With the self-proclaimed villainess’s motives unknown, there was always the possibility she might target Brima again out of spite. Milly made sure to explain the situation as clearly as possible so the baron’s daughter could be cautious. Brima listened intently, her expression growing more and more serious. When Milly finished, she looked deep in thought.


      “It won’t hurt to stay alert, Brima. I know it’s inconvenient but try not to be alone as much as you can.”


      Brima didn’t answer.


      “Brima? Are you all right?”


      Snapping out of her thoughts, Brima straightened, then bowed with her usual beautiful, perfect right-angle posture. “Oh! Yes! I’m terribly sorry for taking up your time. Thank you so much!” Brima walked off, still looking lost in thought.


      Watching her friend retreat, Milly’s brows knit with worry. “I hope she’s all right. I’d hate for the news of Angelina to have upset her.”


      “Who knows? She looked fine to me. She’s tougher than she seems,” Lucius said with a small snort.


      For some reason, the way he said it—like he understood Brima better than Milly did—pricked at Milly’s pride. He clearly did not get it.


      “No, I think hearing Angelina’s name might have brought back some bad memories, is all. As her friend, I should check on her later.”


      “As you will.”


      “In any case, we’ll talk about what we discussed earlier after the exam. Don’t forget!” Milly really wanted to start going over strategies for dealing with Angelina, but time was running out.


      The proctoring teacher was glaring daggers their way now. Milly hurried back to her seat and, to reset her focus, gave both cheeks a soft pat. The sting was just sharp enough to clear her mind.


      Angelina’s situation worries me, but right now I must concentrate on the test.


      There was no room to slack off, not when the ballroom’s First Dance, and her quest to make more friends, were on the line.


      Drawing in a deep breath, Milly straightened her back and steeled herself.


      ◇◇◇


      After just barely finishing the magic history exam, Brima Bickel, daughter of the Bickel barony, found her thoughts drifting back to what Milly had told her earlier.


      Angelina Grey... Something inside her chest sank each time she repeated the name. Her heartbeat sped up again. Brima drew in a slow, deep breath to calm herself.


      It had been a month since the tea party incident, and yet the memories of Angelina’s abuse—the kicks, the blows, the cruel words—still replayed as vividly as if they’d happened yesterday.


      No. I can’t. It’s over. I have to get a grip. Brima shook her head as if to fling away the lingering memories and pursed her lips. She couldn’t afford to be frightened by the past. Not now. There were far more pressing things to think about. But...why would Lady Angelina come here? What could she possibly want?


      Angelina Grey, currently suspended, had somehow infiltrated the academy. Ever since hearing that shocking revelation, Brima hadn’t been able to think of anything else. She assumed Angelina had a purpose, but Brima couldn’t imagine what meaning there could be in taking such a huge risk. If she had been in Angelina’s position, Brima was certain she would have shut herself away at home forever, crushed by shame and guilt.


      And yet, Angelina Grey had come, meaning she had something she was willing to risk everything for.


      Thinking and rethinking, Brima let out a long breath. Don’t tell me she’s still obsessed with the “final boss” lady.


      This world was the setting of an otome game. Brima believed that ridiculous premise because she knew it was true. She had lived a previous life in a country called Japan. She was a reincarnator.


      In her former life, Brima had been a nobody. An orphan with no family, no friends, no money, nothing but lonely, hollow days. Her past was so bleak she flinched even remembering it. And in that empty life, the only game she ever played was the one that became the basis of this world: The Kingdom of Blossoms: Magi.


      Because she’d known so little joy, that one single game became one of her very few precious memories. So when she realized she had been reborn into that game world, Brima was so happy she could have jumped for joy.


      Her second life was so blissful it frightened her.


      She had a family. She had many siblings. They had little money, yes, but every day felt like a dream. She even wondered if this happiness was some sort of reward from God for surviving her painful first life.


      Amid those almost unnervingly fortunate days, Brima met a demon known as Angelina Grey. In the game, Angelina had appeared as the story’s villainess. And in this world, she too was a reincarnator from Japan.


      But despite sharing the same secret, Brima and Angelina could not have been more different. Their stations in life were worlds apart. Brima Bickel wasn’t even a named character in the game, just a background non-player character, an NPC. Angelina Grey, on the other hand, was the villainess.


      Brima, born into a poor baron’s family, and Angelina, born a count’s daughter. Their stations were separated by a gulf that couldn’t be crossed. Maybe that was why Angelina had looked down on Brima from the very beginning. After Brima admitted she’d been an orphan in her previous life, that condescension only seemed to intensify.


      Eventually, Angelina stopped listening to anything Brima said. Whenever they were together, Angelina only talked about herself. She had allegedly spent countless hours playing The Kingdom of Blossoms: Magi in her past life. In this new life, she intended to end up with the love interest she’d adored back then.


      To that end, the game’s heroine, Sierra, was “in the way,” and Angelina believed that removing her, even through force, was necessary. She felt justified.


      When Brima protested that such treatment of the heroine was cruel, Angelina merely snorted and said, “You’ll help me, won’t you? That’s what friends do, after all.”


      From the moment Brima instinctively nodded at that terrifying smile, her peaceful days had plunged back into hell.


      I don’t know why Lady Angelina came to the academy, Brima thought, but she certainly resented Lady Milly a lot. She let out another small breath and glanced at the clock. Only about ten minutes remained in the exam. There wasn’t much time left. Lady Milly said Lady Angelina interfered with the practical. Angelina must be planning something against her again. I don’t know the details, but... Brima sifted through those hellish memories, searching for anything, any hint, that might help.


      From the day she agreed to help onward, Brima had obeyed Angelina’s every command. She couldn’t afford to oppose the Grey family, an important business partner of House Bickel. To protect her family, she did exactly as she was told: She cut the heroine Sierra’s hair, and at the elegant tea party, she poured poison into a cup with clear malicious intent.


      Regardless of how much she had been threatened, Brima had committed an unforgivable crime. She had been prepared for whatever punishment awaited her. Expulsion seemed inevitable. And yet, here she was, able to sit for the regular exams.


      That was entirely thanks to Milly and Sierra, but especially the former, who even resolved the issue with her family’s livelihood. By securing the Asteara house as a new client, the Bickel barony’s finances had improved dramatically. Brima was grateful beyond words, and if she could someday repay even a fraction of that debt, she wanted to.


      For Brima, this situation presented a rare opportunity. Milly needed to capture the infiltrating Angelina before the situation escalated. Brima didn’t understand the full story, but she didn’t need to. She had already decided—long before logic could intervene—that she would help Milly in any way she could. She would work hard to return even a sliver of the enormous kindness she’d received.


      I don’t know what Lady Angelina’s aim is, but if she has a goal, she’ll stay in the academy until she reaches it. Still, moving around unnoticed during exams with enhanced security won’t be easy.


      Grandor Magic Academy, renowned as the pinnacle of magical education, poured immense effort into monitoring for cheating and maintaining fairness during the regular exams. One of the academy’s anti-cheating measures was a barrier that prevented anyone other than authorized academy personnel and current students from entering. It blocked impostors, transformation-magic substitutes, and outside interference. But even though Angelina was suspended, she was still technically a student, so the barrier didn’t react to her.


      However, that didn’t mean the academy’s internal security was lax. During exam periods, additional guards were stationed throughout the grounds, and the teachers kept even closer watch over every student. Moving around unnoticed would not be easy.


      From all this, Brima reached a straightforward conclusion, Lady Angelina must be hiding somewhere inside the academy.


      She would stay concealed until the moment she intended to act. But identifying a hiding spot that even teachers and guards might overlook was not something an ordinary student could do. If they were an ordinary student.




      After the math test ended, the lunch break began. It was one of the few windows of free time during exams, and students used it in their own ways: some chatted with friends to forget the stress of testing, while others took quick naps to recover their energy.


      Amid all that, Brima slipped out of the school building alone. Once she arrived at her destination, she paused to steady her breathing, then opened the door.


      Look at them, skipping lunch to study. Everyone here is so serious.


      The school library, attached to the main campus, was bustling even more than usual thanks to exam day. Students sat at desks, silently poring over reference books, while small groups quizzed each other in hushed voices. Perhaps because of exam tension, the library felt even quieter than usual.


      It should be around here.


      Ignoring the students, Brima slipped between the bookshelves. As she walked, the foot traffic thinned, and the shelves became dustier and more neglected. When she finally reached a deserted corner lined with aging books, Brima stopped dead in her tracks.


      She glanced around and held her breath. Then she gently closed her eyes, summoning her memories of The Kingdom of Blossoms: Magi, the game she’d played in her past life.


      There was an event in that game that took place in the library.


      It appeared in Gilbert’s route, the second prince’s storyline. When the heroine, Sierra, visited the library with him and happened to pull a certain book from the shelf, she uncovered a hidden room once used by former students.


      Inside were photos, journals, and mementos they had left behind. It was a key event that deepened Sierra’s bond with Gilbert. So when Brima concluded that Angelina must be hiding somewhere on campus, it was the first thing that came to mind.


      If Angelina Grey, fellow reincarnator and hopelessly smitten with Gilbert, were to hide herself anywhere, this spot was the most likely.


      There it is.


      Just as she suspected, the book that served as the trigger for opening the secret room sat neatly on the shelf, spotless and orderly, in stark contrast to the dusty books surrounding it. Someone must have pulled this book out very recently. And that someone could only be Angelina Grey.


      It’s okay. It’s okay... Brima pressed a hand to her chest, trying to calm her racing heartbeat. The reason she had come here alone was simple: She wanted this resolved peacefully.


      Whatever Angelina’s objective was, there was no way Brima could bring Milly, Angelina’s apparent target, into danger. And even if she came with someone else, she doubted she could convincingly explain why she knew about this hidden room.


      “If possible, I’d like to end this by myself.”


      Milly wanted to capture Angelina before things got out of hand. If that was what her savior wished, then Brima would grant it.


      She curled her hand into a fist, then opened it again, steadying her breath. Then she reached toward the book that served as the key. Despite its neat appearance, the book felt surprisingly heavy.


      It must have been constructed with some kind of mechanism. Brima flipped through the pages and, relying on memory, opened to a specific section. Tracing her finger along a line of text, she heard a dull click echo around her.


      There it is! Her heart pounded like a drum.


      The bookshelf shifted slowly, groaning as it changed shape, until with a heavy kachunk, a staircase descending underground revealed itself.


      Just like in the game, there’s the staircase to the hidden room!


      There was no turning back now. Brima exhaled deeply, returned the book to its place, and then began to descend the pitch-black stairs. With each step she took, the old wood creaked beneath her feet. The smell of dust grew stronger as she descended. After walking for a while, she spotted a faint light at the end of the passage. Brima stopped for a moment. Then, bracing herself, she stepped forward.


      Just like in the game, the space opened into a small hidden room. And at the far end, among the scattered belongings left behind by former students...Angelina Grey stood with her wand raised, eyes wide, staring straight at Brima.


      ◇◇◇


      From the accursed day of the tea party onward, the life of Villainess Angelina Grey changed completely. The cause was obvious: Her plan to ruin Milly Asteara had failed spectacularly.


      She was handed the punishment of indefinite suspension, and when her parents learned what had happened, they exploded with fury and forbade her from leaving the house. Angelina became, in effect, a princess locked in a tower.


      For the first few days, she managed to maintain her pride by wallowing in a kind of dramatic sorrow, indulging in her own tragic heroine act. But even that couldn’t sustain her for long.


      After a week, she no longer had the will to leave her room at all. Her days became nothing but sleeping, waking up, and staring listlessly out the window. Over and over, she asked herself how things had gone so wrong.


      Was it a mistake to try to drive Milly out of the student council? Perhaps. But the student council, where all the romanceable characters gathered, was a place fit only for a reincarnated villainess like Angelina. There was no reason for Final Boss Milly Asteara to be there at all.


      This all started because time rewound. If only that hadn’t happened...


      Day after day, Angelina’s thoughts circled the same drain. No matter where her mind wandered, it always returned to the same conclusion: All of this happened because time rewound. In the world before the rewind, everything had been going perfectly.


      The main heroine, Sierra, hadn’t grown close to a single love interest. Angelina had been deepening her bond with Gilbert, and all that remained was the confession event. But because the final boss hadn’t died according to the story, everything fell apart.


      If that girl had just followed her father into the grave like she was meant to, everything would’ve been fine. But instead, she had the nerve—the arrogance—to stay alive, forcing Angelina to intervene.


      And thanks to that, Angelina’s plans were ruined. Then, without explanation, time rewound. Her scheme to expel Milly from the student council failed. And now she was living this miserable shut-in life.


      I have to rewind time again.


      This situation was unacceptable. She had to rewind time again and finally end up with Gilbert, no matter what. In this postrewind world, winning Gilbert’s heart was nearly impossible. Her plan to oust Milly from the student council had collapsed. Her attempt to poison Milly at the tea party had become public knowledge. Her reputation was so ruined that it was unrealistic to think Gilbert would ever choose her now.


      So the answer was simple: Just rewind time again. Clawing her way back from this position would be difficult, but rewinding time itself? That was easy. All she had to do was kill Milly.


      Why time had rewound, Angelina still had no idea. But she was certain of one thing: The trigger had been Milly’s death.


      From there, she’d arrived at another possibility. Perhaps time rewound specifically because Milly had not died the way the story dictated. In The Kingdom of Blossoms: Magi, Milly Asteara, the final boss, dies after losing to Sierra, overcome by despair and taking her own life.


      But the last time, Milly hadn’t committed suicide. Angelina had killed her. Maybe that difference created a distortion in the story’s progression and the world unstuck itself, rewinding as a result. That was Angelina’s theory.


      Meaning if I kill her again, properly this time, there’s a high chance time will rewind.


      It was worth trying. In fact, given her failed schemes and her dwindling options, Angelina had no other plan left.


      But there was still one problem—the grand duke’s protection. As long as Grand Duke Kyle Asteara lived, his magical protection shielded Milly, making it impossible to harm her.


      If the grand duke would just hurry up and die, things would be simple, but the event in which he was executed for treason wouldn’t happen for another three years. Angelina would go insane long before then if she stayed locked up at home.


      And it’s not like she had the power to kill him herself, nor any means of getting close enough to try.


      It was on one of the days she agonized over these problems that the letter arrived.




      “You...”


      Hearing footsteps descending the stairs, Angelina Grey had reflexively raised her wand, and now she stood speechless. The secret room hidden beneath the library, the very one that appeared in Gilbert’s route: Brima had found it and come straight to her.


      Brima’s face was tight with nerves, but her gaze was unwavering, fixed directly on Angelina. That expression made one thing clear: This wasn’t an accident. She hadn’t stumbled in here.


      She had come looking for Angelina. And at that realization, Angelina’s sluggish thoughts snapped into clarity.


      This girl remembered the game! And she realized I was here!


      Grinding her teeth, Angelina recalled what had happened only hours earlier. During the practical exam, she had infiltrated the venue and fired at Milly from outside the ring.


      She’d known beforehand that the practical exam would be conducted in a duel format, and she’d checked that Milly’s opponent was a capable third-year. No matter how confident Milly was, a surprise attack during a duel should have put her in trouble.


      But Milly had effortlessly dodged Angelina’s attack, and worse, she had traced the spell back to its source and spotted Angelina. Dodging the spell was one thing. But being recognized by the very person she was targeting, while she was supposed to be suspended, was disastrous.


      She had fled immediately, before her identity could be confirmed. But of course Milly had figured out that the one who interfered with the test was Angelina. And that was why Brima was here now.


      Neither of them spoke for several seconds. The tension was so thick it pressed against their lungs.


      Staring each other down in that suffocating air, Brima suddenly murmured, “Lady Milly isn’t coming.” Her trembling hand brushed against the wand hidden in her pocket. “I... I know Lady Milly is your target...right? You’re planning s-something. But th-that won’t happen.”


      Angelina didn’t respond.


      “I... I’ll c-capture you. Right here. For Lady Milly!” Her voice cracked pitifully as she shouted, and Brima drew her wand, pointing the shaking tip toward Angelina. Her wand trembled so violently, she could barely even hold it straight. With that quivering voice and nerves shot through, she likely couldn’t manage a proper chant at all. But Brima’s eyes were fixed on Angelina with unwavering resolve.


      Angelina clicked her tongue. Brima really intended to capture her. Disgusting. Does she seriously think she owes that girl something?


      She was probably intoxicated by getting to play at the “friendship” she’d admired in her past life. Angelina let out a slow, exasperated sigh and narrowed her eyes.


      “Why must you be so stupid?” Brima flinched hard at the venom in her voice.


      “Tell me. You played that game, right? Then you should know that girl is the final boss. And you’re standing there spouting nonsense about doing this ‘for Lady Milly’? Do you even understand what you’re doing?”


      “W-Well...”


      “That girl isn’t supposed to stay alive. Even you should understand what happens to this country if the final boss doesn’t die. I’m going to kill her for my sake and for my future.” Half a lie, half the truth. Angelina didn’t care about the country in the slightest. All she wanted was for time to rewind again.


      Brima recoiled, shouting, “Y-You don’t know that! I don’t see Lady Milly doing anything like in the game! I don’t see her trying to destroy the country at all!”


      “Hah! Are you serious? Why would she tell a nobody like you if she were planning to? Did you forget you didn’t even have a name in the game?”


      God, what an idiot. Does Brima really think she could be someone important in this world?


      “It’s almost pitiful how slow you are. In an otome game world, everyone knows who the real protagonist is. The villainess. Me.”


      Yes. Not the heroine, Sierra. And certainly not Milly, the so-called final boss. The one truly suited to be center stage in this world was Angelina Grey, reborn as the villainess, armed with game knowledge. Not even a time-rewound world could change that.


      “Ah, what a shame we have to part ways here. But I guess this is how it must be. You dragged your clueless little head and your useless trivia all the way down here.”


      Brima was struck speechless, and her stunned expression amused Angelina. She chuckled, light and cruel.


      Now that her presence in this room had been discovered, Angelina couldn’t simply let Brima walk away. Killing her would be tiresome, but at the very least, Brima needed to be put to sleep until Angelina achieved her goal.


      Raising her wand, Angelina began to chant rapidly.


      Why had Brima come alone, knowing Angelina was here? Angelina sneered as she swung her wand. Brima gasped and scrambled to start a chant of her own, but she was far too slow.


      Angelina’s wand tip flared with light. “Firebolt!”


      Brima squeezed her eyes shut...and at that exact moment, a burst of light shot past her from behind, deflecting Angelina’s spell.


      Huh? What was that? Brima’s chant couldn’t possibly have finished in time. Then how...?


      Angelina tried to start another incantation but halted. Behind Brima, she finally saw a tall silhouette, raising a wand, forehead beaded with sweat. He must have sprinted here. The rise and fall of his shoulders made that obvious as he struggled to catch his breath.


      Angelina stared, stunned, and whispered, “Prince Gilbert?”


      ◇◇◇


      Brima, too stunned to even defend herself moments earlier, now bowed her head repeatedly to the figure who’d appeared behind her. “Y-Y-Your Highness! I’m so sorry!”


      “I wish I could tell you not to apologize,” Gilbert replied, voice low. “But I told you not to let your guard down. What were you planning to do if I hadn’t made it in time?”


      “I-I’m sorrrrry!”


      There was nothing else she could say. With her head drooping in shame, Brima finally tightened her grip on her wand properly.


      Angelina, who had been smiling in wicked confidence only moments before, was frozen in place, eyes wide, shocked speechless by Gilbert’s sudden arrival.


      I was right to call someone. There’s no way I could’ve handled this alone.


      Just a short while earlier, after finishing the math exam, Brima slipped out of the classroom alongside the others heading to lunch, but instead of the cafeteria, she’d turned her steps toward Class 1-A.


      She needed an ally. She couldn’t bring Milly, the likely target. And informing some unrelated student about Angelina Grey’s infiltration came with its own unacceptable risks.


      “Lady Grey. Explain yourself.”


      And so, Brima had chosen Gilbert. He was Milly’s childhood friend, strong enough to help, and, above all, Angelina admired him. If Gilbert showed up, she wouldn’t attack recklessly.


      We couldn’t arrive together or we’d stand out, but having him arrive later ended up being the worst possible timing for Lady Angelina. The moment she acted—after declaring her intent to harm Milly and attacking Brima—was the moment Gilbert appeared.


      The shock must have been immense. Angelina’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly before she finally whispered, dazed, “Th-That’s not... No, you’re wrong. I-I wasn’t...”


      “No excuses,” Gilbert said flatly. “First, drop your wand.”


      “Wait! I-I had a reason. Truly, it was for everyone’s sake!”


      “Drop it.”


      That crisp, emotionless command struck her hard. Angelina sucked in a breath, startled. The more she tried to explain, the more cornered she felt. Her fingers clenched desperately around her wand. Gilbert stepped forward, closing the distance, and spoke in a quiet voice that carried far more weight than shouting ever could.


      “Under normal circumstances, you would have been executed for the tea party incident. The fact that you received only a suspension was an act of mercy and a judgment that you still had room to reform because of your youth. That is what I believed.”


      Angelina was out of words to defend herself.


      “And despite that, you trampled that mercy without hesitation. Objectively speaking, there’s no longer any reason to expect anything from you.”


      He paused a beat and then his expression tightened, brows drawing together as he added:


      “And on a personal level, if you try to hurt Milly again, I’ll make you pay.” There was unmistakable disgust in his tone. Clear, unambiguous hostility.


      Angelina was still utterly speechless. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot, her fingers clutching the wand so tightly they’d gone pale. Her ragged breathing made her shoulders tremble with every exhale.


      “I... I... I...” she muttered as though she were reciting a delirious mantra. Brima, terrified she might lash out in desperation, hastily raised her wand again.


      Gilbert must have sensed the same danger. He readjusted his grip on his own wand, posture coiled.


      “I have to...rewind...quickly,” Angelina whispered, letting her wand slip from her hand instead of taking a stance to attack. It hit the floor with a sharp clatter and rolled away.


      Both Brima and Gilbert froze in stunned confusion. Rewind? What did she mean? Before Brima could parse her intent, Angelina pulled something from her pocket. A small stone, dull and smooth.


      “N-No. I have to...hurry.” Angelina clenched the stone tightly. A faint light began to glow within it.


      Gilbert’s eyes widened. “Wait! What are you...?!”


      “Don’t you see?! If I don’t rewind soon, the story will fall apart!”


      “Binding Chains!”


      Horrified by Angelina’s frenzied state, Brima acted on sheer instinct. A spell burst from her wand, and glowing chains shot forward, wrapping around Angelina’s body. The stone slipped from Angelina’s grasp and dropped to the floor.


      Gilbert’s voice cut through the air, sharp as a blade. “What did you just do?! What is that stone?!”


      No response.


      “Answer me! If you don’t...!” His anger flaring, Gilbert raised his wand toward Angelina.


      But Angelina didn’t seem inclined to answer anything. It wasn’t even clear whether his words were reaching her. She looked completely shattered, shock hollowing her out from the inside.


      Pity prickled through Brima. She stepped closer, cautiously, and then noticed Angelina’s lips moving ever so slightly. She stiffened and strained to listen.


      A violent shiver shot through Brima’s entire body.


      What Angelina was mumbling, feverishly, disjointedly, was the prologue of the otome game The Kingdom of Blossoms: Magi.


      Brima couldn’t bear to hear another second. Jaw clenched so tightly it hurt, she crouched and picked up the stone Angelina had dropped.


      What is this? It keeps flickering.


      At a glance, it was just an ordinary pebble. But some stimulus made it pulse with faint light, blinking on and off in slow intervals.


      “Y-Your Highness...”


      Angelina still offered no answers. She simply continued muttering that twisted game script under her breath, eyes unfocused.


      Brima and Gilbert had, at least in form, accomplished their goal of capturing Angelina. But now what? Unsure how to proceed, Brima called out to him again. He frowned, then let out a small sigh.


      “For now, we’ve succeeded in restraining Lady Grey. We’ll report this to Milly.”


      “Y-Yes, Your Highness!”


      “Though lunchtime is almost over.” He pulled out his pocket watch. “Unfortunately, the report will have to wait until after the next exam.”


      Just as he said, the watch showed barely five minutes remaining before the end of the break. If they hurried back right this moment, they might just make it in time for the next test.


      Brima nodded, then glanced toward the bound girl from the corner of her eye. “Um, what should we do with Lady Angelina?”


      “Ideally, we’d bring her with us. But that’s not possible. We’ll leave her here. She can’t move while bound, and if we take the book that serves as the key to this room, no one can open it from outside.”


      “D-Do you think that’s safe?”


      Even restrained by magic, Angelina was Angelina. She might still find a way to escape. But Gilbert shook his head slightly.


      “We don’t have the option of reporting this to the teachers yet, so we’ll have to make do. Besides, in her current state, she doesn’t look capable of escaping.”


      “That’s true.”


      Restricted, head bowed, Angelina showed no intention of running. No will to resist, no energy left to scheme. Nothing at all. She was simply hollow.


      She was likely unable to accept the reality that the Gilbert she had adored since her previous life had rejected her so completely. With no resistance left in her, Brima and Gilbert reapplied the binding spells to ensure she stayed restrained and then left the secret room.


      Gilbert took possession of the book, the key that opened the entrance. They agreed to meet again once the exams were finished, and Brima hurried off toward her next test.


      “Rewinding time”... What did she mean by that?


      They had captured Angelina. Everything should have been neatly resolved. And yet, Brima couldn’t shake the unease in her chest. Perhaps it was simply because she’d done something so far outside her comfort zone. Still feeling that lingering fog of dread, Brima quickened her pace toward the classroom.


      ◇◇◇


      Lifting her head, Milly suddenly noticed that the cafeteria had emptied out considerably.


      Oh no, the next exam starts in five minutes.


      She must have spent far longer buried in her reference book than she realized. Hastily rising from her seat, she downed the last of the tea in her cup and hurried out of the cafeteria.


      The first day of the semester exams was already entering its latter half. Next up was magic pharmacology, one of several elective subjects at Grandor. Its difficulty made it unpopular among most students, but it was one of Milly’s favorites.


      I only picked this class because I figured I should try something I didn’t take before the rewind, but this really was the right choice. I never imagined experiments could be so fun.


      If she had to voice a complaint, it would only be that none of her friends had chosen the same elective. Still, seen from another angle, that simply meant a chance to make new friends. Milly had already been planning to quietly befriend someone in the next lesson. After all, anyone eccentric enough to voluntarily enroll in magic pharmacology was bound to be easy to talk to.


      Ah, no. That’s not right. As she dashed through the corridor, she suddenly remembered. There was one acquaintance who shared the class with her—Edgar.


      He’d looked oddly shocked when he learned they were in the same course, but was it really so surprising that Milly might be interested in pharmacology?


      Staying in the cafeteria that long was a mistake. I could’ve gone early, checked the test topics with Edgar, something. What a waste.


      Because dangerous reagents were handled there, the pharmacology lab was located well away from the general classrooms.


      And since so few students took the subject, the path leading to it was almost completely deserted. The silence made Milly feel a faint twinge of loneliness, and she hurried her pace.


      I should get there quickly. A bad feeling prickled at her. She pressed her lips together, and a presence surged up behind her. An instant later, invisible hands clamped over her mouth and eyes without a sound.


      What?!


      She tried to pry off whatever—whoever—was covering her eyes and mouth, digging her fingertips in and pulling with all her strength, but it didn’t budge. It was as if the hands were reinforced by some kind of spell.


      What is happening?! Who would...?!


      And worse, she hadn’t sensed it. Milly’s sensitivity to others’ presence was easily five times that of a normal person. There was no world in which someone could sneak up directly behind her unnoticed. Unless that too was magic? But she hadn’t heard footsteps. No breath. No sound at all.


      “Gah!”


      For a split second, the grip over her mouth loosened, but she had no chance to escape before something was shoved between her lips. Cold liquid rushed into her mouth.


      By the time she realized she was being forced to swallow something, it was already too late. She reflexively gulped it down, unable to spit it out. A wave of dizziness hit her instantly, dragging her consciousness downward.


      A knockout draught?!


      A line from her magic pharmacology textbook flashed through her mind: A powerful potion brewed from a rare southern herb, known to induce immediate collapse. Strictly regulated due to its potency.


      No. Not like this... Her knees buckled. Her limbs lost strength. Her thoughts began to unravel.


      But one last fragment of clarity flickered, and Milly fumbled her right hand into her uniform pocket. Her fingers brushed cold metal. With what little strength remained, she clutched it and focused every fragment of remaining consciousness into her shaking hand. She willed it. Deeply. Desperately.


      Please. Please notice. Help me. Father...


      Her odd movements must have alerted the attacker. The hand clamped over her mouth snapped downward, striking Milly’s right hand just as it reached for her pocket. The pendant she had been gripping slipped from her weakening fingers and hit the floor with a bright, ringing clink.


      No good. Her strength was already gone.


      “What a nuisance.”


      The cold, dismissive voice echoed quietly through the empty corridor. A crunch followed. The unmistakable sound of the pendant Kyle had given her being crushed underfoot.


      The moment that sound reached her ears, Milly’s awareness flickered, and she slipped into unconsciousness.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Each One’s Justice


      After finishing the elective exam, Ike Ivrine left the biology classroom at a brisk pace. No damn challenge at all. Of the many elective courses available, Ike had chosen magic biology partly because he’d been genuinely interested in magical creatures and partly because none of the other electives appealed to him.


      But thinking back to the test he’d just completed, he had to admit his choice had been a mistake. The test was far too easy. There’s nothing worth learning in this. Should’ve picked magic pharmacology instead. He’d only recently learned this, but apparently magic biology had a reputation among students as a “throwaway easy-credit class.”


      In other words, a course where you could score well without putting in much effort. The very idea irritated Ike. To him, the thought of labeling a class “easy” or “hard” was stupid. You learn because you want to learn, end of story.


      Still, judging by how many students had enrolled, the desire to coast to a good grade was hardly uncommon. It was pathetic, Ike thought. Surrounded by that kind of trash, he felt like he’d rot by association.


      He really should have chosen magic pharmacology. That class had a reputation for being uniquely difficult. There, he might’ve found a few students with some standards. He stopped mid-thought, frowning.


      Right. There was one big problem with that idea. That damn girl’s taking magic pharmacology. As is that stupid “Smiley-Blue.” The daughter of that accursed grand ducal house, Milly Asteara. Her name had been on this year’s enrollment list for magic pharmacology. And “Smiley-Blue” referred, of course, to Edgar. Blue-haired, always smiling, annoyingly pleased with himself.


      Just remembering it soured his mood. Ike clicked his tongue hard, the crease between his brows digging even deeper. He didn’t have a single good memory related to Milly. Not one. In the first place, it was absurd that the daughter of that monster would even try talking to him. Ike had done nothing but live quietly, minding his own business, until the duke’s whim tore him out of his birth home and derailed his entire life.


      Not that he resented the household that adopted him. In fact, he was grateful to the Ivrines. Even if they’d needed an heir, taking in a stranger’s child and raising him with real care was something he owed them deeply for. But that gratitude had nothing to do with this.


      Even now, after enough years had passed that he’d lived longer with the Ivrines than with his birth family, those memories were still etched into him.


      Ike had loved his family: his gentle mother, his stern but dependable father, his kind older sister. He could still remember the warmth of the dinner table when all four of them sat together. Because he remembered that warmth—because he remembered loving them—he could never forgive the grand duke.


      He wasn’t sure when it had started, but whenever he heard the name Asteara, a burning, blinding anger rose up inside him.


      Up until now, Ike had lived his entire life with one belief carved into his bones: He had to strike back at that duke someday. That single conviction fueled everything he did. He studied for it, honed himself for it, let the hate simmer and harden inside him until, without even noticing, he found himself despising not just the duke, but the Asteara family as a whole.


      Expecting him to acknowledge, much less get along with, the daughter of the man who ruined his life was plain absurdity. No matter what anyone said, Ike had never once budged from his stance. The grand ducal house was at fault, so nobody had any right to lecture him about it.


      Damn it.


      Or at least, that’s how it should have been. He was sure he believed that. So why had he done something like that? His mind drifted back to a few days prior.


      Late afternoon, the sky was annoyingly beautiful in a way that grated on him. Ike had gone into town, and that’s where he ran straight into the Asteara father and daughter. Milly noticed him first.


      The moment their eyes met, she widened hers, wearing the most obvious “oh no” expression he had ever seen on her. Normally she was stone-faced to the point he’d wondered if she was actually alive, but that day she’d been strangely easy to read.


      When Kyle Asteara recognized Ike’s presence, the air left Ike’s lungs. The worst part wasn’t the shock. It was the grand duke’s reaction. Kyle had absolutely no idea who Ike was. Not even a flicker of recognition. Nothing. The man whose cruelty had uprooted Ike’s entire life didn’t care enough to even remember him. And before Ike knew what he was doing, his hand moved on its own, his wand aimed straight at the grand duke.


      In the heat of that impulse, he flawlessly cast a spell. No slips, no stumbles. He hadn’t intended to kill the man, only hurt him, even just a little. That was all he’d wanted.


      And then, right at the last moment, he’d seen Milly throw herself in front of Kyle to shield him. Ike, without thinking, had twisted the trajectory of his spell away.


      I looked like a fool. Recalling the memory, Ike could see just how pathetically shortsighted that action had been. To lose himself to a flash of anger and attack the grand duke wasn’t bravery but stupidity. Recklessness, nothing more. And even if Kyle had let it slide in that moment, that kind of incident absolutely could’ve dragged not only the Ivrine family down with him, but even his birth family, the Garcia house. He knew that. He understood all of it.


      He wouldn’t make that mistake again. But even with that certainty, Ike had been stuck in the same useless loop ever since that day.


      Why couldn’t I fire at her? The Asteara family was his enemy, every member of it. Whatever happened to Milly wasn’t his concern. If anything, aiming for her at that moment should have been the most effective choice.


      Kyle had protected her without hesitation. That meant, despite everything, the grand duke valued Milly deeply. Hurting his daughter would have wounded him far more than hurting him directly.


      By all logic, the correct move was obvious: He should have fired at Milly, but he hadn’t. He couldn’t. His arm had moved on reflex, diverting the spell’s path. Even then, he’d lost control of it, and Kyle had swatted it aside.


      “Did you force the aim aside? Because you saw Milly shield me? Your hostility flickered wildly. It was effortless to block.” Kyle’s words had been circling Ike’s mind ever since, every syllable burned into his memory.


      It wasn’t that he lacked hostility. His anger toward the Asteara family hadn’t dulled in the slightest, and his resentment toward Milly was completely unchanged. If someone asked him what he thought of her, Ike could say he despised her without even a heartbeat of hesitation.


      Even the reason he’d poured so much effort into studying for this test was simple: because he hated her. After all, Milly had laughed and declared, “If I get first place, I’m choosing you for the First Dance.” So Ike had decided he’d stop that from happening. It was why he told himself he had to take first place, so she couldn’t.


      “Huh?”


      That thought hit a snag. Why was he standing on the same playing field as her of his own free will? Why was he choosing to compete with her at all? If he didn’t want to dance with her, he could just decline.


      More than that, he could skip the ball entirely. His adoptive parents wouldn’t love it, sure, but the academy couldn’t force attendance. And Milly, well, she might try to drag him from his house, but even she would eventually give up. So then why was Ike deliberately choosing a head-on showdown?


      The very foundation of this whole situation felt wrong. After what happened in the capital, why was Milly so convinced she’d still be picking him? Normally, no one would invite the person who tried to attack them.


      Makes no damn sense. He clenched his teeth, the frustration scraping at him from the inside. It was ridiculous. He was ridiculous, doing all of this for reasons he couldn’t explain. In the end, for all his grumbling and hatred, he was the one thinking about Milly. He was the one caught up in her every move. He was the one still stewing over what happened in the capital.


      Milly probably hasn’t thought about me even once. The moment that idea crossed his mind, a wave of pathetic self-loathing hit him. Ike clicked his tongue again, sharper this time. It was beyond pitiful. Thinking about this crap so much had even made him wander off the path back to his classroom without noticing.


      He checked the pocket watch in his hand. Ten minutes until the next exam. He turned on his heel and strode back down the empty hallway.


      “Huh?” Something flickered at the edge of his vision. Ike stopped, glanced over his shoulder, and blinked. Something on the floor was catching the sunlight, glinting faintly. Drawn to it, he walked over and crouched down. A broken pendant lay there, tossed aside like trash.


      What the hell? A magic tool? And how did it get busted like this? He pinched the chain between his fingers and lifted it. The gemstone set into the pendant had been shattered, violently, not the kind of break you’d get from dropping it. More like something had hit it. Hard. Maybe a spell.


      And then something else caught his attention. Inside the fractured gem, or rather, carved into its metal setting, he noticed small letters. Ike narrowed his eyes, bringing it close. As the letters finally came into focus, Ike’s eyes widened.


      “Asteara?”


      That name was unmistakably engraved into the metal beneath the gemstone. There was no need to think about whom it belonged to. Milly.


      What the hell? His heart thudded once, hard. Why was her pendant lying here? And why was it broken in a way no ordinary accident could explain? Did that icy princess drop it after smashing it?


      A bead of cold sweat rolled down his back.


      Maybe it broke during the practical exam? A stray spell might have hit it...but no. During the exam the barrier covers the whole body. There’s no way the pendant could have been damaged then.


      Ike unconsciously tightened his grip on the pendant. His mind spat out an unpleasant possibility, and he reflexively pressed a finger to his temple. No. He was overthinking. Thinking about Milly too much was making him jump to stupid conclusions.


      She probably just dropped it, you fool. Why are you freaking out? He clicked his tongue, annoyed at himself, and set the pendant back exactly where it had been. He had no obligation to return it. Letting it lie there was perfectly fine. He stood, turned to head for class, and—


      “Hey! Is the pharmacology classroom this way?!”


      Just as he started walking, a cluster of students came scrambling toward him from the opposite direction, shoes pounding, voices trembling. Most were unfamiliar faces, but one stood out: a fellow first-year from Class 1-C, someone who also took magic biology with him.


      “Yeah, pretty sure it’s that way! Lady Milly takes magic pharmacology, doesn’t she?!”


      “That’s what I heard, but someone just told me she never showed up for the test.”


      “She was absent?! Then just like Brima said, somebody must’ve...” A pale-faced girl clapped a hand to her mouth. The others sucked in sharp breaths.


      “A-Anyway, we have to find her! It’s Milly, so who knows? She might’ve just gotten lost or something!”


      “R-Right! Come on!”


      They bolted down the hallway.


      Ike, who had frozen in place without realizing it, could only stare blankly. What? He wasn’t good at socializing, but he wasn’t so dense that he couldn’t piece together what they were implying. She didn’t show up for her exam?


      Impossible. The broken pendant—Milly’s pendant—had been lying on the path leading to the magic pharmacology classroom. Naturally, that meant she had been on her way there. And if she’d dropped it right there...


      From among the students who had rushed past moments ago, Ike recalled one particular phrase: “Then just like Brima said, somebody must’ve...”


      He hadn’t heard the rest, but judging from that terrified look on her face, he didn’t need the rest. Milly Asteara missed her test. Her pendant was found shattered on the floor.


      “Dammit! What the hell?” A few seconds of thought, then Ike tore back down the hallway the way he’d come.




      He had grabbed the pendant again on impulse, but now he had no idea what to do with it. One thing, however, was becoming clear: Events were unfolding exactly as he feared. He heard it from one of Class C’s students—panicked, nearly in tears—that Milly hadn’t been seen since lunch break. No matter where they searched, she wasn’t anywhere on campus. Maybe she’d been attacked. Maybe something worse.


      “Hey, did you hear? The Asteara girl apparently skipped her test.”


      Word had already reached Ike’s own class, Class 1-B. Still gripping the pendant inside his pocket, he had returned to the classroom with no real plan, only to overhear two boys talking near his seat. One snorted derisively.


      “Yeah, I heard. Must be nice, huh?”


      “Well, c’mon, she’s the daughter of the Asteara duke. Even if she skips a test or two, it’s not like she’ll have to worry about repeating the year. The teachers will ‘take care of it,’ I’m sure.”


      “Exactly. Probably got bored and went home early.”


      “She’s probably having a fancy tea party right about now.”


      Laughter bounced around the room. Only then did Ike finally understand the source of the strange irritation that had been building inside him. From the moment he picked up that shattered pendant and returned toward the classrooms, he’d overheard several students, even a few teachers, mention Milly. But aside from the kids from Class C, not a single one had expressed real concern for her whereabouts. They said her name, yes. But not one of them was worried. If anything, they dismissed it as “ditching.” Some even claimed she probably went home because she didn’t need to bother with tests as her grades were “guaranteed” anyway.


      Ike gritted his teeth. Of course. It was the Asteara name warping everyone’s judgment. Even if Milly herself had been changing—even if she’d started talking to people, helping people—the shadow of the Demon Duke still clung to her. To them, she wasn’t Milly. She was just “the grand duke’s daughter.” A cold, self-centered girl who didn’t care about anyone but herself. They feared her. They avoided her. And they preferred their own convenient assumptions over the person right in front of them.


      Morons, Ike thought. Anyone who actually paid attention to Milly, who watched her study every day, watched her pour herself into something as stupid as winning a First Dance just to meet people, would know she’d never ditch an exam. The idea was absurd. Of course something was wrong. Of course the only reasonable conclusion was that she’d been attacked. But they couldn’t see it. Too lost in titles and rumors to use their brains.


      Morons. Every last one of them. And then, a beat later, a sick, bitter realization twisted inside him. I’m no better, am I? Ike bit down hard on his lip.


      He didn’t even notice how tightly he was gripping the broken pendant until the jagged gemstone dug into his palm, sending a slow, throbbing sting up through his hand.


      What was he supposed to do? He didn’t know. All he’d done was pick up Milly’s pendant. He didn’t have the faintest idea where she’d gone. And yet, hearing people mock her, laugh about her supposed “exam-skipping,” dismiss her without a second thought gnawed at him. He didn’t know why. He only knew it infuriated him.


      “Take your seats. We will now begin the final exam for day one.”


      The classroom door opened, cutting through his thoughts. The next test was spellcraft. Before he knew it, papers were handed out. Ike moved his quill automatically, filling answers by rote, but his mind wasn’t on the questions—it was on Milly.


      Memory after memory surfaced.


      Their disastrous first meeting. How his blood had boiled when he learned a daughter of the grand duke sat among the student council. He’d nearly shouted, I was asked to join, and this is how you people repay me?!


      “Let’s try to meet halfway. Both of us. There’s so much we don’t know about each other.”


      “I understand perfectly now. You’re just afraid of my father.”


      He’d brushed aside every olive branch she offered him. When she’d said he feared the grand duke, his throat had tightened because she was right. Deep down, a part of him had always been scared of that man. And because that shame stung, Ike lashed out at Milly. He’d convinced himself she didn’t matter. That she wasn’t worth listening to.


      But when he thought back, so many things had happened since then. The day of the tea party, Milly had saved his sister. Lizbel still went on and on about Milly every time she saw him, praising her endlessly. And there had been that time Milly dragged him into her so-called study group. When she invited him—sincerely, stupidly, cheerfully—he had felt something besides irritation and exhaustion, hadn’t he?


      Suddenly Ike felt a faint warmth pressed against his leg. His hand slipped automatically into his pocket—the one where he’d shoved in the broken pendant—and the moment his fingers brushed it, he realized it wasn’t just warm. It was glowing.


      This is...


      He understood immediately. It wasn’t just some expensive trinket. It was a paired communication magic tool, a matched set that sent signals between the two wearers. Pendants worked thus: You pour magic into one, and it pings the other with both a signal and your approximate coordinates.


      Milly must have used hers right before she disappeared. And whoever held the matching pendant must have noticed something was wrong. They were now sending their signal back. Sure enough, light pulsed from the cracked gemstone in Ike’s palm, and then a set of coordinates projected across the surface.


      Close. Very close.


      The pendant’s owner had responded to Milly’s SOS and had come all the way to the academy. But their location wasn’t inside the school. No. The coordinates clearly pointed to...


      The academy’s front gate.


      Ike shoved the pendant back into his pocket and shot to his feet. Every head in the classroom snapped toward him.


      The proctor blinked at him, startled, just as Ike said in a clipped, breathless rush, “I’m leaving early. I’m done.”


      Before the teacher could object, Ike burst out of the classroom and into the hall. A confused, reprimanding shout followed him, but he didn’t look back. He just ran. He wasn’t even sure what he was thinking, or why his legs were moving on their own. He only knew one thing:


      The owner of the matching pendant was someone Milly trusted. Someone she had chosen, in the last desperate moment before she vanished, to call for help. And that person had answered. They’d come all the way to the academy. They’d followed the signal—followed her.


      Someone had to keep that response going. Someone had to pick up where that left off. And for reasons Ike couldn’t fully name, that someone had become him. He didn’t care if it was foolish. He didn’t care if he was wrong. If this all turned out to be nothing more than one massive misunderstanding—had Milly simply dropped the pendant, skipped the test, and gone home—then fine. Embarrassing, but fine.


      But if everything he feared was true, then there wasn’t a worse outcome imaginable. So, Ike ran. Because at that moment, for him, there was no other choice.


      ◇◇◇


      Something was cracking in the distance. Sharp, snapping sounds, almost like sparks jumping off metal. A faint flash pulsed behind Milly’s closed eyelids, tugging her halfway back toward consciousness. She felt heavy. Sleepy. Irritated. Mostly sleepy.


      “Mm...”


      When she finally pried her eyelids open, the first thing she saw was a clear blue sky. Then the edge of something green flickered at the corner of her vision. Grass. She was lying on a lawn. And someone was beside her. She could feel it.


      What is that light? That sound?


      The strange popping continued. Bright pulses of light bursting with each sharp snap. Trying to chase the noise with her eyes, Milly turned her head...and froze. Someone had a wand pointed directly at her head. Not only that, whoever it was had been firing spell after spell at her.


      “Wh-What?!” Shock ripped a voice out of her. She jerked upright, bewildered, unable to make sense of the scene.


      Sitting calmly beside her on the grass, a familiar figure turned and looked down at her, expression empty, wand still leveled at her forehead.


      Edgar Franster. He spoke in a flat, almost bored tone.


      “Oh, awake already? Faster than I expected.”


      “What are you doing?!”


      Edgar sighed lightly, as if inconvenienced. “Well, looks like it’s already been two hours. This is annoying. Even after using a magic potion to bypass the Duke’s Blessing, I didn’t think that barrier would be this stubborn. If Angelina hadn’t warned me about it beforehand, who knows how long this would’ve taken. Seriously, how much mana do you possess?” Edgar said the last part under his breath, spitting the words like they offended him.


      Before Milly could even process the insult, he flicked his wand at her again without hesitation. Unchanted Magic. Magic only he in the entire world could use.


      Milly had no time to dodge. A blast of ice roared straight toward her face. She squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for pain...and crack. A dry, snapping sound rang out.


      Her eyes flew open. Edgar stood exactly where he had been, wand leveled at her, looking down at her with the same bland boredom as before.


      She looked herself over. Nothing. Not a scratch. Not even a fleck of frost on her clothes.


      What is this?


      She had clearly been the target. His aim had been perfect. At that distance, an ice spell should have pierced her before she could blink. Yet she remained completely untouched.


      Her confused gaze flicked back up to him. Edgar exhaled sharply, like this was all tiresome. Then he raised his wand again and fired a second time. A razor-sharp ice arrow shot straight at her forehead, only to veer violently off course at the last second with another crack, snapping away into empty air.


      “Do you seriously not know about the protection?” Edgar said, voice flat, almost conversational. The calm, emotionless way he asked it was somehow more frightening than if he’d shouted. “Well, whatever,” Edgar went on, standing to his full height. “If you don’t know, that saves me the trouble of explaining. Even he can’t hold out forever. It’s about time this ended.”


      He stretched a little, loosening his shoulders, then looked down at her again. His eyes were utterly cold. Lifeless, almost mechanical. And Milly, still reeling in confusion, could do nothing but stare back.


      Edgar sighed, almost wistful. “Honestly? The best outcome would be if you just cooperated,” he said lightly. “If you’d take a knife and stab yourself in the chest, that would solve everything. But that’s not going to happen, is it?”


      Milly blinked. “Wh-What?”


      “So,” Edgar continued, with a tiny shrug, “I’ll just have to kill you. How it’s got to be.”


      His wand tip flicked. An ice arrow shot toward her...and crack, it shattered off that invisible barrier again. He didn’t pause. The moment the spell broke, Edgar swung his wand for another shot. Milly didn’t think. She didn’t reason. She didn’t even breathe. The instant her eyes caught the motion of his wrist, her body moved on instinct. A burst of explosive magic detonated beneath her, launching her straight upward, away from the next incoming spell.


      Nothing made sense. None of it fit together. Edgar, attacking her. Edgar, trying to kill her. Edgar, saying those things. She didn’t have time to understand, nor to ask why. Right now, Milly had only one option: fight.


      ◇◇◇


      Ike burst out of the classroom on instinct and tore down the corridor, aiming straight for the academy’s front gate. He had no idea why he was doing this anymore. Even if his guess was right and Milly had been attacked, whatever happened to her shouldn’t matter to him. It had nothing to do with him. That was how it should’ve been.


      And yet Ike kept running, lungs burning, legs pounding against the floor. He cut across the infuriatingly huge school building, sprinted down the last hallway, and finally the massive front gate came into view. From a distance he could see the gate guards. They were talking to a visitor, who stood exactly where the coordinates from the pendant pointed.


      Ike’s breath caught. That’s them. That has to be the one holding the matching pendant. The one Milly sent her SOS to.


      All he had to do was run up and tell them. Tell them he found the pendant, tell them what he suspected. Whoever held the matching piece couldn’t possibly be an enemy. Not to her.


      If Milly really had been attacked, he needed to say so and work together with whoever held the matching pendant. That was the plan, right up until Ike finally reached the gate and saw who the “visitor” was. His eyes flew wide.


      “I said let me through, now! What part of that do you dimwits not understand?!”


      “My deepest apologies, Your Grace! The officer in charge is already responding, but...”


      “He’s late! Do you know how long I’ve been standing here?! It’s been ten minutes!”


      What?


      Standing there, raging at the gate guards with enough force to crack stone, was the one person Ike least wanted to see. The detestable Demon Duke himself, Kyle Asteara. And in Kyle’s right hand—Ike saw it clearly—a pendant identical in design to the shattered one he’d found.


      His breath caught in his throat. Kyle Asteara is the owner of the matching pendant?


      The guard kept trying to placate him, hands raised in a desperate flutter. “We wish to allow Your Grace inside, truly! But the school is in the middle of examinations. The barrier preventing nonstaff from entering is currently active.”


      Kyle’s brow furrowed even deeper. “I’m sick of hearing that excuse! Then summon the mage who cast it and make them take it down!”


      “W-We did convey that! But, ah, this is a large-scale barrier, Your Grace. Removing it requires time. Approximately thirty minutes.”


      “Thirty minutes?! Are you mocking me?! How many times must I say this is an emergency?!”


      He practically roared the words, stepping forward as if to grab the guard by the collar. But Kyle’s hand never reached the guard. Something invisible stopped him with a dull thud, like slamming into a wall of air. Kyle clicked his tongue sharply.


      A barrier. The bastard can’t get inside.


      During exam periods, Grandor wrapped its entire campus in a large-scale anti-intrusion barrier to ensure fairness. No outsiders, no accomplices, no cheating. It was woven by several renowned court mages. Even a seasoned sorcerer couldn’t force their way through it. Meaning, Kyle Asteara could not step inside to reach Milly.


      Ike’s breath finally evened out from the sprint. He tightened his grip on the shattered pendant. Why had Milly called for help from someone who couldn’t even enter the school? But the answer was obvious the moment he thought it through: Kyle wasn’t just “someone.” He was her father. A terrifyingly powerful father, at that.


      Of course she would reach for him first. And judging by the way he was pacing like a caged beast, Kyle was more than ready to tear the world apart to find her. If Ike approached him now, explained the situation, Kyle would cooperate.


      Unlike Kyle, Ike was inside the barrier. He could move freely. Search freely. There was no one better positioned to help. So why wouldn’t his feet move? He stood frozen, rooted to the spot. The moment he’d seen Kyle’s face, the panic that had been driving him forward cracked. What bubbled up instead was something slower, heavier. Old resentment, a raw instinctive recoil, something halfway between fear and fury.


      Ike was stopped in his tracks in front of Kyle, suddenly seeing himself from the outside, and a single thought hit him: What the hell am I doing? He’d only picked up a dropped pendant. Why had he bolted out of the classroom like that? Who cared what happened to Milly? If anything, it would be more convenient for him if something did happen. She was Kyle’s precious daughter.


      Sure, blaming Milly for what her father did was technically misdirected, but Ike’s hatred toward Kyle was absolutely real. Kyle Asteara, a man who twisted other people’s lives on a whim, deserved misfortune. Ike wanted him to suffer as much as possible. And when he thought about it, the thing that would hurt Kyle most right now would be Milly coming to harm.


      In that case, shouldn’t Ike simply walk away? Yes. That was the correct choice.


      He let out a slow breath and quietly turned on his heel. The grip on the pendant in his hand loosened.


      “You there!” a voice barked from behind him, stopping him cold.


      He turned, pulse pounding, and found Kyle staring straight at him, unable to hide the desperation twisting his expression.


      “That’s Milly’s pendant, isn’t it?! What did you do with it?!”


      “Huh? N-Nothing, I just found it earlier.”


      “Found it? Aren’t you Milly’s—” Kyle abruptly cut himself off mid-sentence.


      He stared at Ike, as if something had just clicked into place.


      One of the guards, clearly flustered, rushed over. “What are you doing out here?! The exams are still going on! Get back to your classroom, now!” The guard put a firm hand on Ike’s back to push him away.


      Thrown off-balance, Ike glanced once more toward Kyle. Kyle wasn’t yelling or glaring. He was silent, as if piecing something together.


      “Hurry along,” the guard insisted.


      Ike looked away. Just then...


      “Ah. I remember now,” Kyle spoke with a faint, unnatural smile tugging at his lips.


      “That white hair. You’re Garcia’s son, aren’t you? Of course. I remember now. You’re the brat who got shipped off to the Ivrine house. I see. That’s why you shot at me in the capital. I thought you were just some fool swept up in childish justice. But clearly you simply couldn’t forget about me.”


      In an instant, Ike felt every drop of blood in his body boil. His whole body burned. His breath caught. His vision narrowed. He bit down hard on his molars.


      The bastard remembered. Kyle remembered. The man who had shattered his life remembered the child he’d thrown away.


      Ike tore himself free of the guard’s hand and slowly stepped toward Kyle. But...


      “Ghh!” Kyle suddenly grimaced, a pained sound escaping his throat as he clutched his temple.


      Ike froze, instinctively taking a step back. He hadn’t done anything.


      Kyle clicked his tongue, irritation tightening his expression. “I’m already running low on magic.”


      “What?” Ike had no idea what Kyle was talking about. But Kyle glanced at the confused boy, then at the massive academy building towering like a national castle, then back at Ike again, as if making a final decision.


      “Brat. I’m only saying this once, so listen carefully.” He reached out, bracing a hand on the gate as if using it to support his weight, and let out a long, heavy breath. “Milly is under my blessing. When she was born, I gave her—on a whim—a protection spell that nullifies every attack aimed at her. You understand what that means, yes?”


      There was no way Ike could understand something like that coming out of nowhere. But the way Kyle said it left no room for disbelief. Ike forced his sluggish mind to work, chewing over the meaning of the words.


      A blessing. As Kyle described, it was the term used for a special magic that shields the target from all harm. Its effect was semipermanent, requiring extraordinary magical ability and overwhelming reserves of mana, such that only a handful of top scholars even knew how to perform it.


      No way...


      Blessings lasted practically forever, but not literally. There were two conditions under which they would fail: One, if the caster were to die. Two, if the caster’s mana were to run dry.


      “You mean...” Ike muttered without thinking.


      Kyle pressed harder against his temple, glaring at Ike with sharp, burning eyes. A blessing was powerful, but it wasn’t all-powerful. It had weaknesses. A blessing protected its target by constantly burning the caster’s mana.


      “You understand? There’s no time.”


      Kyle had said earlier that he was “running low on magic.” Headaches were one of the symptoms of mana depletion.


      Ike bit down on his lip. She’s being attacked right now? And to protect her from that attack, the blessing kept activating, draining Kyle’s mana to this critical point.


      “Whoever it is, they clearly understand that Milly carries my blessing. They’re attacking her over and over, waiting for my mana to run dry so the blessing fails. They’re trying to kill her.”


      The pain must’ve been intense. Up close, Ike could see sweat beading on Kyle’s forehead. He probably could barely stay standing. Even so, he forced himself upright and somehow managed a crooked, defiant smile.


      “Listen well, brat. I’ve already figured everything out.” The glare he leveled at Ike—mocking everything in his field of view—suited Kyle’s title of Demon Duke. “You recognized that pendant as Milly’s, didn’t you? You must’ve seen her name engraved on the setting. And since you bothered to come all the way here, you must’ve already realized Milly might have been attacked.”


      Ike’s tiny flicker of hesitation didn’t escape Kyle. Seeing it, Kyle let out a dry, humorless laugh.


      “You’re starting to soften toward Milly, aren’t you?”


      The moment Kyle said it, Ike felt his whole body lock up.


      “You hate me, yes? You even blasted magic at me in broad daylight. I’m sure, at first, you found my daughter just as irritating.”


      “Wh—”


      “But even then, you picked up her pendant. You skipped out of your test and ran all the way here. You couldn’t ignore the possibility she was in danger. You, who hated her, let yourself be swayed by her. Am I wrong?”


      Ike’s heart hammered violently. Every one of Kyle’s words felt like a tightening noose.


      Kyle somehow kept that crooked smile as he continued. “Good timing. I’ll talk about your ‘family’ too. I’m a generous man, you see. If some petty, worthless low-rank noble mouths off at me, I treat it like a bug flew past, not even worth noticing.”


      Something in Kyle’s eyes shifted, and with just that, Ike understood exactly where this was going.


      “But that idiot Garcia had bad luck. He said something stupid on a day when I was in a vile mood, so I got fed up and beat the hell out of him. Finding out you were being sent off to the Ivrines brightened my mood a little, but honestly? That’s all it was. Three days later I’d forgotten everything, even about you.”


      Kyle let out a sharp, derisive snort and narrowed his bloodred eyes.


      “You spent ten years hating me, while I didn’t spare a single thought for you.”


      In that instant, the stiffness holding Ike froze melted away. Heat flooded his limbs, anger and hatred rising so fast they felt like fire under his skin. Before he even knew it, he was already stepping forward.


      The guard behind him barked “H-Hey!” in alarm, but Ike didn’t even register it. He just closed the distance to Kyle, fueled by fury alone.


      “You bastard! Do you have any idea how much I—”


      “Oh, I know. You must hate me. Want to kill me, even. Then I’ll give you the chance.” Kyle somehow kept up the facade of composure. “In exchange for Milly’s life, I’ll grant your wish.” Clenching his jaw to tamp down the pain in his skull, he forced his lips into something like a smile. “If you hate me that much, then use me. You understand?”


      Those words, spat out as if he were coughing up blood, made Ike’s throat tremble. The anger he’d tried to unleash snagged in his chest because, in the depths of Kyle’s eyes, Ike saw something like desperation. That was enough for him to understand the truth behind the demon’s words.


      Kyle was trying to provoke him. Deliberately dragging up his family, deliberately insulting him, deliberately offering himself up as a pawn, all of it was calculated. He was bargaining with his own life. All to save his daughter. Time and magic were running out. He had no other card to play but Ike.


      He’s dying, and he’s still this much of an idiot.


      A severe depletion of magic caused a kind of headache that felt like one’s brain was being crushed from the inside. It wasn’t the sort of pain one could endure on pride or bravado alone, but the kind of agony that warped your vision and made it hard to even stay conscious. Kyle was undoubtedly being crushed by it every passing second. And yet he didn’t show a hint of it. He forced his lips upward, maintaining the expression of the Demon Duke Ike loathed so deeply, solely for Ike’s sake.


      Ike looked down at the pendant in his hand. The gemstone, shattered beyond repair, glinted under the sunlight. And for just a moment, he imagined Milly’s face reflected in it.


      And Ike finally realized. He finally admitted it. He had already been swayed by Milly long ago. Whatever resentment he thought he held for her had disappeared without him even noticing.


      “Do you have any idea where she is?”


      Kyle’s eyes widened slightly. Then he answered in a flat, detached tone. “That pendant... The gemstone is shattered, isn’t it? Likely that bastard who attacked her smashed it.”


      “Yeah.”


      “When it broke, some fragments must have stuck to her clothing. The faint magic left in those fragments gave me a rough idea of her position, but the trail cut off once she left the school building. The fragments must have fallen off there.”


      In other words, Milly was at least somewhere outside the school building. Kyle continued, “Leaving the academy grounds would be unrealistic. There are guards everywhere, and moving her would be a hassle. She’s almost certainly somewhere within the school grounds.”


      “That’s not much of a lead.”


      “Try thinking for once. The rest is your job. Earn your damn payment.”


      Ike frowned and scanned the area. Even if she was “somewhere on school grounds,” the academy was enormous. It was practically no clue at all.


      But I don’t have time to sit around thinking.


      Ike turned back toward Kyle, and at that exact moment Kyle suddenly covered his mouth, staggered, and collapsed to his knees. Looking up at Ike with a face drained of all color, he shouted, “ My magic’s drained! Go! Hurry!”


      There was no time left to think. Ike swallowed his words and burst into a run.


      ◇◇◇


      The projectile unleashed by Edgar’s Unchanted Magic struck the invisible protection around Milly—the Grand Duke’s Blessing—and was deflected with a sharp crack, spinning off harmlessly. The very next moment, though, a thin spiderweb-crack sound rang out. Edgar’s lips curled faintly, almost satisfied.


      “Ah, finally. Looks like the grand duke’s magic is starting to run dry. Honestly, it’s been such a pain. If this much effort is needed just to get past a blessing he threw on his daughter for convenience, how much of a monster must the real grand duke be at full strength? Ugh, just imagining it riles me.”


      It had been ten minutes since the assault began. Edgar’s intentions remained completely unreadable, and while Milly was already gasping for breath, Edgar looked as relaxed as ever.


      What is going on?! He keeps talking about my father, talking about magic running out. None of this makes any sense! Yet the killing intent Edgar leveled at Milly was unmistakably real. Milly kept chanting spell after spell under her breath while forcing her exhausted mind to keep turning. What should I do? What does he want? Even if she tried to run, she doubted she could outrun the endless barrage of nonverbal spells hurling at her back.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting. Looks like your blessing’s finally tapped out, so let’s wrap this up. Don’t hold it against me, okay?” Edgar flicked his wand.


      Milly barely managed to detonate the oncoming ice bolt and leaped backward, trying to put space between them. Her lungs burned. She had never hated her own lack of stamina more than she did now.


      Panting shallowly, Milly fought to pull enough air into her chest to speak. “What do you want, anyway?”


      Edgar tilted his head and answered lightly, “What do I want? I already told you. I’m going to kill you.”


      “I’m saying I don’t understand why. What does that even mean? Do you hate me too?”


      What Milly lacked most right now was information. She had been abducted out of nowhere, attacked without explanation, and told she was going to die. How could she possibly accept that?


      “If you insist on killing me, then at least explain the reason. If you hate me, then tell me why. Is it because I’m the grand duke’s daughter? Do you, like Ike, have some kind of grudge against my father?”


      “Hmph.”


      “If that’s the reason, killing me accomplishes nothing. My death won’t make my father any less ruthless. If anything, he might use it as fuel to justify even worse behavior. All that would remain is your crime.”


      If Edgar was going to take her life, Milly needed to understand why.


      And if she could just understand the reason, Milly believed she could still find a way forward. After all, even if only for a short time, they had been fellow student council members.


      “Wrong. It’s nothing that complicated,” Edgar said softly.


      Just like the students of Class 1-C—resentment, fear, distance, all of it could be fixed if you simply reached out. With that hope, Milly stared at him, only for Edgar’s next words to knock the air from her chest.


      He sighed, almost bored. “It’s not like I bear any grudge against you. Honestly? I even kind of like you. I’m fond of smart kids.”


      “Then why?”


      “Because killing you has meaning.” Edgar raised his wand and leveled its tip at her. “I have to kill you, Milly, so the world can rewind again.”


      The impact of those words slammed into her skull like a blunt weapon. Milly’s breath caught. She forgot how to speak.


      “You’ve noticed the ‘rewind,’ right? You’re not the only one.”


      “Wh-What?”


      “And I’m sure you’ve figured out that Lady Grey is aware of it. I mean, with how blatantly she’s been acting, it would be weirder not to.” Edgar exaggeratedly slumped his shoulders and turned his free hand upward in a helpless gesture.


      Milly’s heartbeat began to pound harder and harder. Why? Why was this happening? “What do you mean? Do you have your memories too?”


      “Indeed I do. I remember everything,” Edgar said. “And I’ve more or less figured out why I have them.”


      “What does that even mean? That’s—”


      “Probably because I saw that scene. You get what I’m talking about, don’t you?”


      There was no way Milly could understand from that alone.


      Seeing her confusion, Edgar let out a short sigh and continued, “The day time rewound, I was at the academy. I’d already graduated a year earlier, but they roped me in to help prepare for the graduation ceremony.”


      Milly thought back to that fateful day.


      “Because your father decided to pull that idiotic coup attempt,” Edgar said flatly. “And when he got executed for it, the whole school went into chaos. They didn’t have enough hands, so the work got dumped on me, a former student council member. Really annoying, honestly.”


      He frowned irritably and twirled the tip of his wand in a slow circle.


      “You know how you’re absurdly good at sensing people’s presence? I’ve got something similar. I’m ridiculously good at detecting magical reactions. I inherited it from my grandfather, the one you worship so much.”


      Edgar’s grandfather, Neil Franster, the legendary Lord of Magic. There were stories that he could detect someone beginning to chant a spell a hundred meters away.


      That must have been what Edgar meant when he said he could “detect magical reactions.”


      “So that day,” Edgar continued, “I immediately noticed the weird magic flaring up in this garden. The Grey girl really is careless. Even if the garden’s far from the school buildings, if you’re going to kill someone, you should at least throw up a sound-blocking barrier like I did.”


      And that was when Milly finally realized it. This garden—the one she was standing in right now—was the same place where Angelina had killed her. The very same spot where, only a month ago, she’d forced Angelina to confess everything at the tea party.


      And now Milly was cornered here again.


      “Looking back, it was just bad luck,” Edgar said. “I happened to pass nearby, and since I didn’t want any extra trouble right before graduation, I checked the garden. And right then, I saw your body turning to ash. Then I blinked, and suddenly it was three years earlier. Ridiculous, isn’t it?” His gaze was ice-cold as he fixed it on Milly, lifting his wand again. “Thanks to that, everything got way more complicated. After everything that’s happened, I have no choice but to rewind time again.”


      A volley of ice arrows launched without warning. Milly reacted instinctively, blasting herself upward, twisting her body to avoid the projectiles by inches.


      This couldn’t go on. Milly screamed, “I don’t understand any of this! Why do you have to kill me?!”


      “It’s simple,” Edgar replied. “You died, and time rewound. All I have to do is repeat the same thing.”


      “Unbelievable! You want to kill me over a theory with no proof?! What if time doesn’t rewind?!”


      “Then I’ll kill the Grey girl.” His voice didn’t waver. As if that were the most natural conclusion in the world. “And if that still doesn’t work, I’ll keep trying until I hit the right ‘trigger.’ One of them will rewind time eventually.”


      Milly’s breath caught in her throat. This was beyond selfish. It was deranged.


      “I can’t understand you at all.”


      “That’s a shame. I really thought you would get it.”


      “Why are you so desperate to rewind time? Even if you succeed, you’ll just end up right before the entrance ceremony again. What’s the point of taking a risk like this?” She truly couldn’t see it. Why would he throw away a month’s worth of life and his sanity just to reset everything? It didn’t make sense.


      Edgar blinked once, then smiled thinly. “That’s exactly what I want. If things stay as they are, your father survives.” Then, with absolute certainty, he said, “And that’s a problem. Kyle Asteara needs to die properly, for treason, just like he did before.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Don’t play dumb. You made a deal with Nicholas, didn’t you?”


      Edgar flicked his wand. An ice arrow launched. Milly twisted away, dodging it by a hair.


      “Let me guess. The deal was something like: ‘Help me, and I’ll prevent the Asteara family’s downfall.’ Right? When you start pulling stunts like that, it really complicates things for me.”


      “Stop that! Don’t fire arrows at me while we’re talking!”


      “Come on, you’re that man’s daughter. You know exactly what I mean. If the grand duke isn’t executed—if he stays in power—the kingdom collapses. His execution was necessary. When Nicholas or you start meddling, it creates problems,” Edgar spat, gripping his wand with growing irritation.


      Milly’s frown deepened. Her head was starting to throb. He’d kill me just for that? Just because he thinks father might destroy the kingdom someday?


      Yes, Kyle was tyrannical, and if categorized as “good” or “evil,” he was undeniably the latter. Milly knew that better than anyone. But the idea that her father would one day destroy an entire nation felt absurd now that she’d actually spent time with him in this rewound world.


      “What’s with that face? You’ve got to be kidding me.” Catching the way Milly’s expression had twisted in disbelief, Edgar was momentarily flabbergasted.


      “Don’t tell me you’ve gotten attached to that man? You know he’s beyond saving. For the kingdom’s future, your house has to fall.”


      Milly said nothing.


      “You really have changed since time rewound. Not long ago, you didn’t even blink when your father’s head was cut off. What happened? Don’t tell me you suddenly discovered the joy of family love.”


      Milly’s glare sharpened.


      Then, quietly and deliberately, her lips began to shape the beginning of a spell.


      Seeing that, Edgar’s expression froze.




      What the hell?


      The person who had witnessed Kyle’s brutality closest of all and grown sick of it was Milly. Surely she understood the danger of letting her father live. Which meant, in Edgar’s mind, she should easily agree with his plan: abandon this timeline where Kyle might escape execution, roll back time, and restore the scenario where the nation survives.


      Of course she’d be reluctant to die without any guarantee of a rewind, but if that was the only solution, then accepting the risk was simply rational. And if, by chance, time didn’t rewind, Edgar would just keep trying until he hit the “right” timeline.


      “Don’t tell me you think that man can change?”


      Milly didn’t stop chanting. A powerful magical reaction was beginning to swirl around her, compressing the air.


      “Impossible. Unless he’s executed, this country has no future. He’s cruel, he’s monstrous, and he already sold his soul to the devil. I know. I saw it with my own eyes.”


      She wasn’t listening anymore. The magical aura around her grew sharper and stronger, and Edgar tightened his grip on his wand. He should’ve killed her before this, before he wasted time talking.


      He’d hoped—stupidly, as it turned out—that if he explained everything, she might understand and accept dying for the greater good. But if she was going to resist, then he had no choice but to force it.


      The troublesome protection of the grand duke was nearly exhausted now. Kyle’s absurdly inflated magic supply had taken even Edgar’s high-tier spells a long time to chew through, but that time was finally ending.


      “Fine. If your head is that full of sunshine, I’ll enlighten you. That man really did sell his soul to a devil.” He spoke like offering a parting gift. “Milady,” he called out softly, almost gently. As if giving her one last truth before he killed her. “Kyle Asteara is the one who killed my grandfather, Neil Franster.”


      Milly’s chanting stopped instantly.


      The magical energy around her vanished. Her eyes flew wide open, staring at Edgar as if she were witnessing something inhuman. Edgar immediately snapped his wand down. Milly didn’t flinch.


      I can kill her. This time, he wouldn’t fail. Somehow, he would drag that monster wearing human skin to the execution platform where he belonged. For the country. For the grandfather murdered by that devil.


      Edgar unleashed his spell. A burst of icy air exploded outward. Dozens of frozen arrows shot straight toward Milly.


      “Found you, damn it!”


      A blast of light ruptured through the air. Edgar’s vision went pure white. He looked up. A figure descended from above, white hair streaming in the wind. Ike. Those bloodred eyes locked onto Edgar with a glare of pure, sharp fury. His wand was pointed straight at him. Interference.


      Edgar reflexively swung his wand to counter. He began to cast without chanting...but the next instant, a shock wave slammed his wand clean out of his hand.


      He whipped his head to the side. Milly’s magic. Light swallowed the edges of his vision, and Edgar quietly, bitterly understood.


      Is this the end? His consciousness blurred. His body tilted.


      Why? He had only ever tried to save the country. He only wanted to rewind time and set things right, so that his grandfather’s murderer would not be allowed to go free. Why wouldn’t anyone understand?


      No. Not yet, not yet.


      He reached out, one last time, blindly grasping toward Milly. His hand closed on nothing. Edgar frowned as darkness claimed him.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: If It’s with You, I’m Sure...


      When Kyle Asteara returned home from an errand, he stepped into the entrance hall, passing by his daughter, who was dressed in a dazzling gown. He had bought this dress for her the other day during their trip to the capital. Realizing this, Kyle hesitated for a moment, wondering if he should say something. But just as he opened his mouth, Milly’s eyes met his, and she subtly tensed up.


      “Welcome home,” she said quickly, not waiting for a reply before slipping out the front door.


      Kyle watched as she left, then let out a slow breath. These past few days—since the day he sensed something was wrong with her and stormed the academy—Milly had been acting differently. Distant, almost. As though she no longer knew how to behave around him. The cheerful, open attitude she had shown recently felt now like some convenient dream that had evaporated.


      Even when Kyle pressed his daughter about what had happened that day, she insisted, “There’s nothing for you to worry about,” and refused to elaborate. If she was unharmed, that was enough, and yet, ever since then, the two hadn’t truly spoken.


      What happened? His brows knitted, and his lips tightened. The red eyes staring into the now-empty foyer held a faint, unmistakable loneliness.


      ◇◇◇


      The noble family’s villa in the northwest quarter of the capital was rented out year-round as a dance hall. The lady of the house was something of a social butterfly. The interior decor made that abundantly clear. Every corner was adorned with extravagant furnishings chosen with obsessive care. No wonder the commoner students he’d seen earlier had shrunk back the moment they stepped inside. He couldn’t blame them.


      Not here.


      The day before summer vacation officially began, the students of Grandor Magic Academy were reveling in a glamorous ballroom rented out just for them. Nicholas had attended this ball last year as well, but this year’s turnout was noticeably larger. Most were undoubtedly drawn by the chance to mingle with the second prince, Gilbert, but the increased number of commoner students was something Nicholas, as student council president, genuinely found heartening.


      Threading his way through the dressed-up, excited crowd, he exchanged greetings whenever someone called out to him. Eventually, just as he reached the balcony, he spotted the person he’d been searching for. Standing alone in the wide terrace, framed by the night air, her brilliant gown made her look oddly out of place, or perhaps just painfully conspicuous.


      “Lady Milly.”


      Milly Asteara turned toward him, her tied-up hair swaying gently. She blinked a few times, then slowly looked Nicholas up and down before murmuring, “I’m surprised.”


      Maybe it was because her vision wasn’t obstructed for once, but talking to her like this made Nicholas weirdly tense.


      “You know, you look much better with your bangs pushed back like that,” she continued. “With your usual hairstyle, combined with the glasses, you just looked stuffy.”


      “Ah, uh, thanks.”


      “Honestly, your usual level of stuffiness was bad enough that I questioned your sanity as a nobleman. Keep it up and cut your hair short next. And stop mumbling. Speak from the diaphragm. Also, you should ditch the glasses. In fact, maybe you should try sunglasses. I think an outlaw vibe would suit you.”


      “I’m not aiming to be an outlaw.”


      “And if you get a tan on top of that, you’d be a full-fledged party person!”


      “I would not.”


      At his quick denial, Milly let out a disappointed “Awww...” He’d thought this for a while now, but why was Milly so fascinated by rebellious behavior and edgy fashion?


      Just the other day she’d stared at him with her chin tucked so sharply he thought she had something in her eye. When he asked, she said in complete seriousness, “I’m mean-mugging you.” Then she followed it up with, “If someone mean-mugs you, you have to fight,” and “Hey, hey, come at me!” for absolutely no reason. Trying to calm her down had been a whole ordeal.


      “Anyway, that’s not why I came,” said Nicholas. “I actually need to talk to you.”


      He knew he had no right to complain. He was the one who occasionally fed Milly nonsense just to amuse himself. But still, he wondered if that habit of hers, the way she absorbed anything she heard and immediately incorporated it into her personality, could be fixed somehow.


      He sighed, and Milly tilted her head. “A chat? That’s fine, but the ball’s about to start, so make it quick.”


      “Yes, of course. Uh, right. It’s about what happened during the exams.”


      She didn’t look surprised. She must have guessed the topic from the start. Nicholas had only learned the full truth of what happened behind the scenes of the test after the first day ended.


      “You’ve probably heard some of it already, but it seems Lady Angelina came to the academy because Edgar contacted her.”


      Angelina Grey, still under indefinite suspension, had infiltrated the school with the intent of killing Milly. But she was only a pawn. Edgar was the mastermind. After learning of Angelina’s grudge against Milly, he reached out to her through letters and brought her into his plan.


      “Originally, they planned to snatch you during the practical exam, but that didn’t go well. And then Brima and Gilbert found her.”


      “So, she had no choice but to contact Edgar, and then he ended up being the one to try to kill me. Honestly, the entire thing is such a nuisance.”


      Milly sniffled and looked out over the scenery beyond the balcony. Angelina and Edgar had been communicating using a simple defensive-type magic tool, one that glowed when infused with mana, alerting its paired pendant. The one Milly had received from her father seemed to work on the same principle, but its range was far broader and its construction far superior. Angelina and Edgar’s version, by contrast, was a cheap little thing. Short-range, single-use, barely better than a flare.


      They had likely told each other to activate it if anything went wrong. When the trinket lit up, Edgar realized the situation had shifted and, as his final option, decided he would kill Milly himself.


      “In the end, I caused you trouble again.”


      Nicholas hadn’t even known Milly had been missing until the end of the first day’s exams, much less that Edgar hadn’t shown up for his own tests. By the time Nicholas learned the truth, everything had already happened, and all he could do was handle the cleanup.


      “It’s just like the tea party incident. I only pretended to fight alongside you, and in the end, I left everything for you to resolve.”


      “It’s unusual to hear you say something like that,” Milly murmured.


      “Of course I would. What happened this time is entirely my fault,” he stated plainly, his expression twisting with frustration. “Angelina Grey only managed to infiltrate the academy because I went easy on her. I gave her a ‘temporary suspension’ instead of a proper punishment. If I hadn’t been so desperate to avoid causing a scandal or my family finding out and had simply shipped her off to a monastery where she belonged, none of this would’ve happened.”


      “Well, that’s true enough, I suppose.”


      “I also heard Edgar’s side of things. He wanted to destroy the grand ducal house, so he targeted you, the duke’s only daughter. It’s a ridiculous line of reasoning, but if you trace it back far enough, that’s also my fault. I’m the one who approached you with a deal. I’m the dimwit heir of a ducal family who promised to prevent the downfall of the Asteara house. No wonder he panicked and decided his only option was to kill you first.”


      When Nicholas had interrogated Edgar, the boy had listed Nicholas himself as one of the reasons he had to kill Milly. Apparently, Edgar, like Nicholas, had foreseen the downfall of the grand ducal house. And once he’d learned that Nicholas and Milly had formed a cooperative pact, he’d become convinced that, at this rate, the grand duke would survive. Which meant, in his mind, that Milly had to be removed. That was what he’d said, anyway.


      How much of that was true, Nicholas couldn’t say. In fact, if he were being honest, he was certain Edgar was still hiding more. They had known each other long enough for Nicholas to recognize that Edgar was still burying something at the bottom of his gut.


      “If Ike hadn’t found you, you would’ve died, no doubt. Milly, are you really okay with the outcome?”


      Milly understood what he meant perfectly well. Nicholas could see it in her face.


      Just then, a wave of excited shrieks rose from the dance hall. When he glanced over, he saw Edgar, who was perfectly composed and wearing a sharp tailcoat, strolling through the crowd. The girls’ voices drifted clearly to the balcony.


      “Lord Edgar, we’re so relieved to see you’ve recovered!”


      “Truly! We were worried when we heard you collapsed on the first day of exams. Thank goodness you’re well enough to attend the ball!”


      “He’s been absent for so long. It’s such an honor to behold him before the long break, isn’t it?”


      The girls crowding around him had no idea what had really unfolded during the exam period because Milly had explicitly ordered that the incident be kept quiet.


      When Nicholas turned a heavy, knowing gaze toward her, Milly averted her eyes just slightly. “It’s fine. Besides, if this whole thing came out publicly, you’d be in trouble, wouldn’t you?”


      “Wait, don’t tell me you’re still worried about me? Sure, it’d be bad if my family found out, and yes, I promised to prevent trouble, but that’s—”


      “No, that’s not what I meant. I’m saying it would make me sad if my friend got dragged off in chains.”


      Nicholas let out a bewildered, almost strangled “Hah?” from deep in his gut.


      “Besides, I also feel the need to talk things out with him eventually, so it’s fine.”


      He couldn’t make sense of a single word. He exhaled sharply, brows knitting. “You do realize he almost killed you?”


      “I do.”


      “He might try again, you know.”


      “Maybe so.”


      “I don’t understand your way of thinking.”


      Normally under that kind of circumstance, people would demand severe punishment. At least, Nicholas certainly would. That’s why he stared at her in disbelief.


      Milly only gave an awkward little smile before deflecting, “Anyway, what about Angelina? What’s going to happen to her?”


      “She’s being sent to a convent. This time, she’ll be gone for real.”


      Milly had insisted that neither Edgar nor Angelina needed harsh punishment, probably because of her agreement with Nicholas, that she didn’t want any internal scandals reaching the Einzdohr family. But even Nicholas had limits. Milly blinked, startled.


      “Really? But if you do that, then Einzdohr will...”


      “Yes. So, well, I’ve done some groundwork. Better than doing nothing, at least.”


      Milly’s face tightened with open worry.


      Something about that expression struck Nicholas as strangely funny, and he let out a soft laugh. For someone nicknamed the “Ice-Cold Princess,” she was, at her core, hopelessly kind.


      Nicholas let out a small breath. “Honestly, I’m always making trouble for you.”


      Standing beside someone like Milly only made him feel his own shortcomings more acutely.


      “I’m always leaning on you,” Nicholas admitted. “Because you’re strong and dependable.”


      Milly didn’t miss a beat. “Not enough. It’s ‘strong, cute, and dependable.’”


      Nicholas blinked. “Huh? Oh, uh, yes. Cute too.” He scratched his cheek, flustered. “But that’s exactly why I can’t keep relying on you. It would defeat the whole point of our agreement.” He hadn’t brought her here for small talk. He wanted to put his resolve into words.


      Nicholas straightened his posture and looked at her through his glasses. “I want to support you, Milly. I’ll do everything I can so you and the grand ducal house walk the right path. I won’t hold back.”


      Milly didn’t respond immediately, merely watching him in silence.


      Nicholas exhaled. “That’s all I wanted to say. Sorry for always talking big and not backing it up.”


      Milly was strong. Far braver than Nicholas. If left alone, she would likely accomplish her goals without ever needing his help.


      But that wasn’t good enough, not anymore. As that conviction solidified in his chest, an unexpected voice cut cleanly through the moment. “Ah, so you were out here.”


      A soft yet chilling voice drifted over, and when Milly turned, Edgar, who had only just arrived at the venue earlier, was standing there with the exact same unreadable expression as always.


      Nicholas tensed for a moment, but Edgar only snorted at him.


      “Relax. I’m not going to do anything anymore.” He dismissed him like he was swatting away a buzz in his ear, not sparing Nicholas a second glance. His eyes shifted to Milly. “You look lovely, Milly. For a second I almost mistook you for the moon goddess herself.”


      “There isn’t a shred of sincerity in that.”


      “I’m nervous. Cut me some slack.” He closed the balcony door behind him and narrowed his eyes slightly. “I did a lot of thinking while I was ‘recovering.’” A long breath left him, and his voice stayed as flat as ever. “I don’t think turning my wand on you that day was a mistake. No matter how I look at it, I still despise your father. And even now, I genuinely believe killing you would have been the best solution.”


      “Edgar...”


      “I know. Which is why I’m stopping. I failed once already, so there’s nothing more I can do. I’m giving up on you. And I won’t interfere with the Asteara family anymore either.”


      Nicholas studied Edgar’s profile, but Milly, standing in front of him, kept her calm, unreadable gaze fixed straight ahead. She tilted her head only a fraction.


      “That’s it?” she asked.


      “That’s it. I don’t plan on understanding you, or your father, or Nicholas for siding with you. But I lost, so I’ll at least accept that much. That’s my compromise. Fair enough?”


      “You don’t sound like someone who tried to kill me.”


      “I don’t think I did anything wrong. You’re the strange ones.”


      With that same light, almost careless laugh, Edgar turned his back on them.


      “Well, that’s that. I’ll repay what I owe and then head out.” He gave a lazy wave of his hand, and before Nicholas could stop him, Edgar had already vanished back into the hall.


      Left behind, Nicholas knitted his brows together. Since Edgar had gone out of his way to approach them, Nicholas expected something—anything—more substantial. But in the end, it was little more than a declaration that he felt no remorse whatsoever. Assuming Milly felt the same, he glanced toward her, only to find her lips drawn tight, as if she were mulling over something completely different.


      A thought crossed his mind. “He said he’d ‘repay what he owed.’ Did you ask him for something?”


      “Ah, yes. I did. Since I agreed not to expose what he did, I asked for a tiny favor in return.”


      Nicholas followed her gaze. Edgar walked without hesitation toward the stage.


      He sat down at the piano, settled his long fingers against the keys, and began playing, smoothly and confidently, as if the instrument existed solely for him. Nicholas blinked and looked back at Milly, who was grinning like a child whose prank had gone perfectly.


      “The last time he played, it was so lovely. I wanted to hear it again. Good idea, don’t you think?”


      ◇◇◇


      After Nicholas left the balcony, Milly lingered there alone for a while, staring vacantly out into the night. For some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to enjoy the dance. She’d been looking forward to it so much, yet whenever she thought back to what happened that day, her mood refused to rise.


      That day, Edgar, someone she’d genuinely believed was a friend, had pointed his wand at her and tried to kill her over the absurd notion of “resetting time.” It had already been a week.


      And yet Milly still hadn’t sorted any of it out. Edgar retaining his memories from before the rewind, his belief that the grand ducal house’s survival would doom the kingdom, and, most of all, the final words he’d spat at her, were still spinning endlessly in the back of her mind. Tomorrow marked the start of summer break, but she felt distant from everything.


      She swallowed a sigh that had been about to slip out just as the balcony door opened.


      “Hey.”


      She blinked, startled by the silhouette that stepped outside. “Ike...”


      Ike Ivrine. The one who saved her life that day. Dressed formally for the ball, his hair tied back, he strode toward her with that familiar restless energy, fiddling at the back of his head as he approached. When he stopped in front of her, his brows were drawn tight, like he was about to say something. Before he could, Milly spoke first.


      “Congratulations on first place, Ike. I heard you got a perfect score in spellcraft?” She’d been wanting to say this to him all week.


      Ike just stared at her, caught completely off guard. The one who’d taken first place in the exams this time hadn’t been Milly, but Ike.


      All things considered, it was only natural. Milly had missed two exams after Edgar abducted her. For Ike, who’d ranked fourth on the entrance exam and poured an absurd amount of effort into this round of tests, taking first place was exactly what one would expect.


      Even if she had her reasons, a loss was still a loss. That was why she’d congratulated him.


      “There’s nothing to be happy about,” he growled, clearly in a foul mood. “And what the hell was that garbage excuse about you skipping because you got sleepy? You could’ve just said you were kidnapped and couldn’t take the test.”


      “It’s fine. I’m not trying to get Edgar punished.”


      “That’s insane! He tried to kill you.”


      “I’m alive, aren’t I? You saved me.”


      When Milly smiled softly as she said it, Ike’s voice snagged in his throat. If Ike hadn’t been searching for her that day—if he hadn’t found her—Milly would certainly be dead.


      He’d found the pendant she dropped. And after that, through a series of twists and turns, details Ike refused to explain no matter how many times she asked, he’d raced around the academy until he found her and intervened.


      “Besides, it’s not like I didn’t have a shot. You know the rules, right? The practical exam awards bonus points based on performance. In theory, you can earn as many as your skill allows. The reason I didn’t take first is simply because I wasn’t good enough.”


      Mumbling that, Milly paused, a thought drifting to the surface. What would’ve happened if Ike hadn’t come for me that day?


      Would she really have been killed, and would time have rewound just as Edgar claimed?


      Would she have simply opened her eyes to find herself back before the entrance ceremony, with her promises to Nicholas gone, her rekindled bond with Gilbert erased, her friendships with Sierra and the others wiped clean? Or maybe time wouldn’t have rewound, and she would’ve simply died. Full stop.


      I’m glad he came.


      Turning back toward Ike’s still vaguely dissatisfied expression, Milly smiled. “Thank you for coming for me. I know you probably still hate me, but I won’t ever forget what you did that day.” Truly, she wouldn’t. Not the blinding burst of light, not the sight of him as he stepped in front of her.


      Ike narrowed his eyes at her, exasperated. “How many times are you going to thank me before you’re satisfied?”


      “As many times as you deserve. Honestly, I’ll probably keep thanking you every time I see you for a while.”


      Gratitude wasn’t enough. Not even close. He’d saved her life. Milly found herself wondering if there was anything—short of bringing him her father’s severed head—that might count as a proper repayment.


      She was still thinking about that when Ike let out a small breath. He glanced at her, then murmured like he’d finally given up on something, “You know, now I realize you’re nothing like your father.”


      Father. The word hit her like a jab to the chest. Her heart thumped hard. “Not like him? What do you mean?”


      “It means exactly what I said. I used to think you were the spitting image of him. Appearance, personality, the whole deal. But upon closer examination, you’re not like him at all.”


      “I’ll have you know, being told I take after my mother has always been a small point of pride.”


      What part of her looked like her father? Sure, they shared the same eye color, but her hair was different. Her entire presence was different. Feeling faintly wounded, Milly frowned, but Ike shot back immediately, almost snapping:


      “I said you’re not like him. You’re way better than that cad.”


      “‘That cad.’ Honestly, ever since that day in the capital I’ve been thinking that you’re going to get punished for speaking so disrespectfully about my father one of these days.”


      “Oh? Let him try.” Ike snorted, utterly unrepentant. He truly had no intention of correcting his attitude toward Kyle. At this point, his consistency was almost refreshing.


      It was also something Milly envied, strangely enough.


      Was Edgar telling the truth? she wondered. “Kyle Asteara is the one who killed my grandfather, Neil Franster.” Those words, spoken that day, still weighed heavily on her. She hadn’t seen Edgar at all since then. He’d been absent from school until today, and neither of them had broached the subject during today’s encounter. If they had, she honestly had no idea what she would have said.


      “He already sold his soul to the devil. I know. I saw it with my own eyes.”


      She thought back. Neil Franster, celebrated throughout the kingdom as the “Lord of Magic,” had died six months ago, just one month shy of his hundredth birthday. Milly, who had admired Neil Franster with all her heart, had mourned him deeply and Edgar, his own blood, would have felt that loss a hundred times more. Even he, with his perpetual unreadable smirk, must have taken his grandfather’s death hard.


      And father killed him? Edgar’s hatred toward Kyle had been unmistakable. He’d spoken seriously about sending the grand duke to the execution platform as repayment for Neil. But father killing Lord Neil? That can’t be...


      “No,” she nearly said aloud, but the word caught in her throat. She couldn’t say it. Couldn’t dismiss it.


      Sure, Kyle had become easier to speak with after time had rewound, but Neil had died half a year before that. Back then, her father had been the same tyrant everyone feared, cold, brutal, and wholly uninterested in anything he didn’t deem useful.


      What if it’s true? It wasn’t impossible. Not entirely.


      Ever since hearing Edgar’s accusation, Milly hadn’t managed a real conversation with her father. Edgar was capable of lying without blinking and he had tried to kill her, so it wasn’t absurd to think he’d say anything to throw her off in a fight.


      But that expression on his face. That voice. Would someone lie like that, in that moment? What if Kyle had truly—


      “Hey. Your face just went pale. You sick or something?” Ike leaned in, trying to peer into her lowered eyes, pulling her thoughts back to the present.


      Milly snapped to attention and shook her head. No good. It was the night of the long-awaited ball, and here she was spiraling into the same thoughts again.


      “No, I’m fine. Sorry.”


      “Yeah, well, whatever. Just...” Ike trailed off. His gaze drifted everywhere except her face. Wondering what on earth was going on, Milly tilted her head, and Ike finally forced the words out. “What are you going to do about your First Dance?”


      “Huh?”


      What was he talking about? Milly blinked at him, mouth slightly open.


      “I mean, I...I didn’t get first place this time,” she reminded him.


      “I know that. That’s why I’m asking what you’re going to do.”


      “Sorry, I still don’t understand. You earned the right to the First Dance, so...”


      “I know that! Look, didn’t you want to dance?! If you’re dead set on it, I’m saying I could...I could invite you, all right?!”


      “You could what?!” It hit her a beat late, exploding up from her stomach in a startled cry. He meant he was willing to take her as his partner for the First Dance?


      Milly stared at him, disbelief practically radiating off her. The idea that stubborn, prickly Ike would ever offer such a thing felt like a fever dream.


      “Y-You actually mean that?”


      “And what if I do,” he muttered, bristling like a cornered cat.


      “It’s just hard to believe,” Milly admitted. “You’ve hated me for so long.”


      Hated her to the point his face would twist just from passing her in the hallway. For one ridiculous moment she even wondered if this was someone else using a transformation spell in his place. She nearly muttered Dispel before Ike snorted.


      “I did. But somewhere along the line, I lost grip on my feelings.”


      He shut his mouth, wrestling with the words.


      “I still hate your father. I hope he suffers for the rest of his life. That’s not changing.”


      “Well, that’s understandable,” Milly murmured.


      “But when I think about you...” He looked away, jaw tightening. “I guess I don’t mind if you, at least, get to live happily. So that’s it. My bad. For a lot of things.”


      The confession was barely louder than the wind, so soft it might have blown away if Milly weren’t listening so carefully. Silence settled across the balcony. A warm summer breeze threaded between them. Ike’s cheeks were faintly red. He clearly knew he’d said something wildly out of character.


      Realizing he was being entirely honest sent a ticklish warmth through Milly’s chest. For a few seconds, she simply held the moment, letting it settle. Then, almost leaking out between her lips, came a small whisper. “I see.”


      She had been worried about him for so long. The feud between their houses wasn’t something that could magically vanish. Ike had suffered a wound that would never fully fade, and his hatred for the grand duke—and Milly herself by extension—was something she had resigned herself to accepting.


      And yet, he still chose to take a step toward her. He looked at her again, even after rejecting her once.


      I really am glad the world didn’t rewind again. All of this was only possible because Ike came to save her that day. Just one more thing to add to the growing list of debts she owed him.


      “Thank you. And I really am happy you asked me. But I can’t dance with you.”


      “Yeah. Figures.”


      “Mm. For all my talk, I didn’t take first place. If I accepted your kindness here, it would feel like I was betraying all the work I put in.”


      Next year, she would take first place, no matter what, and then she’d invite him for the First Dance. That was the kind of revenge befitting the final boss. With that quiet vow set in her heart, Milly suddenly remembered something.


      “Oh, but if you’re struggling to pick a partner, I do know a very good candidate.”


      There was one girl perfectly suited to open the ball beside him.


      “Sierra looks especially adorable tonight. She’s wearing the dress I gave her, and she worked so hard during all our dance lessons. If you don’t mind, why don’t you go ask her?”


      ◇◇◇


      Before long, the sound of a piano drifted in from the dance hall. The First Dance had begun. From the balcony, Milly could see the top-scoring students from this year’s exams stepping onto the floor, each paired with their chosen partner, gliding into an elegant waltz.


      First-year representative Ike was at the center of the floor, stepping in time with Sierra.


      Just as Milly had suggested, he had asked Sierra to be his partner for the First Dance. The dress Milly had given her glittered under the lights and suited the sweet-faced Sierra perfectly.


      As for Ike, he moved with a polish befitting a noble heir. Every step sent his white hair swaying, and from this distance he looked unmistakably like a storybook prince. He was still a little stiff, but the two of them made a striking pair.


      Ugh. I said all that to Ike, but I’m still jealous.


      Watching them was heartwarming yet infuriating. Milly bit her lip, unable to contain her frustration. That should have been her place. She’d worked for it, planned for it, dreamed of dancing that First Dance to build new friendships.


      Sure, things worked out with my classmates in the end, but still. Why didn’t I put more effort into the practical exam?! If I’d scored higher there, then even with two missed tests I might’ve...well, maybe not first place, but at least I would have stood a chance.


      She let out a long sigh and leaned against the balcony railing.


      It hurt so much that if she set foot in the dance hall right now, she might throw herself on the floor and have a full-blown tantrum. Staying out here on the balcony was the only thing stopping her. But she couldn’t hide here forever. She would need to go back soon.


      As she sighed again, the door connecting the balcony to the dance hall swung open.


      “What are you doing out here?” It was Gilbert. Dressed in a formal tailcoat befitting the ball, he looked down at the slumped Milly with a puzzled, slightly suspicious expression.


      After staring at him for a moment, Milly murmured under her breath, “Clothes really do make the man.”


      “Are you saying I’m not a man otherwise?!”


      “No, no. Just that your outfit suits you.”


      Her childhood friend was as hotheaded as ever. His easy-to-tease reactions always hit the spot, and Milly couldn’t help the small smile tugging at her lips. For the record, “clothes make the man” was a saying from one region of the kingdom, meaning even a nobody could look respectable if they dressed properly.


      “I haven’t seen you in formal wear for ages, but you’ve gotten so impressive. No surprise you’re the kingdom’s most beloved prince.” Her tone was joking, but her eyes held the faint warmth of nostalgia.


      It had been a long time since she praised Gilbert so straightforwardly. He stumbled over his words, then fussed with his collar in an attempt to hide his embarrassment.


      “Ah, uh, thanks. And, well, you, um, your dress suits you too.”


      “Of course it does. There’s no world in which a dress doesn’t look good on someone as cute as me.”


      He had worked up the courage to compliment her, but Milly brushed it off with such a cool face that it bounced right off her. High self-esteem was a fine thing, though it did make his earnest attempt fall completely flat. Not that there was any reason to disagree with her.


      Gilbert gave a small, helpless shrug and let out a sigh that melted into a faint smile. “I’m sorry about what happened.”


      The apology made Milly tilt her head. “What exactly are you apologizing for?”


      “For the test. I mean, everything that happened during it. You were in danger, and I couldn’t do anything for you,” he awkwardly muttered, eyes sliding away, looking for all the world like someone weighed down by guilt he didn’t know how to carry.


      Milly leaned forward and deliberately caught his gaze. “What are you talking about? You and Brima were the ones who caught Angelina, weren’t you?”


      “That’s all I managed to do. While you were dealing with some lunatic who broke onto campus, I was off taking a test like an idiot.”


      Including Gilbert, none of the students—except for Nicholas, who handled the aftermath, and Ike, who saw the incident—knew that Edgar had been said “lunatic.” That was the result of Milly’s wish to avoid turning it into a scandal, combined with the practical decision that stirring up needless panic among the student body wouldn’t help anyone. As far as everyone else was concerned, Milly had simply been attacked by some unknown intruder during the exam.


      Ike had been visibly unhappy about the cover story, but Milly still felt it was the best choice. There were things she needed to talk to Edgar about, and more than that, she didn’t want needless tension lingering in the student council, the one place that had finally begun to feel like home.


      “It’s pathetic,” Gilbert said, his face twisting, bitterness leaking straight through. “I put on this act for the public, pretending to be the dependable second prince, and yet I can’t even protect the person closest to me.”


      Milly blinked. “You don’t have to worry about me.”


      “Of course I worry about you! You’re my childhood friend.”


      “Oh? Well, I worry about you because we’re childhood friends too. But I also don’t want to become a burden dragging you down.”


      It had been that way all along. Ever since time rewound, Milly had found herself constantly thinking about him, especially after his father sent him to visit House Asteara. He was her irreplaceable childhood friend, and the last thing she wanted was to become an iron weight chained to his ankle. She didn’t want him to think about her; he needed to be thinking about his future.


      “If you get too close to a family as infamous as the Astearas,” she murmured, “your chance at the throne slips farther away, doesn’t it?”


      She remembered that day clearly: Gilbert had come by the estate, and when she offered to bring out sweets for him, he declined with an awkward, apologetic expression. If people found out he was on friendly terms with the Asteara house, it would complicate things, he said.


      It made perfect sense the moment she heard it. Milly herself had never cared much for high society, but in the eyes of the world, the grand ducal house was trouble incarnate. For someone like Gilbert, beloved by the people and considered a strong contender for the next king, getting close to her was the last thing he ought to be doing.


      “It is what it is. Most of the kingdom despises my family, and letting it be known you’re friendly with someone from such a house would hurt your image.”


      “Huh?”


      “So,” Milly said gently, “you don’t have to worry about me anymore. You’d be better off turning that attention elsewhere, for your sake.”


      She meant it. If Gilbert intended to become king someday, the existence of the grand ducal house—her existence—was nothing but a hindrance. There was no point in him wasting thoughts on her.


      Yes, that’s right. No matter what happens, my father and I are still Astearas. That won’t ever change.


      Realizing that made something inside her click into place. It felt as if a sliver of light had finally pierced the cloud of doubts weighing on her.


      If Edgar’s words were true and her father had killed Neil Franster, then Milly, as his daughter, had a responsibility to uncover the truth. She couldn’t sit around wringing her hands forever.


      All the more reason I can’t drag Gilbert into this or trouble him any further.


      If her father had committed a grave crime, staying close to Gilbert would only endanger him. Her reasoning was simple, almost painfully kind, and Gilbert could only stare at her, stunned.


      For a brief moment, Milly’s ruby eyes and Gilbert’s crystal-blue ones locked together.


      “If that’s what it takes,” Gilbert murmured, voice hollowing out, “then I don’t even want the throne.”


      “What’s that about the throne?” Milly blinked, tilting her head, having only caught his last few words.




      Gilbert immediately clamped his mouth shut. He hovered there, caught between words and silence, not knowing what to say.


      A face flashed through his mind. Ike. And suddenly, Gilbert felt small. Useless, even. Because in the end, he wasn’t the one who saved Milly. While Milly was fighting for her life, he had been obliviously taking a test. He only found out afterward, after everything was over.


      He claimed she was precious to him, yet when it truly mattered, he had done nothing.




      Gilbert swallowed his words, drawing in a long breath before extending his hand toward her. He’d finally remembered why he’d come all the way out to the balcony to find her.


      “The First Dance is already over. Come dance one song with me, Milly.”


      “Eh? But...”


      “This ball is hosted by the academy, isn’t it? It’s not an official state function, and the only people here are students. My public image doesn’t matter, at least not tonight. As for the throne, I’m thinking about that too. A lot.”


      “Oh?”


      Milly looked up at Gilbert as if searching his expression, then gently placed her hand into his. It was small and delicate, light enough that Gilbert had to be careful not to squeeze too hard as he closed his fingers around it and drew her forward. Milly let out a soft, tinkling laugh.


      “Heh. I wonder how many years it’s been since we last danced together. This is going to be one of those memories I’ll treasure for the rest of my life,” said Milly, her voice bright, buoyant, and so full of warmth that something deep in Gilbert’s chest began to ache.


      “Yeah,” he answered quietly.


      For some reason he couldn’t explain, he couldn’t shake the feeling that tonight might be the last time he would ever dance with Milly.
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      Afterword


      Hello, this is Takamedou. Thank you so much for picking up this volume!


      Unlike volume 1, which had the web version serving as a kind of rough draft, volume 2 is almost entirely fresh content. (Truly. Almost the whole thing!)


      After the chaos of the first book’s giant cast, this volume shifts gears into a story focused on deepening Milly’s relationships with the people around her, and writing it was honestly a joy.


      Though, there was one side effect.


      Because time has passed since the first volume, I kept thinking, “Well, with the Milly we have now, it wouldn’t be strange if she went this far,” and kept letting her get away with certain things. I kept allowing it. And allowing it. And now Milly has blossomed into a full-fledged runaway princess. Poor Lucius and poor Gilbert. They really took the brunt of it.


      By the way, the part I especially enjoyed writing this time was Sierra burning with jealousy over Class 1-C’s study session and the two boys being dragged into the fallout. Sierra’s the kind of girl who can get along with Milly, which means she’s got a few screws loose herself.


      Finally, I’d like to extend my gratitude to everyone who supported the publication of this book.


      To my editor, who once again rescued this hopelessly clueless author, thank you from the bottom of my heart! Every time you reached out to guide me, I was reminded what it truly means to be carried.


      To Nemusuke-sensei, who drew the wonderful illustrations, thank you once again for the absolutely beautiful artwork! Since the moment I received the character designs, I’ve felt deeply that Milly and the others finally came to life thanks to your illustrations.


      And to all the readers who picked up this humble work: Being able to deliver Milly’s story all the way through the second volume is entirely thanks to you. Your support means more than I can say. If fate allows us to meet again, I would be truly grateful.


      Thank you so very much!
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