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The rain fell softly outside the small café window.
Lia sat across from Harlan, both hands holding a glass of a drink she hadn’t touched for a long time. The ice inside had almost completely melted.
She was in the middle of telling a story—about something, she wasn’t even sure anymore—about a new quest in Aether Realms, about a rare item she finally got after hours of farming.

“And then I got it! Seriously, the drop rate is insanely low—”

“Lia.”

Harlan’s voice cut her off.

Flat.

No hint of a joke, none of the usual enthusiasm. Lia stopped mid-sentence. Her smile was still there, but now it wavered.

“What’s wrong?”

Harlan looked at her. His expression was normal. Too normal.

“I’m sorry, Lia.”

There was a pause. Short, but enough to make something in Lia’s chest suddenly feel off.

“I’ve fallen for someone else.”

...Silence.

The sound of rain outside became clearer. Lia blinked slowly, as if she needed time to process the sentence.

“Huh...?” She let out a small laugh, instinctively. “What do you mean...?”

Harlan didn’t laugh.

“I’m serious.”

Lia’s smile slowly disappeared.

“...Oh.” That was all she could say. The hand holding her glass felt cold, though she didn’t realize when it started.

“How long?” she asked softly.

“A while.”

“Who?”

The question came out faster than she expected. Blunt, as always.

Harlan hesitated for a moment, then answered with little expression.

“A player in Aether Realms.”

Lia froze.

“...In the game?” her voice was barely audible.

“Yeah.”

She swallowed. Her throat suddenly felt dry.

“You’re... serious?”

“Yeah.”

The answer came too quickly. Too certain.

Lia laughed again—this time forced.

“That’s actually funny. You’re leaving me... for someone in a game?”

“It’s not ‘just someone in a game.’”

Harlan’s voice stayed flat, but there was a hint of defensiveness.

“We play together a lot. We click.”

“We play together too,” Lia cut in quickly.

Harlan went silent. And that silence hurt the most. Because he didn’t deny it. Lia felt something inside her chest start to crack.

“I...” She stopped, then let out another small laugh. “I even learned that game for you, you know?”

Harlan didn’t respond.

Lia continued, her voice rising slightly as her emotions crept in without her realizing.

“I didn’t understand anything at first, I was just clicking randomly... but I learned builds, skills, dungeons—”

She looked at Harlan, her eyes beginning to glisten.

“—because you said we could spend quality time there.”

Harlan finally spoke.

“Yeah. And I appreciate that.”

The sentence sounded... right, but empty.

“So now what?” Lia asked. “All of that... for what?”

“Feelings can change, Lia.”

Such a simple answer. And somehow, that was the most painful part. Lia let out a quiet laugh, this time with no humor at all.

“Yeah... that easy, huh.”

She looked down at the ice in her glass, almost gone. Her hand trembled slightly.

“...She’s better than me, right?”

The question slipped out suddenly. Harlan looked a bit surprised, but still answered.

“Yeah.”

“You play with her more often?”

“Yeah.”

“She understands you better in the game?”

“...Yeah.”

Each answer felt like a small hit. Slow. But relentless.

Lia nodded slowly.

“Okay.”

She lifted her head again. A small smile appeared on her face—strange, but there.

“So I lost, huh.”

“It’s not about winning or losing—”

“But it feels like it.”

Lia stood up slowly from her chair. It creaked slightly, breaking the atmosphere.

“That’s enough,” she said lightly, too lightly for a moment like this. “No need to drag it out.”

She grabbed her bag. Harlan stood up a bit, hesitant.

“Lia—”

“Thanks.”

Lia cut him off, still wearing that faint smile.

“For being honest.”

A brief pause.

“...I hope you’re happy.”

The words came out smoothly. They even sounded sincere. Even though inside, everything was a mess. Without waiting for a reply, Lia turned around and walked out of the café.

The glass door opened. A small bell chimed. And the rain that had only been a drizzle now felt colder against her skin.

Lia stopped for a moment in front of the café. Staring at the wet street.

“...This is ridiculous.”

She let out a small laugh to herself.

“Leaving me... because of a game.”

The laughter slowly faded. Replaced by something heavier. Her hand clenched slightly.

“Even though I...”

She stopped. Staring blankly ahead.

“...I was actually serious.”

The rain kept falling, and Lia didn’t know what to do.

―

The apartment door closed with a soft sound.
Click.
And just like that, everything went silent. No sound of rain here. No voices. No Harlan. Just... emptiness.

Lia stood near the door for a few seconds, still holding the handle without realizing it. She hadn’t even taken off her shoes. As if moving even a little would make everything feel more real.

“...hah.”

She finally let out a long breath, then released her hand. Her bag was tossed carelessly onto the sofa.

Thud.

Usually, she would complain to herself seeing her bag thrown like that. Now? She didn’t even care.

Lia walked slowly to the middle of the room, her eyes scanning her small apartment. A place that usually felt comfortable suddenly felt... unfamiliar.

She dropped herself onto the sofa. And then, she just sat there. Silent. For who knows how long. Her mind was empty... yet full at the same time. That sentence replayed again.

“I’ve fallen for someone else.”

“...crazy.”

Lia covered her face with both hands.

“Seriously?”

She let out a small laugh, but her voice was hoarse.

“Because of a game?”

Her chest felt tight. Not the kind that bursts into tears instantly, but the kind that slowly presses from within. Her eyes started to burn.

“Even though I...”

Her voice softened.

“...I learned all of that for you.”

Her hands clenched in front of her face.

“...so stupid.”

Her tears finally fell. Lia bent forward slightly, her shoulders trembling. Her sobs weren’t loud—more like they were being held back. As if she herself didn’t want to admit how much it hurt.

Buzz.

Her phone vibrated on the table.

Buzz. Buzz.

Another vibration.

Lazily, she glanced at it. The name on the screen:

Rina

Lia let out a sigh.

“...that was fast.”

As if the world didn’t give her time to be still. The call kept ringing. Finally, with a slow movement, Lia reached for her phone and answered.

“Hello...”

Her voice was soft. Hoarse.

“LIA?!” the voice on the other end exploded. “WHERE ARE YOU? I’VE BEEN TEXTING YOU AND YOU DIDN’T REPLY!”

Lia pulled the phone slightly away from her ear.

“...at home.”

“Are you crying?”

“...no.”

“That’s such an obvious lie from your voice.”

Lia stayed silent.

A few seconds.

“...he broke up with me.”

Silence on the other end.

“...what?” Rina’s voice dropped drastically, more serious. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Lia stared blankly ahead.

“...he likes someone else.”

“WHO?!” Rina’s tone shot up again.

“...someone from a game.”

“WHAT?!”

Lia could almost imagine Rina’s expression right now.

“Someone from a GAME?!” Rina continued, completely in disbelief. “He left you for someone in a game?!”

“Yeah.”

“THAT’S INSANE. COMPLETELY INSANE. I’M COMING OVER RIGHT NOW—”

“No need.”

“...why?”

Lia lowered her head, staring at the floor.

“I’m tired.”

Her voice was small.

“I don’t want to see anyone yet.”

“But—”

“Na.”

The call came out softly, but it was enough to make Rina stop.

“I just... need to be alone for a bit.”

The other end didn’t answer immediately.

“...are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“What are you going to do?”

Lia let out a small laugh.

“...I don’t know.”

“At least eat something,” Rina muttered. “Don’t be so dramatic you pass out alone.”

“Yeah...”

“And if he dares to show up again—”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Lia cut her off, a little more alive this time. Rina let out a long sigh.

“...I seriously want to punch him.”

“Get in line.”

The response came reflexively, a faint trace of Lia’s usual self. Rina paused for a moment, then let out a small huff.

“...fine. But if you need anything, text me immediately.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t just disappear like this.”

“...yeah.”

A few seconds of silence.

“...Lia?”

“Hmm?”

“...you’re not alone, okay.”

The sentence was simple. But it was enough to make Lia’s chest feel a little warmer.

“...yeah.”

After that, the call ended.

Click.

And silence returned.

Lia stared at her phone for a moment, then placed it beside her. She leaned back against the sofa, staring at the ceiling.

Her eyes were still red. Her cheeks still wet. But the tears had stopped. What remained now was just... emptiness.

“...what should I even do.”

Time felt like it was moving slowly. Lia tilted her head slightly. Her eyes fell on the small table in front of the sofa.

Her laptop sat there, closed. But it felt like it was calling her. Lia stared at it for quite a while. Then she let out a weak laugh.

“...don’t tell me I’m going to...”

She didn’t finish the sentence. But her gaze didn’t move.

“...ah.”

Lia let her head fall against the back of the sofa.

“...I hate today.”

―

The apartment was still just as quiet. The lights were still off. Outside, the sky had started to darken, leaving only a dim orange glow slipping in through the window. Lia was still on the sofa. Her position hadn’t changed much. Only now... her eyes were open. Staring straight ahead. At the laptop.

“...don’t.”

She muttered softly.

“Don’t log in.”

As if she were talking to herself.

“...there’s no point.”

But her feet moved first. She stepped down from the sofa. Walked to the table. Her hand lifted and opened the laptop.

Click.

The screen lit up. White light immediately illuminated Lia’s face, still slightly swollen from crying. She squinted.

“...fine. Might as well.”

The laptop booted up. The desktop appeared. And without hesitation, she clicked the game icon.

Aether Realms.

The familiar logo appeared on the screen. Usually, this moment made her feel excited. Today? There was only one thing she felt—heat. In her chest.

The loading screen ran. Lia rested her chin on her hand, staring blankly.

“I wonder if he’s logged in too right now...”

The thought slipped out unconsciously. Then she let out a quiet scoff.

“Why am I even thinking about that?”

Login successful.

Lia’s character appeared on the screen—an avatar with armor that was a bit... too colorful. Inventory full. Normally, she’d smile seeing that. Now, she just stared in silence.

“...ugh.”

She clicked Start. Her character appeared in the main city. Other players moved around as usual. The global chat was lively like always. Lia skimmed through it.

“LF party dungeon!”
“WTS rare item!”
“Anyone online?”
Everything was normal. And that’s what annoyed her.

“Why is everything just... normal...”

Her hand moved quickly.

Teleport.

To the lowest-level area.

Beginner Hunting Ground.

Flash.

Her character appeared in a wide field filled with low-level monsters. Creatures usually avoided. Because... they were useless.

Lia paused for a moment. Staring at a small monster passing in front of her. Cute. Weak. Harmless.

“...perfect.”

Click.

First skill.

BOOM.

The monster disappeared instantly.

Overkill.

The damage dealt didn’t even make sense for this area.

Lia didn’t stop.

Click again.

Second skill.

BOOM.

Again.

Another monster vanished.

“Ha.”

She let out a small laugh.

Click.
Click.
Click.
Skill after skill unleashed without pause, without purpose.

BOOM.
BOOM.
BOOM.
Massive skill effects filled the screen, contrasting with the tiny monsters that didn’t even have a chance to fight back. Other players started to appear nearby. Some stopped to watch.

A chat popped up in the area:

“uh... why is there a high level here?”

Lia glanced at it briefly, not caring.

Click again.

“Why though...”

BOOM.

“Why did it have to be a game...”

BOOM.

“Why wasn’t I enough...”

Her movements became faster, rougher. Big skills usually saved for bosses were used mercilessly on small monsters.

BOOOOM.

A massive explosion filled the screen. Damage numbers scattered everywhere. Monsters respawned, only to die again instantly.

“I’m so tired, you know that...”

Click.

“I learned all of this...”

Click.

“FOR WHAT?!”

BOOOOOOM.

The biggest explosion yet. The screen nearly turned white from the effect. Some players fully stopped now.

Another chat appeared:

“bro... she’s scary”

Lia scoffed.

“Good.”

She leaned forward slightly in her seat, more focused on the screen. Her eyes were sharp now, no trace of tears left. Only unresolved emotion.

“If he likes someone from here...”

Click.

“If he left me because of this...”

Click.

“Fine.”

Her hand paused briefly on the mouse. Then a small smile appeared.

“I’ll destroy everything here.”

Click.

BOOM.

And for a while, Lia kept going. Slaughtering weak monsters.

Overkill.

Over and over, without direction, without purpose. Until suddenly, a figure appeared on the screen. Unlike other players, Lia didn’t notice at first. Still focused on the monster in front of her. Until a chat popped up.

“...what are you doing?”

Lia’s hand stopped. Her eyes lifted toward the character. She really looked this time
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