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      Prologue


      I’d used my PTO to take today off. Even though I’d gone to bed three hours earlier than usual last night, I slept in. Then, I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast of toast—from an expensive loaf I’d been looking forward to trying—and three scrambled eggs, accompanied by a cup of tea with plenty of sugar.


      How sophisticated of me!


      After savoring my breakfast, I got my cleaning and laundry out of the way so I’d have a clear schedule for the rest of the day.


      “Turn off the company phone, and I’m all set!” I declared.


      I was loafing around in bed when the time came at last—the scheduled end time of the most recent update. A new patch was being installed, introducing “Eden, the Furthest Village” to the game. Every update so far had been touted as the most challenging yet, but it never took more than a few months for the players to catalog the new items, enemies, and dungeons in the online encyclopedia. As a pretty well-known OG player—not to toot my own horn—I’d contributed my fair share to this endeavor.


      “But rumor has it, this update is going to be a cut above the rest.”


      “Eden, the Furthest Village” was rumored to come with more lore on the goddess Flaudia, who was not some run-of-the-mill NPC but the most powerful Holy character in the entire game.


      This game that was fully consuming my thoughts today was the MMO phenomenon Reas Life Online, or just Reas for short. Reas was the first ever open-world VR MMO, developed by the American and Japanese tag team of Zerorium Inc. and ONIGIRI Corporation. According to their PR, the game was created to “draw players out of everyday life and into a fantasy world they can enjoy to the fullest.” Reas was now a smash hit all over the country.


      Using the Reas Link—a set that came with a VR headset and gloves—the player could wander the vast open world of Reas and do, well, anything they wanted. Some relaxed and enjoyed a simple lifestyle, while others fought monsters with swords and magic. There were many ways to play.


      Everyone began their journey in Reas as a novice and had the option of switching to one of the basic jobs: Swordsman, Explorer, Hunter, Sorcerer, or Healer. By meeting certain requirements, players could also qualify for more specific jobs. There were combat jobs like Dark Mage, Warlock, or Ninja; industrial jobs like Chef, Craftsman, or Blacksmith; and support jobs like Helper or Bard. There were even unique jobs in the game that only one lucky player could claim.


      What was more, there were so many things that remained undiscovered in Reas that new tips and tricks popped up on social media every day.


      “How I’ve waited to see that beautiful log-in...screen...” Upon booting up Reas, I had the wind knocked out of my sails by the text “This update is taking longer than expected.” My spirits weren’t crushed, though. I’d guessed that this was going to happen yet again. And, yet again, there was no estimated time posted for when the update would end. This usually meant that I would be starved of Reas for another twelve hours or so.


      “You thought I wasn’t prepared for this?! I took tomorrow off too for this very reason!” I crowed in triumph, still wearing my Reas Link headset.


      And yet, I got my hopes up... Can’t a girl dream? 


      Begrudgingly, I decided to at least rewatch the trailers in preparation. The Reas Link also let me browse the internet to access fandom sites and chat rooms, even when I wasn’t logged into the game.


      “Oh? There’s a new video? I gotta watch it!” The newly published promotional video showed characters in combat within one of the new dungeons.


      “Now, this is going to be really helpful.”


      My job in Reas was Archbishop—an advanced healer—so I’d need to have a good grasp on how to deal with these new threats. If I got caught unprepared, the whole party could go down.


      “Oof. These new monsters are brutal!”


      I felt a sense of déjà vu, recalling how I’d reacted to the last promotional video featuring combat from the new update. This time, the video showed one of the two dungeons that would be accessible from Eden by boat.


      A dark, ghostly figure in a dress smiled at the camera, twirling as it unleashed a wave of black fire that drained seventy percent of the HP of every player character in its path.


      “Bru-tal...!”


      It looked like most of the monsters in this dungeon would be Undead, many of which were completely immune to physical attacks and had decent magic resistance to boot. We weren’t going to beat these things without a powerful arsenal. Maybe the best move would be to limit the number of close-range combatants and bring more magic wielders... It would also be fine to tread carefully on the first crawl and bring a lot of tanks. We might even need another healer in the party.


      Choices, choices... 


      My usual party would be there when I logged in, so we’d probably poke our heads into the dungeons just to get a feel for them.


      “Come on! I wanna play,” I grumbled into my headset. I checked the chat rooms to find that practically none of my friends were logged in. Having read the writing on the wall that the update was still a long way off, they were probably enjoying their time doing whatever else they did for fun. But I knew that they would catch wind of it the second the update was over and log right in.


      I took off the Reas Link and got out of bed. At this rate, I risked falling asleep and not waking up until nightfall. Of course, they’d probably be working on the update well into the evening hours, so I doubted that I’d miss the launch even if I slept the day away.


      Unexpectedly, the copy of Reas Love on my shelf caught my eye. Reas Love was a dating sim spin-off born out of the immense popularity of Reas’s male NPCs. You didn’t see that happening with MMOs too often. Since it took place in the same universe as Reas, I’d given it a shot, but between the two, I still preferred the MMO, hands down.


      Even more than the engaging combat and vast array of jobs to choose from, my favorite aspect of Reas was how gorgeous the fantastical landscapes were! They weren’t quite indistinguishable from reality, but this game had some of the best graphics I’d seen.


      My obsession with Reas had begun when I’d suffered a foot injury back in my school days. Back then, I used to love running track. The injury didn’t impede my daily life now, but I could no longer run full speed like I used to. That was why I felt so drawn to the world of Reas.


      “If only I could see those views in real life... Too bad it’s a video game, no matter how gorgeous it is.” There might be majestic views like that in the far reaches of Earth, but this gamer was not physically equipped for roughing it in the vast wilderness IRL.


      “Time for some coffee and forums, I think.”


      With the new video out, players would have more to talk about than just the delayed update. Although I expected no new information beyond what was shown in the video—Zerorium Inc. was particularly strict about preventing leaks—it would be fun just to discuss the new dungeon and enemies and explore different strategies we could take once the game was up and running.


      Since I didn’t own a coffee machine, I whipped up an instant coffee, humming to myself as I worked. This would be perfect with a snack.


      “I thought I had some senbei, though.” Some people might have been horrified by the suggestion, crying that coffee didn’t go with rice crackers. If you asked me, things that tasted good on their own still tasted good no matter what drink or food you paired them with.


      “Right here on the shelf... Oh!” As I reached for the senbei, I knocked the Reas Love case from its perch. I picked it up, feeling the urge to organize my shelf after my coffee break. I tossed the case onto my bed, where it landed on my Reas Link. “No! I didn’t break it, did I...?” With a healthy sense of panic, I inspected my precious VR kit. “Thank goodness.”


      I shuddered to imagine what would have happened if I’d broken this sensitive piece of equipment. I’d draw the ire of all my online friends if I told them I couldn’t log in for the new update because I’d broken my Reas Link. Worse yet, a Reas Link set cost a whopping eighty-nine thousand yen.


      Relieved and enjoying my senbei, I turned on my phone to check the Reas forums and found many comments advocating the formation of magic-heavy parties to take on the new dungeon.


      “They’re not wrong, but a magic-only crawl gets so monotonous.”


      Some physical attackers countered that they could still contribute in the new dungeons with the use of elemental weapons. Physical fighters would have to choose their equipment carefully because elemental weapons had a lower stat line than normal weapons. On the other hand, enchanting normal weapons throughout the dungeon would require spending a lot of items. That would be the pay-to-win method.


      “Maybe we could just try everything that comes to mind.”


      I had to consider my own role in the dungeon too. Different dungeons required different skills and items, which meant that I’d want to prepare those resources as soon as I logged in. My Storage was well stocked with most expendables, so I was tempted to pack extra stores of status-healing items in case we encountered some tricky monsters in the dungeon.


      I continued waiting for the update to launch, mentally running simulations of what we’d have to face in those foreboding dungeons.

    

  

  
    
      Memories of a Past Life


      “Can’t you at least fake a smile while we’re attending a ball?” a low voice asked with a sigh.


      When I flicked my eyes open, I found before me a familiar man with hair of sunshine gold. My instinct to cringe at the rude comment was overcome by a pounding headache that accompanied the questions gnawing at my mind.


      Whose memories are these? Who am I now? 


      My headache turned into a thundering migraine, my breathing growing fast and shallow. Standing felt like an impossible task. I took a faltering step, finding nothing and no one to steady me.


      “But you can fake an illness, apparently. You won’t get out of this so easily,” Blondie coldly remarked.


      I bit my lip. Can’t you see how much pain I’m in?! Why do I have to contend with your rudeness on top of that? My eyes met the eyes of the bastard—Prince Ignacia. I recognized him instantly. The hottie with the sharp tongue was my fiancé and the principal love interest of a certain dating sim. While I took some deep breaths to steady my nerves, his flawless face twisted in disgust as if his fiancée’s face were the most revolting thing in the world.


      Now that I’d calmed down a little, I was starting to understand the situation I was in. Apparently, I retained memories from both this world and my previous life on Earth. In this life, I was Charlotte Cocoriara, daughter to a duke in this kingdom of Farblume.


      As Charlotte, I seldom expressed my emotions. Most people assumed that, as a young lady in high society, I had been trained to school my features. As it turned out, I just never bothered to exercise my facial muscles unless I was genuinely intrigued.


      Tonight, my meticulously conditioned milk-tea blonde hair, which usually flowed down to my waist, was held up by a rose hairpin in a tastefully elegant bun with one loose lock. My A-line, shoulderless dress was a burgundy that matched the ash red of my eyes and my rose hairpin. Black lace and jewels lined my décolletage, while fabric was gathered at the dress’s waist and decorated with a ribbon rose, and the skirt was veiled with layers and layers of lace. My sleeves were in the shape of rose buds, complementing my short ivory-colored gloves. Knowing that I never would have had a chance to wear a dress like this on Earth, I suddenly felt out of place in it now.


      Then, there was my upbringing as Charlotte. Long story short, the only things I had going for me were that my father was a duke and I was engaged to the crown prince, Ignacia. Our parents had arranged our marriage back when we were children, and now we were both sixteen and standing here at this fateful ball.


      This is the worst. I sighed, careful not to let the prince see me do so. With my headache, memories of my previous life in Japan had flooded back to me, providing me a lot of insight into this world that I had apparently been reborn into. I was now a character in the story of a dating sim I had played in Japan. The kicker of it all was that I, Charlotte Cocoriara, was the villainess of the story. I couldn’t even force out a self-pitying chuckle. Not that I held myself in such high regard as to think I should have been the main character, but did I really deserve to be reincarnated as the villainess?


      “Are you going to remain silent all night?” the prince demanded.


      “No, Your Highness. Forgive me.” I finally regained the wherewithal to take in my surroundings—a ballroom. Chandeliers holding magic stones hung from the high, vaulted ceilings, illuminating the pillars along the walls etched with designs of flowers and vegetation. Numerous guests filled the expansive space, chatting and dancing and dining. Prince Ignacia and I were watching them from a dais, a step above the rest. It was safe to assume we were in the royal castle. I recognized the exact scene I was about to live out, and that wasn’t a good thing.


      Prince Ignacia Farblume was still standing beside me without a trace of enjoyment on his face. His dark blond hair was parted down the middle and tied in a ponytail that rested on his shoulder. He had light-blue eyes, but I wouldn’t compare them to a clear sky or anything. They reminded me more of a cold, hard glacier. He wore a navy blue jacket accented with light blue, and an indigo half cape that covered his right shoulder. When his mouth wasn’t moving, he was a young man with pleasant enough features. However, the crown prince of Farblume—dubbed the “kingdom of flowers”—was head over heels for a certain lady who most certainly wasn’t his fiancée.


      What a piece of work, I thought. I only knew where his intentions lay because I had just regained my memories of playing the game. After the ball Charlotte ends up... I traced my memories for what was to become of me in this world and was relieved to remember that my future wasn’t entirely hopeless. This dating sim wasn’t the kind of game to kill off its villains or anything. Whether the player was successful in wooing the prince or not, Charlotte was always exiled from the kingdom but faced no other punishment. In other words, that much of my future was locked in. Exile did seem like a harsh enough punishment for a noble lady like Charlotte. While I would surely receive the bare minimum of accommodations, I could imagine how difficult it would be for me to live in a foreign country with no title and hardly any money...if I hadn’t had all sorts of lucrative knowledge from my previous life!


      Another thought came to mind. That game had a feature that was pretty unique for a dating sim that—


      A girl cried out right next to me, derailing my train of thought.


      “Huh?” I turned my head to find a delicate girl, the game’s MC, tearfully staring at me.


      What’s going on? I wondered. Having freshly regained my memories, I was barely aware of who and where I was. Can we hold the theatrics for a second? 


      The MC—if I recalled, her default name was Emilia—wore a white dress brightly stained with red wine. It was clear to see that the contents of her glass had tragically found their way onto her attire. She must have approached to speak with Ignacia.


      I restrained myself from groaning out loud. “Are you all right, Lady Emilia?”


      Before she could respond, the prince placed himself between her and me as though I were about to beat her senseless. “How dare you throw wine at Emilia?”


      “This dress was a gift from Prince Ignacia,” Emilia whimpered.


      Come again? The look of astonishment on my face must have been a sight to behold. I hadn’t moved an inch from where I was standing, lost in my thoughts. Forget throwing wine on her; Emilia, the one who had been holding the wine in the first place, hadn’t so much as bumped into me. Still, in an attempt to maintain ladylike decorum, I strained my face to break my habitual look of apathy into a smile.


      “We didn’t so much as touch—”


      “I tire of your excuses, Charlotte. It’s obvious you’re enraged by my gifting of this dress to Emilia,” Ignacia interrupted, not letting me get a word in edgewise.


      Patting myself on the back for not pointing out the prince’s scummy move of gifting a dress to a lady who wasn’t his fiancée, I shifted my focus to Emilia, trembling behind him, and her wavering emerald eyes. She was the very picture of submissive innocence, as long as she kept her mouth shut. The dark brown hair cascading to her waist was speckled with pearls that matched her off-shoulder, A-line dress. Decorative flowers adorned her waist too, and her skirt shifted to blue gray toward the hem, undoubtedly to match the prince’s blue garb.


      Emilia was a commoner. One day, Prince Ignacia had just so happened to sneak out into town where he’d just so happened to get injured, and Emilia—who’d just so happened to be there too—had healed him with magic. Their love story had begun with all the contrivance you would expect from a dating sim.
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      I took deep, quiet breaths to calm myself down. My current situation was familiar to me...because I’d played it in the game. This scene happened near the end of a playthrough, where the MC has a little more wine than she bargained for; it was also when the villainess gets her comeuppance. My engagement to the prince was about to be revoked.


      The eyes of the finely dressed nobles were pried from their chatting and dancing and glued to me, some alight with curiosity and some with pity. More than anything, though, those eyes were brimming with the desperate desire to have nothing to do with us.


      Prince Ignacia sighed loudly and proudly before meeting my eyes. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have entertained this engagement for as long as I have,” he said quietly without a hint of warmth in his voice. Every kind look and word of the prince’s had been directed at Emilia tonight. He saw me as nothing more than an obstacle in his story of true love.


      But what did I ever do to you? I wanted to demand. Before the memories of my previous life had come back to me, Charlotte Cocoriara had lived her life with grace and restraint unbecoming of an alleged villainess.


      ***


      The Cocoriaras seldom partook in the politicking of high society’s rival factions but maintained a friendship with the royal family. When Charlotte turned seven, she was engaged to Prince Ignacia to prevent the scales of power from tipping in favor of any particular faction of nobles. Overall, her family gave the prince no reason to despise Charlotte.


      On the other hand, it was true that they trained Charlotte so relentlessly in preparation for her royal marriage that she almost never had time for enjoyment. Her days were marked by strings of tutors who taught her everything from proper etiquette and political customs to policies and even notable exports of foreign nations to aid in diplomacy. She had to mind her table manners at every meal, and her lady-in-waiting insisted on bathing her each night. Not until she was tucked into her bed alone could Charlotte have a moment to herself. 




      “I’m so tired...” Charlotte, seven years old, muttered to herself as she climbed into bed, relaxing her muscles for the first time that day. Studying, no matter the subject, always made her tense up. “But I think I can finish my book.” She was alone in her bedroom now, her lady-in-waiting having retired for the night.


      She retrieved a picture book from the shelf and sat back on her bed. From the cover and the story so far, she had guessed that the hero would have to fight the dragon to rescue the princess. “Where was I...? ‘The hero crept up to the dragon and found the beast fast asleep.’ Wait... The dragon’s asleep? Well, you have to sleep when you’re tired.” This very tired lady, however, continued reading her book, forcing her eyes to stay open. “‘But just as the hero tried to pass the dragon, it woke up.’ Oh, no! ‘The hero and the dragon fought for a long time, until they called it a tie. Then the dragon told the hero that it only wanted to sleep peacefully and asked him not to disturb its bedchamber. The hero promised to let the dragon sleep and successfully rescued the princess.’ Thank goodness the princess and the dragon are all right!”


      Charlotte collapsed upon her covers from the sense of accomplishment and relief that she had earned from finishing the story. Now she felt like she would dream of happy things. She held the book tight in her arms. “If a dragon ever kidnapped me...would Prince Ignacia come and rescue me?” she wondered.


      Soon, she drifted off to sleep, her day coming to a close much like the rest of her days would over the next decade. 




      What a grueling childhood. Just thinking about the flashback I’d played through in the game made me want to cry. Charlotte was so busy training to be the perfect princess that she had no time to be a villainess. If memories of my life on Earth had come back to me during those times, I would have run away from home and left everything behind without a second thought.


      Charlotte conducted herself properly in social situations but had never grown close enough to anyone to call them a friend. Compared to the life I’d lived in Japan, Charlotte’s was lonesome and suffocating. She’d never learned the meaning of fun. Her family was kind to her, but her engagement to the crown prince weighed heavier on her shoulders than anyone suspected. It wasn’t her fault that smiling never came naturally to her.


      If only Ignacia understood her. He’s too self-centered to put himself in her shoes, though. I couldn’t help but imagine that if Ignacia ever inherited the crown, Farblume would crumble to the ground.


      Still, Charlotte’s life wasn’t entirely miserable. There was one particular young lady whom Charlotte almost dared to call a friend. She understood that just because Charlotte didn’t show her emotions, it didn’t mean she didn’t feel them. What an angel, I reminisced.


      The truth was, Charlotte was made out to be a villainess solely because she was engaged to the prince. She was the “other woman” in someone else’s love story.


      ***


      Charlotte’s taxing childhood had led to her—me—standing here. I wasn’t too sure how this worked with me having memories of both lives, but I could sort that out later.


      Prince Ignacia was still staring daggers at me. “You’re a Dark Mage, are you not?”


      “I am,” I confirmed. It was true, after all.


      In this dating sim, each character had a job—just like the ones that determined each player’s combat style in the associated MMO. As I was the villainess of the dating sim, of course, mine had to be something as sinister sounding as Dark Mage. Dark Mages specialized in debuffing enemies, so they were very effective in combat and made for powerful allies. However, the prince and some other royals and nobles judged me more harshly because of the stigma of my job title and Skill.


      Prince Ignacia scoffed at my response before lovingly pulling Emilia to him by her waist. “Emilia, on the other hand, is a kind and gracious Healer. Don’t you see how much more fitting a job that is for my future queen?”


      “You’re too kind, Prince Ignacia,” Emilia said bashfully.


      I could only cringe at her and at Ignacia for choosing his companion based on their job.


      “As a Dark Mage, perhaps you could...pray for world peace? Even a humorless wretch like you can do that much to serve this country.” The prince laughed, Emilia joining him.


      I was speechless. I know you’re in love with Emilia, but do you have to be so vile to your fiancée? Any illusions I might have had about the prince were now shattered.


      “I have no use for a queen the people cannot love. Besides, Charlotte, you’ve secretly been tormenting poor Emilia all this time. Not only do I revoke our engagement, I exile you from this kingdom!”


      “Your Highness, that’s—”


      “You will not get a chance to invent an excuse this time,” the prince cut me off.


      This conversation was progressing just as I had watched it unfold in the game. Something that had always bugged me about this exchange was that even Prince Ignacia had no power to call off our engagement without proper counsel. Apparently, he didn’t grasp the concept of a political marriage. He had a responsibility to marry me, regardless of how he felt about it. When I tried to point this out, the prince had obviously thought that I was going to protest the breaking of our engagement.


      There’s no use talking to him, I concluded. It has never once crossed this crown prince’s mind that he might be wrong about anything. 


      With a slimy grin, the crown prince continued, “No matter what feelings you harbor for me, it’s too late. Leave this kingdom.”


      “As you wish,” I agreed.


      “Protest all you want, my decision is— What?!” Ignacia went wide-eyed. The last thing he’d expected was for me to obey his order without a fight.


      Beside him, Emilia watched me with a surprised expression that mirrored her love interest’s.


      “I-If you beg my forgiveness for your transgressions, I may consider making your punishment less severe...” Ignacia hedged.


      “No, thank you. I’m leaving the kingdom,” I said.


      “Wait, but... Charlotte, are you really...?” While Ignacia stammered, I turned on my heel and started for the exit, ignoring the prince’s calls for my attention.


      As I walked through the ballroom, the guests—who’d all been spectating from afar—parted like the tide to let me through. Most of them were giving me dubious looks, showing their support for Ignacia. It was only natural that none of them wanted to make an enemy of the crown prince.


      Like I just made an enemy of him, I realized.


      Once I reached the doors, I turned around to take in the ballroom one last time. I had grown quite familiar with the place through my gameplay, and I doubted I’d ever return. “Goodbye” was all I said before walking through the doors.
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