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      Prologue

      Before my parents passed away, they gave me a piece of advice.

      [Never let others see your thoughts or feelings.]

      [Always hide yourself. Grow up and be an adult.]

      They were always honest with others. And while honesty can be a virtue, it can also be a flaw in society.

      My parents were straightforward and revealed their thoughts without reservation.

      Because of this, they often suffered losses.

      It seemed they didn’t want to pass down this trait of theirs to their child. Following their dying wishes, as they worried about me until the very end, I lived my life always concealing myself.

      I always met others with a smiling face, and even if I was talking to a child, I insisted on using polite speech.

      I thought that my eyes might reveal what I was thinking to the other party, so I refrained from revealing my eyes. And I spent my days with my eyes narrowed like that.

      Others found it uncomfortable, saying they couldn’t tell what I was thinking, but I didn’t care.

      Like what my late parents’ wished, I lived my life wearing a mask to hide myself.

      Was it because of that?

      “You! It’s you, isn’t it? You planned all of this, didn’t you?!”

      “Haha, I’m sorry, but I don’t understand what you’re talking about…”

      “Don’t bother playing dumb! You’re the mastermind, aren’t you?!”

      Before I realized it, I found myself being accused of being the mastermind in another world.

      I’m not a mastermind.

      I just pull small “pranks” sometimes.

    

  
    
      Chapter 1: This, Am I Inside the Game World?

      The Earth I had lived on was a chaotic place.

      All around the world, passages known as “Gates” had opened. They were portals that connected to another dimension, and monsters called “beasts” poured out from them.

      At first, it was manageable. The early beasts that appeared could be easily killed with modern weapons.

      However, as time went by, all sorts of modern weapons gradually became useless.

      Before long, there were monsters completely unaffected by bullets, and eventually, it reached a point where we needed missiles just to take down a single one.

      Mana. It was an energy that transcended the laws of modern physics.

      Monsters imbued with that energy began to come through.

      The early beasts also possessed mana, but theirs was so weak that physical force could still affect them.

      However, the more powerful beasts that appeared later… they emerged with a level of strength that modern firearms could not touch.

      Some people thought that if we used enough physical force to destroy an entire city, we could still deal with them. But it obviously made no sense to destroy an entire city just to kill one monster.

      Though the number of beasts completely immune to modern firepower was small, their mere existence was deadly to humanity.

      And it was around that time—

      —that a lifeline descended upon humanity.

      Awakeners.

      People who, like the beasts, were imbued with mana and gained powers that defied the laws of physics.

      Their abilities worked even against those mighty beasts, and humanity slowly began to reclaim its territory.

      Moreover, the material that came off the beasts, commonly called a “magic stone,” was a revolutionary new material for humanity.

      It was a stone containing mana. An energy that transcended physical laws.

      With that energy, humanity made unprecedented progress and finally managed to develop weapons that used mana.

      But where there was light, there was also shadow.

      Some Awakeners abused their unearned powers, and casualties continued to arise from the beasts pouring out of the Gates.

      And then there was the emergence of a new disease.

      Mana Maladaptation.

      It was an illness that occurred in those who could not adapt to the mana that flowed into the world through the Gates.

      About 30% of the global population had either died slowly from Mana Maladaptation or were still suffering from it.

      My parents were among those people.

      Ironically, even though I was born to two Mana Maladaptation sufferers, I myself was an Awakener, so I did not share their fate.

      Awakener, who can hold mana and control it and have special abilities… are called the new human race of the world.

      How ironic that a child born to Mana Maladaptation sufferers turned out to be an Awakener.

      Even as they slowly died due to mana, they expressed only concern for me.

      “Yujin… never let others see your thoughts or feelings.”

      “Always hide yourself. Grow up and be an adult.”

      They had always been honest and straightforward with others. In personal relationships, many people appreciated such directness, but in society at large, it was not so favorable.

      Because of their honesty, they often suffered losses, and they must not have wanted me to inherit that trait.

      So, following their dying wish, I always hid my real self.

      I always met others with a smiling face, and even if I was talking to a child, I insisted on using polite speech.

      I constantly squinted so that no one could read my thoughts through my eyes.

      People avoided me because they couldn’t tell what I was thinking, but I didn’t mind.

      Since I was an Awakener in my own way, it wasn’t difficult for me to earn a living, and I still had a few people with whom I could converse, at least to some extent.

      “Hey, Yujin!”

      “Ah, Squad Leader. What brings you here?”

      When Gates spread throughout the world, guilds and militant groups centered on Awakeners were formed.

      Only guild masters licensed by a new state institution called the Awakener Association could establish a guild, and I belonged to one such guild that was about the size of a small-to-medium enterprise.

      Despite that classification, the benefits were pretty good, so I had no complaints.

      “Squad Leader, my foot. Just call me ‘Hyung’. You’ve been in our guild for a while now, why are you still doing this?”

      “Haha, it just doesn’t roll off my tongue. I’ll try.”

      “Don’t just try; actually do it. Go on, say ‘hyung’.”

      “Haha, yes… hyung.”

      The man in front of me, who looked to be in his early thirties, was the leader of our guild’s First Squad as well as the vice-guild master. He was the guild master’s brother.

      In other words, he was like the boss’s younger brother and also the vice president, but he never pulled rank or acted like a tyrant, and he got along well with everyone in the guild.

      He was essentially a good-hearted person. That was probably why he paid attention to someone like me.

      “By the way, remember that game I recommended to you?”

      At that moment, the Squad Leader spoke. If it was the game he had mentioned…

      “Ah, yes. You mean Labyrinth Academy?”

      Labyrinth Academy.

      It was a mobile RPG set in a school built around a labyrinth where all sorts of monsters and treasures lay dormant.

      He kept recommending it, and I had nothing else to kill time with, so I started playing it.

      “Right, that one. How far have you gotten in the labyrinth? The tenth level is already pretty deep.”

      “Hmm… I’m currently on a floor labeled [???].”

      “…What? A question-mark floor?”

      “Yes. It doesn’t show which level it is.”

      “…What’s going on? Can you show me?”

      “Haha, of course.”

      I casually turned on my phone, opened the game, and showed him my progress. I had left it alone on the [???] floor yesterday because I wasn’t sure what to do there.

      “…It really says question marks. And the room’s name is… what?! [Tiamat’s Tomb]?!”

      “Is something wrong? Did I make a mistake somewhere?”

      When I asked the Squad Leader, who sounded horrified, he grabbed my shoulders and shook me as he spoke.

      “Hey, hey! How in the world did you get in there, huh?”

      “Squad Leader, could you please let go? You’re rattling my head.”

      When an A-rank melee-type Awakener grabbed and shook me, I, who was a magic-type Awakener, had no choice but to be shaken helplessly.

      “Ah… sorry about that. But seriously, how did you end up there?”

      “I wasn’t sure myself. I was exploring the labyrinth, stumbled into a trap room by mistake, fell through… and ended up here.”

      “Really? This is my first time seeing something like this…”

      “Is there something strange about it?”

      “Strange? It’s beyond strange; it’s crazy. You’ve heard of Tiamat, haven’t you?”

      “I know it as a dragon from Mesopotamian mythology. I remember that it was also referred to as the goddess of chaos and the sea…”

      “No, no. Not that. I’m talking about the ‘Tiamat’ that appears in the setting of Labyrinth Academy! Sure, it’s similar to the one from Mesopotamian mythology, but…”

      “I’m not too familiar. What is it?”

      “…Are you aware of the basic setting of Labyrinth City?”

      Labyrinth City’s basic setting… For a moment, I recalled the text I saw when I first started the game.

      “Hmm… There was a Great War in ancient times, fought among the transcendent factions of gods, demons, dragons, and giants. The surviving gods sealed the defeated demons, dragons, and giants, as well as the remnants of other transcendent beings that perished in the Great War, inside a place called the Grand Labyrinth… I remember that being the fundamental premise.”

      “That’s right. And Tiamat is the leader of those dragons!”

      “Oh, wow, that’s impressive.”

      “…That’s it?”

      Seeing my reaction, the Squad Leader’s face fell as if he were disappointed. I simply smiled slightly and shrugged.

      “…Ugh, fine. I don’t know what I expected from you. Anyway, the place you’re in is Tiamat’s Tomb. Got it?”

      “Understood.”

      “…Hey, by now you should get how big of a deal this is. It’s the tomb of the former leader of the dragons. Don’t you think there’d be some incredible treasure in there?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “…That’s the only reaction I get?”

      “Haha, it’s just a game, after all.”

      “…Ugh, right. Of course.”

      The Squad Leader sighed as if there was no helping it. He then shook his head in disbelief.

      “Hey, in any case, I’m getting excited here, so hurry up and look for the treasure.”

      “Hmm… should I?”

      I, too, felt a bit curious after seeing the Squad Leader’s reaction. Maybe there really was something.

      “Hey! It’s about time we headed out! You haven’t forgotten the new Gate that just appeared, right?”

      Just then, we heard the Guild Master calling for us. I quickly put my phone away.

      “Well, it can’t be helped. I’ll look for it after we get back.”

      “Gah, my brother always calls at times like this.”

      Grumbling, the Squad Leader headed off toward where his brother’s voice was coming from, and I followed.

      …I never imagined it would become the turning point of my life.

      ***

      “This is the information on the new Gate that opened at Ansan Station. Has everyone gone over it?”

      “Yes!”

      The guild members answered as they stood before the Guild Master, who was briefing them. Behind them, a large black hole gaped like a tiger’s jaws.

      “Clearing the Gate is important, but the first priority is safety, and the second priority is also safety. Everyone, make it back in one piece!”

      “Yes!”

      With that, the Guild Master patted his younger brother, the Squad Leader, on the shoulder.

      “Alright, I’m counting on you.”

      “Understood, hyung.”

      With those words, the Squad Leader stepped forward.

      Then all the members of the First Squad followed behind him.

      “Alright, let’s start the Gate raid!”

      “Yes!”

      With the guild members’ spirited replies, we entered the Gate.

      ***

      The significance of clearing a Gate was mainly to prevent the beasts from spilling outside.

      When a Gate first appeared, the beasts did not emerge immediately. Usually, they appeared inside the Gate after about three days.

      Hence, the main goal of a Gate raid was to clear its interior before the beasts came out.

      “This time it’s a cave, huh.”

      “Tsk, it’s dark. Magic-type Awakeners, secure our view!”

      At those words, I and the other magic-type Awakeners conjured orbs of light and sent them flying to illuminate various parts of the cave.

      In what had been a vast, pitch-black cavern, sources of light appeared.

      Then our squad began to advance, slowly but steadily.

      ***

      Ten minutes had passed since we started the Gate raid.

      So far, there were no signs of any beasts.

      “What the…? There’s not a single trace of them.”

      “They must be hiding deeper inside.”

      “But to not leave any traces at all?”

      The Squad Leader seemed to have started sensing something strange around that time. I looked around.

      
        There isn’t anything significantly different from a normal cave… The problem is that there literally weren’t any living creatures at all.
      

      There weren’t even bats or insects that you would expect to find in a cave like this, let alone any beasts.

      Surprisingly, the inside of a Gate typically contained not only beasts suited to the environment but also ordinary plants and animals. That made this situation all the more bizarre.

      “…Let’s move on a bit further.”

      With that, the Squad Leader resumed the search.

      ***

      One hour and thirty minutes after the start of the Gate raid.

      “Captain, this is definitely strange.”

      “……”

      No matter how far we went, we didn’t see even a single ant, let alone a beast. The Squad Leader also felt that something was off.

      “Should we head back now…?”

      “…Tsk, there was no information about anything like this in the Gate briefing… Let’s just go for ten more minutes. If we still find nothing, we’ll return and report.”

      “Understood.”

      Hearing those words, the guild members nodded reluctantly and followed the Squad Leader’s instructions.

      And so, after moving forward for another ten minutes…

      “…There’s something up ahead!”

      Someone shouted. The Squad Leader raised an arm, signaling everyone to stop.

      “Everyone, stop! Let’s check out what’s in front first!”

      The Squad Leader slowly approached the front, gripping his shield and sword tightly.

      Following the Squad Leader as they moved forward cautiously, they soon…

      “…A door?”

      They discovered a large door, made entirely of a black material reminiscent of obsidian.

      The guild members began murmuring among themselves.

      “What is this?”

      “A door? Has anything like this ever been found inside a Gate before?”

      “Is it even possible for a Gate to have so few beasts?”

      “Even considering that, this is bizarre. We reach the end of a cave, and there’s a door?”

      “Everyone, quiet!”

      The Squad Leader silenced them. Then he spoke.

      “First, we need to check. There’s something written here… How do we read this?”

      He muttered to himself as he looked at the strange, alien-like script on the door. Soon after, as if deciding he couldn’t make sense of it, he turned around and spoke.

      “Magic-type Awakeners! Can any of you read this?”

      When magic-type Awakeners awakened, they sometimes received mysterious knowledge. Among that knowledge were languages entirely different from any on Earth.

      Knowing this, the Squad Leader called out, and I, along with the other magic-type Awakeners, stepped forward.

      “…Hmm…”

      “Any idea what this says?”

      “Well, I can’t figure it out…”

      “Ugh…”

      While the magic-type users shook their heads in confusion, I felt a certain sense of déjà vu.

      ‘This script… I’ve seen it somewhere before…’

      In fact, I had seen it before.

      Where was it?

      
        …Ah, right.
      

      It was in that game the Squad Leader had introduced me to, Labyrinth Academy.

      Before entering the room called Tiamat’s Tomb, there was a trap room you had to pass through.

      I’d seen the exact same inscription there.

      And the translation of that inscription was…

      “…The greatest mother lies in slumber here.”

      “What?”

      The moment I muttered those words…

      
        Rumble… Rumble… Rumble…!
      

      The door, made of a material no one could identify, began to open.

      Inside the door lay nothing but pitch-black darkness, where nothing could be seen.

      The Squad Leader who saw that approached me and asked,

      “Hey, hey. Yujin, how did you open this? Huh?”

      “…Well, I’m not sure myself.”

      I spoke that way on purpose to hide my surprise. I couldn’t exactly say that I had recited a phrase from a video game.

      “Uh… yeah, I see.”

      The Squad Leader seemed uncertain about pressing further and instead drew me back.

      Then, after confirming that the darkness inside the door could not be illuminated by light magic, he paused for a moment and spoke,

      “For now, I suspect there’s something in here. Just so everyone knows, I plan to keep going if only to report what we find. Are we all on the same page?”

      “Yes!”

      All the guild members, who had come this far with no results, replied in unison. The squad leader nodded his head and said,

      “Great. Then let’s go!”

      With that, we all headed into the darkness beyond the door…

      ***

      And then, the raid party emerged outside the Gate.

      “…Huh?”

      Starting with the Squad Leader, every member of the party looked at one another in confusion.

      “…What in the world happened?”

      The Squad Leader glanced around at his team, baffled.

      Behind them stood the very Gate they had entered, and their current location was Ansan Station.

      “What is this…”

      They were sure they had stepped through that door, yet somehow they were bounced outside before they knew it. What in the world had happened?

      “…Wait a minute, and where’s Yujin? Where did he go?”

      That was when he realized one of his party members was missing.

      Typically, he had such a suspicious air and demeanor about him that people rarely approached him, but if he were simply standing around, anyone would at least give him a second glance; he stood out that much. It was impossible not to notice if he disappeared.

      Yet he was gone from the party.

      ***

      I walked through the darkness and kept walking and walking.

      Around me, there was nothing to see, nothing to hear, nothing to feel.

      Even so, I kept walking.

      There was no way to go back; the only path left was straight ahead.

      Believing there would be light at the end of this path, I continued onward. And then—

      
        Bzing!  
      

      A single flash of light pierced my heart.

      And after feeling as though I was coughing up blood,

      My consciousness went completely dark.

      ***

      “……!”

      When I opened my eyes, a grayish ceiling greeted me.

      I sprang to my feet and looked around.

      “…Where is this…?”

      And then I saw a huge hollow space.

      Several stone coffins stood upright like tombs, and at the far end were numerous huge arch-shaped pillars.

      …No, they weren’t pillars.

      Looking closely, they were…

      “…Bones?”

      They were not thick long arch-shaped pillars, but rather the rib bones of some colossal creature, so large I couldn’t even begin to measure its size.

      I stared blankly at them for a moment, then stood up and surveyed my surroundings.

      Come to think of it, I felt a strange sense of familiarity as if I had seen this place before…

      And then, I remembered where I had seen this landscape.

      “…Labyrinth Academy.”

      Labyrinth Academy.

      The great labyrinth it contained.

      One of its rooms, on a floor whose number was unknown.

      “…Tiamat’s Tomb.”

      I realized that this space was exactly the same as that place, and I couldn’t help but let out a hollow laugh.

      “This is…”

      I had always thought I was good at hiding my emotions, but maybe not as much as I believed. Then again, with no one else around, I supposed it didn’t matter.

      “…Am I inside the game world?”

      Either way, it was still a situation that made it impossible to stifle a hollow laugh.

      Yes.

      I had ended up in a space that existed inside the game.

    

  
    
      Chapter 2: Tiamat’s Tomb

      “…Well, this is…”

      It was an absurd situation.

      After entering the gate, Yujin came across a door inscribed with words identical to those in a trap room from the game. When he stepped inside, he found myself in a labyrinth that existed within the game.

      How was he supposed to process this?

      “The members of the guild… seem to be gone. Am I the only one who got separated?”

      With the polite tone that had become second nature to him, Yujin stood up and scanned the surroundings.

      
        If it’s anything like what I saw in the game… there’s no way there’s an exit.
      

      In the game, this was a place you could only enter through a trap room. There was no way an exit could exist to let you escape from a trap.

      More importantly, the game had a return system. Even if you fell into a trap room, you could use the system to return outside the labyrinth. Normally, that was how players dealt with falling into these rooms.

      
        The problem is… that’s not something I can do now.
      

      For Yujin, using the return system wasn’t an option.

      In the game, the return system was a form of divine blessing that only applied to those who had entered the labyrinth through its official entrance. It was said to be a gift from the gods to make sure mortals could survive and escape if trapped.

      But Yujin hadn’t entered through the labyrinth’s official entrance. He had come in through some unknown door within the gate.

      Even if the door had been the entrance, Yujin didn’t recall receiving any sort of blessing. In the first place, such a blessing left a glowing tattoo-like mark on the back of one’s hand.

      Yujin’s hand was clean, without so much as a hint of a mark.

      “…Well, this is troublesome.”

      There wasn’t much reason to go on living, but the idea of drying up and dying in some unknown place like this wasn’t exactly appealing either.

      Yujin decided to search the area to see if anything could be of use.

      The space was vast but empty. It only had numerous stone coffins and scattered bones.

      “…I should have searched a bit more in the game if I’d known this would happen.”

      His phone was gone too, leaving him with nothing but the gear he had been wearing before entering.

      Yujin exhaled deeply and began to move forward. As he inspected the other stone coffins, he noticed a special altar among the bones in front of him.

      He decided to examine the altar first.

      When he approached the altar, Yujin noticed something placed atop it.

      “…That is?”

      It was a gem-like object that was radiating crimson energy.

      While it was scattering beautiful red light on the outside, it was like a black hole slowly sucking in light… It was emitting a dark light like an abyss.

      Drawn to it, Yujin approached the object as if under a spell.

      He reached the front of the altar and placed his hand on the gem-like object.

      [At last, you have arrived.]

      “!”

      Suddenly, a voice rang out.

      A sweet voice that seemed majestic yet gentle at first glance. It almost melted his brain.

      Yujin tried hard to conceal his surprise and looked at the object where his hand rested.

      “…Who are you?”

      [Hmm? How curious. Most mortals would usually panic and grow wary, yet… child, you are remarkably composed.]

      “Haha… While facing the incomprehensible isn’t something I’m accustomed to, it’s not entirely unfamiliar either.”

      Yujin tried to smile in response. The voice seemed somewhat interested.

      [Interesting… Child, may I ask you a question?]

      “If it’s something I can answer, I’ll do so.”

      [Fufu… Very well. Then, child, who do you think I am?]

      “……..”

      Yujin fell silent for a moment at the question.

      Who could the owner of this voice be, echoing through the gem-like object? In the first place, what was this object?

      It appeared unlike any gem he had ever seen and was radiating a beauty reminiscent of the universe itself.

      Yujin raised his gaze.

      The altar was surrounded by towering structures resembling an arched formation of colossal bones.

      And then, the name of this space came to mind.

      Recalling it, Yujin finally spoke.

      “…Tiamat.”

      According to the setting of Labyrinth Academy, long ago, during the great war, the leader of the dragon forces among the transcendent forces, and the name of this space… Tiamat’s Tomb.

      […Fu… Ahahahahaha…!]

      As soon as Yujin uttered the name, the voice burst into laughter.

      The laughter was clear and cheerful as if it was genuinely amused.

      [Ahahaha… Indeed, you are perceptive and quick-witted. I like that.]

      “…I’m honored to hear that.”

      What Yujin received was essentially an affirmation.

      The voice had just confirmed its identity as Tiamat.

      A being that was like a god among gods in the history of Labyrinth Academy.

      She continued.

      [Fufu… But isn’t it surprising, child? The fact that the owner of this voice you’re hearing was once the leader of a race in the war among transcendents.]

      “…It is surprising, just like everything about this moment.”

      It was already incomprehensible that he had entered a space from within a game in the first place. At this point, it was easier to just let it go and clear his mind.

      Yujin muttered to himself those words, but the voice… Tiamat still seemed interested.

      [Truly fascinating. How can you remain so calm in the face of me? Or is it that the remnants of a defeated being from the war are simply not that surprising to you?]

      “It’s not that. It’s just… humans tend to become oddly calm when confronted with something beyond their understanding. Perhaps it’s because it doesn’t feel real.”

      [No, child. You are different from that. Your heart is so still and tranquil… almost as if emptied.]

      “……”

      Was that so? He thought of himself as no different than usual, but when such a great being said it, it gave him pause.

      [How amusing. I’ve waited here, sleeping in this tomb for countless years… and now, the one who has finally come to me is far more interesting than I expected.]

      “I can’t say how long you’ve been here, but if you’ve been asleep since the Great War, I imagine anyone who found you would be fascinating to you.”

      [Fufu, perhaps, but I would have grown bored soon enough. If they were too typical of mortal reactions, it might be amusing at first, but it would quickly become predictable.]

      “That may be true.”

      A life where everything was predictable… it sounded unbearably dull. Yujin agreed without hesitation.

      [So, let me ask… child, what is your name?]

      “My name?”

      [Yes, you may take it as an honor. For a transcendent being to ask a mortal their name means they consider you worthy of being remembered.]

      “….….”

      At those words, Yujin was silent for a moment before finally speaking.

      “Yujin… Han Yujin.”

      “Han Yujin?”

      “Yes. Is it strange?”

      “Hmm… So Yujin is your name, and Han is your family name?”

      “That’s correct.”

      [Now that I think about it, you do resemble an Eastern human in appearance. Just to ask, are you by any chance a half-elf?]

      “An elf? No, I have no connection to them.”

      Elves were a race of humans that were commonly called forest fairies… In other words, they were a race that resembled humans.

      They were said to have exceptionally beautiful appearances and long lifespans compared to humans.

      Naturally, on Earth, they were purely mythical beings and didn’t exist, so Yujin couldn’t possibly be a half-elf.

      [Is that so? For that, your skin is unusually pale, and you have quite a cute appearance compared to other mortals.]

      “Cute… you say…”

      It was the first time since childhood, other than from his parents, that Yujin had ever been called cute. Could his appearance in this life be different from his previous one?

      Yujin considered it but realized his appearance wasn’t particularly different from his past life.

      In reality, Yujin had always been someone people avoided due to his mysterious aura and inscrutable demeanor, not because of any flaw in his looks.

      Even though a dragon’s aesthetic sense differed from that of humans, the fundamental standards of beauty weren’t drastically different.

      Humans often looked at dogs or cats in much the same way, didn’t they? While humans weren’t dogs or cats themselves, they could still judge their appearance as cute or pretty.

      Similarly, dragons could also discern the charm or beauty in the appearance of mortals, including humans. To Tiamat, Yujin belonged to the exceptionally handsome category.

      “…Well, thank you, I suppose.”

      [I’m merely stating what I feel. By the way, child, do you have any questions for me?]

      “Questions…”

      Given how casually she was allowing him to ask, Yujin wondered if she truly found him to her liking. Or perhaps she had simply been bored for too long.

      “Well… for starters, what is this?”

      Yujin gazed at the gem-like object on which his hand was resting and asked,

      “The moment I touched this, I began hearing your voice, Lady Tiamat…”

      [Ah, that.]

      “Yes. Even at a glance, it’s clearly no ordinary object, but I still don’t know what it is.”

      To this question, Tiamat responded with a surprising answer, as if it were nothing of importance.

      [It’s my heart.]

      “…Your heart?”

      This gem-like object was supposed to be her heart? Its form and structure were far too strange for something that functioned as a heart.

      Sensing the doubt in his voice, Tiamat added an explanation.

      [A dragon’s heart is different from the heart of an ordinary creature. It’s an organ commonly referred to as the core. It is a source of infinite magical power and a representation of a dragon’s authority. It is also the origin of all the abilities a dragon possesses.]

      “…I see. It’s an extraordinary object, to say the least. To think it’s the core of the leader of dragons.”

      The source of a dragon’s power… a dragon’s core.

      “But why did touching your heart allow me to communicate with you, Lady Tiamat?”

      […Hmm?]

      “…? Is something wrong?”

      Yujin asked when he noticed the faint hum of curiosity in her response. Tiamat replied,

      [It’s nothing. It’s just… you called it an extraordinary object, yet instead of coveting it, you seem more interested in why you were able to connect with me through it. Normally, a mortal would seize such a treasure without hesitation, claiming it as their own.]

      “Haha, coveting something beyond my ability to handle is the shortest path to an early death. Besides, this seems to be connected to you, Lady Tiamat. I’d be terrified of whatever punishment I might face if I tried to take it recklessly.”

      [Even with that in mind, most would feel at least a momentary greed. Yujin… you’re truly an interesting child.]

      It seemed Yujin had inadvertently piqued Tiamat’s interest even further. Her tone became noticeably more favorable as she spoke.

      [Hmm… Right, you were asking why you could communicate with me, weren’t you? It’s nothing too remarkable. Before I died, I sealed my soul within my heart.]

      “Sealed your soul,…”

      [During the Great War, I was defeated, and ultimately, my body met its end. But I couldn’t just quietly accept death, could I? Even if I accepted my defeat, I decided to prepare for the future.]

      In short, it meant she survived by sealing her soul within her heart, even if only to prepare for what was to come. Tiamat continued speaking.

      [I thought that if someone ever came to my tomb, and if that person faithfully followed me, I would hand over my heart to them. I wanted to create a new dragon. A dragon’s heart is the source of all its powers. If someone consumed it and made it their own, a new dragon would be born. Above all, since it’s my heart, the heart of the leader of dragons, it would birth someone with extraordinary potential.]

      “I see.”

      So that’s what it was. She intended to hand her heart to someone who followed her to give rise to a new dragon. It made sense.

      “But I’m curious. Do you have any means to enforce your will on the person who consumes your heart? It feels like merely following you might not be enough.”

      […….?]

      “Hmm? Is something wrong?”

      Tiamat’s emotions that were filled with a hint of doubt flowed into his mind. Yujin asked her in response.

      [Did you hear everything I just said?]

      “? Yes, I did.”

      [The one who receives my heart becomes a dragon. Even a mortal gains the qualifications to transcend.]

      “Yes, that’s what I heard.”

      […Doesn’t that tempt you? Right now, you practically meet the conditions.]

      “But I don’t follow you, Lady Tiamat.”

      She had said that if someone who followed her appeared, she would give them her heart and transform them into a new dragon. But Yujin did not follow Tiamat.

      Wasn’t it a bit ambiguous to say he met the conditions? In the first place, Yujin had no desire to become a transcendent being.

      He had no compelling reason to aim for greatness. He was a simple man who would be perfectly content to retire before 30, tend to bonsai trees, live a leisurely life, and eventually pass away.

      There was no reason for him to become a dragon or a transcendent being. His life was one where he lived simply because he had no particular reason to die.

      In such a life, becoming a transcendent and challenging the heavens felt like nothing more than chasing an empty dream.

      [………]

      Tiamat could find no words to respond and was left speechless.

    

  
    
      Chapter 3: Contract Part 1

      After a long moment of silence, Tiamat who had been lost in thought seemed to gather herself and asked again,

      […Are you really not interested? Not even a little?]

      “Well, having power would certainly be nice, but I don’t really need it.”

      For someone like Yujin, who preferred a quiet life alone and an equally quiet end, power wasn’t a necessity.

      If he lacked the strength to live quietly and ended up dying instead? Then so be it.

      In the first place, it wasn’t as if the world was in chaos right now, so it wasn’t impossible to live peacefully without power. If anything, having power only increased the likelihood of getting caught up in troublesome matters.

      “That’s why I’m fine without it. I’d recommend looking for someone else instead.”

      [Wait, wait just a moment.]

      Realizing that Yujin wasn’t bluffing to gain the upper hand in some negotiation but was speaking sincerely, she hurriedly stopped him as he moved to step away. She continued,

      [Is there really any need to decide so quickly? As a mortal, wouldn’t you at least consider the possibility of eternal life…?]

      “I doubt living that long would be all that fun. I’d rather just live out the lifespan I’ve been given as a mortal and be content with that.”

      [But you haven’t lived that long yet, have you? It might be more fun than you think.]

      “Hmm…”

      At her words, Yujin unconsciously let out a wry smile before replying,

      “By any chance, Lady Tiamat, are you growing tired of waiting here?”

      [!]

      The image of Tiamat flinching in surprise seemed to flash through his mind.

      It looked like he had hit the mark. Yujin smiled faintly and continued,

      “I understand. If I had been trapped in a place like this for thousands of years, I’d have gone mad too. So, how about this? I’ll take your heart out into the world and help you find a new owner for it there.”

      […Haah, that would be impossible.]

      “Why is that?”

      Yujin thought it was a fairly reasonable suggestion, but Tiamat firmly declared it impossible. When Yujin asked why, she replied,

      [Of course, as you said, you could take my heart outside. However… even if you took my heart out and found a new owner, the heart alone wouldn’t be enough to transform their body into that of a dragon.]

      “Is that so?”

      [Yes. While accepting the heart would grant them the power of a dragon, they still wouldn’t truly be a complete dragon. Their mortal body would have to be reconstructed into that of a dragon. In the first place, a certain level of physical training is necessary to even accept the heart. To fully unlock the heart’s potential, the body must be that of a fully matured dragon.]

      Well, it made sense. The very idea of becoming a complete dragon just by swapping out a heart seemed unrealistic.

      “Then how does one create a body capable of accepting the heart?”

      “Isn’t it right here? My bones, of course.”

      “…Bones?”

      At those words, Yujin looked at the bones spread widely around the altar. Tiamat explained further.

      [Yes, using my bones as materials, I had planned to reconstruct the body of anyone who came here into that of a dragon.]

      “Ah, I see…”

      Only then did Yujin understand why she had said it was impossible.

      Even just these colossal ribs seemed to stretch endlessly. If all the bones, from the skull to the tailbone, were included, just how enormous would they be? Was it even possible to carry them outside?

      It wasn’t. At least, not with Yujin’s own strength.

      [Moreover, some parts are buried deep within the Tomb itself… If you could take my bones along with you, your proposal might have been worth considering, but that’s simply impossible, isn’t it?]

      “Indeed, that would be impossible. And I don’t think I could bring someone else back here, either.”

      [That’s right. Once you leave… I will likely have to wait for an immeasurable amount of time again. So far, you are the only one to have reached this place.]

      “Hmm…”

      Hearing that, Yujin couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for Tiamat. If he had the means, he genuinely wanted to help her out of pure goodwill.

      But still…

      
        Something about this doesn’t sit right.
      

      She had said she would hand over her heart to someone who followed her faithfully. But would that alone ensure the person would act as she wished?

      How could one prove they were truly loyal to her? Even if they were loyal at first, what guarantee was there that their attitude wouldn’t change after gaining power?

      There was no way Tiamat hadn’t considered such concerns. She must have prepared something.

      Something that might even become a shackle around the recipient’s life.

      Perhaps it was some kind of contract? Like a deal with a devil…

      Such thoughts made it difficult to readily offer his help.

      “I wonder, Tiamat. Shall we return to the earlier question?”

      [Hmm? The earlier question, you say…]

      “I asked whether you had the means to enforce your will on the one who consumed your heart. I mentioned that mere loyalty to you might not be enough.”

      [That… I do have such a means. After all, I’m well aware of the risks of someone’s attitude changing.]

      “I see.”

      She acknowledged this without hesitation. It wasn’t something she could easily hide anyway.

      “Does it take the form of some kind of contract?”

      [Yes, it’s something like a contract. A pledge sealed by both souls.]

      “A pledge sealed by souls… Hmm…”

      It was a phrase that sounded more fitting for a wedding vow. The thought crossed his mind briefly before he shook his head to dismiss it and asked,

      “What are the conditions of the contract?”

      [First, I, Tiamat, offer my heart to the other party. At the same time, we become a single, united destiny, forging a bond between our souls.]

      “And by a bond between souls, you mean?”

      [Quite literally what it is. A contract binding our souls as one. If I were to form this bond with you, your death would bring about mine as well. The same applies in reverse. However, as I am already effectively dead, my death is unlikely. As long as you take care of yourself, there should be no issue.]

      Indeed, from the moment someone consumed her heart, they would essentially become one with Tiamat. It didn’t seem like an unbearable problem. Yujin nodded his head and asked,

      “I understand. What’s the second condition?”

      [Second, I, Tiamat, transform the other party into a new dragon. At the same time, they must dedicate their efforts to liberating the dragons trapped in the labyrinth and restoring the dragons’ prestige to what it was before the Great War, in accordance with my conditions.]

      “Hmm…”

      To restore the dragons’ prestige to what it was before the Great War… If this truly was the world of the Labyrinth Academy, then gods must also exist outside.

      But to restore the dragons’ status to their pre-war glory?

      “Wouldn’t that be equivalent to provoking the gods? Frankly, I doubt they’d take it kindly. Even if I were to accept your contract and attempt to fulfill your conditions, I’m not sure it would be possible.”

      [Of course, I’ve taken that into account. However, if we approach the gods with humility from the beginning, there shouldn’t be much of a problem.]

      “Humility… I doubt the gods would see it as anything more than a temporary retreat before an inevitable advance.”

      [Hmm? Do you really think advancing would be necessary? We’re not going to wage war against the gods.]

      “…You’re not?”

      He had thought that she would want to gather her forces again and take revenge on the gods since she lost the war, but was that not the case?

      [Think about it. Even when our forces were strong, we lost the Great War, and after victory, over the long years, the gods grew stronger. If we now try to build up our strength again and challenge them, wouldn’t we be met with even more miserable defeats than before?]

      “That is… right.”

      [I’m not so reckless as to wage a war that I knew I would lose. Moreover, what happened thousands of years ago is thousands of years ago… It was a war fought for our very lives and survival, and now I’m not thinking about holding onto any favors. Above all, the ones who would end up being sacrificed in this war would be my children, right? I don’t want my precious children to perish in war. The Great War wasn’t something we wanted in the first place. We fought because if we didn’t, we would have died in the end.]

      “…I see.”

      She possessed a character more akin to a mother than to the leader of a faction. Come to think of it, the title inscribed on the door leading to her tomb was also “Great Mother”, wasn’t it?

      Yujin noticed that she was more gentle and wise than he had expected, and nodded again.

      She simply didn’t want her children to live a miserable life trapped in the labyrinth as they were now.

      “Very well. Then what is the next condition?”

      [That’s all.]

      “…Huh?”

      So, is she saying that the two conditions are the entirety of the contract?

      [The conditions I desire are already all included within that. Therefore, there’s no need for anything more.]

      “…Is that so?”

      [Yes.]

      “Hmm…”

      Upon hearing that, he pondered for a moment. If what she said was entirely true, it might not be as bad as he thought.

      To be honest, Yujin wondered if he even needed to make a contract. However, on the other hand, he felt a desire to help her, as she cared for her children like that. Perhaps it reminded him of his late mother.

      Therefore, Yujin thought for a moment and decided to ask one more thing.

      “In that case, Lady Tiamat, my final question.”

      [Hmm? Is there more?]

      “Yes, it’s actually my most important question.”

      [Mm… Go ahead.]

      In response to Yujin’s words, Tiamat adopted an attentive demeanor. Yujin spoke.

      “Is there a different way to escape from here?”

      [Ah…]

      At his words, she let out a somewhat regretful voice. She said.

      [Firstly, when the gods sealed my tomb in the labyrinth, they probably didn’t consider the escape of those who entered. But I roughly know. The gods already bestow blessings that allow you to escape the labyrinth when you enter it, right? So… if you go out with that, you can get out…]

      “Unfortunately, I do not have that blessing.”

      [Hmm?]

      At his words, Tiamat was momentarily flustered and asked again. Yujin spoke.

      “It’s a bit complicated to explain in detail… but I didn’t come here through ordinary means. That’s why I don’t have the blessing that allows me to escape the labyrinth.”

      […Is that really true?]

      “Yes. So, I have a question. If I make a contract with you and become a dragon, will I be able to leave this place?”

      At those words, Tiamat fell silent for a moment before speaking as if it were obvious.

      [Do not underestimate the power of a dragon. If I transform you into a dragon, not only will you be able to escape this place, but you will also be able to leave the labyrinth entirely on your own.]

      “I see.”

      So that’s how it is. In that case, the decision was clear.

      “Then I’ll do as you say, Lady Tiamat. How do we proceed with the contract?”

    

  
    
      Chapter 4: Contract Part 2

      Originally, Yujin wouldn’t have made such a decision without a moment’s hesitation. After all, there was no way for him to verify whether what Tiamat had said was entirely true.

      Frankly, even if she were trying to deceive Yujin who knew nothing, there wouldn’t have been much he could do about it. Naturally, he would have had to approach this cautiously.

      However, at a point where there was no clear way to leave this place, he decided that spending time agonizing over it was a waste.

      What choice did he have if the only way out was to form a contract with her and become a dragon? Even if, in the worst-case scenario, this turned out to be a ploy to deceive him, there was little he could do about it.

      And if she were lying? What other option did he have? It wasn’t as though she would reveal a way out if he refused.

      Expecting to escape on his own was unrealistic, especially considering that, even within the game, there was no way to escape from a trap room through one’s own efforts. If that was the case, then he had no choice but to proceed.

      [Are you really sure about this?]

      “I wouldn’t want to sit around here and waste time, after all. Even if I’m going to die someday, I’d prefer to go peacefully.”

      [Hmm…]

      At those words, Tiamat found herself unsure whether to laugh or cry at his seemingly modest reasoning for wanting to make the contract. But then again, was it really modest? After all, this was a matter of survival.

      “And besides. I personally want to help you, Lady Tiamat. You said your goal is to free the dragons trapped in the tower and restore their original status, correct?”

      Hearing that, Tiamat responded.

      [Yes, that’s what I said. At the very least, even if restoring their status is secondary, I want to free my children.]

      “Personally, I found that sentiment moving. The love of a parent for their children is… always a beautiful thing.”

      Yujin recalled his own parents, who had worried about him until their final moments, and spoke with a hint of emotion. Tiamat seemed to be flustered and replied awkwardly.

      [Ahem, ahem… I-I see. Of course, they’re not exactly my biological children…]

      “…Oh, I see. So dragons don’t engage in typical biological reproduction?”

      Thinking about the process of handing over a heart to create dragons, Yujin wondered if dragons, in general, didn’t reproduce conventionally. When he voiced his curiosity, Tiamat quickly clarified.

      [N-No… that’s not quite it. Dragons do engage in reproduction, but… how should I put it? The periods during which we can lay eggs are incredibly short compared to our overall lifespan, and the intervals between them are extremely long. Also, the chances of successful conception are very low. To begin with, for beings like us transcendents, having children is extraordinarily difficult.]

      “Ah, I see.”

      [A-And, well, I understand that you’re young and innocent, but asking such questions is still a bit awkward for me. I’ll have you know, I’m a maiden.]

      “…I see.”

      The leader of the dragons must have lived an incredibly long life, and yet… she claimed to be a maiden? Or was it perhaps that she had missed her timing and, due to being old, couldn’t find a suitable partner?

      [Are you by any chance thinking something terribly rude right now?]

      “Haha, of course not.”

      Yujin denied it with a calm and smiling face, though he felt a chilling sense of doom as though he might die if his thoughts were exposed. Concealing his emotions was his specialty.

      [Suspicious…]

      “By the way, how exactly does this contract work? And you mentioned reconstructing a body using your bones; how is that done?”

      Yujin quickly decided to change the subject. Fortunately, there was a relevant and necessary topic at hand to bring up.

      […Hmm, right. Let’s start with the contract, shall we? First, try pouring your mana into my heart.]

      “…Understood.”

      Yujin, for what it was worth, was an awakener who had awakened his mana. Specifically, he was of the magic-type awakeners, known for their skill in manipulating mana to perform feats.

      For him, channeling mana into an object was not particularly difficult.

      However, there was a brief moment of hesitation.

      
        What if Tiamat is scheming to take over my body?
      

      It wasn’t a possibility he hadn’t considered. In fact, he thought it was plausible.

      But Yujin soon dismissed such thoughts from his mind.

      
        In any case, it’s better than starving to death here without food or water.
      

      After all, his choices were to die of dehydration and starvation or to risk losing his body. The latter seemed the less painful option.

      Of course, the situation could change drastically if Tiamat suddenly revealed an evil nature and attempted to torment his soul for eternity as punishment for daring to compete with a transcendent.

      But there was no answer to be found in mistrusting everything to that extent. Didn’t some scientist once say:

      
        —To doubt everything and to believe everything are two equally convenient solutions that save us from thinking.
      

      While this quote originated from the realm of scientific hypotheses, it was equally valid in the domains of logic and reason.

      What could be accomplished if one doubted everything? At the very least, one must distinguish between what to trust and what not to.

      At the very least, he decided it was right to trust the kindness and goodwill she had shown him so far.

      With that, Yujin channeled his mana into Tiamat’s heart.

      [My heart is a repository where my mana is endlessly condensed and stored. When you channel your mana into it, our mana will mix together… and the fused mana becomes a medium that connects the two beings.]

      “…I see.”

      Yujin could feel it too. Even with his eyes closed, he could sense the overwhelming mana that radiated immense power.

      Compared to this, his own mana felt so crude, small, and pitiful. But Tiamat seemed completely unbothered by the crudeness of his mana.

      [Right now, you and I are no longer merely conversing through the medium of our hearts as before. We are now spiritually connected. Open your eyes.]

      At those words, Yujin cautiously opened his narrowed eyes and expanded his field of vision. And then…

      “……..!”

      [How is it? Can you see me now?]

      Before him stood a truly beautiful woman.

      Her black hair flowed with an almost otherworldly sheen, and her red eyes which sparkled like the purest rubies were fixed on Yujin.

      Her faintly wistful smile contrasted with her voluptuous figure. It was both seductive and delicate.

      She was a woman who exuded a paradoxical kind of beauty.

      One thing was certain though: she was incomparably more beautiful than any woman Yujin had ever seen before.

      [I could have appeared before you in my dragon form, but that form is too big, and I thought it might feel overwhelming… So I chose to appear in this human polymorph form instead. What do you think?]

      “…You are beautiful. Really beautiful.”

      Without realizing it, Yujin answered in a dazed tone with his usual narrowed eyes fully opened now. When she heard this, Tiamat chuckled softly and replied.

      [Fufu, thank you. Your eyes are very beautiful as well.]

      “…Haha.”

      At her words, Yujin finally noticed that his eyes were wide open, and he let out a wry laugh.

      Then he looked at her with a more calm expression. His narrowed eyes that covered his blue irises opened slightly.

      Tiamat then asked,

      [Do you remember the terms of the contract I mentioned earlier?]

      “Yes, I remember.”

      [From now on, I will begin the process of the soul contract. After I state the conditions that I must fulfill, you will recite the conditions that you must fulfill.]

      “Is that all?”

      [Yes, once the soul contract is cast, that will be the end of it. Casting the contract itself is my responsibility.]

      “I see… Are there any precautions I should be aware of?”

      [Rather than precautions, I suppose I should explain what happens if we fail. First of all, after the soul contract is cast, the conditions that both parties must fulfill or abide by must be mutually agreed upon. If either party states a condition that was not agreed upon beforehand, the other party will not accept it, and the soul contract will break as a result.]

      “Hmm, I see.”

      The contract would only be executed with mutual agreement… In that case, it was almost as if there was no risk at all.

      [Other than that… if the mana link is severed, the soul contract will also be interrupted. However, in such a case, there’s a risk of disrupting something like your mana circuit.]

      “I’ll need to be careful.”

      [As for me, I’m a dragon and currently just a heart, so there’s virtually no risk of that happening. Unless you intentionally sever it yourself, there shouldn’t be any danger. Now then, shall we begin?]

      “Yes, please go ahead.”

      [Then, I will now begin the soul contract.]

      With those words, Tiamat started the contract.

      
        Wooong!
      

      The surrounding mana began to glow, illuminating the area.

      At the same time, Yujin felt a fundamental part of himself… as though it was being linked to Tiamat.

      [Second, I, Tiamat, shall transform the other party into a new dragon.]

      “I, Yujin, will dedicate myself to freeing the dragons of the labyrinth and restoring the status of dragons to what it was before the Great War, in accordance with her requests.”

      [However, my requests, as Tiamat, can be adjusted through consultation with Yujin. If any of my requests are deemed impossible, Yujin’s decision will take precedence.]

      “Lady Tiamat?”

      This was a clause that hadn’t been discussed in advance. However, its content was favorable to Yujin.

      [I thought it was a necessary clause. After all, it wouldn’t do to force something impossible.]

      “…Understood.”

      It wasn’t a disadvantageous clause for Yujin and since she also considered it necessary, perhaps that was why the soul contract remained intact.

      
        Clink!
      

      Chains that seemed to bind the soul grew longer.

      [With this, the soul contract has been established between us. We swear to fulfill and uphold each other’s terms to the best of our abilities.]

      “I swear.”

      
        Fwoosh!
      

      The mana that had been glowing around them gradually began to fade.

      “…Is it done?”

      [Yes, the soul contract has been completed here.]

      “…I see.”

      The sensation of chains tightening around his soul had disappeared. Still, they were likely still there, just not perceptible to him.

      [Then, shall we take this opportunity to finish the soul bond as well? Considering that reconstructing your body and accepting the heart would be best done afterward.]

      “Ah, so the contract and the bond are different?”

      Yujin had thought that the soul bond and the contract were established at the same time, but it seemed that wasn’t the case. Tiamat spoke.

      [It’s true that a bond is a type of contract… but, hmm…]

      “Is it somehow different?”

      […Um, Mhmm!… uh, let’s say… if you compare it to something, a bond is more like marriage. You could call it a marriage of souls, I suppose.]

      “Marriage…”

      When Yujin had first heard the explanation about the soul bond, the thought had briefly crossed his mind, but he hadn’t expected it to actually be so similar to marriage.

      Was it because they were connected by mana? Tiamat read Yujin’s thoughts and hurriedly clarified.

      [O-Of course, it doesn’t mean you and I are literally getting married! It’s just… purely a metaphorical comparison…]

      “Haha, of course. I understand.”

      Naturally, Yujin also assumed it was meant as a metaphor. After all, it couldn’t possibly mean a literal marriage.

      [G-Good. I’m glad to hear that.]

      “So, shall we begin? Do I just do the same thing as before?”

      Tiamat shook her head and answered.

      [This isn’t like the contract earlier, where we discussed terms. It’s a simple process of connecting our souls. So…]

      With that, Tiamat extended her hand and said,

      
        [image: ]
      
      [Here, take my hand. That’s all it takes.]

      “……”

      At her words, Yujin reached out as if entranced and took hold of her intangible hand.

      Strangely enough, it felt as though he could sense the cold touch of a woman’s hand.

      [From this moment on, this person shall become my soul mate.]

      Without realizing it, Yujin echoed her next words.

      [And I will be his mate, and spend the rest of my life with him]

      “And I will be her mate, and spend the rest of my life with her.”

      At that moment, he felt the same sensation he’d experienced when they first connected.

      This time, however, it was stronger and more profound. It was a bond that took the form of a red thread, coiling around their clasped hands.

      Soon, the red thread began to fade and its traces gradually disappeared…

      “…Is it done?”

      [Whew… it is. From now on, our souls are one.]

      Being united as one through their souls….it was a strange feeling. Yujin opened and closed the hand he had held with Tiamat for a moment before turning to her and speaking.

      “So now…”

      [Yes, it’s time to make you a dragon.]

      And so, the process of transforming Yujin into a dragon began.

    

  
    
      Chapter 5: Dragon Part 1

      “So, what should I do?”

      After completing the soul bond, Tiamat now needed to transform Yujin into a dragon as per the contract.

      From the beginning, in order for him to escape from here, he needed to become a dragon and use the powers of a dragon. With Yujin’s current strength alone, it was impossible to escape the labyrinth created by the gods by himself.

      [First, take your hand away from my heart and approach my bones.]

      “Can we still communicate even if I take my hand away from your heart?”

      [Since our bodies are already bound by souls, is there anything that wouldn’t work? If you want, we can also look into each other’s hearts.]

      “…I see.”

      Yujin felt uneasy at the thought of his heart being read, but he had no choice. The terms of the contract dictated it. Thinking that, as he removed his hand from Tiamat’s heart, Tiamat spoke.

      [See? We can still talk, right?]

      “Yes, we can.”

      [Now, approach my bones.]

      Yujin began to approach Tiamat’s bones as instructed. He placed his hand on one of the rib bones that seemed to be embedded in the ground.

      “Is this alright?”

      [Yes. This next part is important. From now on, I will voluntarily transfer my knowledge to you.]

      “Transferring knowledge… Ugh!”

      Suddenly, a tremendous wave of information struck Yujin’s mind. Tiamat was directly transmitting knowledge to Yujin through their souls. Because of that, Yujin must have felt as if his brain was melting in an instant. His head became hot and he was unable to do anything.

      How much time had passed? After almost 30 minutes of Yujin standing there blankly, unable to do anything, Tiamat spoke.

      […Um, are you alright?]

      “…Hmm… Yes, I’m fine. Although, I’m a bit dizzy.”

      [I’m sorry. I momentarily forgot about a mortal’s ability to process information. I think I tried to cram too much of my knowledge into you.]

      [No, there’s no need to apologize. After all, isn’t it the knowledge I need?]

      [Mhmm, that’s right.]

      It’s the method to evolve a human body into that of a dragon. For a human mage, magical knowledge that is like fragments of absolute truth was injected all at once into Yujin’s mind. If he hadn’t been an awakener, his brain might have really melted. But Yujin remained calm.

      “Hmm… I understand the method itself, but… it’s more complicated than I thought.”

      He only thought about the “method to be reborn as a dragon’s body” that Tiamat had conveyed. There was too much information, and some knowledge he didn’t know, so he couldn’t grasp the exact principles, but he knew what to do for the time being. However, it was complicated. He never thought it would be simple in the first place, but it was much more complicated than he had expected. Moreover…

      “Writing this formula won’t be easy with just my magical power.”

      What Tiamat had conveyed was a kind of alchemical knowledge. It involved transforming a human body into a dragon’s body using dragon bones as a catalyst.

      The field of magic created to transform one substance into another had many similarities to alchemy… No, in fact, knowledge that was like a dream to alchemists had been granted to Yujin’s mind.

      Naturally, since alchemy itself was a type of magic, its foundation was accomplished through magic formulas such as magic circles. Whether it was using an object as a catalyst to perform magic, magically processing a catalyst, or transforming a catalyst into something else, all of these were achieved through a kind of magical process via magic formulas.

      However, such magical processes were often difficult, and insufficient with simple magic formulas alone… No, it was frequently challenging. The magical processes of alchemy were carried out with the help of various tools and instruments necessary for the process.

      However, Tiamat’s magic formulas enabled all these processes solely through the formulas themselves, without the help of such instruments. Consequently, the magic formulas applied to these processes became more complex and required a greater amount of magical power.

      Although Yujin might have been able to devise the magic formulas himself if he dedicated enough time, he lacked the sheer amount of magical power required to activate the formulas.

      [Ah… I see. In that case, let’s begin by using my heart.]

      “Do you mean Tiamat’s heart?”

      [Yes, I’m talking about using the magical power embedded in my heart. How about extracting and using the magical power as if you were using an orb?]

      “However, the magical power embedded in Tiamat’s heart is incredibly powerful. Can I actually extract and use it?”

      Tiamat’s magical power… To be honest, it was nothing compared to Yujin’s magical power. Yujin was not an awakened mage with exceptionally strong magic, but extracting magical power from the heart of an entity equivalent to the leader of dragons was beyond his abilities.

      Could he, with merely the skill to manipulate his meager magic, steer that majestic flow according to his will? Yujin was doubtful.

      [Of course, under normal circumstances, you wouldn’t be able to use my magical power. But if I grant permission, wouldn’t that change things?]

      “…Hmm, very well. Then, let’s give it a try.”

      But in response to Tiamat’s words, Yujin nodded his head and returned with Tiamat’s heart. He then placed his hand on the bone once more.

      Yujin began to extract the magical power from Tiamat’s heart that he held in one hand.

      
        Wooooooong!
      

      That majestic magical power began to flow, moving according to Yujin’s will. Feeling this, Yujin let out a long breath.

      “…Hoo.”

      He had only made it move according to his will for a moment, but he felt a profound omnipotence. If he were to swallow this heart and make this magical power his own, what kind of feeling would that be? A moment of greed flashed through him, but he shook it off.

      He must not forget what he had to do. Being intoxicated by the sensations of power would definitely turn him into a beast-like being.

      He slowly began to manipulate Tiamat’s magical power to start crafting the magic formula.

      And then, the magic formula was inscribed onto the pillar. The dark red magical power was etched into the bone that looked like a massive pillar with circuit-like patterns.

      They looked both like writing and, as previously compared, like circuits. Mysterious, incomprehensible patterns gradually etched themselves into the bone.

      However, the speed was by no means fast. The magic formula, which began spreading slowly from the point where Yujin placed his hand, seemed as though it would take an entire era to fully fill this colossal bone. Initially, Yujin had only used magic for gate raids as an awakener and was completely unfamiliar with alchemy, making this process even more challenging.

      [Keep going. I’ll help you a little more.]

      At that moment, Tiamat said so and began doing something.

      “……..!”

      
        Whoooosh!
      

      Yujin felt his head becoming incredibly refreshed. His brain started working faster, and the speed at which he crafted the magic formula increased dramatically.

      “I temporarily enhanced your potential. I sharpened your senses and maximized your concentration. You can consider it enlightenment.”

      Yujin didn’t even hear those words. He was already pouring his energy into crafting the magic formula in a trance-like state.

      The magic formula spread rapidly across the bone. The dragon bone, with its extremely high magical power conductivity, allowed the magic to extend without any blockage.

      In that way, the magic formula began to spread through the giant bones.

      ***

      The Great Labyrinth.

      A prison where the gods who had won the great war among the transcendents imprisoned the traces of dead transcendents and those who were defeated.

      Within the labyrinth, countless things lay dormant.

      Traces of deceased transcendents, transcendents who had stood unchallenged before the great war but could not move freely due to the constraints of the Great Labyrinth, and treasures and riches befitting the numerous crises and trials encountered within the labyrinth.

      All of these things uniformly stimulated the greed and adventurous spirit of mortals.

      The precious resources that could be obtained from the labyrinth, the incredible treasures imbued with some of the power of the transcendents, the traces of the dead transcendents, and the power that could be obtained by being chosen by the transcendents imprisoned inside were naturally things that mortals coveted. Therefore, mortals wanted to enter the Labyrinth.

      And, in response, the gods opened the gates of the labyrinth to the mortals.

      And the mortals began to willingly choose adventure, hoping to gain new opportunities and power from the labyrinth.

      And so, the so-called era of Great Labyrinth exploration had opened.

      Countless opportunities lay dormant within the labyrinth. If they could seize even one opportunity, they could become winners in life and enjoy wealth and honor.

      Those who already had sought to explore more than they possessed, while those without ventured into the labyrinth in search of new opportunities.

      However, the labyrinth also held its fair share of dangers and trials. The various monsters that existed within the labyrinth, the trials that increased as you progressed through the labyrinth, and the ploys of the transcendent beings who had ill will toward outsiders while they were trapped there…

      Although the transcendents of the labyrinth were restricted by its rules in how they could interfere with mortals, even that was fatal for the mortals.

      “Heh… Ugh…!”

      For example, this girl.

      A white-haired girl who appeared to be in her late teens was twisting her body in pain. Like many who challenged the labyrinth, she had challenged the labyrinth and came out with some aftereffects.

      The only difference between her and the countless others was that she was of noble birth.

      As if to prove this, she was surrounded by individuals who seemed to be high-ranking priests and a woman dressed in knightly attire.

      And they looked at the girl with expressions of anxiety or bewilderment.

      “…Phew.”

      Soon, a blonde woman in priestly robes tightly closed her eyes and turned her head. Resignation was evident on her face. Seeing this, the woman dressed in the knightly attire asked,

      “…Saintess of Purification? Why are you…”

      The Saintess of Purification.

      An apostle of the transcendents… who had received some of the divine power of Fripian, the goddess of purification.

      Since she inherited the power of one of the gods present in the heavens, her status was high. Especially compared to other saints and maidens who were apostles of different gods, there was no one above her in the field of “purification” except for the gods themselves.

      Curses, diseases, pollution, and so on….it was extremely rare for her to fail to purify something. However…

      The fact that it was extremely rare meant that it was not impossible.

      There were certainly curses that could not be purified with the power granted to mere mortals.

      Transcendents.

      Even though mortals possessed the power granted by the transcendents, mortals could not eliminate them.

      “…For me, it’s impossible.”

      “…Wh-What do you mean? Impossible?”

      However, to the woman dressed in the knight attire, it seemed like nonsense. A curse that even the saintess chosen by the goddess of purification couldn’t erase….was that possible? Yet, despite the desperate question from the female knight, the Saintess of Purification shook her head.

      “…I can’t purify everything. To begin with, this isn’t a simple curse.”

      “If you say it’s not a simple curse…”

      “…It’s a demon.”

      “…….!”

      Demons.

      Or what were called evil gods, they were beings that stood in opposition to the gods.

      Transcendents who possessed magical power, which was a force that stood opposite to the divine power of the gods.

      The names of beings who were defeated during the Great War and should have been imprisoned in the Great Labyrinth were mentioned.

      “Ah, did a demon cast the curse directly?”

      “…No. According to the rules of the labyrinth, demons cannot cast curses that even I cannot purify upon mortals without any restrictions.”

      Indeed, the transcendents trapped in the labyrinth could only exert limited influence on mortals in the form of trials. Even those trials could not be solely designed by the transcendents to torment mortals.

      Moreover, if a mortal overcame a trial, he or she had to be rewarded according to the difficulty of the trial, resulting in a loss to the transcendent imprisoned in the Labyrinth. As a result, the transcendents generally imposed trials that mortals could handle, and most of them were merely trivial pastimes to alleviate their boredom.

      Furthermore, whether to undertake a trial was entirely up to the mortal, and if they failed to overcome it, they would meet death according to the rules of the tower.

      This was the mercy of the gods. If transcendents who bestowed trials were allowed to determine the consequences for mortals who failed to overcome them, the outcome would most often involve the mortals being treated as mere playthings…..they would eventually end up broken and discarded.

      At least dragons or giants, who typically showed little interest in mortals, might mercifully grant them a swift death or even let them go entirely. But demons were another matter.

      In reality, most transcendents who imposed trials were demons. As mentioned before, dragons and giants rarely showed enough interest in mortals to bother with trials.

      But demons were different. They found endless joy in creating trials designed to torment mortals. If demons were allowed to decide the consequences of failing such trials, what might happen?

      Mortals who challenged these trials would invariably suffer in pain until they perished.

      However, if there were no price for failing a trial, mortals would recklessly challenge the trial without being able to discern right from wrong, so the gods compromised the failure of the trial with death.

      As a result, it was highly unusual for someone to be cursed in a way that even the Saintess of Purification couldn’t cleanse.

      Transcendents of the labyrinth could only wield limited influence over mortals. To exert a greater influence than usual, they needed to impose a trial.

      And the rules of the labyrinth were clear: failure in a trial resulted in death, while success brought a reward.

      But what, then, was this girl’s current state? She looked far too tormented for someone who had received a reward. And if she had failed, she would already be dead.

      It wasn’t uncommon for mortals who returned from the labyrinth to suffer lingering aftereffects, such as injuries, curses, or illnesses. But for someone to bring back a curse so powerful that even the Saintess of Purification couldn’t dispel it could only mean that a transcendent had intervened directly.

      “In that case, what on earth…”

      “…The reward itself must have been a trap.”

      “….…!”

      At those words, they turned to look at the girl’s right eye.

      Instead of the eye that should have been there, a flower had bloomed.

      A pure white, beautiful flower.

      Its fully blossomed petals covered part of the girl’s face. If not for her expression of pain, it might even have looked strangely mystical.

      “…This flower…”

      “Yes. It was said that this kind of flower did not exist on the Princess before she ventured into the labyrinth, correct?”

      “…Yes.”

      The female knight nodded, and the Saintess of Purification sighed as she continued.

      “This flower itself is not merely a curse placed by a demon… No, it is the demon.”

      “…Huh”

      The knight asked in confusion, unable to comprehend. The flower was a demon itself?

      “I mean it literally. This flower is the demon.”

      “…What does that mean…”

      “According to the rules of the labyrinth, when a mortal overcomes a trial, the transcendent trapped in the labyrinth must grant a reward. But could they possibly offer a curse as a reward?”

      “……”

      “Of course not. The labyrinth wouldn’t allow it. So, this flower must have been the reward. However…”

      The Saintess of Purification glared at the flower as if enraged by its presence.

      “…The reward was a trap, as I mentioned earlier.”

      “……”

      “The demon who granted the Princess her reward… placed itself as the reward.”

      “….…!”

      The knight’s eyes widened in shock at those words. She looked down at the girl…no, at the princess.

      “What does that mean…”

      “I can feel it. This isn’t simply imbued with the power of a demon. The demon itself resides within it.”

      “……”

      “So, of course it cannot be purified. It is a transcendent being. It’s only natural that it can’t be erased with the power given to a mere mortal.”

      “That… that can’t be…”

      The knight collapsed to the floor, as though consumed by despair.

      
        Bang!
      

      At that moment, someone threw the door to the room wide open and entered.

      He was a very handsome man with white hair like the girl and purple eyes. His expression was twisted with anguish as he approached the girl lying on the bed.

      “…….”

      “…Your Highness, the Crown Prince.”

      “I’ve heard everything, Saintess. So, you’re saying that my sister…”

      The man, referred to as the Crown Prince, bit his lip before continuing.

      “…is possessed by a demon?”

      “…That’s what I believe.”

      “…How is that even possible? The labyrinth wouldn’t allow something like that…”

      “…Occasionally, the labyrinth grants dangerous rewards that the user cannot control.”

      “……..!”

      “But if one can control it, it can become a powerful weapon. This demon is presumed to be one of those.”

      The Crown Prince glared at the Saintess with a face that twisted further in frustration.

      “But this is a transcendent being! And not just any. It is an evil god, a demon! If the gods were in their right minds, how could they allow a prisoner they sealed themselves to be set free…!”

      “Your Highness! That is blasphemy!”

      “Shut up!”

      At the suggestion that the gods might be unworthy of trust, an old priest scolded him sharply. The Crown Prince whose face contorted with fury barked back. The elder priest flinched and stepped back.

      The spirit radiating from the crown prince made even the devout believers armed with faith step back.

      “My sister is possessed by a demon and dying right now! Do you think your petty accusations of blasphemy matter to me?”

      “…This…!”

      “…Your Highness, please calm down first and listen to me.”

      The Crown Prince bit his lip again, evidently restraining his anger. No matter what, he could not bring himself to lash out at the Saintess chosen by the gods themselves. He took a deep breath and asked,

      “…What exactly is going on?”

      “…From what I can deduce, this is not a complete transcendent being. It’s likely the remnants of a demon who died during the Great War, sealing its essence in the form of a reward.”

      In addition to the trials given by the transcendent, various trials in the form of missions were given to mortals in the tower. Rewards were also given accordingly.

      While a dead transcendent cannot directly impose trials, objects imbued with their power can sometimes serve as rewards to those who overcome these trials.

      “So, you mean to say…”

      “…It’s the residue of a dead transcendent. You could say it lacks consciousness. It was likely deemed harmless enough to be brought outside the labyrinth.”

      “………”

      “However… the Princess’s body is changing rapidly. It’s possible that a new demon may be born on this earth.”

      As the Saintess of Purification examined the Princess’s condition, she determined that the girl was transitioning into something far from human. Perhaps even something closer to a demon.

      “…Are you saying…”

      “…A decision must be made quickly. Before it’s too late.”

      The statement that the Princess might need to be killed before the demon fully manifested hung in the air.

      It was only because the other party was the Crown Princess and the Saintess of Purification, one of the more gentle Apostles of the Gods, was present that the matter ended with just words. If the Apostle of the God of War had been here, he might have smashed the head of the princess who was showing signs of turning into a demon without hesitation.

      Even some of the priests present suggested that the Princess should be killed immediately. However, the Saintess wanted, at the very least, to allow the family some time to come to terms with what was happening.

      “…Is there no treatment, no way to cure her?”

      The Crown Prince asked desperately while seeking any possible solution. Yet, even the Saintess of Purification could not provide a definitive answer.

      “…If a transcendent were involved, there might be a way. But due to the aftermath of the Great War and the creation of the Great Labyrinth, the gods can only exert limited power on the mortal plane. Hoping for their direct intervention is… impractical.”

      “………”

      “As for other transcendents… there are those in the labyrinth, but beings like dragons and giants care little for humanity. Even if they were willing to help, it’s unlikely they’d offer a solution capable of eradicating the demonic essence entirely. As for demons… that’s out of the question.”

      In reality, this meant there was no real solution. Still, the Crown Prince clung to a sliver of hope.

      “Then… is there any way to overcome it?”

      “…A vast, overwhelming energy would be necessary.”

      “…A vast energy?”

      “Yes. Your Highness’s own energy won’t be able to withstand it. It’s impossible for a mortal to withstand the demon’s magic with the… so-called inferior energy.”

      “……”

      “However… if an energy as powerful as that of a transcendent, such as the divine power of the gods, the aura of a giant, or… the magical power of a dragon, could be continuously infused, there is a possibility of overcoming the demonic essence.”

      The saintess continued her speech with a somewhat dark face.

      “Even though I have received the blessing of divine power, the energy I possess is still mortal in nature. It doesn’t reach the level of true divine power.”

      “……….”

      “As I mentioned earlier, the help of a transcendent is essential. Even if curing her is impossible, for the Princess to suppress and control the demonic energy within her…”

      But no transcendent existed on the mortal plane. The gods drained by the Great War and the creation of the Great Labyrinth could only exert their influence from the heavens. Meanwhile, other transcendents were either dead or confined within the labyrinth.

      The Crown Prince eventually lowered his head in despair.

      It was then.

      “Is there a way to buy time, at least?”

      “…Your Majesty!”

      At that moment, a middle-aged man with white hair and a crown entered the room.

      Even the Saintess, who had only briefly bowed her head to the Crown Prince, immediately knelt and offered her greetings.

      “I greet the sun of the empire.”

      “Enough with formalities, Saintess. More importantly, is there any remnant of a deceased transcendent that could buy us some time?”

      “That is… yes. If there is an artifact imbued with a transcendent’s power, it should be able to buy us some time.”

      “…Understood.”

      At those words, the Emperor nodded and turned his gaze to his daughter who lay on the bed.

      “…Then we must find a way to buy time and somehow find answers within the labyrinth.”

      Having said that, the Emperor turned his back and addressed the knights standing outside the room.

      “In the name of Emperor Julius von Arcedium, I command you to open the palace treasury.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty!”

      “And as soon as the emergency treatment is complete, the Second Princess, Elicia von Arcedium, will be sent back to the Academy.”

      “Father!”

      The Crown Prince, who had been bowing his head, raised it in shock and exclaimed.

      “Father, what are you saying? This is a situation where even immediate rest may not be enough!”

      “Do you think merely resting will change the situation, Allen? Nothing will change just by buying time.”

      “………”

      “She must return to the Academy and, after that, enter the labyrinth. It is there that the answers must be found.”

      Unable to argue against those words, the Crown Prince lowered his head once again.

      “God…”

      The Crown Prince closed his eyes tightly and prayed.

      May the gods watch over us.

    

  
    
      Chapter 6: Dragon Part 2

      How much time had passed?

      Yujin felt his mind slipping into a haze. Echoes filled his ears, and it seemed as if hallucinations were dancing before his eyes.

      As he moved his magical power to construct and maintain a massive magic formula, his limbs began to twitch.

      While he avoided mana exhaustion by drawing power directly from Tiamat’s heart, his physical and mental state began deteriorating beyond what magic alone could remedy.

      [Are you okay?]

      “…It’s getting a bit difficult.”

      Normally, he might have hidden his true feelings behind a calm demeanor, but he didn’t have the luxury for that now.

      If Tiamat hadn’t kept speaking to him or soothing his mind through their spiritual connection, he might have already collapsed from sheer exhaustion.

      Even so, he wasn’t at his limit just yet.

      He had barely managed to inscribe a third of the visible bones, and when considering the remains buried deeper in the cave, there was still a long way to go.

      Fortunately, Yujin was an Awakener. Unlike ordinary humans who would die after just three days without water, he was a superhuman.

      Moreover, Tiamat occasionally forcibly separated his consciousness, allowing him to use other magic even while writing the formula.

      Using that, he created water through magic to stave off dehydration and sustain himself.

      And so, he poured himself into the creation of the magic formula for a long time.

      …

      More time seemed to have passed.

      By now, the enormous cave was densely filled with inscribed magic formulas on every visible bone.

      “Hah… hah…”

      Yujin was on the verge of collapse.

      How long had it been? Having lost all sense of time, he didn’t know, but Tiamat told him that several weeks had passed.

      He hadn’t eaten for weeks. Luckily, the energy required to sustain his life was supplemented by Tiamat’s magical power, and his water needs were continually met using water magic.

      Waste accumulating in his body was broken down by magic, and his withering mind was forcibly kept awake by Tiamat.

      It couldn’t be helped. If he fell asleep while working on the formula, everything he had done so far would come to nothing. Worse, the accumulated magical power might spiral out of control and lead to disastrous consequences.

      And so, several sleepless weeks went by. Yujin stared blankly into the void as he continued to write the magic formula.

      His exhausted mind begged for rest, pleading for him to stop and take a break.

      Why was he clinging so desperately to life in the first place? His mind whispered that he could simply close his eyes and find eternal rest, free from all this suffering.

      Yujin, who was writing the magic formula in a trance-like state was almost tempted by the voice for a moment.

      But then—

      [Yujin!]

      A voice jolted him back to awareness.

      After several weeks of constant interaction, the familiar voice of that presence reached him and pullied Yujin’s consciousness back.

      “…Haha, thank you, Lady Tiamat.”

      […Is it hard?]

      “…Yes, it’s hard. But…”

      He answered Tiamat and continued his reminiscence alone.

      He remembered the time when he lost his parents.

      At that time, he had mistakenly believed that he was the most unfortunate person in the world.

      Who could blame him?

      To a mere twelve-year-old, his parents were everything. The day his parents died was the day his entire world crumbled.

      But as he continued to live on alone, he came to realize something:

      He wasn’t special.

      Everyone carried their own pain. Some lost their parents, others lost their children, and some lost their loved ones.

      He wasn’t unique.

      Everyone bore the weight of their suffering and lived on.

      Yes, they lived.

      That was life itself, the greatest blessing and responsibility of being alive. To think that only he could abandon that responsibility and still go on was nothing but arrogance and cowardice.

      So then…

      “I’ve already made a contract; what choice do I have?”

      Shouldn’t I bear with this much?

      Yujin muttered with a wry chuckle. His voice was cracked and dry.

      He had already entered into a contract with Tiamat, binding their souls together. If he died, so would Tiamat. His life was no longer his alone.

      And what would happen if he broke the contract? He didn’t know for certain, but there might be something far worse than the hardship he was enduring now waiting for him.

      It wasn’t as though he hadn’t known it would be difficult. He had anticipated it, at least to some extent.

      If so, he had to carry the burdens that were his to bear.

      Yujin resumed his work, continuing to inscribe the magic formula. Crimson circuits were etched onto the bones buried beneath the ground.

      [You’re almost there. Just a little more.]

      “Haha, of course.”

      Yujin regained some composure and replied lightly. By now, the completion of the magic formula was in sight.

      
        Wooong…!
      

      Soon, the magical power was inscribed onto all the bones like crimson circuits. Tiamat spoke.

      [Now for the final step. Inscribe the formula onto your body.]

      “Whew…”

      Following her instruction, Yujin used Tiamat’s magical power to etch the circuits of the formula onto his own body. Tendrils of dark red energy spread across his form.

      Soon, something that looked like a bundle of nerves or a magic circle made of circuits was engraved into his body.

      [Next, activate the magic as I guide you with the knowledge I’m providing.]

      “Yes.”

      Then, countless magic circles of dark crimson energy overlapped around Yujin, forming a three-dimensional hemispherical magic circle.

      These magic circles were intricate and beautiful, composed of letters and circles that sparkled like a galaxy. Gradually, the magic circles expanded and engulfed the surrounding area.

      
        Fwoooosh…!
      

      It was great magic Yujin could never have cast before. But the insights he gained from constructing the formula, the awakening of his mind by Tiamat, and the magical power contained in Tiamat’s heart had made it possible.

      Layer upon layer of magic circles stacked beneath Yujin’s feet and all around him. Then, finally—

      [It’s done!]

      
        Rumble…!
      

      The magic activated.

      
        Wooooooong!
      

      The magic formula engraved on the enormous bones began to glow. Soon, they started to disintegrate into dark red magical power.

      A furnace made of pure magical power appeared around Yujin and imprisoned his body.

      The preparations were complete.

      Now, everything depended on him.

      The disintegrated remains of the bones began to flow into the furnace. Massive flames rose up and consumed Yujin’s body in their scorching embrace. At the same time, the dark red powder of the skeleton began to rebuild and regenerate his body.

      Pain. Pain. And more pain.

      He felt a pain unlike any other, as his body was relentlessly burned and regenerated over and over again.

      It was as if his very flesh was being tempered like steel in a furnace.

      The overwhelming pain caused Yujin’s vision to flicker white.

      Yet, even amidst this torment, he smiled.

      He was accustomed not only to hiding his emotions but also to concealing his pain.

      If anything, he felt a strange sense of relief that this long, grueling ordeal was finally coming to an end.

      With that thought in mind, he closed his eyes…

      ***

      It was a strange sensation.

      A feeling of floating endlessly in the void. In the midst of my hazy consciousness, a scene unfolded before me.

      I saw my father’s face.

      I saw my mother’s face.

      The two of them sat together. They were smiling warmly in my direction as they ate their meal with utensils in hand.

      Before I knew it, I was smiling too as I joined them in their meal. I continued eating alongside them. And then—

      “So, son, when are you planning to wake up?”

      “Yes, son. It’s about time you got up.”

      “Huh?”

      Suddenly, their voices reached me.

      No, perhaps I had been hearing them all along.

      Or was this the first time?

      Come to think of it, was this the first time I had spoken?

      “Yujin, wake up.”

      At that moment, I heard another voice from beside me.

      It was a voice as beautiful as it was gentle, so sweet it seemed to melt both my eardrums and my mind. It was familiar, yet strangely unfamiliar.

      Turning toward the source of the voice, I saw a woman with cascading black hair and crimson eyes looking at me.

      Her beauty was as breathtaking as her voice… no, it surpassed even that. I was momentarily captivated when the woman spoke again.

      “Come on, wake up.”

      “Huh?”

      
        Thump.
      

      With those words, the woman pushed me.

      As I sat in the chair, I toppled backward.

      And then, I fell.

      Endlessly, endlessly, I plummeted.

      Down below, into the abyss of the depths.

      That’s how my consciousness faded to black.

      ***

      “…Ah.”

      And then, I opened my eyes.

      [Yujin! Are you awake?]

      “…Tiamat?”

      What appeared before me was Tiamat in her spiritual form, visible only to my eyes.

      When I saw her face, I realized that everything that had just happened was a dream.

      “…Ugh… What exactly is going on?”

      [You lost consciousness while your body was being reconstructed. For quite a while.]

      As I murmured while sitting up, Tiamat spoke. Quite a while, she said…

      “How much time has passed?”

      [About a month.]

      “…Well, that’s not as long as I expected.”

      I had assumed that Tiamat’s idea of a long time might be around a hundred years.

      [I based it on your perspective, so naturally, it’s shorter.]

      “Haha, I wasn’t expecting that level of consideration. Still, it’s quite surprising that I’ve been unconscious for an entire month. Especially since my body and mind still feel incredibly refreshed.”

      In fact, I felt clearer than ever before. My body didn’t feel just normal… It was bursting with vitality like never before.

      I asked,

      “So, how did things progress while I was out?”

      [The reconstruction of your body was completed successfully. Try moving around a bit.]

      “Hmm… Alright.”

      At her suggestion, I got up.

      
        Boom!
      

      “………”

      The problem was that with just that small motion, the ground beneath me shook violently as if it might shatter. No, the cave actually reverberated heavily.

      “…Huh, it seems like I’ve gotten a lot stronger.”

      [Do you think it’s just strength? Although you haven’t obtained a heart yet, and your body hasn’t fully transformed into that of a dragon, your current physical abilities are far beyond anything a human could compare to.]

      “…Hmm, it’s going to be difficult to control my strength.”

      I moved my hand cautiously, and just that small motion caused a thunderous bang! as a sonic boom echoed around me. Tiamat saw this and said.

      [Don’t worry. Once you become a full dragon, you’ll adapt to your physical abilities perfectly in an instant.]

      “So, you’re saying I’m not a dragon yet?”

      [Of course not. A dragon needs a core heart, after all. Besides, your current body is incomplete; it can only be perfected with a heart. As for your physical abilities now… they’re on the level of a lesser dragon. You know, like wyverns or drakes.]

      “…Hmm…”

      Wyverns and drakes… On Earth, they’d be considered disaster-level monsters.

      Even in the Labyrinth Academy, drakes and wyverns were portrayed as extremely powerful creatures. And yet, from a dragon’s perspective, they were only considered “lesser”.

      [What you just underwent was the first phase of reconstruction. Once you acquire the heart, the second phase will begin. In the first phase, I simply imbued your body with my remains. In the second phase, your form will be reshaped more efficiently and properly to match the heart. When that happens, your physical abilities and senses will become incomparable to what they are now. The magic formula was designed for precisely that.]

      “Hmm…”

      With that in mind…

      I glanced at Tiamat’s heart which was held in my hand.

      “So, what do I need to do?”

      [It’s simple. Swallow my heart whole.]

      “…That’s all?”

      [Yes.]

      It seemed surprisingly anticlimactic. Thinking that, I looked down at her heart.

      For being the heart of the enormous creature that had left behind those massive remains, it was surprisingly small. Just about the size of my fist.

      I brought it to my mouth and took a deep breath.

      And then,

      
        Haaap!
      

      I placed it in my mouth.

      
        Gulp.
      

      I swallowed it whole.

      
        Boom!
      

      “Gah!”

      The reconstruction of my body began anew.

    

  
    
      Chapter 7: Dragon Part 3

      
        Crunch! Crack!
      

      The process of bones dislocating and reassembling repeated endlessly. Muscles tore apart and then healed again.

      His internal organs twisted and repositioned themselves, finding new places within his body. His heart transformed into something entirely unrecognizable, and new organs that had never existed before began to form.

      Alongside the sensation of his head exploding, he began to see and feel things that were utterly different from before. His brain evolved limitlessly, gaining capabilities that no human could even imagine possessing.

      All the impurities and filth that had accumulated in his body were purified and replaced by a pure, dark crimson energy circulating inside him.

      Moreover, his body itself began to merge with the magical power, transcending the limits of mortality. Like a being made of pure magical power, the energy became an integral part of his being.

      As a living organism, his very “essence” ascended to an entirely new level.

      His soul also grew rapidly as it adapted to the new vessel. Because of the bond he had formed with Tiamat, his soul now held potential beyond the realm of mortals.

      Additionally, the grueling process of inscribing the magic circles on the massive skeleton and the enlightenment he experienced through Tiamat’s influence had accelerated the growth of his soul immensely.

      His soul began to awaken. A nonexistent third eye opened.

      Yujin who was undergoing all of these transformations at the same time could do nothing but endure it all.

      
        Crunch!
      

      “Ugh…! Haa… Haa…”

      The pain from his evolution and the rapid growth of his soul left him unable to even support his own body. What’s more, thanks to his soul’s growth, he was fully conscious of every ounce of the excruciating pain.

      Adding to his suffering, the drastically heightened sensitivity of his newfound senses made everything unnervingly clear. This only magnified the pain further.

      Fortunately, his growing soul allowed him to endure such pain without much difficulty, but his body, which was undergoing relentless transformation, left him incapable of uttering a single coherent word.

      [Are you okay?]

      Tiamat’s voice reached him as she observed his state. Yujin tried to respond.

      
        Crunch! Crack!
      

      “Ugh!”

      
        Haha… It’s more bearable than I thought. Perhaps it’s thanks to the experience of being burned and regenerated repeatedly?
      

      This is what he thought but only groans escaped his lips. The constant reconstruction of his body made it impossible for him to form proper words.

      [I see. You’re holding up better than expected.]

      Perhaps because their souls were connected, his unspoken thoughts managed to reach her.

      And indeed, she was correct. As mentioned earlier, his strengthened soul endured the pain of his evolution without difficulty. Although his body was undergoing such extreme transformation that he couldn’t speak a word, his soul bore it with surprising ease.

      
        Haha, this is a bit scary, though. I can’t shake the feeling that when this is all over, I’ll end up as something closer to a monster than a human.
      

      Yujin sensed this and conveyed his thoughts to Tiamat. He had learned to some extent how to use the bond between their souls.

      [It’s fine. That won’t happen. Just look at my current form; it doesn’t seem that way, does it?]

      
        Is that so?
      

      [Of course. Hmm… For you, it would have been about two months ago, right? Around then, I told you that this form of mine was my polymorphed form.]

      
        You did.
      

      [Do you remember what you said when you saw my polymorphed form as a human?]

      
        I said you were really beautiful. That sentiment hasn’t changed.
      

      [That’s right. Just as I am, you too will possess an appearance far superior by human standards than before. Of course, from a dragon’s perspective, how a human polymorph looks doesn’t mean much… but for you, being originally human, it might feel different.]

      
        Well, if I end up with looks good enough to make a living off them, I suppose I wouldn’t complain. Still, it does make me curious… When dragons polymorph into humans, do they always turn into exceptionally handsome or beautiful forms?
      

      That sudden thought struck Yujin, and he asked. If dragons, as a rule, had appearances superior by human standards, did they all look that way when they polymorphed?

      [Not exactly. If they want, they can transform into whatever form they desire. But… hmm, to put it simply, there’s a kind of ‘default’. When a dragon polymorphs into a human, their appearance typically aligns with what they personally consider the most ideal human form. They can alter it further, but not many dragons bother with that. After all, dragons usually only polymorph into humans for fun.]

      
        Ah, I see. Do dragons generally have an aesthetic sense similar to humans?
      

      [It’s less about aesthetics and more about shared standards of beauty. Didn’t I mention this before? Humans may not be dogs or cats, but they can recognize what makes a dog or cat beautiful or cute. It’s the same for us.]

      
        I understand.
      

      With that, Yujin continued his conversation with Tiamat while enduring the pain of his evolution.

      How much time had passed like that?

      
        Fwoooooosh!
      

      The evolution of his body was complete. Dark red energy erupted from Yujin’s body like steam.

      “…Haah.”

      Yujin let out a deep sigh, stood up, and looked around.

      “…Ah.”

      And then, he saw a new world.

      Was this how someone blind from birth would feel if their vision suddenly cleared? Or was it akin to gaining an entirely new sensory organ that had never existed before?

      Though the huge cave remained the same as before, he now absorbed an incomparably vast amount of information from it.

      It was as if there was an entity called “I” that existed everywhere. He could even perceive spaces where his presence didn’t physically reach.

      A flood of information beyond what any mere human could comprehend. A storm of data so overwhelming that it defied categorization or understanding.

      In that instant, he saw the world in seven main colors, touched sounds, felt colors, and saw smells.

      At the same time, he observed ripples in space caused by his movements and briefly touched the flow of time.

      And then…

      
        These energies…
      

      Mana (magical power), Aura, Divine power, Demonic power…

      He could see, touch, hear, and even smell the Four Great Powers as they were called.

      When he felt the energy surrounding him, he realized that even the storm of information pouring into him was something he could easily process and handle.

      It reminded him of what Tiamat had said when she imparted the magical formula for becoming a dragon to him. Back then, he had been overwhelmed, sitting in a daze for about 30 minutes.

      She had commented that she had briefly forgotten the limits of a mortal’s ability to process information. It was understandable to him now.

      Now, living in such a world, his brain effortlessly handled the vast influx of data. Yujin felt confident that he now fully understood the magical formula she had given him and could manage it without difficulty.

      With such abilities, she must have assumed he could take in all that information at once without a problem.

      If he had possessed these abilities earlier, it would probably have been true. Perhaps now he could complete tasks in seconds that once took him nearly a month.

      “…Amazing.”

      He felt that he had truly transformed from a mere ant into a being of greatness. He could now comprehend things beyond human understanding and perceive the world with senses entirely different from before.

      At the same time, he became aware of the immense power coursing through his body. It was no longer the crude magical power of the old Yujin but the refined magical power of Tiamat, the Queen of the Dragons, filling him entirely.

      He bent slightly and picked up a pebble from the rubble around him.

      Before he had consumed the dragon’s heart, the pebble would have crumbled to dust in his grasp the moment he touched it. But now, he could hold it in its intact form.

      At a glance, it might seem as if his strength had diminished, but in reality, it was the opposite.

      
        Crack! Crush!
      

      The pebble instantly disintegrated into powder with just a slight application of force.

      In reality, he had grown far stronger than before. The difference was that now he could control his strength.

      He could exert the power of an ordinary human or summon a force mighty enough to move mountains. He could do it all effortlessly.

      He had achieved perfect control over his body.

      He placed a hand over his chest. Where his heart of flesh and blood once resided, there now lay a gem-like heart of some sort.

      The Dragon Core.

      From the core, an endless flow of immense magical power was generated and circulated throughout his body.

      He drew from that magical power and extended his hand.

      The energy, seemingly drawn directly from his core, swirled within his grasp. And with a flick of his wrist—

      
        Boom!
      

      Dark red energy erupted, obliterating a section of the wall. He stared at the scene for a moment before opening and closing his hand.

      
        This… is a really drug-like feeling.
      

      It was as if he had become a god as an overwhelming sense of omnipotence washed over him. It was a feeling similar to the first time he had manipulated Tiamat’s magic.

      This immense power was his now. The thought alone was intoxicating.

      
        Maybe I need to cool my head.
      

      However, Yujin quickly composed himself. There was nothing to be gained from succumbing to such feelings.

      He reminded himself of what must not be forgotten. He was, at his core, a fragile and powerless human. Forgetting that would reduce him to nothing more than a beast drunk on power.

      He was not special.

      He was just like anyone else, living in a world filled with suffering and struggle.

      As he calmed his thoughts, a sense of tranquility returned. With a soft smile, he turned to face Tiamat.

      Tiamat too smiled at him and spoke.

      [How does it feel? Becoming a dragon.]

      “Haha, I feel like I could easily lose myself in this power. I never cared about such things before, but now I understand…. This is what it feels like to become a great being.”

      [Is that so? For someone who says that, it seems you’ve managed to maintain excellent control over yourself.]

      “…Haha, you caught me.”

      Yujin scratched his head sheepishly.

      Tiamat looked at him with pride, as though she was looking at a cherished son. She knew all the thoughts that had passed through his mind.

      It was true that he had felt the temptation to become intoxicated with his newfound power, but he had quickly subdued those feelings and regained his composure. He refused to let arrogance take root and instead acknowledged his own flaws and weaknesses.

      In fact, Tiamat was a little worried. The biggest problem with young dragons… that is, hatchlings, is that they become intoxicated with their own power and act like tyrants.

      For children, the world revolves around them. And if those destined to become great beings were to awaken to such immense power, how could they not believe they were the center of the universe?

      They would quickly become intoxicated with their newfound power, become arrogant, wield their power like tyrants, and make irreversible mistakes.

      But Yujin was different. Although he was technically a hatchling himself, he was able to regain his composure quickly. Perhaps because he had spent most of his life as a human

      
        Or maybe this is just who Yujin is.
      

      Mortals, being inherently fragile, often succumb to arrogance more easily when they gain power. But Yujin, with his lack of greed and ability to control his own emotions, might have been an exception.

      Regardless, Tiamat felt relieved to have one less thing to worry about.

      Yujin was the first mortal to come to this place, yet he also embodied the kind of person she had long wanted to meet.

      Perhaps this was fate.

      No, it was undeniable. The fact that Yujin, the first mortal to arrive here, had met her and formed a contract with her was surely destiny’s design.

      Tiamat smiled softly as she looked at Yujin.

      His appearance had changed slightly compared to before he became a dragon.

      Not that he had any flaws to begin with, but now his skin was flawless and radiant, and his features had become even more ideal from a human perspective. His already handsome appearance had become much more refined.

      On top of that, his hair turned darker and took on the deep, inky hue of black, and his blue eyes had completely changed to the same bright red as Tiamat’s.

      Her blood-red eyes were staring at Tiamat and he asked.

      “Hmm, have I changed a bit?”

      [You’ve become cuter. I liked your blue eyes, but having the same red eyes as mine suits you as well.]

      “I see.”

      Yujin was already aware of his transformation, thanks to his newly heightened senses. He had only been curious to hear Tiamat’s opinion.

      While he briefly inspected his changed form, Tiamat spoke.

      [Then, let’s get ready to go now.]

    

  
    
      Chapter 8: Escape From the Tomb

      Get ready to leave.

      Upon hearing those words, Yujin felt his heart instinctively pound or at least it felt like it did.

      Escape.

      The trials he had endured over the past two months had been, in some ways, for this very moment.

      “Are we finally leaving…?”

      He looked around.

      The huge, ashen cave appeared utterly alien compared to the world he had known as a human.

      As the memories of his hardships in this place over the past two months resurfaced, he couldn’t help but let out a bitter smile.

      “You said I could leave the labyrinth if I had the power of a dragon.”

      [That’s right. It would have been difficult if you were one of those trapped here, but you’re not, are you?]

      There were two types of beings trapped in the labyrinth.

      One type is the transcendents who were defeated during the Great War and became prisoners. The other type consists of the monsters born from the powers of those transcendents contained within the labyrinth.

      Excess energy spilling over within the labyrinth gives birth to monsters according to its rules.

      However, Yujin did not fall into either category.

      He was clearly freed from mortality both physically and mentally thanks to his contract with Tiamat. Because his soul was bound to Tiamat, his soul could no longer be considered mortal.

      Though young, he carried the heart and remains of Tiamat, the Queen of Dragons. His potential was nothing to scoff at, which made him a transcendent being in his own right.

      But the labyrinth was designed as a prison to confine transcendent-defeated in the Great War. Those unable to leave the labyrinth were the transcendent prisoners trapped during its creation, not those newly born within its walls.

      After all, the child of a criminal isn’t inherently a criminal, is it? Though imagining a child being born in a prison is unusual enough in itself.

      Moreover, Tiamat was already dead during the Great War, so the rule that she could not leave the labyrinth did not apply. Naturally so, who would even consider a dead entity escaping?

      In a labyrinth that could give out seeds infused with the essence of dead demons as a reward, the idea that Tiamat couldn’t leave was ridiculous. Of course, neither Tiamat nor Yujin were aware of such a fact.

      In any case, since Yujin carried Tiamat’s heart, he too could leave the labyrinth with her.

      Still, one might ask:

      
        For someone who entered the labyrinth by conventional means, wouldn’t they need the labyrinth’s blessing to leave? And is there an exit without that blessing?
      

      There is.

      The blessing used for leaving the labyrinth is meant for emergencies. The labyrinth has exits that allow departure without it.

      Most importantly, leaving through the blessing only ejects you with the items you had when you first entered the labyrinth. In other words, any items obtained within the labyrinth are left behind.

      For that reason, unless the situation was dire or escape seemed impossible, people rarely used the emergency blessing. After all, it would render the entire day’s exploration futile.

      One way or another, methods to leave the labyrinth do exist. Of course, the old Yujin wouldn’t have been able to reach those exits even if he had known about them.

      “How do I use the power of a dragon?”

      [Wait. I’ll transfer my knowledge to you now.]

      Things were different now.

      Tiamat’s tomb was typically a sealed place from which escape was impossible, but it was a different story with the power of a dragon.

      Dragons were among the most omnipotent beings, even among transcendents. With just a word, they could overturn the laws of reality and manifest their desires.

      Although their numbers were fewer compared to other transcendents, and they had been defeated during the Great War when they faced a combined attack from demons and their arch-enemies, the giants… the power dragons had was unparalleled, even among other transcendents.

      In reality, with the power of a dragon, Yujin and Tiamat could leave the labyrinth, even if it lacked a conventional exit. That was, in fact, exactly what they intended to do.

      Tiamat had imparted everything about the powers of a dragon to Yujin. There was no need to teach him verbally, step by step. Since their souls were linked through a bond, she could simply implant her knowledge directly into his mind.

      And so it took Yujin a moment to process the knowledge Tiamat had shared with him. The sheer amount of information, which far exceeded the alchemical knowledge she had taught him before he became a dragon, hit his mind like a tidal wave.

      If it had been the old Yujin, he wouldn’t have been able to withstand such an influx of information. But now, things were different.

      “…Hmm, I understand.”

      He quickly processed all the information she had imparted. Yujin was now a transcendent being, a dragon, and the master of magic as defined by intellect and calculation. His information processing ability, reasoning ability, and calculation ability were already incomparable to that of a mortal. He was more like a supercomputer.

      With his newfound knowledge of a dragon’s powers, Yujin was about to speak.

      [Ah, hold on a moment.]

      If Tiamat hadn’t interrupted him first, he would have done so. Yujin turned to look at her.

      “What?”

      [You do remember this is my tomb, don’t you?]

      “Of course.”

      “The sarcophagi…”

      At her words, Yujin turned to look at the sarcophagi.

      The rows and rows of stone coffins seemed to emanate a myriad of divine energies from inside them.

      …Could it be?

      “Do they, by any chance, contain burial goods?”

      Burial goods.

      Items interred with the dead during funerals.

      Yujin didn’t know if dragons followed such a tradition, but if such items truly existed… considering this was the tomb of the queen of dragons, they wouldn’t be ordinary objects.

      [That’s right. They may not compare to the treasures I kept in my lair, but they’re valuable items my children offered to honor me. You’ll find them quite useful.]

      “…But would it really be okay to take them?”

      [I’m the owner of this tomb. Why wouldn’t it be?]

      “…Fair enough.”

      It wasn’t exactly defiling the dead, considering the “dead” herself had told him to take these items on his way out. In that case, there was no reason not to take them.

      [I have already infused you with magical knowledge, so creating a subspace shouldn’t be difficult for you. Let’s gather these items and leave.]

      “Okay.”

      Yujin nodded his head as he began inspecting each sarcophagus, then pulled out the items stored inside.

      ***

      A while later.

      Yujin had rummaged through the sarcophagi (stone coffins) and took out various items. Most were treasures of gold and silver, while others looked like ancient relics.

      Though their exact purposes were unclear, every item radiated an extraordinary presence. So he put them all in the subspace he had created with the knowledge Tiamat had instilled in them.

      Among the sarcophagi, there was also one filled with potions known as elixirs. In another, Tiamat pointed out an item she referred to as the Philosopher’s Stone.

      “The Philosopher’s Stone… No matter how I look at it, it looks similar to the Dragon’s Heart.”

      [That’s because the Philosopher’s Stone was originally conceived by mortals trying to imitate a dragon’s heart core. It seems one of my children created this out of curiosity.]

      “An imitation… It does seem capable of generating infinite magical power.”

      A dragon’s heart core was a unique organ that produced limitless mana. But this Philosopher’s Stone also generated and released an infinite amount of mana, just like a real dragon’s heart.

      [Still, it’s lacking compared to a real heart core. The quality of the magical power it generates is on an entirely different level.]

      “Indeed. The magical power it produces is so crude that it’s almost embarrassing to compare it to your heart core, Lady Tiamat.”

      If anything, its capabilities were roughly on par with Yujin’s own before he became a real dragon….or even slightly better. But as things stood now, it was an object of no real use to him.

      [My child likely made it as something to show me rather than as an item for me to use. But from a mortal’s perspective, it would definitely be considered a priceless treasure.]

      “Is that so?”

      [Well… perhaps not in this era. In my time, the Philosopher’s Stone was something mortals could only imagine. They didn’t know how to create it, nor did they even understand the materials required. But who knows? Maybe in this era, mortals have unlocked their potential and can create Philosopher’s Stones with ease.]

      Yujin doubted that very much. He had never seen anything capable of generating infinite magical power at the Labyrinth Academy game.

      Furthermore, he remembered that even in places like the Alchemist’s Guild, the Philosopher’s Stone was still mentioned as the alchemists’ long-cherished wish and eternal dream.

      “Haha… I don’t think so. The Philosopher’s Stone remains a material of pure imagination.”

      [Ah, is that so? I see… I almost forgot you belong to this era, Yujin.]

      Though Yujin was technically a being from Earth, not this world, he chose to swallow those words and simply smiled.

      By the way, it was astonishing when he thought about it. While the Philosopher’s Stone remained a material of pure imagination for mortals, for a dragon, it had been nothing more than a trinket casually created out of curiosity thousands of years ago.

      
        Transcendents are truly on a different level.
      

      And now, he was supposed to be one of those Transcendents. The world truly worked in mysterious ways.

      “Well, I should take this with me as well.

      [Yes, take everything. Ah, over there. It looks like a child left behind a collection of weapons and accessories.]

      Once Yujin gathered all the burial items, the tomb was left completely empty. Even the energy that had filled the surroundings grew faint.

      It seemed that the energy permeating the space had been emanating from the burial items, as well as Tiamat’s heart and bones. Now that Yujin had collected all of them, even the remaining energy had vanished entirely.

      “Shall we go now?”

      [Yes, at last, I can finally leave this damned place.]

      At Tiamat’s words, Yujin smiled faintly before speaking again.

      “Well then, [let’s leave this place].”

      The power to twist the laws and bring the speaker’s will into reality. The Dragon Word.

      When that power took effect—

      
        Flash!
      

      Yujin and Tiamat disappeared from the tomb in an instant.

      At long last, the two of them had escaped the confines of the tomb.

      The tomb that was now stripped of the bones, the heart, and all its treasures—

      
        Rumble, rumble, rumble…!
      

      —began to collapse and slowly crumbled into nothingness.

    

  
    
      Chapter 9: The Journey Together Part 1

      The third floor of the Great Labyrinth.

      A vast grassland stretched endlessly, and a group of humans advanced through it.

      It was a party of six, each with a remarkably different appearance.

      At the front, a well-groomed man with a sword and shield led the way; he looked like the party leader. Behind him, a hooded woman with blonde hair spilling out from under her hood was surveying the area; she was probably a scout.

      A short and stocky man armed with a hand axe in each hand and wearing a Viking helmet trailed behind as if he was guarding the rear. At the center of the group was a young girl who appeared to be a priestess, another girl who looked like a mage, and a man carrying a huge backpack; this last seemed to be the porter.

      Unlike the other four, the priestess and mage girls seemed unusually tense. The reason for this became clear soon enough.

      “Hey, academy girls. Why are you so stiff?”

      “W-We’re at the entrance of the labyrinth…”

      It was their first time entering a labyrinth. When the stocky dwarf man named Krom asked the question, the mage girl responded hesitantly.

      “Good grief. Even an ignorant fellow like me can move around just fine. And yet, here you are, young ladies who’ve learned everything there is to know at the academy, all stiff and frozen.”

      “We’re freshmen! All we’ve learned is the basics!”

      “Back in my day, there wasn’t anyone to teach us even the basics; we just dove straight in. Youngsters these days sure lack guts.”

      “Do you know that’s a really old-fashioned thing to say?!”

      The mage girl called Elly constantly argued back at the dwarf’s remarks. Of course, it wasn’t a real fight; it was more akin to grumbling.

      At that point, the well-groomed man leading the group named Hugo interjected.

      “Now, now, Mr. Krom, let’s not be too harsh. For those of us who fight on the front lines, courage is indeed important, but for a mage, cautious is a virtue, don’t you think?”

      “Listen, Hugo. This isn’t caution; they’re just way too stiff. You know as well as I do that being like that only wastes energy. We’re only on the third floor, after all. They’re stressing themselves out unnecessarily.”

      “You’re not wrong about that. Still, Miss Elly and Miss Shia, there’s no need to be so nervous. We’re still in the upper floors of the labyrinth, and we’re only here to help you gain some experience. Trust in your guides a little more, okay?”

      “Y-Yes…”

      “I-I understand…”

      At Hugo’s gentle tone, the two girls blushed and replied meekly.

      Like Hugo had pointed out, the two girls were here to gain experience. They were freshmen at Labyrinth Academy. This was an educational institution centered around labyrinth exploration. The two had come as part of a trial.

      Their task was to join a designated escort party chosen by the academy, take part in their first labyrinth exploration as party members, and receive an evaluation based on their performance.

      It was a long-standing tradition at the academy. If the students explored the labyrinth solely among themselves, the lack of experience often led to accidents. However, sending professors as escorts was also not very good. Professors at the academy were all highly skilled people, making it difficult to instill a proper sense of tension about the labyrinth in the students. Besides, sending professors would make it no different from a regular class.

      That’s why the Academy chose parties with average labyrinth experience to guide the students and restricted them to the upper floors of the labyrinth.

      Since there weren’t many variables like environmental changes or interference from Transcendents in the upper floors of the labyrinth, a party with a moderate amount of experience could quickly get through it.

      It was in this system that the mage girl Elly and the priestess girl Shia were paired together and assigned to a party led by Hugo. The two girls were somewhat reassured by Hugo’s words and began to relax as they continued their exploration.

      
        That’s right. It’s just the upper levels, near the entrance. What could go wrong?
      

      
        It’s just a test, after all…
      

      Believing there wouldn’t be any issues, the two pressed forward. It was then—

      “…Wait, Hugo. There’s someone up ahead.”

      “Hmm?”

      Hugo turned around at the words of Mirien, the hooded woman serving as the party scout.

      From his vantage point, he could only make out a small black dot. However, it appeared Mirien’s sharper eyes had identified it as a person.

      Since her vision was far superior to his, Hugo trusted her judgment.

      “Just one person?”

      “That’s what it looks like.”

      “…Hmm.”

      Hugo paused to consider. Was the person separated from their party? Such events sometimes happened during labyrinth entry. A group might enter together but find themselves scattered once inside.

      With the use of a special artifact, such separations could be prevented. In fact, the academy had provided their party with such an artifact, which was why they had managed to enter the labyrinth safely.

      “What should we do?”

      The person ahead didn’t appear to be part of a group. They seemed to have entered the labyrinth and been wandering alone.

      “Hmm… If it were a party, we could ignore them and move on since our task is to escort the academy students. But seeing someone all alone like that is a bit concerning.”

      The labyrinth was a harsh and rough place, but it was precisely because of this that certain unspoken rules existed. Those who broke these rules suffered various disadvantages inside the labyrinth.

      Not only was it difficult for them to join a party, but in extreme cases, they were treated as criminals. In fact, many of them often ended up turning to a life of crime.

      These were no grand rules. Do not make an enemy of priests, do not betray your comrades, and only killings done in self-defense were permitted.

      There was no complex legal system in place…. just a few straightforward rules. Additionally, those who helped others when they could often reaped invisible benefits.

      Given the harshness of the labyrinth, these unspoken rules were meant to emphasize the importance of avoiding unnecessary conflict and offering help when possible.

      Surprisingly, these rules were quite well-kept. Since explorers received emergency escape blessings when entering the Labyrinth, deaths that were not related to the Labyrinth’s trials were almost unheard of

      As such, those who committed crimes or acts of betrayal were often exposed by survivors protected by the blessings. Consequently, the labyrinth had a lower crime rate than the outside world.

      Hugo thought about this briefly.

      
        Besides, as the academy’s guide, leaving someone in trouble behind in front of the students wouldn’t leave a good impression.
      

      The labyrinth was no place to venture alone. Unless someone was extraordinarily strong, even the relatively safe upper floors could prove dangerous.

      He couldn’t determine whether leaving the person behind was the right choice. Of course, it might also reflect poorly if an unexpected individual joined them while he was guiding the academy students.

      
        Still, if it’s just temporary and not as part of our core group, it should be fine.
      

      If the individual in question didn’t actively participate as part of their party, having them accompany the group for a short time shouldn’t pose a problem. After all, the academy students were sent here to gain experience and learn. If this encounter was framed as part of that learning, it might not be a bad thing.

      Of course, this was assuming the person turned out to be reasonable.

      
        If they’re a criminal, we’ll have to deal with them decisively.
      

      With this thought in mind, Hugo turned to look behind him.

      “There’s someone ahead who seems to have been separated from their party and they’re alone. I’m thinking of approaching them and possibly having them join us temporarily. What do you think?”

      “A person?”

      At these words, the dwarf warrior Krom stepped forward slightly. His sharp eyes narrowed, and he too recognized the figure in the distance.

      “Hmm… They’re not a criminal or anything, are they?”

      “A-A criminal?!”

      The young priestess Shia exclaimed nervously at those words. Hugo replied calmly.

      “We won’t know until we speak to them. Let’s talk to them first and decide whether or not they’ll join us after that.”

      “B-But, will it be alright? Having an unexpected person join might cause problems with the test…”

      “‘Don’t worry. It seems we’ve come across someone in trouble, so we’ll only be accompanying them for a short while and have no plans to include them as part of our core group. There’s an unspoken rule in the Labyrinth. Similar to how crimes like murder, except in self-defense, are forbidden outside the labyrinth. On the other hand, helping someone in need can often bring unexpected benefits. That’s part of the learning experience, so let’s talk to them and see.”

      “I-I understand.”

      At those words, the academy students nodded their heads in understanding.

      And so, the party moved forward.

      ***

      Meanwhile, the situation for Yujin and Tiamat…

      “…This place…”

      Yujin who was standing in the middle of a vast grassland muttered to himself as he looked around.

      “Where could this be? It doesn’t seem to be outside the Labyrinth, at the very least.”

      [Judging by the energy I feel, this seems to be around the third floor of the Labyrinth. Did something go wrong?]

      “Actually, I was planning to leave immediately, but it felt like I was bounced back as if I hit a wall.”

      Yujin replied to Tiamat’s question. He had tried to escape the Labyrinth through spatial leap, only to be repelled as if he was blocked by a barrier.

      “It seems the space inside and outside the Labyrinth is completely severed.”

      [I see. Since we’re deep inside the Labyrinth, even I wasn’t aware of this. So, does this mean we’ll have to break or tear the space apart?]

      “Won’t that catch the attention of the gods? Even if we try to lay low, if we start by destroying the Labyrinth’s space from the beginning…”

      [Hmm… would that be too troublesome after all?]

      “Then, how about we try looking for the exit first? There’s no need to rush, after all. And besides…”

      As Yujin muttered this, he turned to look in one direction.

      “It seems just the right people are coming our way.”

      ***

      “Excuse me! Are you here alone?”

      Meanwhile, the party had approached Yujin in no time. Their leader Hugo addressed the lone figure standing in front of them.

      The man was dressed somewhat shabbily. Judging by his attire, he appeared to be a mage, but the frayed and faded clothing implied it was either quite old or hadn’t seen sunlight in a long while.

      The man turned to look back at them.

      “Ah, yes, I am.”

      “!?”

      The party froze for a moment as they took in his appearance.

      In stark contrast to his ink-black hair and worn-out clothing, the young man’s pale skin stood out. He looked at them with half-closed eyes.

      Except for the narrow slits in his eyes, the young man’s features were almost unnaturally flawless. His face was remarkably symmetrical and refined, like a work of art.

      The gentle smile on his face as he greeted them had a mesmerizing quality, as if he could captivate someone in an instant….like a snake wrapping around its prey.

      And yet… was it because of those half-closed eyes or the unreadable smile?

      For some reason, despite his stunning appearance, their first impression of him was one of suspicion.

      Even so, Hugo forced a smile and asked,

      “In that case, may we help you? The Labyrinth is a dangerous place, after all.”

      “Ah! Wouldn’t that be too much?”

      “That’s perfectly fine. In a place like the Labyrinth, it’s better to help one another. You can join us until you’re reunited with your party.”

      Hugo assumed the young man had been separated from his party and spoke accordingly.

      However, the response he received was unexpected.

      “Oh, I don’t have a party. I’m on my own.”

      “Huh?”

      Alone? Without a party? Hugo tilted his head in puzzlement at the revelation, and the young man bowed slightly as he explained.

      “Now that I think about it, I’ve forgotten to introduce myself. My name is Eugene (Yujin). I’ve come into the Labyrinth to gather magic materials.”

      “Ah… I see.”

      Gathering magic materials in the Labyrinth….Hugo nodded his head as if he understood.

      There were people like this from time to time. Mages who, despite knowing the risks, ventured into the Labyrinth alone to seek knowledge or collect magic materials.

      Those who couldn’t afford to buy materials or lacked the time and means to form a party often recklessly entered the Labyrinth on their own like this.

      Given that mages could rely on blessings to make emergency escapes from the Labyrinth, it wasn’t entirely unusual for them to take such risks.

      Hugo asked,

      “In that case, may I ask how far into the Labyrinth you’re planning to go to gather materials?”

      “I was thinking of descending to the fifth floor.”

      “The fifth floor…”

      At the mention of the fifth floor, Hugo’s expression turned slightly complicated. Coincidentally, the Academy’s test also required their group to reach the fifth floor. A curious coincidence indeed.

      “In that case, why not accompany us? We have plenty of supplies, so traveling together for a while shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “That would be a great help. Honestly, I didn’t have time to find a party and had to rush in on my own.”

      “I see.”

      It seemed Hugo’s assumption had been correct. At this, Hugo turned to look back at his other companions.

      “Given the circumstances, I assume it’s fine if he joins us for a while?”

      “……”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Ah… Yes!”

      “Understood…”

      “Uh… um, do you need my opinion too?”

      The scout Mirien remained silent, while the dwarf warrior Krom shrugged his shoulders as if to say he had no objections.

      The mage and the priestess students also nodded their heads in agreement, while the porter scratched his head awkwardly.

      With the majority in agreement, Hugo gave a nod and turned to Yujin.

      “Then, I’ll be counting on you, Eugene. I’m Hugo, the leader of this party.”

      “Haha, I’ll be in your care, Hugo.”

      Yujin replied and shook Hugo’s outstretched hand.

      And so, Yujin, the black-haired otherworlder, joined Hugo’s party.

      ***

      (TN: They probably think he’s called Eugene or at least spelled it this way. This is an assumption on my part. I’ll correct everything as I go.)

    

  
    
      Chapter 10: The Journey Together Part 2

      And so, Yujin began traveling with the party.

      “……..”

      He carried with him an air of subtle mystery, both on Earth and in this world. Here too he seemed slightly out of place. He was walking a step apart from the rest of the group as they moved forward.

      As the party members proceeded ahead, none of them started a conversation with Yujin; instead, they were casting cautious glances his way. It was a situation Yujin had grown quite used to.

      However, Yujin wasn’t entirely walking in silence. Always by his side, in spiritual form and fused with him, was the Transcendent being called Tiamat.

      It was she who spoke to Yujin.

      [Yujin, why did you choose to accompany them? We could find the exit on our own, you know.]

      
        Oh, you mean that?
      

      Tiamat’s question was a reasonable one.

      Yujin didn’t necessarily need a guide to lead him to the exit. Finding the way out of the labyrinth was something he could easily manage on his own.

      Even if he had refused the party’s help and gone ahead by himself, there would have been no issue with him leaving this place. Nevertheless, he had deliberately chosen to accept their help and travel with them.

      
        It’s nothing special. If I had to explain, I’d say there’s no harm in forming at least one connection while I’m here.
      

      [A connection?]

      
        Yes.
      

      There was something Yujin had not yet revealed to Tiamat. He was, in fact, an otherworlder.

      A person from Earth who had been transported to this labyrinth, an entirely different world.

      At first, he had wondered if he was still inside a gate, with Tiamat’s tomb having been manifested within it, or if he had simply crossed over through a gate to this place. But by now, he was certain.

      He had crossed over to another world. This fact was clear from this very party alone.

      The presence of non-human races, such as the dwarf, among the group made it clear. Even their discussions implied that this place was a labyrinth.

      Above all, the sheer size of the labyrinth made it more plausible that he had crossed into another world than the labyrinth itself having somehow passed through a gate to Earth.

      In conclusion, Yujin fully realized that this was indeed another world.

      So, what was the problem?

      First and foremost, it was his lack of common knowledge.

      Yujin had played the game called Labyrinth Academy which was set in this world.

      The issue, however, was that he had breezed through the story, background, and lore without paying much attention; he was what one might call a “story-skipper”.

      “Labyrinth Academy” was a game where understanding the story wasn’t necessary to enjoy playing.

      It was basically a roguelike game based on labyrinth exploration. Its core loop involved navigating the labyrinth, collecting resources and treasures, and progressing further.

      As the name “Labyrinth Academy” suggested, there was a story centered around the academy. However, Yujin often ignored or skipped the games’ story. He spent most of his time simply playing the game in the labyrinth to kill time.

      Because of this, he lacked basic common knowledge about this world. From the start, he had been a newbie who didn’t know much about the game itself. In fact, he had only started playing Labyrinth Academy less than a week ago.

      Even then, he only played occasionally to pass the time. By nature, Yujin was someone who led a busy life as an awakener and a hunter, so he hadn’t devoted much time to playing Labyrinth Academy.

      Given that, how much could he possibly know about this world? He only had a basic understanding of how to navigate the labyrinth, nothing more.

      As a result, he needed to familiarize himself with this world’s common knowledge in advance.

      Of course, there was Tiamat, but since Tiamat existed as a Transcendent being thousands of years ago, it was obvious she wouldn’t know much about the current era. That’s why he needed to find someone else to rely on.

      And so, he chose the current party.

      However, there was one more problem.

      The second problem was that, being in another world, he had no acquaintances here at all.

      To Yujin, the world of “Labyrinth Academy” was simply a foreign world with no connections to him. Naturally, there was no one he could know.

      Of course, even back on Earth, Yujin hadn’t had many close friends. Still, he had at least been able to depend on the social systems there and interact with others to a certain extent.

      However, this place was basically set in a medieval culture. The society and institutions here were dominated by monarchies and social hierarchies.

      A brutal medieval fantasy world that valued power and authority above all else. To have no connections in such a place was a big disadvantage.

      Yujin realized he would have to adapt to a world without the moral and ethical framework of Earth’s society systems, upon which he had relied.

      Therefore, he decided to try building connections in his own way. The first step was this party.

      And above all…

      
        Lady Tiamat, are you familiar with the concept of “Impermanence”?
      

      [Impermanence…? What is that?]

      
        It means that everything in the world is formed by relationships, constantly changing and never staying still.
      

      “Impermanence”. It was a fairly well-known Buddhist term.

      As Yujin explained, it refers to the fleeting nature of all things. Everything ultimately changes because of connections, which symbolize the impermanence of worldly affairs.

      
        It refers to the fleeting nature of worldly affairs, so in some ways it seems to support nihilism, but… that’s not quite the case.
      

      [If it’s not, then what is it really about?]

      
        It means that while everything inevitably changes, it doesn’t imply that everything is meaningless. Instead, it says that anything can become something else. Let’s use a bowl as an example.
      

      Yujin continued speaking.

      
        We don’t say a bowl is meaningless just because it’s empty. That bowl could hold water, soup, or even wine. It may be empty, but precisely because of that, it can contain anything.
      

      [Ooh…]

      
        Everything is like an empty bowl, capable of becoming anything. If a bowl meets water, it becomes a bowl holding water. If it meets wine, it becomes a bowl holding wine. If it meets poison, it becomes a bowl holding poison. In this sense, relationships are like what the bowl encounters; they are connections, or what some might call causation.
      

      [An interesting insight. But how does that relate to making connections? Does it mean you want to change yourself or something like that?]

      
        No, it’s not necessarily about having to change or wanting to change. It’s more about understanding that everything inevitably changes. It’s about not clinging to things as they come and go, because what we think of as ‘mine’ will one day cease to be ‘mine’.
      

      Yujin who was speaking with the detachment of an immortal sage continued with a calm smile.

      
        But this isn’t the same as the extreme thinking of nihilism. The conclusion here is to accept change while appreciating and cherishing what you have in the present, knowing that it will one day disappear. Isn’t that how everyone feels? Rather than clinging to something forever, we value things more because we know they won’t last.
      

      […I see.]

      Tiamat was somewhat astonished. While it didn’t seem like a realization a mere human could have reached, it was not an incomprehensible one either.

      At its core, the idea was truly simple. Yet its depth was extraordinary.

      It was like a lake, endlessly clear to the point where you could see through it, yet so profoundly deep that its bottom remained unseen.

      Tiamat was amazed at how far a mortal’s understanding of life had developed.

      [Everything changes through relationships, so anything can become something else…]

      And this type of enlightenment was a shortcut to elevating one’s soul.

      
        Hwaaaa…!
      

      
        …Hmm?
      

      [Thank you, Yujin. Thanks to you, I’ve advanced to another level.]

      Yujin felt Tiamat’s presence within him grow noticeably stronger and was slightly taken aback. Meanwhile, Tiamat expressed her gratitude for the advancement of her soul’s essence.

      [Now I understand why you are free from greed and attachment. Since everything is destined to change like flowing water, there’s no reason to cling to anything.]

      For Tiamat, it wasn’t a difficult realization to accept. After all, it wasn’t easy for someone to hand over their bones and heart to a complete stranger without hesitation.

      She wasn’t someone leaving the mortal world but a being still alive as a soul within her heart. Even so, she had passed her heart on to Yujin without any attachment.

      Because of that, the Buddhist teaching of Anattā (the doctrine of “no-self”) was not something foreign to her. She had already demonstrated it by letting go of what was once hers without clinging to it.

      
        …Haha, it’s nothing much.
      

      Yujin who sensed that Tiamat’s soul had grown said this with a modest smile. Somehow, his words seemed to have granted her some kind of enlightenment.

      Tiamat spoke.

      [I’m genuinely surprised. To have such wisdom even as a mortal….it’s no wonder you could be so mature.]

      
        You’re too kind.
      

      Yujin replied with a smile, and Tiamat asked him another question.

      [Is forming connections here also an extension of that wisdom? Treasuring even fleeting bonds, is that it?]

      
        It’s not for any lofty reason like that. It’s just that this too is a connection, so I see no reason to avoid it. That’s all.
      

      [Hmm… I see.]

      
        Of course, my bond with you, Lady Tiamat, is incredibly precious to me.
      

      [H-Huh?]

      Tiamat was flustered by his words. Yujin continued.

      
        I mean it. Honestly, since my parents passed away, you’re the first person I’ve been able to open up to like this. Because of that… I can’t help but feel that the time I spend with you is incredibly valuable.
      

      […I-Is… is that so?]

      Yujin was still walking ahead while keeping his eyes forward since he was concerned about the possibility of revealing Tiamat’s presence to the party or being thought of as a mentally ill person. Meanwhile, Tiamat was floating behind him and following closely. So he couldn’t see her expression at the moment.

      However, through his senses, he could tell that she was flustered and blushing. With a slightly awkward tone, he spoke again.

      
        Uh… Was that too embarrassing of a thing to say?
      

      [N-No… Not at all. It’s just, well…]

      
        Haha, you don’t have to be considerate of my feelings. Now that I think about it, it was a bit embarrassing to say. Just forget I said it.
      

      [R-Right, okay.]

      Yet, despite saying that, Tiamat felt she wouldn’t be able to forget those words. Even for a Transcendent like her who was capable of erasing memories at will, it seemed this memory would remain.

      Silence hung momentarily between Yujin and Tiamat before the party’s scout Mirien suddenly spoke.

      “Stop.”

      “Mirien, is something there?”

      “…Yes, eight… no, eleven.”

      At Hugo’s question, Mirien began counting the nearby enemies. Yujin too was already aware of them.

      The group had entered a forest after leaving the open plains. Except for the scout Mirien and the transcendent Yujin, the rest of the party hadn’t noticed the approaching enemies.

      The tension among the party members began to rise. Even Elly and Shia, who were just academy students, started to prepare themselves.

      
        Gulp!
      

      
        Shiver, shiver…
      

      Perhaps they were overly tense. Mage Elly trembled slightly, while priestess Shia who looked to be timid and faint-hearted also seemed on edge.

      Yujin glanced around, thinking to himself that there were some rather delicate companions among them.

      At that moment, Hugo spoke to Yujin for the first time since their initial introduction.

      “Mr. Eugene, please remain in the center. Like I mentioned before, we are escorting academy students, and it would disrupt the test if we deviated from our assigned roles.”

      “Of course. Though, if it comes to it, I hope you won’t mind if I at least protect myself.”

      “Naturally, that much is only fair.”

      The party members had completed their preparations for battle.

      It began with Mirien.

      She quietly nocked an arrow, aimed it at a corner of the forest, and let it fly.

      
        Thunk!
      

      “Ugh!”

      A piercing sound rang out, followed by a death cry.

      Where Mirien’s arrow had struck, a green-skinned dwarf-like creature collapsed. The dwarf-like creature was impaled by the arrow.

      It had long ears like an elf but with rough green skin, an ugly face, and a large nose.

      It was a goblin.

      “Kieeeeek! Kieeeeek!”

      “Kieeeeek!”

      The goblins realized their ambush had been discovered and began to appear one by one.

      Monsters in the labyrinth had no survival instincts. Even when their ambush was detected, and one of their kind was killed, they showed no fear, only hostility.

      Seeing this, Hugo stepped forward and banged his shield with the flat of his sword.

      
        Clang! Clang!
      

      “Hey, you monster freaks! Look over here!”

      [Taunt]

      The essential skill of any tank. Taunt.

      As soon as the skill was used, the goblins’ eyes shifted in unison toward Hugo.

      Hugo called out to the rest of the group.

      “Mr. Krom, move freely! Miss Elly, prepare your magic! Miss Shia, cast a shield on me! Hans, stay in the center with Mr. Yujin! And Mirien, intercept the ones throwing stones from a distance!”

      The orders were issued quickly and efficiently. Krom immediately stepped aside and began moving freely while swinging his axe. Elly, though nervous, started preparing her magic. Shia chanted a protective shield spell, and Mirien began sniping the goblins throwing rocks from afar.

      Meanwhile, Yujin who was positioned in the center alongside the porter Hans watched the scene unfold and muttered to himself.

      
        The coordination is impressive.
      

      Though the instructions were simple, the dwarf named Krom moved swiftly and started disrupting the goblins’ formation, while Mirien intercepted them with precise ranged attacks. Hugo fulfilled his role perfectly as the tank; he blocked the goblins advancing toward the center like an unyielding wall.

      It was clear this party had worked together for a long time.

      However, trouble arose just then.

      “They’re coming from the 9 o’clock direction! Five of them!”

      “Mr. Krom!”

      “On it!”

      Krom, who had been moving freely, immediately dashed toward the 9 o’clock direction. Since he had been disrupting the formation near Hugo, this made Hugo’s role more difficult, but the latter showed no signs of strain.

      The real issue arose elsewhere.

      “Uh, uh…”

      Mage Elly finished preparing her spell and seemed to be scanning the area, trying to decide where to aim. The problem was that she, as a novice, attempted to make the judgment herself without waiting for the leader’s instructions.

      “F-Fireball!”

      As a result, she hurled the fireball not in Hugo’s direction where the number of goblins had already decreased, but toward the 9 o’clock direction where Krom was rushing. Krom who saw this grew flustered.

      “Shit!”

      Both Krom and Hugo, who had heard the incantation, were taken aback and turned to look. They hadn’t expected her to be so clueless as to recklessly launch a spell without any instructions.

      To make matters worse, the fireball struck the direction Krom was heading. Instead of assisting Hugo, who was holding the front line with a shield, the novice mage had targeted the area where Krom was freely moving. At this rate, Krom was in danger of being injured.

      At that moment, Yujin quietly extended his hand.

      
        Fwoosh!
      

      A barrier of mana spread around Krom and shielded him. Then—

      
        Boom!
      

      The fireball exploded in the direction where newly arrived goblins were charging.

      “Krom!”

      Hugo shouted, seeing that Krom had been caught up in the blast. He hadn’t noticed Yujin’s subtle gesture or the mana shield protecting Krom.

      Because of that, when the flames dissipated and Krom emerged unscathed, Hugo couldn’t hide his confusion.

      “Huh?”

      And then, it happened.

      Taking advantage of Hugo’s momentary distraction, a goblin darted past him, heading inside. It rushed straight at Elly.

      “Ahh! Aahhh!”

      The novice mage Elly who had fired the spell, squeezed her eyes shut as the goblin charged at her. Then—

      “This…”

      
        Thunk!
      

      “Shrieeek!”

      “Huh… huh?”

      Expecting pain, Elly flinched but instead heard the wet sound of impact followed by the goblin’s scream. She cautiously opened her eyes.

      In front of her stood a goblin trembling and collapsed with a crude dagger clenched in its right hand and a small knife embedded in its shoulder.

      When the goblin fell, a calm and refined voice reached Elly’s ears.

      “It seems you lack experience. So… Miss Elly?”

      “A-Ah…”

      When she turned around, she saw a handsome young man with narrow eyes silently gazing down at her.

      He approached her with an inscrutable smile.

      “But it’s all right. Experience is something you can build over time.”

      As he said this, he placed something into her hand.

      It was a dagger.

      “This… is…?”

      “A battle mage can’t rely solely on support from the rear. Sometimes, you’ll find yourself in danger, and you’ll need at least some equipment to protect yourself. For example, when a small monster slips through that the tank couldn’t intercept, you’ll need a weapon like a dagger to respond quickly.”

      As he spoke, Yujin gestured toward the goblin trembling on the ground nearby.

      “Stab it.”

      “…Huh?”

      “Miss Elly, this is your first time taking a life, isn’t it? Not with magic, but with a weapon. Plunging a blade directly into an enemy, I mean.”

      “!”

      Hearing those words, Elly flinched and started trembling slightly. She looked up at the man with half-closed eyes and asked hesitantly,

      “How did you know…?”

      “Haha… Who knows? How could I possibly know?”

      In reality, anyone could tell at a glance that she’d never had such an experience, but Yujin replied playfully to ease her tension.

      “Hic!”

      But coming right after being told to end a life, his words only made her more nervous. So nervous, in fact, that she involuntarily let out a hiccup.

      Whether he noticed or not, Yujin continued speaking.

      “You need experiences like this. The sensation of ending a life with your own hands… You need to feel it vividly. And you need to grow used to it.”

      So that when it happens during battle, you won’t freeze.

      Though he left that part unsaid, she began trembling even more.

      Yujin looked at her and repeated,

      “Go on. Stab it.”

      “But… but…”

      “Do it.”

      Although Yujin encouraged her gently, Elly trembled even more and shook her head.

      “I-I can’t do it…”

      “…I see. It can’t be helped.”

      At those words, Yujin gently grasped Elly’s hand which was clutching the dagger and guided it forward.

      He had seen people like this many times before. While crossing gates as an Awakener, he often encountered those who were too fragile of heart to properly do what needed to be done.

      Such individuals needed this kind of forceful experience to guide them.

      Slowly, he led her hand holding the dagger…

      
        Squelch.
      

      “Ugh, ugh…”

      He drove it into the neck.

      “Gah… Guh…”

      Warm blood began to flow, and the final notes of life’s swan song started to play.

      Even though the monsters created in the labyrinth were fundamentally different from true living beings, they were not so unlike them. They bled, and they breathed.

      When a blade pierced their throats, they could no longer breathe, and their blood would spill.

      And so, slowly… the flame of one life began to extinguish.

      “Gah…”

      “Ah… ahhh…”

      “And to make sure it’s finished…”

      Then, Yujin decided to take it a step further.

      
        Crunch!
      

      “Ahhh!”

      “This is how you twist the blade to make sure it’s over.”

      “Hah… hah…”

      With that, the goblin was completely dead. Fully and utterly dead.

      Only then did Yujin release his grip on Elly’s trembling hand.

      “Well? It’s not so difficult, right?”

      “Bleergh!”

      Her answer came in the form of vomit.

    

  
    
      Chapter 11: The Journey Together Part 3

      Yujin walked past Elly who was still retching and retrieved the daggers embedded in the goblin’s neck and shoulder.

      Of course, both daggers belonged to Yujin. One was his regular weapon, and the other was a spare. He wiped the military-style daggers clean with a cloth he carried, then placed them back into their holders.

      
        Rustle…
      

      Soon, the goblin’s body turned to ash and scattered, and something like a magic stone emerged from it.

      
        When you think about it, this is the same as back on Earth.
      

      Yujin mused as he looked at it. The monsters on Earth also disintegrated into ash upon death, leaving only magic stones behind.

      Was there some kind of connection between the labyrinth and the gates that appeared on Earth…

      He didn’t know.

      Perhaps if he had been a dragon when he was on Earth, he might have been able to discern some clear connections between gates and labyrinths. But he hadn’t been, so he had no answers.

      For now, he buried his doubts deep inside and turned to look at Elly.

      She had stopped vomiting but she seemed to be unable to hide her dazed expression. Shia, her academy classmate and peer, approached her and consoled her.

      
        She might give up before long.
      

      He had forced her to gain the experience, but in the end, it depended on the individual.

      Some people could overcome their weaknesses, while others might not endure and end up running away.

      Either way, it wasn’t his concern. After all, she was nothing more than a stranger to him.

      Yujin was not the type to have a soft heart. On the contrary, despite his outwardly gentle demeanor, he was ruthlessly strong-willed. This was clear from the fact that he had endured two months of hardship in Tiamat’s Tomb.

      Having lost his parents at a young age and survived through grueling work as an Awakener, he couldn’t sympathize with those who crumbled so easily after something like taking a life.

      Of course, killing was a shocking experience.

      The sensation of death clinging to your hands, the metallic smell of blood, the fear of snuffing out a life just like your own…

      Only those who had either seen it all or were naturally cruel and evil could claim such things were easy to endure.

      But for humans living on the edge of death, failing to endure it simply meant death.

      With such a fragile mindset, it would be better to live doing something peaceful instead.

      In that sense, perhaps it was fortunate that Yujin had given her this experience in advance.

      [More cruel than I expected. Not blindly kind to others.]

      Tiamat remarked after seeing all of that. She was slightly surprised that Yujin, with his otherwise gentle personality, could be so stern with others. However, Yujin simply smiled faintly in response.

      
        Haha, of course. There’s no need to be overly kind to everyone. In life, it’s about pretending to be kind enough to navigate social situations as long as it doesn’t harm yourself.
      

      [Hmm… A very human way of living.]

      
        Are dragons different?
      

      [Dragons are fundamentally few in number and share a strong sense of kinship. That’s why it’s rare for us to treat another dragon’s affairs as entirely someone else’s business.]

      
        Ah, I see. I’ll keep that in mind now that I’m a dragon too.
      

      While Yujin and Tiamat were having this conversation, the cleanup in the area was nearing its completion.

      “For now, there don’t seem to be any enemies left in the vicinity.”

      “Good work, Mirien.”

      Hugo caught his breath at Mirien’s report, as Krom approached them.

      “Whew, that was a close call. If the barrier hadn’t been deployed earlier, I might have suffered some burns.”

      “The barrier… Was it you, Shia?”

      Hugo turned to Shia who was comforting Elly. She shook her head.

      “N-No… I’m not fast enough to deploy a barrier like that.”

      “Then…”

      Hugo’s gaze shifted toward Yujin. Yujin bowed his head slightly and spoke.

      “It was me. I apologize for acting on my own against your instructions.”

      “No need to apologize. While the test is important, you prevented a situation where one of our companions could have been injured. Criticizing you for that would hardly be fair. In fact, I should be thanking you instead.”

      Hugo waved his hand and lowered his head as he spoke.

      “Moreover, since you didn’t directly intervene in the battle, it shouldn’t have a major impact on my evaluation as the leader. So, please don’t worry about it.”

      “Is that so? Then I’m relieved.”

      “And… Miss Elly.”

      Hugo who was wearing a somewhat stern yet complicated expression turned to look at Elly.  Elly, who had been sitting blankly on the ground, flinched and lifted her head.

      “Y-Yes…!”

      “…The fact that you made an independent decision to use magic without the leader’s instructions and that it almost resulted in harm to a companion, is a clear deduction in points. I trust you’re already well aware of this.”

      “…Yes.”

      Elly lowered her head deeply as she responded. It was obvious that this incident would deal a significant blow to her evaluation in the test.

      However, she couldn’t say a word in her defense. In truth, anyone in her position would find themselves speechless, no matter how many excuses they might have prepared.

      Hugo watched her with a somewhat conflicted look on his face and let out a deep sigh before continuing.

      “Even so, I must admit I made a mistake as well. Allowing a monster to reach the rear lines was entirely my fault, and for that, I sincerely apologize.”

      Hugo’s kindness revealed itself once again. This was a situation where no one would have faulted him for scolding the mage harshly, yet he readily admitted his own mistake and lowered his head.

      “That’s why I want to express my gratitude to Mr. Eugene. Thanks to you covering for my mistake, we were able to avert a crisis.”

      “Haha, you flatter me. If anything, I should be thanking you for letting me join you in the first place.”

      “No, I owe you my thanks. Honestly, I had my doubts about approving your inclusion in our group, but now I feel a bit embarrassed for having felt that way.”

      At that moment, Krom approached Yujin and spoke. The dwarf, known as a race that never forgives a favor, lowered his head in a rare display of humility to express his gratitude for Yujin’s help. He put aside his usual pride.

      “Ah, and you, Academy girl.”

      “Y-Yes?!”

      Krom then turned to Elly, who was startled and replied. Perhaps it was because she had nearly caused harm to him with her magic that her reaction was so pronounced like that.

      However, Krom didn’t reprimand the utterly frozen Elly.

      “Why are you so stiff? It’s only natural for beginners to make mistakes! When you’re working the forge, burns are just part of the job. And hey, no one even got hurt this time.”

      “A-Ah… I-I’m still… sorry… I really am…”

      “Well, fine. I’ll accept your apology since it’ll probably put your mind at ease. But next time you’re about to cast magic, at least give us a heads-up first so we can get out of the way. Haha!”

      Krom laughed heartily and gave Elly a pat on the back. Though she grimaced in pain at the gesture, her expression soon softened, as if she felt a sense of relief.

      With the atmosphere quickly lightening, the party’s mood turned cheerful once more. Their leader, Hugo, smiled as he watched the scene unfold.

      After a brief moment of consoling each other, Hugo spoke.

      “Well then, let’s get moving again. We should be nearing the entrance to the fourth floor soon.”

      “Alright, let’s go.”

      ***

      Even in the labyrinth, day and night existed.

      Strangely enough, labyrinth floors were designed with natural environments like plains, forests, or deserts. There was both a sun and a moon, and time passed as it would in the outside world.

      No one could quite explain how such a phenomenon was possible, but the priests theorized that the goddesses of the sun and moon might have participated in the creation of the tower, allowing for such an environment to exist.

      And so, night fell in the labyrinth.

      The fourth layer, which had transformed from a forest into an environment resembling a jungle.

      Not long after the party entered the new terrain, the sun began to set, and night descended. They began preparing to set up camp.

      “When choosing a campsite, it shouldn’t be in an isolated location, but neither should it be too exposed. In isolated spots, there’s a risk of ambushes, while open areas leave us vulnerable to attacks from all directions. The ideal location is one backed by a large structure, with plenty of nearby cover for allies to use for defense…”

      Hugo explained the basics of setting up camp to the Academy students while pitching tents. Mirien busied herself preparing food, while porter Hans started gathering firewood under Krom’s watchful protection. And Yujin…

      [So, you’re pretending to gather magic materials, huh?]

      
        Well, since that’s the excuse I gave, I don’t have much choice now.
      

      Yujin was indeed pretending to collect magical materials.

      Although he had mentioned going as far as the fifth floor to gather resources, it didn’t necessarily mean the materials only existed on that floor. Usually, it meant collecting as you explored through the layers, so this wasn’t entirely untrue.

      In fact, the others had been considerate enough to let him go off for this purpose, so Yujin had no reason to object.

      “Besides, it’s not just pretending.”

      The game “Labyrinth Academy” combined elements of the roguelike genre with an open-world feel.

      Exploring the vast labyrinth while gathering all sorts of resources was a key feature, and Yujin who had once been a player of the game found himself naturally seeking out and collecting materials.

      Inwardly, he even found it a bit fun. Almost as though he’d truly stepped into the game world.

      [Hmm… You’re gathering quite the useful collection. Did you always know where to find these?]

      
        Well, partly, but I think it’s also thanks to the dragon’s enhanced senses.
      

      In fact, Yujin had stumbled upon some items that weren’t even present in the original game.

      It was likely because his dragon’s senses picked up on dense concentrations of energy such as mana, which made such materials stand out to him.

      After gathering a modest collection of magical materials, Yujin made his way back to the party’s campsite.

      “Ah, Mr. Eugene, you’re back.”

      Hugo who had just finished setting up the tents greeted him warmly. Yujin smiled back and said,

      “Haha, I feel a bit guilty. While everyone was busy preparing for camp, it seems I was absorbed in a personal task.”

      “There’s no need to worry about that. By the way, did you manage to gather the materials?”

      “Yes, surprisingly, there were plenty of things growing naturally in the area.”

      With that, Yujin held up a pouch filled with the materials he had collected. Hugo’s eyes widened slightly as he looked at it.

      “Wow… You’ve gathered quite a bit. Are all of these magic materials?”

      “Yes. There’s Cure Herb, which is used for healing potions; Magic Grass, which has a mild mana amplification effect; and Kellow Seeds, one of the ingredients for the Panacea….Well, I collected things that have various uses as well.”

      “The Panacea? Isn’t that the second-highest-grade medicine, just below the legendary Elixir?”

      Hugo looked surprised at the mention of Kellow Seeds. Yujin chuckled and replied,

      “Kellow Seeds are actually a minor ingredient in the Panacea. The rarer materials are probably hidden deep within the labyrinth.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      “Besides, the full recipe for the Panacea hasn’t been completely uncovered yet. Even so, Kellow Seeds have been identified as one of the ingredients because they’re used in every medicine related to curing diseases.”

      “Now that you mention it, I think I’ve heard something similar during a gathering request. I also heard that Kellow Seeds are always in high demand…”

      “I didn’t gather a large quantity, though. Considering the size of the pouch, it’s not packed that full.”

      “Is that so?”

      As Yujin opened the pouch to show its contents, Hugo nodded in understanding. Then he said,

      “In any case, you’ve done a great job, Mr. Eugene. Now that the camp preparations are done and dinner is nearly ready, please take a seat and relax while you wait.”

      “Understood.”

      ***

      Over the fire lit with wood that Krom and Hans had collected, a pot of stew bubbled and simmered.

      Soon, the party, with their portions served, shared a meal and started conversations around the campfire.

      “So, you’re from the East as well? I thought so. Your hair color and features give off that unique Eastern vibe.”

      “Yes. Actually, my full name is Han Yujin.”

      “Han Yujin… So ‘Yujin’ is your given name, and ‘Han’ is your family name? I’ve heard that in Eastern countries, the family name comes first, and most family names are quite short.”

      “That’s right. And, as a bonus, most people have family names even if they aren’t nobles.”

      Yujin had already blended into the group and was naturally chatting with them. Of course, Elly still seemed a little uncomfortable due to the earlier incident, and Mirien, being reserved by nature, spoke only when necessary and mostly to Hugo, the leader. Shia, on the other hand, seemed inherently timid.

      As a result, Yujin naturally found himself talking mostly with Hugo and Krom.

      “Having a family name despite not being a noble… That’s just like what I heard from an Eastern swordsman I once traveled with. It always struck me as fascinating.”

      “I’m more amazed by how fluent your speech is. Honestly, I was confused at first if you were really from the East because of how well you speak.”

      “Haha, is that so?”

      In reality, Yujin was speaking the common language of the Western Continent, which was part of Labyrinth Academy’s setting. And he spoke it with remarkable fluency.

      Though he hadn’t mentioned it, Yujin had been quite surprised by this himself at first.

      Becoming a dragon probably made learning languages easier, but what shocked him was how naturally he had understood and spoken the language as if it were his native tongue, right from the moment Hugo first spoke to him.

      “Though I find it more surprising that someone from the East is a mage. Most people there seem to hone martial arts, and I’ve heard that the professions similar to mages are typically referred to as shamans.”

      “I suppose magic suits my aptitude better, so I ended up walking this path.”

      Yujin replied with a smile. Hugo then asked,

      “By the way, Mr. Yujin, which school of magic do you belong to? Your focus on herbal magic materials makes me think you might be aligned with the Healing School.”

      “I don’t follow any particular school. I’m not affiliated with one either. Like I said, I’m from the East.”

      “Hmm… That makes sense. Mages do have a bit of a closed-minded side.”

      Hugo seemed to have roughly understood that, as someone from the East, Yujin must be often subject to discrimination.

      Yujin merely smiled in response.

      “By the way, about the Kellow seeds you mentioned earlier. You said they’re an ingredient for the Panacea, correct?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “I’ve heard they’re used for various diseases, but the fact that you specifically brought up a panacea… Does that mean your goal is to create one, Mr. Yujin?”

      Hugo’s question seemed to stem from genuine curiosity. However, upon overhearing the exchange, Elly and Shia, who were nearby, looked at Yujin with surprise.

      “The panacea?”

      “Hmm? Why are the two of you reacting like that?”

      At this, Krom asked the question. Shia who was timid flinched and clamped her mouth shut, but Elly who had grown somewhat comfortable around Chrome responded hesitantly.

      “Well… It’s really nothing serious. There’s just this rather well-known rumor at the Academy…”

      “A well-known rumor? About what?”

      When she mentioned the rumor from the Academy, Elly wore a slightly hesitant expression on her face, as if debating whether she should share it.

      But she soon began to speak.

      “Well… It’s kind of an open secret, but there’s a rumor that Her Highness the Second Princess is unwell.”

    

  
    
      Chapter 12: The Journey Together Part 4

      “Are you referring to the Second Princess?”

      Hugo sounded surprised. And understandably so.

      “Couldn’t it just be a false rumor? If we’re talking about the Second Princess, she’s skilled in martial arts and can enter and exit the labyrinth herself…. Moreover, even if she were to fall ill, as a member of the imperial family, they could summon a saint or saintess to heal her directly.”

      That was true.

      The Second Princess, Elicia von Arcedium, was the daughter of the Emperor of the Arcedium Empire, the most powerful country on the Western continent.

      Her talent in martial arts was so exceptional that it was said even the commanders of the imperial knight order couldn’t rival her.

      For someone so strong to be unwell? Even if it were true, the Second Princess wasn’t someone the imperial family would neglect. If there was a problem with her health, they would undoubtedly summon an apostle of God such as a saint or saintess to heal her. Or even open the imperial treasury for a solution.

      Yet there were rumors of her illness… It was a hard claim to believe.

      Elly spoke up as well.

      “It’s just a rumor, of course. But it’s not completely baseless… After returning from the labyrinth, Her Highness temporarily left the Academy to return to the imperial palace. Since then, even after coming back to the Academy, she hasn’t made many public appearances.”

      “Hmm…”

      “The last people to see Her Highness after her expedition mentioned that she appeared to be covering one of her eyes, as though she had lost it. But I don’t know any details. Apparently, the imperial family silenced those who might have known more.”

      “Silenced them?”

      “Yes. They didn’t outright admit to being silenced, of course, but you can tell from the circumstances. That’s why people suspect something is going on. And since it’s true that Her Highness temporarily returned to the imperial palace after her expedition, well…”

      “So everyone thinks the Second Princess is unwell. But since poking into it might provoke the imperial family, people just hush it up, and it remains an open secret.”

      This last comment came from Yujin. When he spoke, Elly flinched and her face grew a little pale, but she eventually nodded her head.

      “Yes, yes… That’s why, when I heard about the panacea, Her Highness suddenly came to mind, and I mentioned it….”

      “Hmm, I see.”

      This was news to Yujin as well. After all, he was still a newbie when it came to “Labyrinth Academy”.

      Perhaps progressing further in the story would have revealed more details about this, but honestly, it wasn’t something Yujin felt he needed to concern himself with.

      Somewhere in the world, someone was dying even at this very moment. Even if the rumors about the princess were true, to Yujin, she was just another one of them.

      The only difference was that, unlike those nameless and forgotten individuals, she held a position so high that everyone knew her name.

      Just as Yujin dismissed the matter, the Dwarf warrior Krom spoke up.

      “Haha! If those rumors are true, wouldn’t this friend here be able to cure Her Highness’s illness? After all, it’s called a panacea. It must be worth its name!”

      The sudden remark caught everyone off guard.

      The flustered Elly protested.

      “M-Mr. Krom… What are you suddenly saying…”

      “Did I say something strange? It could actually be possible, right? Earlier, Hugo asked if this friend here was aiming to create a panacea. If that’s true, wouldn’t this friend have some potential for it as well?”

      Krom spoke as though he were making a casual remark at a drinking party. Yujin chuckled and replied.

      “Haha, as much as I appreciate it, that’s way too high an expectation. I’m just an unremarkable mage, and the mention of a panacea was just an example, not an actual goal of mine.”

      “Is that so? Well, that’s a pity.”

      Though Yujin wasn’t sure what exactly Krom found to be a pity, he simply smiled lightly.

      In any case, as the atmosphere gradually warmed up and everyone finished their meal, Hugo spoke.

      “Well then, let’s prepare for bedtime. How should we handle the night watch?”

      “Since we have the young ladies from the Academy with us tonight, how about pairing up in twos? Relying on just one person for the watch seems a bit risky.”

      Krom suggested. Though he openly mentioned feeling uneasy, Elly and Shia could only give awkward smiles without refuting him.

      “Alright, let’s go with Mr. Krom’s suggestion… but with seven people in the group, one person will be left out.”

      The party consisted of:

      Hugo, the leader.

      Mirien, the scout.

      Krom, the warrior.

      Yujin, the mage.

      Elly, the student mage.

      Shia, the student priestess.

      And finally, Hans, the porter who, despite lacking presence, was definitely part of the group.

      That made seven people, which meant pairing up would leave one person alone.

      “Ah, in that case, I can take two shifts for the watch.”

      At that moment, Yujin stepped forward. After all, ever since becoming a dragon, he no longer needed sleep.

      “Would you be alright with that?”

      “Of course. Since I’m already being accommodated, I don’t mind at all.”

      At Yujin’s response, Hugo nodded his head with a smile.

      “Thank you, Mr. Yujin. Now we just need to decide the pairs… Hmm…”

      Hugo briefly looked at Elly and Shia. It was clear that he couldn’t pair the two together for the watch since neither of them had any experience.

      He wished that either he or Mirien could take one of them, but as the party leader, Hugo was perceptive enough to read the situation. Even though they were all women, Elly and Shia weren’t particularly close to Mirien.

      It was likely due to Mirien’s reserved personality, where she only spoke when necessary. In that case, perhaps it would be better for Krom and Hugo to take one of them each. Or maybe Yujin.

      However, Elly and Shia seemed even more uncomfortable around Yujin than they were around Mirien. In that case…

      “Let’s do it like this. Miss Elly will pair with Mr. Krom, I’ll take Miss Sia, and Mr. Yujin can alternate shifts with Mirien and Hans.”

      Hugo decided to pair Elly, who had become relatively comfortable around Krom, with him. He would watch over Shia himself, and Yujin would rotate with the remaining two for the watch.

      “Does anyone have any objections?”

      “…No.”

      “I’m fine with it.”

      “I-I think it’s okay for me too.”

      “Me too… um, I think it’ll be fine.”

      “Well… I don’t have any issues either.”

      “Haha, great. Then I’ll count on all of you.”

      With that, the watch schedule was set.

      Before long, the group prepared to settle down for the night.

      ***

      Yujin was assigned the last… or rather the third shift, because he had to stand guard twice in a row.

      He would first stand watch with Mirien who shared the third shift, and then with Hans during the fourth. After that, they would depart in the morning.

      Hugo had intentionally made sure Yujin wouldn’t take the second shift, which was the hardest one.

      After resting for a while…

      “Mr. Yujin, it’s your turn.”

      Hugo, who had taken the second shift, gently woke Yujin. With his heightened senses and mental sharpness, Yujin woke up quickly.

      “Haha, thank you for waking me.”

      “It’s no problem. Good luck.”

      When he heard these words, Yujin stepped outside. Meanwhile, Hugo, who had sent him out, approached Mirien who was sleeping in the corner of the tent. It seemed as if he wanted to wake her up.

      Yujin exited the tent first, took in the crisp night air, and settled into a folding chair near the tent.

      
        …Rustle.
      

      After sitting there for a short while, he heard the sound of Mirien emerging from the tent with her hood pulled over her head.

      “……..”

      She stopped outside and stared at Yujin intently with her blue eyes, visible beneath her hood. After a moment, she moved to sit on another folding chair beside him.

      “Did you sleep well? The third shift is hardly any easier than the second.”

      “……..”

      Despite Yujin’s words, Mirien didn’t respond. Even so, Yujin maintained his calm smile while quietly gazing ahead.

      And then, it happened.

      
        Sling.
      

      “…You.”

      “Hmm?”

      With Mirien’s sudden call, the cold touch of steel pressed against Yujin’s neck.

      He slowly turned his head to the side.

      “…What are you?”

      “……..”

      Mirien was looking down at him with her gaze as cold as a winter frost.

      In one hand, she held a dagger with its blade pressed firmly to his throat.

      “……..”

      Yujin who was still wearing a faint smile met her piercing gaze. Then, he spoke.

      “Is this how ‘elves’ usually greet people?”

      “!”

      At those words, Mirien’s eyes wavered.

      The term “elf” referred to one of the demi-human races. A race known as forest spirits, blessed by nature and known for their long lifespans.

      They were famous for their beauty which often surpassed that of humans.

      She pressed the blade closer to Yujin’s neck as if to confirm that she truly was one of those elves.

      “How did you know?”

      A tacit admission. Her words effectively acknowledged that she was, in fact, an elf.

      Yujin responded with a laugh.

      “Haha, who knows? Maybe I just couldn’t help but think so because you’re so beautiful.”

      At his sly reply, Mirien furrowed her delicate brow and leaned in closer. Her face was now threateningly near his.

      “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      “A joke, you say… Ah, yes. That’s right.”

      At the mention of the word “joke”, Yujin gave a mysterious smile and spoke.

      “If I were to pull a little ‘joke’ of my own right now, would it lighten the mood a bit?”

      “What? What are you…”

      
        [Isolation.]
      

      
        Thud!
      

      “.…..!”

      In an instant, the entire world transformed.

      The entire surrounding space was stained black. Like a white sheet of paper completely covered in black paint, it was pitch dark.

      There was nothing around them. Only Yujin and Mirien remained.

      In this lightless void, the two stood apart from each other, utterly alone.

      Strangely enough, despite the absence of any light source, their presence was vividly clear to one another.

      “Wh-What is this…!”

      “Haha, what a funny expression.”

      Yujin, who had already risen to his feet at some point, gently pressed down on the dagger in Mirien’s hand with his index finger as he continued speaking.

      “The tense atmosphere has eased a bit. That’s good. Now, shall we have a proper conversation without any threats involved?”

      Yujin spoke with that same usual smile on his face.

    

  
    
      Chapter 13: Tell Me Who I Am

      The life of an elf was, for the most part, dreadfully boring.

      The World Tree and the Great Forest that surrounded it were always abundant, so there was no need to work to sustain life.

      Thanks to the energy of the World Tree, there was no need to fear wild beasts or monsters; it was a peaceful life of simply eating and drinking.

      Of course, one could hone their martial skills to protect against threats from other races, but such matters were typically left to the soldiers, not ordinary citizens.

      Above all, the elves had spirits who were children of the World Tree and companions to the elves. These spirits allowed an individual elf to wield magical power surpassing that of an average human mage without needing personal training.

      Moreover, with an average life expectancy of over 1,000 years, their daily life was unbearably slow.

      A life that was not only peaceful but also boringly dull.

      Mirien was one of the young elves who had grown weary of such a boring life and chose to leave the embrace of the World Tree and the Great Forest.

      By coincidence, there was a mysterious space known as the Great Labyrinth outside the forest. A place said to have been built by the gods. Mirien decided she would spend her remaining years in the labyrinth rather than endure the boredom of the forest.

      When she first arrived in the city near the labyrinth, she felt somewhat uneasy.

      To hide her long ears from the lecherous eyes of those who noticed that she was an elf, she wore a hood over her head. But even that wasn’t enough to ward off the pests drawn to her elven beauty, so she resorted to covering her face, leaving only her jaw exposed.

      If she had not later met a reasonably decent party and adapted to life in the Labyrinth, she might have developed a disdain for humans.

      One way or another, life in the labyrinth left no room for boredom.

      Endless trials and adventures, and the rewards they brought, made life in the labyrinth so hectic that the monotonous days of the forest were but a distant memory now. At the same time, she found great satisfaction in this new way of life.

      Although she initially found it uncomfortable to work with other races in a party, she eventually grew accustomed to it, even developing a sense of camaraderie.

      In fact, the leader of her party Hugo was a reasonably decent human, and the dwarf warrior, Krom had a surprisingly friendly personality for someone of his typically gruff race. Her discomfort faded quickly.

      It was during this time, when she had settled into and was enjoying life in the labyrinth, that her party leader Hugo brought news.

      
        – The Academy has sent us a request related to their students’ test. They’re asking us to escort and evaluate two students….a mage and a priestess down to the fifth floor of the labyrinth.
      

      
        – Oh, the Academy? Looks like we’re starting to get some recognition.
      

      Labyrinth Academy.

      A top educational institution established by humans near the labyrinth.

      The story goes that high-ranking humans who were troubled by their children’s uncontrollable sense of adventure and greed for the Labyrinth decided, “If we can’t stop them from venturing into the Labyrinth, let’s at least educate and train them properly so they can enter it safely.” With this in mind, they pooled their money and built the Academy.

      Humans who were typically stingy with their investments not only funded this institution themselves but also received donations from empires and kingdoms. It was an institution of a massive scale.

      Due to its immense size, the Academy which was originally designed to teach and train students about the Labyrinth became known as a prestigious institution that also offered education in a wide range of disciplines and skills. For nobles, it was a place they had to attend to enhance their family’s prestige, while for commoners, graduating from the Academy was a dream come true and a gateway to a successful life.

      At its core, however, the Academy remained a training ground for future heroes eager to conquer the labyrinth.

      In addition to teaching about the labyrinth, it also tested students on their knowledge and abilities related to it.

      One of these tests was the labyrinth experience.

      At the Academy, students were placed into randomly selected parties and sent to experience the labyrinth. The original party members would explore the labyrinth with the students, evaluate their performance, and assign scores.

      Since these parties were tasked with guiding precious children and students of the Academy, they were carefully selected based on their skills and character. Being chosen for this Academy test brought not only a sense of honor but also a generous payment from the Academy.

      In short, it was a good request that would bring considerable benefits if they performed well.

      Of course, there were occasional cases where noble students tried to manipulate evaluations using their status. However, the Academy employed a form of confession magic to make sure accurate assessments, so such tactics were useless. Additionally, the Academy implemented certain protective measures for the parties, so incidents of disturbances caused by such issues were rare.

      This test, with its surprisingly long-standing tradition, was a welcome opportunity for the party when they learned they had been selected.

      
        – Then, I’ll take that as everyone’s agreement. Tomorrow, we’ll meet the Academy students, and three days from now, we’ll complete our preparations and head for the labyrinth.
      

      Mirien and the other party members agreed to take this request. After meeting the students, they set off for the labyrinth.

      The students assigned to join them this time, a mage and a priest, were, to be frank, not very reliable. To put it kindly, they were still inexperienced novices. From the moment they first met, it was obvious they lacked confidence.

      As the party advanced through the labyrinth, Mirien found herself doubting there would be anything worth giving a good evaluation for. However, while moving through the grasslands of the third floor, she spotted someone.

      Standing alone in the middle of the grasslands, for reasons unknown, was a single man.

      He had black hair, narrow eyes that revealed nothing of his gaze, and a beauty that made her wonder if there was someone as beautiful among his race.

      There was something very suspicious about the man, and Mirien noticed him faster than anyone else in her party.

      At the same time—

      “…….!”

      
        – Beep! Beep-beep!
      

      
        – Whoooosh…!
      

      
        – Kuu…! Ku…!
      

      Around her, colorful light spirits began swirling in confusion, making strange noises. Mirien couldn’t help but feel slightly alarmed at the sight.

      
        …The spirits?
      

      Mirien was the party’s scout and archer, but at the same time, she was also an excellent spirit mage as an elf.

      Though she hadn’t disclosed to her party that she was an elf, let alone a spirit mage, she was skilled enough to handle even intermediate-level spirits.

      Even when they entered the labyrinth, the spirits who were uncomfortable with the space filled with the power of Transcendents had never tried to flee…

      Now, however, they were gripped by terror and were desperately trying to escape.

      What’s more, the closer they moved toward the man, the more intense this reaction became.

      Hugo suggested they couldn’t just leave the man alone and seemed inclined to bring him along. But to be honest, Mirien felt uneasy.

      This wasn’t just about the suspicious man whose intentions were impossible to read. He was someone her spirits feared to such an extent.

      Was it really necessary to take him along?

      She wanted nothing more than to keep her distance from that man, but since Hugo, the leader, had decided it was best to include the man, it would only disrupt the harmony of the party if she voiced her opposition.

      Reluctantly, she allowed the man to join while keeping her discomfort to herself and refraining from opposing Hugo’s decision.

      ***

      The man who introduced himself as “Yujin” was consistently polite.

      Not only did he always consider the party’s needs, but he also maintained a friendly demeanor. He spoke respectfully and showed consideration for others.

      However, it was unsettling because it was hard to know what he was thinking.

      It felt like an act, as if he was hiding something.

      As it turned out, her unease proved to be justified during a battle that occurred later.

      
        That’s…?
      

      Right before Krom was about to be injured by a spell cast by the novice mage Elly, she saw it.

      Yujin raised his hand and, without casting any spell, created a shield around Krom.

      The issue wasn’t just the act itself; it was the nature of the mana he used.

      A peculiar mana of black and red colors, completely unlike the usual blue glow of ordinary mana.

      As an elf blessed by nature and attuned to the flow of energy, she felt it clearly.

      “……!”

      An overwhelming mana that could force everything around it to bow. A violent, tyrannical power that sought to subjugate all underfoot.

      Yujin’s mana felt like a tyrant’s power.

      It was then that she realized.

      So that’s it.

      She finally understood the source of the spirits’ terror.

      ***

      From that point on, she secretly kept an eye on Yujin.

      Although calling it “keeping an eye” was an exaggeration, she merely checked from time to time to see if he acted strangely.

      But Yujin did nothing suspicious.

      While helping prepare the camp, he only gathered magic ingredients, and even after finishing his tasks, he showed no unusual behavior.

      However, this only deepened Mirien’s doubts. How could someone with such immense power behave so ordinarily?

      Why had he joined their party in the first place? Was he harboring some ulterior motive?

      Her suspicions grew as these questions lingered, and then it came time to assign the night watch.

      Since the group had grown larger, they decided to pair up for the watch, and Mirien was assigned to spend two hours with Yujin.

      It was a perfect opportunity. With the other party members around, there was no way she could interrogate Yujin, who had seamlessly blended into the group. But if it was just the two of them, with no one else around, she could make her move.

      And so, she decided to take a rather bold approach.

      …It was only later that she realized this was a mistake.

      ***

      “What are you?”

      “……”

      She pressed a cold dagger against the man’s neck.

      Anyone who valued their life would have felt the gravity of the situation.

      A blade pressed at their throat, one wrong move could slit it open.

      But the man’s expression remained completely relaxed. His eyes, hidden beneath his hood, made it impossible to read his thoughts, and his face maintained its ever-present smile.

      As if everything was happening exactly as he had anticipated.

      That calmness unsettled her. Why was he so calm?

      Then he spoke.

      “Is this how elves usually greet people?”

      “!”

      His words suggested he had seen through her.

      She faltered for a moment. But only for a moment.

      “How did you know?”

      She had concealed every feature that might identify her as an elf. Even her face was hidden except for the lower half.

      So how?

      “Haha, who knows? Maybe I just couldn’t help but think so because you’re so beautiful.”

      But Yujin brushed off her question with a sly response, which only further frustrated her.

      “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      “A joke, you say… Ah, yes. That’s right.”

      The man smiled. His expression was filled with hidden meaning.

      “If I were to pull a little ‘joke’ of my own right now, would it lighten the mood a bit?”

      “What? What are you…”

      
        [Isolation.]
      

      The incomprehensible word fell from the man’s lips.

      It sounded almost alien and foreign.

      And then—

      
        Boom!
      

      “…….!”

      The world shifted in an instant.

      Everything around her turned pitch black.

      It felt as if she had stepped into a canvas painted entirely with black ink.

      In the midst of it all, the man standing before her was vividly clear, even in a place devoid of any light source.

      At the same time, the spirits were nowhere to be felt. The only ones present were Yujin and Mirien.

      “Wh-What is this…!”

      “Haha, what a funny expression.”

      The man, who had somehow risen from his seat, pressed his index finger gently against the dagger she had held to his neck and lowered it.

      It was a light gesture, but she felt an overwhelming force in that seemingly effortless action, a force so immense she couldn’t resist it.

      
        What kind of strength is this?
      

      Was he really a mage? Her arm trembled uncontrollably, yet she could do nothing to stop it from lowering. It felt as though a massive weight had been placed at the tip of the dagger.

      “The oppressive mood is gone now. That’s better, isn’t it? So, how about we have a healthy conversation without any threats?”

      The oppressive mood is gone? Did he not realize that the very atmosphere he created was more oppressive in itself? Or was he mocking her intentionally? She felt it was closer to the latter.

      The man began to speak.

      “First… Ah, yes. You asked how I knew you were an elf, didn’t you?”

      “Ugh…!”

      “It’s simple. I don’t know much about elves, but I sensed the spirits. The ones hovering around you. It was my first time seeing them, but I recognized them at a glance.”

      He recognized the spirits? That meant he had known she was an elf from the beginning, as the spirits had always been by her side.

      “The spirits that elves are known to command… Ah, and the energy you possess also felt distinctly different from other races. The refreshing energy of nature and mana purer than that of humans… I believe I’ve heard those described as elven traits.”

      “…….!”

      “Above all, my senses are rather sharp. Simply covering your ears slightly with a hood wouldn’t diminish them enough to miss the physical traits of an elf.”

      In short, he was saying it was blatantly obvious she was an elf. Her face flushed red with embarrassment.

      “And… Oh, you also asked what I am, didn’t you?”

      The man who was still wearing a relaxed smile spoke directly to her.

      “Care to take a guess?”

      “…What?”

      “Go ahead, try to guess who I am.”

      As he said this, the man subtly opened one eye.

      “……!!!”

      At that moment, her entire body froze.

      Yujin’s half-open eye came into view.

      Blood-red eyes.

      A mesmerizing color that seemed as though it could pull her in if she gazed at it for too long.

      At the same time, it was utterly terrifying.

      Between the eyes, like a lake of blood, was a vertically slit pupil.

      The reptilian-like pupil stared at her intently.

      
        Sssaaah…
      

      Dark red energy swirled around the man. The overwhelming majesty and dignity of the power radiated through the air and pressed down on her with such intensity that she felt as if it could crush her completely.

      
        Shudder…
      

      As the dragon’s Fear began to emanate, terror consumed her reason. Her body started trembling uncontrollably, and she couldn’t stop it.

      He placed a finger gently to his lips and spoke.

      
        [image: ]
      
      “Tell me who I am. You already know the answer, don’t you?”

    

  
    
      Chapter 14: Weak and Cowardly

      Her name was Mirien, wasn’t it?

      Yujin was well aware that the elf scout of the party had been paying subtle attention to him.

      His heightened senses clearly revealed her gaze and the wariness hidden within it.

      He had somewhat expected that she might confront him when they were alone.

      But…

      
        I didn’t think she’d come at me with a blade right off the bat.
      

      Even with the rest of the party still in the tents behind them, she pointed a dagger at him without a hint of hesitation.

      Of course, he wasn’t particularly startled. From the very beginning, such a dagger was no more threatening to Yujin than a child’s toy.

      Even when she reached for the dagger at her side, Yujin hadn’t restrained her despite noticing her intent. After all, who would overreact to a child waving around a toy?

      So, he willingly offered his neck to her blade. And, for good measure, he lured her into an isolated space so that the other party members wouldn’t see her threatening him.

      Now, whatever happened between Yujin and Mirien would remain known only to the two of them.

      He sealed them both in a perfectly isolated space created by his Dragon Words and decided to turn the tables on her, adding a touch of “playfulness” in response to her aggression.

      “Tell me who I am. You already know the answer, don’t you?”

      One of a dragon’s many powers. Fear.

      When a being at the pinnacle of all creatures like a dragon revealed their existence, the mere recognition of it could plunge those nearby into terror and strip them of reason and thought.

      The effects of Fear were immediate on Mirien. Her body trembled uncontrollably like a leaf in the wind and her complexion drained to a pale, almost ghostly hue.

      Tears streamed from her eyes, and foam began to gather at her lips, as though she was on the verge of fainting.

      But even in the midst of all this, she unconsciously opened her mouth as if she was trying to answer Yujin’s question.

      “Y-You, you …”

      “Yes. I am…?”

      As if compelled to respond to a question from an unfathomable existence, she struggled to force out an answer.

      “You… are…!”

      Her eyes rolled back as though she were about to succumb to shock.

      “Oh dear, did I overdo it a bit?”

      At that moment, Yujin withdrew his Fear. The energy suffusing the space dispersed, and the suffocating pressure that had seemed capable of crushing her completely vanished.

      “…Cough! Hahk! Ugh!”

      Finally freed from the overwhelming force constricting her lungs, Mirien gasped for air and started coughing violently.

      She sat on the ground for a long while, coughing and wheezing, before finally looking up at Yujin. Her breath was still ragged and uneven.

      Yujin spoke to her with a smile.

      “I apologize. It seems I went a little overboard with my joke. But… since you also pointed your sword at me, shall we call it even?”

      “…….”

      Mirien looked at him with trembling eyes before lowering her head deeply, as if she no longer had the courage to meet his gaze.

      Yujin observed her quietly for a moment. Then, kneeling on one knee to match her eye level, he gently lifted her chin with one hand.

      “…….!”

      “Miss Mirien, but before that…”

      Forcing her to meet his eyes, he looked directly into her trembling gaze and asked,

      “Can you tell me who I am?”

      “Hic…!”

      “Hahaha, I’m joking. It seems I ended up scaring you too much.”

      Yujin gave a faintly apologetic smile as he noticed her pale complexion. Then, raising his other hand, he pressed a finger to his lips.

      “But make sure not to show that side of yourself in front of others, all right? Let’s keep today’s events just between the two of us.”

      “……..”

      “Do you understand?”

      Mirien who was still trembling nodded her head shakily. Yujin smiled warmly at her response and gave a small nod of his own.

      “Good. Now, let’s return to standing watch.”

      With those words, Yujin snapped his fingers.

      
        Pop!
      

      In an instant, the dark space surrounding them vanished, and the two returned to the campsite where their party was stationed.

      Yujin stood up and walked to a folding chair near the campfire, where he took a seat.

      Mirien who was still sitting on the ground hesitated for a long moment before flinching slightly and forcing herself to stand. She eventually sat down beside him.

      For the rest of their watch, the two didn’t exchange a single word. Of course, the silence was only between Yujin and Mirien.

      [Perhaps you overdid it. There really wasn’t a need to press her that hard.]

      Tiamat said those words to Yujin. Unlike other transcendents who typically viewed mortals as insignificant creatures, her compassionate nature made it seem like she thought Yujin had gone a bit too far.

      
        Is that so?
      

      [That child will likely never forget what happened today. You may think you controlled the release of your “Fear” to some degree, but the power of a dragon is not so easily controlled. That child will carry this trauma for the rest of her life.]

      
        Hmm…
      

      Yujin turned his head slightly to glance at her. The moment his gaze fell upon Mirien, she flinched and drooped her long ears in distress.

      Her eyes were filled with unmistakable terror, and her trembling body betrayed her struggle to suppress her fear.

      [Even so, it’s a sign of her inner strength. Of course, much of it is due to the fact that you held back. Normally, when mortals are exposed to a direct blast of pure Fear, they either lose their minds or die from shock.]

      
        I see.
      

      […Is that all you have to say?]

      
        She’s the one who drew her sword on me, after all.
      

      To Yujin, the situation might have been little more than a joke or a prank, but she had genuinely threatened him.

      She had pressed a blade to his neck and acted as though she would slit his throat at the slightest provocation, whether or not she truly meant it. That fact alone made her responsible for what followed.

      If Yujin had harbored ill will toward this party or had any intention of causing harm, it might have been a different matter. But that wasn’t the case. She had threatened him purely out of her own deeply personal suspicion.

      And so, she had to face the consequences. It was only natural.

      [..….…]

      
        You might think I lack the magnanimity befitting a transcendent, Lady Tiamat. But I bear no personal grudge against Miss Mirien.
      

      He was sincere. Even when Mirien had pointed her blade at him, he had felt no particular emotion toward her.

      [No personal grudge, and yet you still acted this way?]

      
        Yes. That’s why I stopped at simply scaring her.
      

      [..….…]

      It might not have seemed like an answer to Tiamat’s question, but it was a clear answer nonetheless.

      Yujin spoke.

      
        Lady Tiamat, scaring someone who threatened you is nothing more than a playful retaliation. If someone truly harbors malice, you not only pull out their teeth so they can never bare them again, but you might also break their legs so thoroughly they can’t even stand on their own two feet.
      

      [I understand that, but… I wouldn’t call your actions merciful…]

      
        Lady Tiamat, I’m not saying I’m merciful for merely stopping at scaring her. I’m simply asking for your understanding. Mortals are inherently weak and cowardly beings.
      

      [..….…]

      
        Of course, I could have shown her the majesty of a transcendent and granted her mercy afterward. But mortals should not rely on the mercy of the strong to excuse their rash actions. Mercy robs them of the opportunity to learn from their mistakes.
      

      [What you’re saying is…]

      
        If I had shown her mercy, what would happen if the same situation occurred again? Would she have to hope for mercy from another powerful being? And who’s to say what kind of malice that powerful being might harbor toward a foolish creature that dared defy them?
      

      [..….…]

      
        It might sound like a bit of a stretch to you. But my opinion remains the same. She acted rashly, and by paying the price for her actions, she’ll come to understand her mistake. Mortals are weak and cowardly, so they must learn from their mistakes if they want to survive for long.
      

      Having said that, Yujin smiled bitterly and continued.

      
        And, like I mentioned earlier, I hold no personal grudge against Miss Mirien. That’s precisely why I gave her a warning, in my own way, not to put herself in danger with such reckless behavior again.
      

      [I see…]

      
        Haha, I’ll admit part of it was because I was feeling mischievous. But I suppose I might have gone a bit overboard with my prank. Still, as you said, she seems to have a strong will. I’m sure she’ll recover from this soon enough.
      

      Hearing Yujin’s words, Tiamat took a moment to reflect. She realized that showing endless mercy to the weak wasn’t always the right thing to do.

      In this aspect, Yujin had more insight than Tiamat. Perhaps it was because he himself had once been mortal and understood them well.

      As someone born strong, Tiamat had always struggled to grasp this truth, but today, she finally understood it.

      After a brief moment, Mirien who had been sitting awkwardly in discomfort stood from her chair.

      “Th-Then… it’s about time, so I’ll be going now…!”

      With a trembling voice, she forced out her words and disappeared into the tent.

      Yujin who had to stand watch until the next shift quietly took a seat and waited. As he sat there waiting…

      “Well… You’re working hard as always, Mr. Yujin.”

      “Haha, welcome, Mr. Hans.”

      The porter Hans stepped out and greeted him. At the same time, he asked,

      “So, did something happen with Miss Mirien? She seemed a bit uneasy…”

      “Well, I don’t know. I did share a few scary stories to pass the time, though.”

      “Ah… I see. I didn’t think Miss Mirien would get so shaken up by just a scary story.”

      Hans scratched his head as he glanced back at the tent. It didn’t seem like he was particularly suspicious of anything.

      “Would you like to hear one as well, Mr. Hans?”

      “Um… No, I’ll pass. I get the feeling you’d tell something really scary, Mr. Yujin.”

      “Haha, that’s a shame.”

      With that, their conversation ended, and the two began their watch.

      How much time had passed?

      Before long, the sun slowly began to rise.

      And then…

      “All right, it’s time to head out!”

      Once again, the journey inside the labyrinth resumed.

    

  
    
      Chapter 15: Trial Part 1

      The party, having packed up the campsite, began their journey toward the fourth floor. On the surface, the atmosphere didn’t seem all that different from before.

      Hugo took the lead as usual, while Mirien, the scout and archer, explored the surroundings as they advanced. The dwarf warrior Krom guarded the rear and Elly and Shia followed them nervously. Hans who was accustomed to the routine trailed behind with the supply bags slung over his shoulders.

      And right in the middle of it all, Yujin casually followed along with the group. Everything appeared to be ordinary for the party; though there was something slightly amiss.

      “Um… Mr. Yujin.”

      “Yes? What is it, Mr. Hugo?”

      Hugo sidled up to Yujin and addressed him quietly. He was making sure no one else could overhear.

      After casting a brief glance toward Mirien, Hugo made a curious expression before finally speaking up.

      “…Well, let’s take a short break for now!”

      It seemed whatever he wanted to discuss wasn’t something he could say in Mirien’s presence. Hugo announced the break while surveying their surroundings.

      At his command, the party stopped their march and began to rest. Meanwhile, Hugo gave Yujin a subtle look, one that clearly conveyed he wanted to speak privately with him.

      Understanding his intent, Yujin gave a slight nod in return, having already picked up on what Hugo likely wanted to say.

      While the party rested, the two of them quietly separated from the group and moved to a secluded spot in the forest.

      Facing Yujin, Hugo finally spoke.

      “Um… Mr. Yujin, did something happen between you and Mirien last night?”

      As the leader of the party, Hugo seemed to have noticed something unusual about Mirien’s demeanor.

      “She seems… how should I put it? More withdrawn than usual. Almost as if she’s scared of something. She’s trying not to show it, but…”

      “Ah… I see.”

      Yujin had noticed it too, but Hugo’s keen observation skills as a long-time leader stood out. He was perceptive enough to pick up on even subtle changes in his team’s behavior.

      
        Mr. Hugo really has exceptional instincts.
      

      The fact that Mirien seemed more withdrawn wasn’t lost on Yujin either. But then again, Yujin possessed transcendent senses and had been directly involved in last night’s events.

      However, Hugo, without needing much more than a quick observation, had immediately noticed that Mirien’s demeanor was different from usual. Considering that the others hadn’t picked up on anything strange, he was definitely very perceptive.

      Hugo spoke.

      “I know that you’re not the type to get into arguments with anyone, Mr. Yujin. I was just curious if something happened during your watch with Mirien last night.”

      “I see… Well, I did mention this to Mr. Hans, but I did have a brief conversation with Miss Mirien yesterday.”

      “A conversation, you say… Would it be all right to ask what you talked about?”

      “It wasn’t anything significant. I’ve never really spoken with Miss Mirien before, so when we started our watch, I thought I’d break the tension with some light conversation. Of course… well, she’s a rather reserved person, so I was mostly ignored. Haha.”

      “Hm… Mirien does tend to be like that. And then?”

      “Well, I didn’t want to waste the whole time in an awkward silence, so I talked to myself a bit to pass the time. It felt like I had to take the lead in keeping the atmosphere alive. At one point, I got a little playful and told her a scary story…”

      “Ah…”

      At that, Hugo scratched the back of his head awkwardly.

      “I see. I didn’t think Mirien would be the type to get so scared by just a story, but… if it’s you, Mr. Yujin…”

      Hugo seemed to accept the explanation easily as if it made perfect sense coming from Yujin. Yujin watched him and gave a faint, ambiguous smile. He wasn’t sure if he should be relieved that the matter was resolved so easily.

      “Anyway, thank you for explaining. If it felt like I was interrogating you, I apologize.”

      “Not at all. As the party leader, it’s only natural for you to check in when you notice a change in a team member’s behavior.”

      “Haha… I appreciate your understanding.”

      Hugo laughed sheepishly and nodded his head. Then, he addressed Yujin.

      “Well, let’s head back. I think it’s about time to wrap up our break.”

      “Yes, let’s go.”

      With that, the group resumed their march once again.

      ***

      The life of a demon trapped in a labyrinth was, more often than not, unbearably boring and dull.

      Trapped in the prison called the labyrinth, living a life where he could do nothing more than play small pranks under the guise of “trials” on insignificant mortals.

      Was this even a life? Most demons certainly didn’t think so.

      Perhaps the lizards who claimed to be wise or the simple-minded brutes who only cared about sleeping and building their strength didn’t give it much thought, but to demons, life in the labyrinth was, quite literally, hell.

      A hell of monotony.

      The only thing keeping them from going crazy from the boredom was inflicting trials on mortals.

      Encheos was one of those demons.

      [I’m so bored…]

      He was bored.

      Bored to the point of death.

      He couldn’t endure the endless boredom any longer.

      [Fu*k it, is this really how demons are supposed to live?]

      No, it wasn’t. This wasn’t living. Not for anyone, not even for a demon.

      [Should I just take a risk and head up to the upper floors? The mortals who make it down here to the lower floors are no fun at all, even when I give them trials.]

      The mortals who reached the lower levels were usually quite skilled. In short, they welcomed trials and overcame them with ease. They even enjoy the challenge.

      Encheos wondered if it might be better to take a loss and go up to the upper floors to find some entertainment. At least the mortals there had a bit more of a fresh and inexperienced charm. He enjoyed watching those naive fledglings, who didn’t know their place, accept his trials, only to crumble in despair.

      The problem was that Transcendent beings like him typically stayed in the lower levels and delivered their trials there. That was the rule. But… there were exceptions.

      By accepting a significant “loss of rank”, it was possible to ascend to the upper floors. The downside was that the difficulty of the trials he could impose would also decrease.

      
        No matter how you look at it, this is ridiculous. There’s nothing fun to do in the lower floors!
      

      The lower floors of the labyrinth offered no entertainment. Besides, Encheos wasn’t even a high-ranking demon to begin with.

      The loss of rank that occurred when a transcendent being ascended from the lower floors to the upper floors of the labyrinth was proportional to the size of their power. For a demon like Encheos, whose rank was relatively low, the loss was not as serious compared to higher-ranking demons.

      Of course, rank was an extremely important aspect for any transcendent being, so few demons were willing to bear such a loss to ascend.

      But Encheos didn’t care. He felt as though he might die if he didn’t find a way to break free from his unbearable boredom immediately.

      
        Scream! Shriek! Wail! Despair!
      

      With great anticipation for the terror and hopelessness he hoped to draw from the mortals, he ascended to the upper levels.

      …Completely oblivious of what might be waiting for him there.

      ***

      Meanwhile, the party progressed to the end of the fourth floor and soon stepped into the fifth.

      Although they encountered a few battles along the way, Elly who had struggled previously managed to perform her role well this time; she seemed to have learned from her earlier mistakes. The rest of the group also exceeded expectations, so no significant problems arose.

      Upon entering the fifth floor, Hugo spoke.

      “We’re now on the fifth floor. Here, our task is to locate and clear out a goblin village. Once that’s done, today’s exploration of the labyrinth will be complete.”

      “Yes!”

      “Additionally, we need to consider Mr. Yujin’s need to collect magic materials. Let’s keep that in mind as we proceed. Now, let’s move.”

      With that, the party set out to find the goblin village.

      As they advanced, Yujin paused occasionally to collect magic materials. Not long after, they stumbled upon a village.

      “We’ve found a village.”

      Hugo immediately moved to hide himself among the nearby trees.

      “We found it sooner than expected. For now, Mirien will take care of the goblins patrolling around the perimeter one by one, and then—”

      “…Wait.”

      Just as Hugo was about to explain the plan, Mirien interrupted him with a tense voice. Hugo turned to her and made a puzzled face.

      “Hmm? Mirien, what’s wrong?”

      “…There are no goblins guarding the village.”

      “…What?”

      Hugo furrowed his brow slightly at the comment before turning to Hans.

      “Hans, do you have a telescope?”

      “Yes, here it is.”

      At that, Hans pulled a pair of binoculars from his bag and handed them to Hugo. The latter brought the binoculars to his eyes and began surveying the area. After examining the village for a moment, he muttered,

      “…There really aren’t any.”

      “That’s strange. There are no goblins at all? Not even the ones guarding the village?”

      The puzzled Krom also muttered to himself. Lowering the binoculars, Hugo responded,

      “They’re not likely sleeping inside. Let’s check it out to be sure.”

      With that, Hugo led the group toward the village. Meanwhile, Yujin spoke to Tiamat.

      
        Lady Tiamat, I’ve never felt this kind of heavy energy before, but… could it be?
      

      […Yujin, I think you’re right about what you’re sensing.]

      For once, Tiamat’s expression was grim as she replied,

      [A demon.]

      By the time she said this, the party had reached the interior of the village.

      “As I thought, there’s nothing here—”

      “Wait!”

      At that moment, Mirien spoke urgently; her expression was frozen in fear.

      “Mirien? What’s wrong—”

      “This is… No, it can’t be. But there’s no mistaking it…”

      “What’s going on?”

      Mirien muttered incomprehensible words, leaving Hugo bewildered. Then, it happened.

      
        Thud, thud!
      

      Heavy footsteps echoed from a large tent deep within the village.

      The expressions of the entire party hardened as they instinctively turned their gazes toward the tent.

      
        Thud, thud.
      

      The creature had green skin, much like a goblin. However, its size was far from ordinary; it was towering well over two meters and possibly nearing three meters. Its hulking frame was matched with a grotesque pig-like face,

      “…An orc?”

      Standing before them was a monster. An orc.

      In its grip dangled the lifeless body of a goblin shaman, dressed in robes reminiscent of an ancient sorcerer. The goblin shaman’s neck was grotesquely twisted.

      
        Whoosh!
      

      The orc flung the broken goblin shaman’s body far into the distance. Then, with a wide, sinister grin stretching its face, it opened its mouth to speak.

      [Welcome, mortals!]

      It wasn’t just an orc.

      No, a demon had taken possession of the orc’s body. The booming voice of Encheos echoed powerfully.

      [A trial awaits you!]

      At that exact moment—

      <The demon, Encheos, wants to give you a trial.>

      A translucent blue screen materialized out of thin air in front of the party members.

      <Trial Objective: Defeat the orc possessed by the demon Encheos.>

      <Do you accept the trial?>

      <YES> <NO>

    

  
    
      Chapter 16: Trial Part 2

      The Trial

      It was a kind of test imposed by Transcendents or the labyrinth itself on mortals.

      If a mortal passed such a trial, the Transcendents or the labyrinth were obligated to grant an appropriate reward. And since the price of failure was death, the rewards often surpassed a mortal’s wildest imagination.

      After all, they were imbued with the power of a Transcendent.

      However…

      “A trial? A trial, you say? But we’re only on the fifth floor!”

      Trials typically did not occur within the first twenty floors of the labyrinth. This was a region known as the upper floors.

      The gods did not want young, still-growing adventurers to die in droves due to trials, so they had driven the Transcendents capable of bestowing trials to the lower-mid and lower floors of the labyrinth. Furthermore, the gods had restricted their movement and made sure they could not easily escape from those regions.

      Similarly, trials set up by the labyrinth itself were rare outside the lower floors. For such a thing to occur on the upper floors… let alone on the tenth floor, the lowest of the upper floors, was virtually unheard of.

      And yet, here was a trial?

      The blue screen glowing before their eyes was undeniable proof that a trial had been issued.

      In other words, the orc standing before them truly was possessed by a demon.

      “What the hell is going on…?”

      “Hey, Hugo. What do we do now?”

      While Hugo wrestled with confusion, Krom gripped his axe tightly and kept his eyes fixed on the orc, ready for anything.

      A Transcendent of the labyrinth could not interfere with mortals unless a trial had been issued. This rule applied even if the Transcendent possessed a monster like an orc.

      If they refused the trial and fled, the demon would have no proper way to harm them.

      Hugo finally spoke.

      “For now, given how unusual this situation is… we should refuse the trial and retreat—”

      [Ah, yes. Mortals, are you aware there’s a horde of orcs not far from here?]

      At that moment, the demon Encheos spoke. He smiled cruelly as he continued.

      [Of course, it’s true that a Transcendent trapped in this labyrinth cannot interfere with mortals without issuing a trial. But surely, bringing an orc horde to your doorstep is not beyond my means.]

      “What…?”

      [Oh, you could still refuse the trial, of course. Those damned gods have granted you their blessings, after all. But tell me….are you planning to waste those blessings to run away?]

      “……”

      Hugo fell silent and was lost in thought. If what the demon said was true, and there really was an orc horde nearby…

      It was an utterly absurd notion that a horde of orcs, who were intermediate-level monsters, would be roaming around the fifth floor of the labyrinth. However, considering that even a demon had made its way here, why wouldn’t there also be a horde of orcs?

      More importantly, for a demon, creating an orc horde at will would hardly be a difficult task. After all, the monsters in the labyrinth were originally formed by the residual energy of the Transcendents trapped within this place.

      In other words, there was a big possibility that what the demon said was true. Even if it wasn’t true, that demon would surely make it so.

      This meant that rejecting the trial would force them to confront a horde of orcs. But that was impossible. With their current strength, they had no way of dealing with a swarm of intermediate-level monsters like orcs.

      Fleeing was the only logical choice… but escaping the orc horde would require using the Emergency Escape Blessing.

      However…

      “…Failing this request would be a major blow.”

      “……”

      It was a mission to escort students from the academy.

      The moment they used the Emergency Escape Blessing, the mission would inevitably fail.

      It was a high-reward mission with a relatively low level of difficulty. Precisely because of that, failure would have serious consequences.

      Their party would be branded as one that couldn’t even guide students past the fifth floor. Their reputation would plummet, and it was likely they would stop receiving requests altogether.

      Hugo closed his eyes and wrestled with his thoughts for a moment.

      Then, he turned to his original party members, Krom and Mirien.

      “……”

      “……”

      Krom gave a sly grin, while Mirien hesitated for a moment before nodding her head.

      Seeing this, Hugo nodded his head in return. Then, he called out four names.

      “Miss Elly, Miss Shia, Hans, and Mr. Yujin, please step back.”

      “H-Huh?”

      “Are you planning to accept the trial?”

      The ones he called wore bewildered expressions, and Yujin asked calmly.

      Hugo smiled faintly.

      “I have no choice. I’m the leader of this party, and failing this mission would deal a big blow to us. In that case, the only option left is to take a risk as an adventurer.”

      “Are you not going to ask for our help?”

      “Miss Elly and Miss Shia are students we’re supposed to be guiding, Hans is a porter, and Mr. Yujin is just someone who got caught up in this by chance. I can’t ask any of you for help.”

      “…I see.”

      With those words, Yujin stepped back. Soon after, the others hesitantly followed, retreating with uncertain expressions. Hugo gave a firm nod.

      “I will accept the trial.”

      “I accept it.”

      “I accept.”

      [Kahahaha! Good!]

      <The Trial begins.>

      The first to act was not the orcs, but Encheos himself.

      He swung the large wooden club in his hand and aimed it at Hugo.

      
        Whoosh!!!
      

      The club hurtled toward Hugo with a vicious force, tearing through the air.

      Hugo quickly darted backward to evade it.

      “Mirien!”

      At Hugo’s shout, Mirien immediately drew her bow and fired an arrow at Encheos.

      
        Thwip! Thwip! Thwip!
      

      [Kahahaha!]

      The arrows struck Encheos’s orc body, but he didn’t so much as flinch.

      It was no surprise. After all, it wasn’t his true body. However, the party confirmed one thing for certain.

      
        This demon is only slightly stronger than a typical orc right now!
      

      Their assumption was correct.

      The reason lay in several constraints. The cost of ascending to the fifth floor, the state of possession where he had forcibly inhabited the body of an orc, and the trial. This was a trial that had been unnaturally triggered on the upper floors.

      When all of those things came together, Encheos who had been a low-ranked demon to begin with couldn’t properly display his strength. The most he could do with his demonic power was slightly enhance the physical strength of his current vessel.

      Still, Encheos didn’t seem to mind.

      
        Pluck!
      

      Encheos yanked out the arrows embedded in his body.

      As he did, the wounds where the arrows had pierced began to ripple and heal themselves.

      The party’s expressions hardened at the sight.

      
        Regeneration?!
      

      It was an extremely rare form of advanced regeneration. Even trolls who were famous for their incredible healing abilities didn’t display this level of rapid recovery.

      The tension among the party members deepened.

      [Kahahaha! Come at me, mortals!]

      
        Boooooom!
      

      Demonic power began to pour from the orc’s body. As the suffocating energy filled the air, the party’s expressions grew uneasy.

      “This damned demon!”

      Krom charged toward Encheos. In response, Encheos smirked and swung his club.

      
        Whoooosh!
      

      But Krom pushed off the ground and leaped into the air, narrowly avoiding the swing. While in the air, he raised the twin axes in his hands…

      
        Thwack!
      

      …and brought them crashing down toward the orc’s head!

      [Ugh… Ahhh…!]

      As the two axes embedded themselves into the orc’s skull, its body shuddered violently before going limp.

      “Huff…”

      No matter how strong its regenerative powers were, the head was still a fatal weak point. Even a troll leader couldn’t survive once its head was destroyed.

      But in that moment of carelessness, Krom—

      
        Snap!
      

      “Gah!”

      —was suddenly grabbed by the orc’s outstretched hand.

      “Wh-What is this?!”

      [Khehehe… What a delightful sight. That stunned expression of yours, thinking you had won, only to be caught off guard…it’s priceless.]

      Even with the axes still embedded in its head, the orc laughed as it squeezed Krom in its powerful grip and lifted him into the air.

      
        Craaaaack…!
      

      “Urghhh!”

      “Krom!”

      Seeing this, Hugo immediately began sprinting toward him. Encheos grinned again and swung his club at Hugo.

      
        Whoooosh!
      

      “Tch!”

      
        Clang!
      

      Hugo deflected the incoming club with his shield as he dashed toward the orc. At the same time, he swung the sword in his other hand—

      
        Slash!
      

      —and severed the wrist of the orc holding Krom!

      With the orc’s severed hand still clutching him, Krom fell to the ground. Hugo quickly scooped Krom into his arms and retreated.

      “Krom! Are you all right?”

      “Ugh… Sorry, Hugo. I let my guard down.”

      Coughing up blood, it was clear his internal organs had taken a hit. Seeing Krom’s condition, Hugo’s face twisted in dismay.

      “Hugo.”

      “…Mirien.”

      Before anyone realized it, Mirien had moved to his side and called out to him. When Hugo turned to look at her, she briefly displayed a resolute expression before speaking.

      “Buy me some time. Ten… no, six seconds.”

      “What?”

      “If crushing its head won’t kill it, then we’ll have to take it down with firepower. So…”

      “Wait, what are you talking about right now…”

      “There’s no time. Trust me and step forward.”

      With those words, Mirien pulled back her hood.

      “…! Mirien, you’re…!”

      Her golden hair spilled out, and her piercing blue eyes locked onto Hugo’s. But what caught his gaze even more than her beauty were the long ears peeking out from between her locks.

      “Please.”

      “………”

      Hugo stared at her blankly for a moment, then steeled his expression and stepped forward.

      “I trust you.”

      “…Alright.”

      Meanwhile, Encheos regenerated his severed wrist and yanked out the two axes embedded in his head. His skull had already healed, and he was advancing toward Hugo’s party.

      [Kuhuhu, if your little chat is over, prepare to die.]

      “…Come at me.”

      [Whoooooooorgh!!!]

      The orc charged, scattering demonic power as he swung his club. By now, demonic power coiled around the weapon like a blade.

      Even though he showed no signs of using demonic power or even basic black magic, the sheer threat he radiated was overwhelming.

      Hugo eyed the scene and, raising his shield, dashed to meet him.

      [You’ve got a death wish!]

      “Hngh!”

      But at the last moment, Hugo ducked low and slid swiftly past the orc’s body.

      [Cheap tricks!]

      The orc turned to swing his club, but Hugo was quicker; his sword slashed at the orc’s ankle.

      [Huh?!]

      The orc lost his balance and toppled over. At that moment, Mirien’s voice rang out.

      “Hugo! Fall back!”

      Before he knew it, a bright crimson halo was shining around her.

      Hugo retreated swiftly, and she shouted with determination.

      “Spirits, heed my call!”

      
        Fwoooosh!
      

      With those words, the halo of light transformed into a huge inferno and it shot toward the fallen orc.

      
        Whooooooooooooooosh!!!
      

      [Kraaaaaaah!!!]

      The orc’s body began to burn as flames erupted on impact.

      Seeing this, Hugo let out a sigh of relief. At a glance, the orc was already being reduced to ashes… or so it seemed.

      
        Whooooosh!
      

      “Urgh!”

      Suddenly, a burning club came hurtling through the air and struck Hugo’s body with immense force. His body was sent flying and tumbling across the ground.

      “Hugo!”

      [Kuhuhu… Were you surprised?]

      The orc who was now standing again dragged its burning body slowly toward Mirien.

      Even as flames consumed it, the orc’s twisted smile resembled that of a true demon.

      “Ah, ah…”

      [Aah… that expression. I love it. This is exactly what I desired from the mortal plane!]

      The demon shouted with glee. Its laughter echoed with malice.

      [Despair, fear, pain…! How utterly sweet! This is delightful, absolutely delightful!]

      “How… how is this…”

      [Aah, yes. You must be wondering how I’m still perfectly fine, aren’t you? I’ll tell you, just this once.]

      The demon grinned wickedly, as if it was savoring its victory.

      [You mortals probably assumed this body had some kind of regeneration ability, didn’t you? Wrong. What I granted this body during this trial was conditional immortality! Any attack that doesn’t fulfill the conditions will regenerate without fail.]

      “That’s impossible…!”

      [Haha, unfair, isn’t it? Especially since you don’t even know the conditions. Still, I’ll do you a favor and let you in on it.]

      With a twisted smile, the demon traced a vertical line down his body from head to toe.

      [The attack must either split this body in half or utterly erase me without leaving a trace. But let’s face it, there’s no way you mortals could pull off either. So it’s as good as…]

      “I see. Thank you for explaining.”

      [Hu—?!]

      
        Thwack!
      

      At that moment, a sudden, clear voice rang out between them, and the orc’s body was split vertically in two.

      [Wh-What…?]

      The demon’s bewildered voice echoed from the halved body of the orc. And then—

      
        Thud! Thud!
      

      The orc’s split halves collapsed to either side only to reveal a man behind. He stood with his arm extended and fingers pointed as though he had just traced a cutting motion.

      [Uh, uh…]

      “Ooh, you’re really kind! Or did you have some curse that made you act like a manga character? I can’t believe you’d actually reveal your weakness like that.”

      The man, or rather Yujin, spoke with a refreshing smile on his face.

      <Congratulations on passing the trial!>

      At the same time, a blue screen and the message “Passed the trial” appeared.

    

  
    
      Chapter 17: The Reward

      A short while ago.

      “Wh-What should we do? If this keeps up, they’ll all die…!”

      Elly who was standing at a distance watching the party fight the demon stomped her feet nervously.

      “Shouldn’t we try to help…?”

      “We can’t. Interfering with either the person undergoing the trial or the enemies that must be defeated in the trial automatically makes that person a participant in the trial. In short, you’d be forced to take part. And failing the trial always means death.”

      “……!”

      “You’re not planning to risk your life, are you, Miss Elly?”

      At Yujin’s question, Elly went pale and lowered her head. Shia also stood frozen with her face drained of all color. Lastly, Hans was drenched in cold sweat; his expression was one of complete dismay.

      Meanwhile, Yujin continued to watch those fighting in the distance.

      As he stared, Tiamat spoke to him.

      [So, what do you plan to do?]

      
        I don’t intend to let them die, but this trial seems suspiciously straightforward. Honestly, the demon’s ability feels more like immortality than simple regeneration.
      

      [You’ve got a sharp eye. That’s no mere super-regeneration. It’s probably a conditional immortality of some sort.]

      
        Is that what it is?
      

      [Of course, there’s no such thing as perfect immortality. You could erase it without leaving a trace, curse it so it can’t regenerate, or even impose a conceptual death… there are more ways than you’d think. None of that would be particularly difficult for you at this point.]

      
        I don’t plan on making such a flashy display, but… hmm?
      

      At that moment, Yujin noticed the demon sending Hugo flying and then slowly advancing toward Mirien. The others around Yujin screamed in panic.

      “Oh no, what do we do!”

      “G-God, please protect them…”

      “Ah, damn it…!”

      “……”

      Yujin watched for a moment before taking a single step forward.

      And then—

      “…Huh? Mr. Yujin?”

      In the blink of an eye, he disappeared from the spot. Hans who was startled by Yujin’s sudden vanishing act looked around in confusion.

      Before anyone realized it, Yujin was standing behind the demon, who had taken over the orc’s body.

      The demon was oblivious to the fact that Yujin was standing right behind him and continued to prattle on.

      [You mortals probably assumed this body had some kind of regeneration ability, didn’t you? Wrong. What I granted this body during this trial was conditional immortality! Any attack that doesn’t fulfill the conditions will regenerate without fail.]

      “That’s impossible…!”

      [Haha, unfair, isn’t it? Especially since you don’t even know the conditions. Still, I’ll do you a favor and let you in on it. The attack must either split this body in half or utterly erase me without leaving a trace. But let’s face it, there’s no way you mortals could pull off either. So it’s as good as….]

      “I see. Thank you for explaining.”

      [Huh?]

      The demon hadn’t expected anyone to calmly thank him for revealing his weakness. Yujin smirked and raised his index and middle fingers before swiftly slashing them downward toward the orc’s body.

      
        Thwack!!
      

      With a streak of dark black energy, the orc’s body was split cleanly in half.

      [Wh-What…?]

      The demon’s voice stammered in disbelief as the orc’s corpse toppled to either side. He was severed in two.

      
        Thud! Thud!
      

      “A-Ah…?”

      Beyond the fallen body, Mirien stood frozen while staring blankly at Yujin who now stepped forward into view.

      “Ooh, you’re really kind! Or did you have some curse that made you act like a manga character? I can’t believe you’d actually reveal your weakness like that.”

      Yujin’s cheerful smile caught Mirien completely off guard. Then—

      <Congratulations on passing the trial!>

      A message popped up in front of his eyes along with a blue window. Yujin glanced at it and thought to himself.

      
        It feels oddly like a game, just like when the trial was first given.
      

      For a brief moment, the idea crossed Yujin’s mind that perhaps the labyrinth itself was designed as a kind of entertainment.

      But the thought was fleeting.

      [This is absurd…!]

      “Hmm?”

      Before long, something like a dark smoke appeared, taking on a strange shape and emitting an eerie sound.

      Yujin immediately recognized its true nature.

      “Ah, are you the demon?”

      [How… Why is someone this strong here?!]

      The demon Encheos wailed like someone whose plans had been overturned at the very last moment.

      Yujin asked when she saw him in his current form, a spirit without a physical body,

      “So, where is my reward?”

      [Damn it…! Don’t get cocky, you…! You may be strong for a mortal, but…!]

      Even as he spoke, Encheos was bound by the rules of the labyrinth and had no choice but to grant the reward.

      
        Sssssss…!
      

      Black smoke gathered in the air, forming a single horn that dropped to the ground. Yujin picked it up.

      The familiar blue window from the labyrinth appeared again.

      <Encheos’ Horn>

      <Description: The horn of a low-ranking demon, Encheos. It contains demonic power. It can be processed into a weapon or used as an alchemy material.>

      <Abilities: It allows you to draw in surrounding demonic power or use the demonic power stored within. However, consumed demonic power does not recover. Additionally, it can temporarily enhance regenerative abilities significantly through demonic power.>

      
        It’s not exactly an extraordinary item.
      

      This horn was probably something that would regrow for a demon like Encheos. Since it was a trial issued in the upper floors, expecting something extraordinary would have been unreasonable.

      [Yujin.]

      
        Hmm? What’s the matter?
      

      At that moment, Tiamat who usually wandered around Yujin in her spirit form suddenly spoke to him from within his heart.

      [If that thing realizes my presence, it might try to flee. So don’t let it sense me and listen carefully. Let’s conduct an experiment on it.]

      
        An experiment? You mean right now?
      

      [Yes, an experiment. Follow my instructions exactly. First—]

      Tiamat outlined her plan for the experiment and infused a certain knowledge into Yujin’s mind.

      Taking it all in, Yujin grinned inwardly and nodded.

      
        Sounds interesting. I was planning to try this at some point anyway, so let’s give it a shot.
      

      [Fufu, excellent.]

      Tiamat fell silent after finishing her words.

      Meanwhile, Hans and Elly, who had gone to retrieve Hugo from where he had flown off earlier, were now supporting him as they laid him down beside Krom. Both of them knelt by his side, chanting prayers as if in supplication.

      “Oh, goddess of healing, please hear my prayer…”

      A bright yellow light seeped into both Hugo and Krom. Their expressions noticeably softened as their pain seemed to ease.

      “Ugh…”

      “Mm…”

      The two of them slowly sat up. Krom scratched his head with a grimace, while Hugo’s face was filled with relief.

      “Phew… Thank you, Miss Shia.”

      “You have my thanks, Priestess.”

      “Oh n-no, it’s nothing. I could only stand back and watch during the battle…”

      Shia replied with a self-reproaching expression. However, both of them shook their heads.

      “It’s perfectly understandable. After all, we asked you not to interfere in the first place.”

      “That’s right, don’t trouble yourself over it.”

      “Ugh…”

      Shia’s face twisted with guilt at their reassurances.

      Soon after, the two turned their attention to Yujin.

      “And… Mr. Yujin, thank you.”

      “We owe you one. Truly, thank you.”

      “It’s nothing. If anything, I should apologize for not stepping in from the start.”

      When Yujin said this, Hugo and Krom exchanged wry smiles.

      “Honestly, it does feel like we were tricked, but you saved our lives in the end, so I guess it all worked out.”

      “There’s no need to dwell on it. If anything, we’re embarrassed to have needed your help. But more importantly…”

      Their gazes shifted toward the demon.

      The demon’s face distorted into a swirling mass of smoke as it spoke.

      [Foolish mortals, consider yourselves lucky… Damn it, and you, the one called Yujin? I will remember you… When you descend to the lower floors someday, we’ll see what becomes of you then…!]

      With those words, the demon began to vanish.

      Yujin who was watching it intently spoke up.

      “Why wait for later? Let’s settle this now.”

      [What?]

      
        [Stop.]
      

      
        Woooom!
      

      The chime of a clock reverberated through the air as ripples spread across the space. In an instant, the entire area was suffused with an ashen color.

      And then, everything stopped.

      People, animals, the air, the earth, the sky… all of it ceased to move.

      […Wh-What?]

      Everyone except Yujin and the demon, Encheos.

      Encheos who saw the scene, shouted in a flustered voice.

      [Th-this is impossible! This… this is… ‘Dragon Word’!]

      The demon was thoroughly shaken and turned to look at Yujin. His glowing eyes revealed a deep sense of shock.

      
        Saaaaahhh…
      

      [Th-This can’t be…]

      At the same time, as the oppressive aura of the dragon’s presence washed over him, fear began to take root within him.

      He had been mistaken. The being before him was no mere “mortal”.

      This was a Transcendent. An apex being. The pinnacle of all life.

      [A dragon?!]

      “Only realizing it now?”

      [How?! How?! All transcendent beings aside from the gods were either dead or sealed within the Tower!]

      But how could a dragon, of all things, freely move inside the labyrinth, go through its trials, and even claim rewards? It defied all reason!

      Though Encheos shouted in disbelief, Yujin merely shrugged.

      “There’s a saying. Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth. And here’s the truth standing before you.”

      [How is this possible…?!]

      “Haha, explaining it all would just be boring and pretentious, wouldn’t it? Just empty your mind and accept it.”

      With those words, Yujin then turned his gaze elsewhere and spoke to someone unseen.

      “Well then, Lady Tiamat, shall we begin?”

      [Hehe, yes, let’s begin.]

      [Tiamat…..No, it can’t be!]

      The moment Encheos recognized the name Tiamat, his cry of disbelief rang out. But before he could react further, Yujin extended his hand.

      And then, he murmured.

      
        [Not a single being shall escape my grasp, nor shall any evade my sight.]
      

      
        Wooooooong!
      

      With the resonating power of the Dragon Word, countless overlapping magic circles of dark red magical power formed around Encheos.

      From dots to lines, lines to planes, and planes to three-dimensional structures, the circles rapidly unfolded. Finally, they transformed into incomprehensible shapes that transcended the understanding of the three-dimensional world.

      [This… this is impossible!]

      “It is possible.”

      
        Woooooong!
      

      At last, the spell activated.

      [Kraaaaaaaaah!]

      Then, following Yujin’s gesture, the black smoke that had formed Encheos’s spiritual body was drawn in and absorbed into the horn Yujin held in his hand.

      And then…

      <The reward has been updated.>

      <Encheos>

      <Description: A horn containing the low-ranked demon Encheos. While this demon holds a low rank among transcendents, it undeniably possesses the power of a demon.>

      <Abilities: It can use not only the surrounding demonic power but also the demon’s own demonic power. The demon’s demonic power gradually regenerates over time. Through this energy, it can push regenerative abilities to their absolute limits.>

      “Not bad.”

      Yujin remarked with a faint smile. He hadn’t truly expected it to work.

      [How can this be… reduced to a mere tool?!] (Encheos)

      [Hmph, this seems to have worked out quite well.] (Tiamat)

      [……?!]( Encheos)

      At that moment, Encheos heard a voice.

      At the same time, Tiamat emerged, manifesting herself as she detached from Yujin’s heart.

      […You are?!] (Encheos)

      [Still, I must say… you’re rather pitiful for a so-called Transcendent. You’re not even a match for Yujin, who has only just been born as one.] (Tiamat)

      Despite Encheos’s shock, Tiamat merely evaluated him and started murmuring in disappointment. Yujin laughed heartily and said,

      “Ha, if his rank had been higher, I wouldn’t have been able to pull him in and seal him up so easily to my liking.”

      [That’s true. He would have resisted. But… your rank isn’t exactly insignificant either.] (Tiamat)

      [How… How is it that you, Tiamat! Weren’t you supposed to be dead?!] (Encheos)

      As Tiamat and Yujin continued their conversation, the astonished Encheos interrupted with a question.

      Glancing at him briefly, Tiamat sneered and replied,

      [A nameless demon like you dares to speak so curtly? How rude.]

      
        Thud!
      

      [Kuhk?!]

      Tiamat’s soul had risen in rank compared to the past, thanks to the insights she had gained through her conversations with Yujin.

      In the face of the aura exuded by her elevated rank, the low-ranked demon Encheos who was trapped in the horn in his spiritual form shriveled helplessly.

      [I-I apologize. But how is it that…](Encheos)

      [Do I really need to explain myself to the likes of you?] (Tiamat)

      [Y-Yes! My apologies!]

      Yujin was somewhat surprised. It was the first time he had seen her, who was usually so gentle and casual, radiate such commanding authority.

      [Anyway, Yujin, even something like this can prove useful, so make sure to keep it well.] (Tiamat)

      “Hmm… Sure.”

      Soon after, she reverted to her usual soft demeanor when addressing him. It occurred to him that she might be the type who reserved her kindness exclusively for her own people.

      Around that point, Yujin snapped his fingers. Thanks to Tiamat, Encheos had quieted down, so it should be fine now.

      
        Snap!
      

      “…Huh?”

      The moment Yujin snapped his fingers, time in the world began to flow once more. His companions, however, were caught off guard by the sudden disappearance of the demon before their eyes.

      “…Where did the demon go?”

      “Who knows? I’m not quite sure myself.”

      Hugo spoke up, but Yujin responded with feigned ignorance while maintaining a straight face. He continued,

      “Well, now that the trial is complete, shall we get going?”

      When Yujin said this with a cheerful smile, the others exchanged uneasy glances but nodded their heads reluctantly in agreement….

    

  
    
      Chapter 18: Labyrinth City

      The party quickly cleared out a goblin village and began their return.

      In the process, their attitude toward Yujin became noticeably more cautious. This shift was due to Hans’s testimony that Yujin had teleported behind the demon and the fact that he had effortlessly used magic to cleave an orc possessed by a demon in half without any visible casting. It was now clear to them that he was far beyond the level of a typical mage who would be found in the upper floors.

      
        It reminds me of when I first joined the party.
      

      When Yujin initially joined, his unique aura had caused the party members to tread carefully around him, much like they were doing now. Thinking back to those moments felt nostalgic, even though it had only been yesterday.

      Anyway, their return was exceptionally swift. This was thanks to portals that existed on every floor of the labyrinth; they allowed direct travel back to the first floor.

      Hugo’s party quickly searched for the portal on the fifth floor and soon discovered a glowing teleportation magic circle. After conducting a headcount, they all stepped onto the portal.

      And so, when Yujin set foot on the portal, he was transported directly to the first floor of the labyrinth.

      
        Flash!
      

      His vision flickered as his body was drawn to another location. And the scene that unfolded before his eyes was—

      
        Chatter, chatter.
      

      
        Murmur, murmur.
      

      A scene that resembled a lively marketplace.

      The view of the elegant white stone buildings clashed with the chaotic, market-like atmosphere that filled Yujin’s gaze.

      “Step right up! You’ve got to eat well before heading into the labyrinth! At least have a taste before you go!”

      “Tools for sale! Handy camping kits that are a must-have in the labyrinth are on sale!”

      “30 silver….no less!”

      “Come on, let’s settle at 25 silver.”

      “Dammit, what a waste of effort. They said fame and fortune await you in the labyrinth!”

      “Alright, let’s head out again today!”

      Merchants selling goods and food, people returning from the labyrinth, others preparing to head into it—

      Countless individuals gathered, creating a lively and buzzing crowd.

      This was the first floor of the labyrinth.

      In the labyrinth, as one progressed through the floors, there existed areas known as “safe zones” or “safe floors”. These were exactly what their names implied. They were floors free of monsters or trials, offering safety.

      The first floor of the labyrinth was also one of these so-called safe zones. Here, people gathered to sell goods, make final preparations before venturing further, or even run lodging businesses….It was a space where mortals could live safely.

      The basic structure consisted of the interior of a ridiculously huge white stone building.

      At either end, there were exits leading outside the labyrinth and entrances to the deeper floors. Between these points, the pathways were lined with street stalls and inns set up by the people.

      And, Hugo and his party had arrived at that place.

      “Since we’re on the first floor of the labyrinth, you can all relax now.”

      “Whew, we’ve finally made it back.”

      “Ah… it’s over.”

      Everyone let out a sigh as they relaxed their tense bodies, and then Hugo turned to Yujin.

      “And Mr. Yujin… I feel it’s only right to say this here. Thank you so much for saving our lives during this expedition.”

      Hugo said while bowing his head toward Yujin.

      Yujin responded with a gentle smile.

      “I won’t pretend it was nothing. Life isn’t something so cheap.”

      “Yes, of course. We intend to offer you a proper reward. Our party might not be able to match your abilities, so it may be difficult to give you the compensation you truly deserve, but…”

      “Haha, you don’t have to do something so extravagant. Instead, I think it would be nice if we could all have a meal together sometime.”

      “Huh?”

      Hugo was visibly startled. Yujin replied with a calm tone,

      “Of course, life isn’t something cheap, but I’m not expecting to collect a full payment for it. Still, if it weighs on your mind, then let’s just say you owe me a debt of gratitude. And treat that life you were given as something precious.”

      “Mr. Yujin.…”

      Hugo wore an expression filled with emotion, while Krom briefly gaped as if in awe.

      Mirien looked at Yujin with a conflicted expression on her face. She bit her lip for a moment before finally bowing her head deeply.

      Hugo responded with a determined look.

      “Yes, of course. I will consider this a debt for the rest of my life.”

      “Ahem, drop by one of the workshops run by us dwarves sometimes. Most of the guys are pretty uptight, but they wouldn’t dare treat a benefactor of the dwarves poorly.”

      Krom said this as well while looking at Yujin with a friendly gaze. Yujin laughed heartily and replied.

      “Sure, I’ll definitely stop by. Oh, but before that, could I ask you all for a favor?”

      “Yes, please, anything you need.”

      “Well… I suppose I should have mentioned this sooner…”

      Yujin gave an awkward smile before continuing.

      “It’s my first time in the Labyrinth City, so could you recommend an inn where I could stay for a while?”

      “…Huh?”

      Hugo and the rest of the group blinked in surprise.

      ***

      
        —If you seek wealth, glory, or a golden future, head for the labyrinth.
      

      This was a famous saying about the Great Labyrinth.

      Everything could be found in the Labyrinth. From rare treasures, ancient artifacts, and even transcendent power and knowledge.

      Anything a mortal could desire lay within its depths.

      Naturally, countless people flocked to the vicinity of the Great Labyrinth. Mercenaries seeking fortune, nobles hunting rare treasures, warriors in pursuit of strength, and scholars and mages desiring knowledge. All made their way to the labyrinth.

      With so many people converging on the labyrinth, a bustling city naturally formed around it.

      Buildings of all kinds and various facilities sprang up, and soon the city grew to rival any large city…. No, in sheer size alone, it became a large city that could rival the capital of the Empire.

      This was the so-called Labyrinth City.

      Within that city, built around the labyrinth itself, a group of travelers were making their way somewhere.

      “So, you mean… this is your first time ever in the labyrinth?”

      “That’s right. I spent a long time isolated from the world, just focusing on my research, and then came here after researching about the labyrinth.”

      Hugo asked a question, and Yujin responded. He explained that it had only been a day since he arrived at the labyrinth after spending years locked away in his study conducting research.

      It was a convenient excuse, but also one without any obvious flaws. It aligned with his earlier claim of not being affiliated with any specific school of thought or organization.

      “I see. For a mage who spent all their time holed up in a study, you’re surprisingly easy to talk to and not eccentric at all.”

      Krom remarked sharply. Though it seemed he didn’t realize his comment could be taken as a critique.

      “Haha… To be honest, I think eccentricity is more about the person than the environment. Basic manners are something everyone should be aware of, regardless of their circumstances.”

      “Hmm, I suppose that’s true.”

      Krom let the matter slide. After all, he hadn’t meant it as a criticism in the first place.

      “Oh, we’ve arrived.”

      Hugo came to a stop in front of an inn. He turned to Yujin and spoke.

      “This is the inn I relied on heavily when I first arrived at the labyrinth. The owner is very fair, and the meals are quite excellent.”

      “Is that so? I’m looking forward to it, then.”

      Yujin stepped into the inn as Hugo led the way. Before long, a loud energetic woman’s voice rang out from inside.

      “Welcome! Oh? Hugo?”

      “Haha, hello, innkeeper”

      Hugo greeted with a warm laugh as a plump, middle-aged woman welcomed him enthusiastically.

      “Come on in! I heard you’ve been staying at the guild’s lodgings these days. How’s that been treating you?”

      “Haha, it’s all right, I suppose. It’s free, so I’ve been making do, but honestly, I still prefer it here. It feels much more comfortable and familiar.”

      “Of course it does, right? Oh, Mirien and Mr. Krom! Hello to you too!”

      “…Hello.”

      “It’s been a while.”

      Krom and Mirien with her hood pulled up greeted the woman as well. Soon, her gaze shifted to the others in the group; to those who weren’t originally part of Hugo’s party.

      “So, who are the people behind you?”

      “Oh, these two young ladies are Miss Elly and Miss Shia; they’re academy students who are the subjects of this request. Then there’s Hans who is temporarily serving as a porter, and Mr. Yujin whom we happened to meet in the labyrinth.”

      “Ah, hello!”

      “Hello…”

      “Ahem, greetings. My name is Hans.”

      “Haha, I’m Yujin. Nice to meet you.”

      The group exchanged introductions. The smiling innkeeper responded warmly.

      “I’m Mary, the owner of this inn. It’s nice to meet all of you.”

      “Aunt Mary, could you arrange a room for Mr. Yujin here? He just arrived in the labyrinth city and mentioned that he doesn’t have a place to stay. I’d really appreciate it, especially since I owe him a lot this time.”

      Hugo addressed Mary, who rubbed her chin thoughtfully before replying.

      “Hmm… the rooms are all full right now…”

      “Oh… is that so?”

      “But, since our Hugo says he owes you so much, I can’t just turn you away! Mr. Yujin, right? It just so happens that my husband is off in the labyrinth, so his room is currently vacant. Would you be okay with staying there?”

      “I’d be more than grateful for any place you can offer me.”

      “My, not only are you handsome, but you’re polite, too. All right, I’ll get that room ready for you. Please wait just a moment.”

      “Haha, of course. Thank you so much.”

      At that moment, when Mary turned to head upstairs to the second floor, Hugo called out to her.

      “Aunt Mary, I’ll be heading out now. I need to report to the academy and the guild, and I also have to finish the accounting….”

      “Oh… is that so? Leaving so soon? That’s a shame.”

      “Haha, I’ll come back later for a meal once the accounting is done. I’ve already planned to have one with Mr. Yujin, so please look forward to it.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, I can’t stop you! Take care, and come by often!”

      “Will do. Mr. Yujin, I’ll be heading off now. See you later.”

      As Hugo spoke to Yujin, Yujin smiled and responded.

      “Yes, I owe you a lot, Mr. Hugo. And to everyone else as well.”

      “Haha, not at all. If anything, we’re the ones who owe you. Well then.”

      “Ah, goodbye!”

      “G-Goodbye…”

      “…Then, I’ll take my leave now.”

      “Well… uh, I’ll get going too, Mr. Yujin.”

      “Don’t forget to stop by the dwarves’ workshop later! I’ll see you around!”

      With that, the group began to leave, and Mary also headed upstairs as if to prepare the room.

      Left behind on the first floor of the inn, Yujin watched as the staff bustled about serving food while the customers chatted noisily. It was then that Tiamat spoke to him.

      [They weren’t bad children.]

      
        Haha, that’s true. I think I’ve made some good connections.
      

      Yujin nodded his head in agreement. Not only the leader Hugo, but the rest of the group seemed to be genuinely decent people as well.

      “So, this labyrinth city, huh…”

      He muttered to himself while looking out the window.

      A completely different world from Earth.

      Ever since he first encountered another party inside the labyrinth, the reality of this other world had been sinking in. But now, walking through the streets of such an unfamiliar place, it truly hit him.

      He had really arrived in another world. Yujin let out a small laugh.

      Even though the existence of an alternate dimension had been confirmed through the Gate, no one had ever observed a world like this. Perhaps he was the first person from Earth to discover such a place.

      
        Or maybe… not.
      

      The game called “Labyrinth Academy” wasn’t something he played alone.

      If Labyrinth Academy truly served as a medium connecting Earth and this other world… then someday, he might end up meeting other Earthlings who came from his home.

      
        .…That might actually be kind of fun.
      

      Yujin imagined such a future and smiled faintly to himself.

      “Mr. Yujin! The room’s ready, so come on up!”

      “…Yes, I’ll be right there.”

      Life in another world.

      Perhaps, in this life where he had lived simply because he had no reason to die, he might just find a new kind of fun.

    

  
    
      Chapter 19: Doubt

      Meanwhile, at the Labyrinth Academy.

      In a room that appeared to be both a laboratory and an office, Hugo’s party sat in a line, facing a sharp-eyed woman.

      She sat in front of them, wrote something on a document, and then began to speak.

      “…It seems the escort itself went smoothly. Well done.”

      “Th-Thank you, Professor.”

      Hugo bowed his head in response to her words. He looked visibly tense, but the professor’s words brought him a measure of relief.

      Indeed, he was currently at the Academy, reporting to the professor in charge of the escort request for the labyrinth experience exam. This was the moment when his report had just concluded.

      
        Talking about joining up with Mr. Yujin and going through the demon’s trial took a bit of time, but thankfully, it doesn’t seem like she’s planning to interrogate me further.
      

      Normally, Hugo wouldn’t have mentioned Yujin at all, but the situation had been somewhat unique. The Academy’s exams were known for their careful oversight, and failing to report even minor details about the exam could result in intense investigation from the examiners.

      There were even stories of confessional magic being used… in any case, Hugo had done his best to avoid unnecessary complications.

      Although Mirien had tried to deflect some of the questions about Yujin, the report had been wrapped up successfully. After all, Yujin hadn’t interfered with anything directly related to the exam itself.

      When the professor in charge of the exam used her lie-detecting magic, Hugo’s truthful story had apparently satisfied her, and she had moved on without further issue.

      The professor spoke again.

      “The payment for the escort request has been sent to the administrative office. You can collect it there. Thank you for your hard work.”

      “It’s nothing. Then, if you’ll excuse us.”

      “…However, may I ask you one question before you go?”

      “…Huh?”

      Just as Hugo rose to leave, the professor stopped him.

      She asked,

      “Setting aside the exam itself, I’d like to ask you a little about the demon’s trial on the fifth floor.”

      “……”

      At her words, Hugo paused in silence for a moment, then slowly sat back down.

      It was certainly something worth being curious about. A demon appearing on the upper floors. Not in the middle or lower floors, but on the fifth floor of the upper floors….and even giving them a trial.

      This had already been verified as fact through lie-detecting magic. However, given the lack of precedent, it was only natural that such an event would spark curiosity everywhere.

      “May I ask what exactly you’re curious about?”

      Most of the details regarding the demon’s trial had already been conveyed. A demon had possessed the body of an orc, an intermediate-level monster, and gave a trial to the party. The demon had a conditional immortality ability, and when it boasted of its victory over the party and explained the conditions for its ability, Yujin who had joined the party midway, exploited those conditions to kill the orc hosting the demon.

      That was the extent of it. So, what was there to be curious about?

      “Was there something peculiar about that devil?”

      “Peculiar… Well, I’m not sure. Our party isn’t skilled enough to descend to the lower floors, so this was the first time we’ve encountered a Transcendent being.”

      “…I see. Then, was there a dark mage in the vicinity?”

      “A dark mage?”

      Dark mages.

      They were mages who used “demonic power” not magical power.

      Since demonic power originated from demons and the knowledge used to wield their magic also came from demons, dark mages were widely regarded as vile and corrupt. In fact, those confirmed to be dark mages often faced extermination orders worldwide.

      They were occasionally found in labyrinths, and if a criminal was discovered in such places, there was a high chance it was a dark mage.

      Since they had demonic power coursing through their bodies, it was nearly impossible for them to live in normal society.

      Using their powers would expose their nature, so many resorted to becoming criminals, often in the labyrinth where their actions could go unnoticed.

      In the Eastern Continent, there were rumors of a cult known as the “Demonic Cult” that revered a demon called the “Heavenly Demon”. This group reportedly had demonic power like aura and used it directly in battle. But that was a separate matter altogether.

      Hugo thought for a moment at the mention of dark mages, then shook his head.

      “No, I didn’t sense any dark mages. But why do you ask about them?”

      “We’ve recently received reports that dark mage factions are becoming increasingly active in the shadows across the world. It’s possible that a demon making its way to the upper floors of the labyrinth might have something to do with it.”

      “Is that so?”

      This was the first Hugo had heard of such news. The rise of dark mage factions… wasn’t this a rather serious matter?

      “Of course, I must ask that you refrain from discussing this matter recklessly with others. It’s the sort of story that could unnecessarily worry the public.”

      “…I understand.”

      “Now, for my next question. Is it possible that the mage named Yujin is connected to any of this?”

      When she asked that, a small circular magic circle appeared above one of her eyes.

      It was a lie-detecting spell. Seeing this, Hugo’s expression hardened. He answered firmly.

      “No. That’s absolutely not possible.”

      “…I see.”

      “…And if I may, I’d appreciate it if you would refrain from asking such questions. Of course, as an outsider, you may naturally have doubts after hearing our story. But Mr. Yujin is our benefactor. Questions that seem to test or doubt our benefactor feel deeply unpleasant to us.”

      “…I understand. My apologies.”

      Seeing Hugo’s visibly stiffened expression and Krom’s displeased frown, the professor closed her eyes briefly and bowed her head slightly.

      Though, of course, it was only an outward gesture…

      “……”

      She cast a glance and her sunken eyes rested on Mirien who was silent throughout the talk.

      “……”

      After a moment of watching Mirien, the professor raised her head and spoke.

      “That concludes my questions. You may leave now.”

      “…Understood. Then, we’ll take our leave.”

      With that, Hugo’s party began to leave the room.

      Once the three had exited, the professor let out a small sigh and stood up before walking over to a nearby desk. She picked up a document.

      [Report on the Rise of Dark Mage Factions]

      [Currently, incidents involving the detection of demonic power in various regions…]

      [Interrogations of captured agents reveal the organization’s current target to be the Second Imperial Princess, Elicia von Arcedium…]

      “…Haah.”

      She skimmed through the report before carefully tucking it away beneath the desk.

      She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and rested her body against the backrest.

      
        The rise of dark mage factions, Her Highness the Princess, and the demon that appeared on the fifth floor…
      

      Perhaps all of this was connected.

      As that thought crossed her mind, she recalled the party that had just left the room.

      
        …That elf, she seemed to know something.
      

      She thought of Mirien, who had been seated beside Hugo, the leader of the party.

      Mirien had kept her hood up, and Hugo, who had handled most of the reporting, had glossed over the fact that Mirien had revealed her true identity and used spirits during the demon trial. She hadn’t left any room for suspicion that she might be an elf. However, the academy professors were all highly skilled individuals.

      They weren’t so incompetent that they would fail to see through such a meager disguise. From her perspective, that elf “Mirien” had…

      
        When I asked about the mage named Yujin, she clearly knew something.
      

      The trembling pupils, the complex emotions, and the fear buried within them…

      Hugo and Krom might not have noticed, but Mirien definitely knew something about “Yujin”.

      
        A mage who supposedly secluded himself for research and only recently arrived in the labyrinth city… It’s all too convenient. Even if he had conducted prior research, his familiarity with the labyrinth went beyond mere knowledge; it is suspicious.
      

      A mage capable of spatial movement and powerful enough to kill an orc possessed by a demon in an instant without casting a spell… While Hugo and Krom seemed to place unshakable trust in him, from her standpoint as a third party, he was suspiciously mysterious. Almost unnervingly so.

      
        Should I investigate?
      

      An academy professor was no ordinary professor. They were professors at an educational institution that was built with unprecedented investment and was more advanced than any other in the world. They were famous individuals in their respective fields.

      Furthermore, the professors who trained and supervised aspiring heroes who faced the labyrinth were themselves powerful figures and heroes worthy of their reputation.

      The professor here, Reina Sahart, was no exception.

      
        The rise of dark mage factions is tied to Her Highness the Princess. That alone is sufficient justification for an investigation. It wouldn’t look good to summon the individual and interrogate him outright, so I’ll start with an inquiry into their background…
      

      And so, she began to devise an investigation plan in her mind.

      ***

      Meanwhile, Hugo’s party had left the academy.

      “Honestly, what an unpleasant person, to suspect others so casually like that.”

      “She’s a third party, after all. It’s not entirely unreasonable.”

      “Even so, how could she doubt someone like that?”

      Krom continued to vent his frustrations about the female professor as they headed away from the academy, and Hugo seemed to be trying to calm him down, but he also secretly agreed with him.

      Meanwhile, Mirien followed behind the two, lost in her thoughts.

      
        A dark mage… Could it be? No, surely not.
      

      She recalled the time she had encountered Yujin.

      
        – Tell me who I am. You already know the answer.
      

      “…….!”

      The memory made her tremble involuntarily. She genuinely wondered if he could be a dark mage, but…

      
        …But he saved us.
      

      As she remembered how he had saved them, her thoughts became a tangled mess.

      The image of him standing calmly behind the cleaved orc, gazing down at her with composed eyes, surfaced in her mind.

      
        …Huuu.
      

      A complicated mix of emotions welled up in her, but she quickly shook her head.

      She didn’t want to let herself give in to baseless suspicions over something uncertain.

      “…Mirien, what’s wrong?”

      However, Hugo was quick to notice, and he observed her trembling and shaking her head and asked.

      “Huh? Oh… It’s nothing…”

      “Hmm? Is something bothering you?”

      Krom too glanced at her curiously, sensing that something was amiss.

      “Now that I think about it, Mirien, you’ve been unusually quiet. What’s going on?”

      “…It’s just…”

      She hesitated for a moment, wondering what to say. While it wasn’t the issue she had been thinking about, there was another small matter regarding the two that had been bothering her, so she decided to bring it up instead.

      “…Neither of you has asked me anything about being an elf.”

      “…Is that all?”

      “Haha, I thought it was something serious.”

      The two chuckled awkwardly.

      “Well, I was a bit surprised to find out you’re a pointy-ear, but so what? We’re comrades who’ve fought side by side, aren’t we?”

      “You must have had your reasons for hiding it. In the end, you trusted us enough to reveal it, right?”

      “…Krom, Hugo.”

      Aside from her previous worries, Mirien felt slightly moved by the reactions of the two.

      Krom spoke up.

      “So, let’s not sweat over things like that. Or what, are you saying that now we know you have pointy ears, we can’t be in the same party anymore?”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      “Then it’s settled. Anyway, we made a good haul today, so let’s go grab some drinks.”

      “Krom, you spend way too much on alcohol. Don’t forget, we also have a meal planned with Mr. Yujin next time. Try to hold back a bit.”

      “Eh, I guess I don’t have a choice, then. Well, in that case, I’m tired, so let’s just head back and get some rest.”

      “Let’s do that. Mirien, come on.”

      “…Okay.”

      And so, Hugo’s party who were now closer than before made their way to the guild’s lodging.

    

  
    
      Chapter 20: Should I Write a Thesis?

      The next day.

      After a restful night at the inn, Yujin came down to the first floor.

      “Oh, you’re up? The other guys are probably still sprawled out somewhere with women hanging off them, but you’re up early! Good for you!”

      As he reached the first floor, the innkeeper Mary greeted him warmly. Yujin chuckled and replied,

      “I just happened to wake up early. Did you sleep well, innkeeper?”

      “Of course! I need to eat and sleep well to keep up with the work around here. Still, look at you; so polite! Friends from the East sure have good manners!”

      Mary responded with a hearty laugh. Yujin couldn’t help but smile at her cheerful demeanor.

      The energy of lively people had a way of uplifting everyone around them. Although Yujin had fallen into this unfamiliar world, the connections he was forming made the place feel like it could quickly become familiar.

      Mary then turned to him and asked,

      “By the way, aren’t you hungry? I was just about to finish up breakfast.”

      “To be honest, I don’t have much of an appetite since I just woke up… but the smell from the kitchen is definitely tempting. How long will it take?”

      “Just a little while longer! I already cleaned up the tables yesterday, so grab a seat wherever you like!”

      “In that case, I’ll take you up on that.”

      With that, Yujin sat down at one of the tables on the first floor that looked like a tavern.

      Though he had just woken up and wasn’t particularly hungry, Yujin’s comment wasn’t an empty one.

      The enticing aroma wafting from the kitchen was enough to stir his appetite, and Hugo’s confident claims about the food’s quality seemed to hold true. It was only natural that his hunger started to grow.

      Of course, being a dragon now meant he didn’t strictly need to eat for nutrition, but there was a reason people talked about the joys of good food.

      [Food, huh… Thinking about it, this will be our first proper meal since that campsite dinner.]

      Tiamat who was ever-present by Yujin’s side murmured with a tone of faint anticipation.

      Yujin grew curious and asked,

      
        Lady Tiamat, can you still taste food in your current form?
      

      [Didn’t I mention it before? I can experience the flavors of anything you eat.]

      
        Ah, that’s right.
      

      During their campsite meal in the labyrinth last time, Tiamat hadn’t said a word, so Yujin hadn’t known. Of course, it wasn’t as though the combat rations they ate to replenish energy during camping could have been particularly delicious.

      [That’s why I’m looking forward to it. Who would’ve thought the day would come for me to have a proper meal after dying…]

      
        If you haven’t tasted food for thousands of years, that makes sense.
      

      Yujin also smiled to himself and said that.

      And then, it happened.

      […By the way, some familiar faces are approaching.]

      Sensing something, Yujin glanced back. Sure enough, the inn door opened moments later and someone walked in.

      “We’re here, innkeeper!”

      “Oh my, Hugo!”

      “Haha, we got here sooner than expected, didn’t we?”

      Hugo’s party entered the inn and were greeted warmly by Mary.

      “What’s this? What brings you here so early?”

      “We had a meal appointment with Mr. Yujin, and since we’ve already finished our accounting, we thought we’d drop by to give Mr. Yujin his share as well.”

      “Is that so? Perfect timing. Breakfast is almost ready. Come on in.”

      “Thank you, then we’ll join you.”

      Hugo stepped inside along with Krom and Mirien. Yujin greeted them as they approached.

      “Good morning, Mr. Hugo. And welcome, Mirien and Krom.”

      “You’re up early, Yujin.”

      “…Good morning.”

      Hugo smiled and returned the greeting, while Mirien gave a brief bow in acknowledgment.

      “Good grief, waking me up so early just to sit down for a meal like this. What about the drinking party?”

      Meanwhile, Krom grumbled about missing the chance for a drinking session, which prompted Yujin to tilt his head and ask curiously,

      “Drinking party?”

      “Don’t mind him, Mr. Yujin. Krom wanted to combine this meal with a drinking session, but I insisted we keep the meal promise for breakfast today. No matter what, Mary wouldn’t allow drinking first thing in the morning.”

      “Damn it! How much would breaking open a few bottles even cost?!”

      “So, can we consider this meal as fulfilling the appointment?”

      “Ah… I see.”

      It seemed that Hugo, fearing the potential cost of future drinking sessions, had reluctantly decided to join the breakfast and fulfill the meal promise with Yujin at the same time. Yujin smiled wryly.

      “Oh, but if Mr. Yujin wants to have a drink…”

      “No, it’s fine. I’m not much of a drinker myself.”

      “Ugh, seriously. Are all humans incapable of appreciating the taste of alcohol?”

      Krom looked full of frustration but refrained from voicing further complaints. Instead, he silently took a seat at Yujin’s table.

      Mirien and Hugo also found their places, and the four of them gathered around one table.

      Once they were all seated, Yujin glanced at the group before speaking.

      “By the way, what about Miss Elly, Miss Shia, and Mr. Hans?”

      “Oh, Miss Elly and Miss Shia are probably at the academy dormitory. Since they’re students, they’re bound to be there at this hour. Especially now that exams are over. As for Mr. Hans, he was a temporary porter who joined us for the last trip. He has his own schedule, and by now, he’s probably working as a porter for another party.”

      “I see. Mr. Hans is quite the diligent one.”

      As they continued their conversation, Mary approached their table. She was carrying large trays laden with food.

      “Here you go! Dig in first! It’s not much since it’s just breakfast, but you need a hearty meal to start the day!”

      
        Not much?
      

      The table looked ready to buckle under the weight of the food. Light soup, bread, fried eggs, bacon, sausage, and salad. Those could be considered typical of a Western-style breakfast, often called an English breakfast.

      But then there were roast turkey, stew, steak, and even dishes Yujin couldn’t recognize. It was far too much for what should have been a simple breakfast. This wasn’t a matter of a hearty meal; this was overwhelming.

      Granted, Yujin who was now a dragon wasn’t incapable of finishing it all. But the sheer amount was too much for humans.

      “Wow, as expected of Aunt Mary.”

      “Haha! Looks like another hearty breakfast today!”

      “Thank you for the meal.”

      
        …Or maybe it’s just me?
      

      Hugo wasn’t the least bit reluctant about the meal; instead, he was licking his lips in anticipation. Was the food culture of this world so different from Earth’s?

      [Yujin, you should hurry and dig in too. It’s been a while since I’ve had a proper meal like this.]

      Tiamat also urged him on. It seemed that he was the odd one out here.

      Concluding as much, Yujin picked up his utensils and began eating alongside Hugo’s group.

      He started by scooping a small spoonful of soup and putting it into his mouth.

      “…Oh.”

      Yujin let out a silent exclamation of admiration. The rich, savory flavor of the soup was remarkably good.

      Even compared to the heavily processed foods filled with MSG back on Earth, this was in no way inferior.

      [Fufu… this is great. It’s been so long since I’ve tasted food like this.]

      Tiamat also smiled in satisfaction as she spoke. Yujin chuckled softly to himself. He made a quick note to pay more attention to the culinary side of things in the future.

      And so, the meal with Hugo’s party began.

      ***

      “By the way, Mr. Yujin, you mentioned this was your first time in the labyrinth city, right?”

      It was Hugo who spoke during the meal. Yujin chewed and swallowed a piece of meat before replying.

      “Yes. I’ve done some research and preparation beforehand, but there’s still a lot I don’t know.”

      “I see. Hmm… judging by how you handled yourself in the labyrinth, you seem to have a good grasp of the basics. Oh, by the way, have you joined the Mage’s Association yet?”

      “The Mage’s Association?”

      Yujin feigned ignorance as he asked, even though he knew perfectly well what it was.

      Of course, he actually knew a lot about it.

      The Mage’s Association was, as the name suggested, an organization created by mages.

      Mages by their very nature were secretive so they formed the Association to further solidify their domain. The organization facilitated the exchange of information between mages and served as a repository for their collective knowledge, which was never shared with outsiders.

      In addition, the association granted a number of privileges exclusive to its members, which made it an extremely isolated and proud group. However, the benefits of membership were great, while the consequences of not joining were severe. Non-members were not only denied recognition as true mages but also faced numerous disadvantages in the practice of magic.

      Hugo gave a brief summary of these points and then asked,

      “That’s what it’s like… So, Mr. Yujin, have you…?”

      “I’ve never joined the association.”

      “The Mage’s Association can be quite ruthless, especially toward unaffiliated mages without a faction or school to belong to. I’m not a mage myself, so I don’t know the details, but I’ve heard the discrimination is too much.”

      And indeed, that was the truth. Mages without a faction or affiliation were often dismissed as outcasts and weren’t even regarded as proper mages.

      Although it was called a “faction”, being part of one didn’t merely mean following its teachings; it meant that a mage was recognized and accepted as a member. And so, unaffiliated mages were viewed as those unacknowledged by any group and were treated with contempt.

      On top of that, Yujin was outwardly perceived as a human from the Eastern Continent, a place with little connection to magic. A human from the East with no affiliation? He would likely face even worse discrimination than others, and the Association probably wouldn’t accept him.

      
        Not that it really matters to me…
      

      In reality, Yujin didn’t care whether the Association discriminated against him or not. Sure, he wouldn’t be able to enjoy the privileges granted to mages by the Association, and it would make participating in the magical world somewhat inconvenient. But that was about it.

      Of course, it wasn’t ideal to endure inconveniences in the place where he would likely spend much of his life, but it wasn’t a major concern for him.

      Still…

      
        Lady Tiamat, what do you think?
      

      [Shall I be honest?]

      
        Go ahead.
      

      [It’s laughable. Magic originated with us dragons, and yet we’re supposed to endure inconveniences because of mortals’ sense of entitlement? Ridiculous.]

      
        I see.
      

      Tiamat, who was usually quite generous toward mortals, seemed to harbor an unshakable pride when it came to dragons and their relationship to magic.

      In that case, there was little choice. Either he would have to put the Association in its place and address these problems, break down the sense of entitlement among mages, or find a way to remain entirely free of such entanglements.

      “Hmm… this is a tricky situation. Mr. Yujin, you’re a remarkable mage, but mages tend to value academic knowledge over raw power, and they’re so isolated that even I wouldn’t know how to help…”

      “Mr. Hugo.”

      “Oh, yes?”

      While Hugo was pondering how to help Yujin, the latter called out to him.

      When Hugo turned to him with a questioning look, Yujin spoke.

      “What is the one thing most mages currently long for the most? Or, what are some of the unsolved challenges up to this point?”

      “Well… I’m not really sure about that…”

      Hugo was a warrior, not a mage. As such, he scratched his head awkwardly and looked to be somewhat clueless.

      It was then.

      “… time and space magic.”

      “Huh, Mirien?”

      Mirien who had been quietly eating her meal spoke up. At her words, both Hugo and Yujin turned their eyes toward her.

      “Uuh!”

      When Yujin’s gaze fell on her, Mirien flinched slightly. But as Yujin’s expression encouraged her to continue, she continued speaking.

      “…Just as the Philosopher’s Stone is a lifelong ambition for alchemists, mages have something similar. That is time-and-space magic.”

      “Time-and-space magic, huh…”

      “The space magic we use today includes spatial teleportation, spatial compression and expansion, and subspace. Just those three types. And as for time magic, it doesn’t exist at all. Even the three spatial magic types we have were barely realized through knowledge left behind by transcendents, and only a handful of exceptionally skilled mages can use them.”

      “Hmm…”

      “That’s why time-and-space magic is considered the lifelong aspiration of mages. After all, time and space are realms governed by Transcendents to begin with…”

      “Then, that will be it.”

      “Huh?”

      Mirien asked in confusion, but Yujin only gave her a meaningful smile as he picked up his utensils and took a bite of his food.

      
        If I produce a thesis with results important enough to make the Association grovel… I think I can make this work somehow.
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 21: Thesis Submission

      “Well then, Mr. Yujin, we’ll be on our way.”

      “Sure, take care.”

      After finishing a meal with Hugo and his party, Yujin accepted the payment they insisted on giving and returned to the inn; they bid farewells to him as they left. He briefly greeted Mary who was clearing the dishes before heading back to his room.

      [So, assuming you’re going to write this thesis, where do you plan to conduct your research?]

      Tiamat posed the question to him. Where would the research take place?

      “I can just do it in the subspace. It looks like there’s already plenty of research equipment there.”

      [That’s true, but…]

      “Ah, but first, I’ll need paper and a pen.”

      Fortunately, the inn seemed to have pens and paper available, so Yujin quickly made his way toward the stairs leading to the first floor.

      “Innkeeper!”

      “Hmm? Oh, Mr. Yujin, what is it?”

      “Would it be alright if I borrowed some paper and a pen? I’ll pay for them if necessary!”

      “Oh, don’t be silly. Just take them and use them! If you need more, just let me know!”

      Mary readily agreed and sent Yujin back upstairs.

      That solved that. With paper and pen retrieved from Mary’s husband’s room, Yujin entered the subspace.

      A pitch-black void stretched around him, and the treasures he had swept from Tiamat’s Tomb were scattered all over.

      He roughly selected the items that seemed useful for his research and pulled them aside. Then, he spoke.

      “Alright, let’s give this a try.”

      [Do you want some help? Of course, you’re a dragon too, so you probably have a natural talent for magic… but your knowledge is probably lacking.]

      “Hmm… I’ll try it on my own for now. If I get stuck, I’ll ask for your help then.”

      [That’s a commendable attitude, but… fine. Just remember, if it gets too hard, don’t hesitate to tell me.]

      It seemed Tiamat didn’t want to discourage his determination to work on his own. She spoke softly and began silently observing Yujin from behind.

      Of course, Yujin had his own thoughts on the matter.

      
        Knowledge, huh…
      

      Tiamat had indeed passed down some knowledge about magic, but most of it was related to the powers of dragons.

      Beyond that, Yujin didn’t even fully understand how the magic system in this world functioned, let alone other forms of magic.

      But it didn’t matter.

      
        Let’s approach this through science and intuition.
      

      He decided to rely on the realm of intuition he gained through his scientific background on Earth and the instincts he had developed as a dragon. He murmured to himself.

      
        [Gravity is the curvature of space-time.]
      

      [Hmm?]

      “Nothing important.”

      He remembered the science of Earth and smiled faintly.

      ***

      General Relativity.

      The most successful theory of gravity in modern physics. It laid the foundation for much of contemporary science.

      This theory that was formulated by Earth’s brilliant scientist Albert Einstein redefined gravity not as a simple classical force, but as a new kind of phenomenon linked to the geometric properties of space-time.

      While adding detailed explanations might make it seem complicated, the core relationship between space-time and gravity boils down to this:

      —Strong gravity distorts space-time.

      However, this statement isn’t entirely accurate.

      It would be more precise to say that gravity is the result of space-time distortion.

      In short, everything that generates gravity causes minute distortions in space-time.

      But there was one particularly interesting aspect to consider.

      “Lady Tiamat, could you pass down just a bit of knowledge about gravity magic?”

      [Okay.]

      In this world, gravity magic existed.

      Magic that could strengthen gravity, reverse its effects, or alter its direction. Such spells related to gravity were already well-established.

      The same was true on Earth.

      Even on Earth, certain awakeners who specialized in magic could use gravity spells. There had even been attempts to harness their abilities to find magic related to space-time.

      Of course, those attempts ended in failure.

      But Yujin was different.

      
        Spatial teleportation, subspace… the reasons such things can exist…
      

      Mana was a power that defied the laws of physics. It was a power capable of creating miracles that would otherwise be impossible.

      In terms of physics, it was akin to a singularity.

      
        There’s no need to base everything on gravity magic itself.
      

      Yujin trusted his intuition and the computational ability he used to process the inspiration it provided.

      Ever since becoming a dragon, he had gained the ability to perceive the magical flow of time and the resonance of space.

      It became possible for him to do things that were impossible for humans or any other living creature.

      He combined these insights with his understanding of space-time, scientific knowledge, and calculations.

      Of course, Yujin wasn’t a scientist, but he had a decent level of related knowledge. After all, he hadn’t started out as an awakener; he had gone through the full course of university education before his awakening.

      During his studies, he had taken the physics courses very seriously, even though they had begun to lose importance with the emergence of Mana. Perhaps it was because the diminishing importance of physics reminded him of his parents.

      
        No, that’s a ridiculous thought.
      

      He suddenly chuckled softly at the thought and wrote something down on the piece of paper.

      Tiamat who was watching him work looked utterly astonished.

      
        What kind of knowledge is this? I’ve never seen anything like it.
      

      Having been born into a world steeped in mana from the very beginning, Tiamat found the concept of physics both alien and refreshing. That was only natural.

      Magical power (Mana), along with aura, divine power, and demonic power were the four great powers that transcended the physical laws that formed the basis of physics. Dragons, as the masters of mana, were living proof of this defiance.

      Their very existence rendered physical laws insignificant. In such a world, the development of a discipline like physics was unlikely.

      But Yujin’s knowledge that was imported from another world offered Tiamat new insight. For the first time, she felt she was beginning to understand the concept of space-time, which she had only ever perceived and manipulated instinctively, in a more systematic way.

      She spoke without realizing it.

      [Yujin, I’ll teach you about space-time magic.]

      “Huh? There’s no need for that just yet.”

      [No, I’m just curious. If your knowledge could be combined with traditional magic, imagine how far it could develop.]

      “Hmm… if that’s the case.”

      Following her words, Yujin accepted the knowledge Tiamat offered about space-time magic. He fully grasped how phenomena such as the time-stopping magic he had once used were possible.

      
        This is interesting. Let’s keep going.
      

      Space-time magic was fundamentally something mortal beings couldn’t easily wield, but Yujin thought it might be possible.

      Transforming it into a branch of magic that even ordinary mortals could use at a basic level….that seemed feasible.

      ***

      Three days later.

      “It’s done.”

      [It’s done.]

      Yujin who had just finished drafting the paper, and Tiamat who had been watching beside him, both muttered to themselves.

      At least for now, they had completed the creation of a new branch of space-time magic.

      On the desk Yujin had brought in, there were two stacks of papers.

      One was a dissertation that fully documented all the details of the newly formulated branch of space-time magic, while the other was a submission draft that included only the theories, concepts, and a few selected magic formulas.

      The essential formulas and easily comprehensible theoretical elements had been deliberately omitted, and even the foundational theories were encoded in a way that would be indecipherable to anyone without extensive knowledge of modern physics.

      As its label as a submission draft suggested, Yujin intended to present this version. This way, there was no risk of someone stealing the magic.

      Most importantly, Yujin had no intention of fully disclosing the complete content of his dissertation. While technology itself is neither good nor evil, the people who use it are capable of both.

      In a world where the potential improper use of his space-time magic was unpredictable, Yujin had no plans to recklessly spread it.

      “Well then, shall we get going?”

      Yujin packed the submission draft, smiled, and stepped out of the subspace.

      When he was about to leave the inn, he ran into Mary who happened to be cleaning.

      “Mr. Yujin! Are you heading out to grab some food?”

      She knew that Yujin had been holed up in his room recently, absorbed in his research. It wasn’t the first time she had brought meals to his room when he had skipped them entirely.

      When she saw him now, she thought he was finally stepping out for a meal.

      “Oh, I’ll eat later. I need to submit this to the Mages Association first.”

      “Huh? What is that?”

      When Mary saw the submission draft Yujin was holding, she asked curiously. Yujin smiled and replied,

      “It’s the result of three days of research.”

      “What? You’re already finished with it?”

      “Yes. So I’ll submit it quickly and come back. I’ll eat after that.”

      With those words, Yujin left the inn and headed straight for the Mages Association building in Labyrinth City.

      
        The Mages Association is a place that values knowledge above all else. No matter how talented a mage might be, they’ll never acknowledge anyone who falls short academically speaking.
      

      That was why Yujin had prepared a “card” that would put the Mages Association in a position of dependency.

      With this, at least, the Association would stop pestering him about magic-related matters within Labyrinth City. Tiamat would probably be satisfied with that much.

      Thinking along those lines, Yujin arrived at the Mages Association building. When he approached, a mage who seemed to be acting as a guard stopped him at the entrance.

      “Stop! This is the Mages Association headquarters. What brings you here?”

      “I’m here to submit a thesis.”

      “A thesis…?”

      The mage looked at the stack of papers in Yujin’s hands but quickly turned his gaze to Yujin’s appearance. His expression soured almost immediately.

      “You’re from the East, aren’t you? What could someone from a place with no connection to magic possibly have to submit as a thesis…?”

      “I’m a mage too, you know.”

      To prove his point, Yujin casually conjured a flame in his hand. The guard’s expression shifted slightly, but only just.

      “Ha, fine. Let’s hear it. What’s the topic of your thesis?”

      “Space-time magic.”

      “…What?”

      The mage’s face twisted in an odd expression as if he had misheard Yujin’s response. But when he saw Yujin’s serious expression, he let out a dry laugh and said,

      “Ha, does this guy think magic is a joke? Do you really think that all mages are the same? Someone from the East who is probably not affiliated with any organization talking about space-time magic? Stop talking nonsense and get lost…”

      “In that case, would you like me to provide proof?”

      “Huh?”

      With those words, Yujin retrieved a gold coin from a subspace. The mage’s eyes widened as he realized Yujin had the ability to use subspace magic, but what happened next left him utterly stunned; his eyes almost popped out of their sockets.

      Yujin flicked his fingers and sent the gold coin spinning upward. Then he pointed a finger at the coin and cast his spell.

      In an instant, a magic circle unfolded at Yujin’s fingertip.

      And then—

      The coin stopped.

      “……!!!”

      The gold coin actually froze mid-air and lay completely motionless.

      The space around the coin turned ashen gray in a spherical shape, and within that area, neither magical power nor air movement could be detected.

      It was as if time itself had come to a standstill.

      “Uh… uh…”

      “Do you believe me now?”

      Yujin smiled cheerfully as he looked at the mage who could only stammer in disbelief.

      Not long after, the Mages Association was turned upside down.

    

  
    
      Chapter 23: The Lecture Hall

      Not long after Yujin met with the Head of the Mages Association, the Association was thrown into an uproar once again.

      The reason? Yujin, the mage who had newly established the framework for space-time magic, had announced that he would give a lecture on such magic.

      The Head of the Mages Association who was speaking with absolute confidence immediately set the Association into motion to prepare for the lecture. News of the event was spread across the country.

      When the announcement first circulated, most people dismissed it as exaggerated rumors.

      
        Space-time magic? It’s probably just like before, a small fragment of knowledge recovered from the Transcendents’ vast wisdom.
      

      Space-time magic, as a field, had not existed up to that point. More accurately, magic categorized under “time” magic had never existed and only fragments of “space” magic had been known.

      Yet the news spread by the Mages Association claimed that space-time magic had been developed into a concept so comprehensive and structured that it could establish an entirely new school of thought.

      Naturally, the claims were hard to believe. What exactly was the concept of space-time? It was an unfathomable field, one that even the greatest of Transcendents could only influence if they possessed the necessary authority.

      The currently existing space magic, such as subspace, teleportation, and the expansion and contraction of space, were akin to a type of authority that had been refined into magical knowledge by dragons, the supreme masters of magic. As such, they were spells that could only be properly used by mages who had reached truly extraordinary realms.

      And yet, to claim that such magic had been fully established as a formal school of thought? That what mages had dreamed of for lifetimes, their ultimate aspiration, had been achieved so suddenly?

      Most assumed that the Mages Association was merely overreacting, making a fuss over some newly discovered fragment of knowledge. At best, they thought, it might involve some specific improvements in space magic.

      
        Of course, even that would be remarkable and worth checking out. But surely, it won’t involve time magic…
      

      Such was their thinking. Until the Head of the Mages Association released both his statements and a thesis written by Yujin that completely overturned their assumptions.

      [This is the thesis submitted by the mage. It contains a portion of the newly established knowledge about space-time magic]

      The Head’s emphatic words, coupled with the undeniable contents of the paper, swept across the country.

      Mages, scholars, and even political elites were stunned. They scrambled desperately, each doing whatever they could to secure a spot at the lecture.

      And so, a few days later, the lecture hall hosted by the Mages Association was set to open.

      “Is that really true? The author of the thesis on the newly established space-time magic is going to give the lecture in person?”

      “Yes, I heard the Association Head personally invited them!”

      “On top of that, they’re offering to do the lecture free of charge!”

      “As expected! The authority of the Association Head is truly extraordinary!”

      “But is it really true? That the knowledge of space-time magic has been fully established…”

      “Ha, you’re behind on the news. The verification of the magic formula is already complete. It’s been confirmed. True space-time magic has been discovered.”

      “Who exactly is the one who fully established space-time magic?”

      “From what I’ve heard, they came from the East…”

      “What? The East? Isn’t that a place with no connection to magic?”

      “You never know. Perhaps some insight about space-time exists in the East…”

      “Finally, the secrets of space-time magic are being unraveled…!”

      
        Murmur, murmur.
      

      The sound of the audience murmuring echoed throughout the lecture hall as they gathered before the podium.

      The seats were filled with countless attendees. Famous mages, legendary heroes, scholars, and powerful figures alike.

      Their conversations revolved around just two topics.

      The newly established branch of space-time magic and the author of the thesis that had defined it.

      The person who had made it possible for an ordinary mage to touch upon the transcendent concept of space-time. A realm once thought accessible only to Transcendents.

      As wild speculations about this individual swirled among the crowd…

      “Here, Headmistress.”

      “Yes.”

      A sharp-looking woman with short, dark purple hair was escorting another woman. She treated her with the utmost reverence and led her to one of the elegantly arranged seats on the upper level.

      The woman being escorted was a stunning beauty with fiery red hair and golden eyes. She had a voluptuous figure.

      There was, however, one peculiar detail about her. The pupils in her golden eyes.

      Amidst the bright yellow irises, a vertical crimson slit, almost like a scar, was etched in the center.

      The reptilian-like pupils gazed intently at the lecture hall below.

      “Professor Reina.”

      “Yes, please speak.”

      Standing beside her, almost like an attendant, was none other than Reina Sahart.

      She was the professor who had previously supervised the students during the exam led by the Hugo Party and had resolved to investigate Yujin after hearing about him.

      And the woman Reina was serving was none other than…

      “So, according to your report, the one who established this new branch of space-time magic could be a dark mage?”

      “That is right, Headmistress.”

      “Hmm…”

      The Headmistress of the Academy, Ines Karandar.

      A legendary Archmage, also known as the “Great Witch”. She was also rumored to carry the bloodline of dragons.

      One of the most powerful individuals in the world had personally come to the lecture hall.

      “At first, I was simply curious. Who could possibly establish a form of space-time magic that even I couldn’t master? But then, Professor Reina came to me with such an unexpected report. If I recall… you said it was someone named Yujin.”

      “Yes.”

      Professor Reina lowered her head as she responded.

      Ever since her encounter with the Hugo Party, she had indeed conducted a thorough investigation into Yujin.

      The result? Absolutely nothing.

      Yujin’s past activities were remarkably spotless. Almost unnaturally so. It was as if he had suddenly fallen into this world out of nowhere.

      This peculiarity only deepened Reina’s suspicions. When she heard the news that he had turned the Association upside down with his thesis on space-time magic, she immediately rushed to the Headmistress to report it.

      Dark mages and demons were grave matters even at the Academy. In fact, though it was a tightly kept secret, one of the Academy’s students, the second princess of the Arcedium Empire, was currently being corrupted by a demon.

      And dark mages were targeting her. For the Headmistress, who was known for her extraordinary care for her students, it was something she could not ignore.

      To make matters worse, the person suspected of being a dark mage was giving a lecture on space-time magic.

      The Headmistress had already been fascinated by space-time magic. Something she herself had yet to fully master. Now, she had one more reason to attend.

      
        A dark mage who has mastered space-time magic… It’s not certain yet, but I need to find out who this person really is.
      

      As her eyes gleamed coldly with determination…

      At the back of the lecture hall, Yujin who had been speaking with the Association Head turned his gaze toward the direction where the Headmistress was.

      “…Hmm?”

      “Hmm? Is something wrong, Sir Yujin?”

      “…No, it’s nothing.”

      He had faintly sensed magical power that resembled that of a dragon, which caused him to glance in that direction. Incidentally, Tiamat had sensed it too.

      [Wait, this energy…]

      There was something about the magical power that felt familiar to her.

      […No way… Karandar, is that your…?!]

      Even in her spiritual state, Tiamat instinctively realized something and broke into a cold sweat with her face flushing red…

      
        Lady Tiamat, did you sense it as well?
      

      [H-Huh?]

      
        I can sense traces of a dragon’s energy, even if it’s faint. The source seems to be human, however.
      

      At his words, Tiamat’s face grew even redder.

      [I-I see…]

      
        Hmm? Lady Tiamat, I’m picking up on something that feels akin to shame. Do you happen to know anything about this?
      

      [N-No! I don’t know anything! Really, I have no idea!]

      
        …Is that so?
      

      Though Yujin had a hunch that she knew something, her adamant denial led him to decide to let it go. Instead, he refocused on his conversation with the Association Head.

      Meanwhile, Tiamat was caught in her own thoughts.

      
        Karandar… no matter what, how could you do that with a human…?!
      

      The mere thought that one of her kin, one of the young dragons she had once guided, had engaged in “such an act” filled her with so much shame that she couldn’t lift her head.

      While Tiamat wrestled with her emotions, Yujin was wrapping up his conversation with the Head of the Mages Association.

      “Sir Yujin, everything is ready now, so…”

      “Yes. I suppose it’s about time for me to head up.”

      “Please, I’m counting on you.”

      The president clasped Yujin’s hand and bowed several times as he repeated his request.

      
        When he’s being this respectful, I can’t help but feel a bit guilty.
      

      Although he felt a little sorry for the Head for showing such humility despite his position, he had no intention of backing out of the lecture. All he could do was acknowledge the feeling and move on.

      With that, Yujin watched the president step aside, then began walking toward the stage.

      
        Step. Step.
      

      The sound of his footsteps echoed as he steadily climbed the stairs.

      
        -……
      

      Though the sound was faint, it carried an inexplicably immense presence that silenced the audience.

      
        Step. Step.
      

      
        [image: ]
      
      The audience’s attention turned entirely to the podium. Some swallowed nervously, while others stared intently at the figure who had stepped onto the stage.

      Unlike his usual style, he now adopted for a neatly swept-back hair. He had styled it in response to a request to appear slightly more formal.

      Now that he was dressed impeccably in a suit, he looked less like a mage and more like a distinguished musician from the world of fine arts. His calm face, graced with a slight smile, held a charm that could effortlessly captivate anyone who saw it.

      
        Step. Step…
      

      The soft yet resonant sound of footsteps that had filled the lecture hall soon came to a stop, and the man began to speak.

      “Greetings. I am Yujin, the author of the thesis on space-time magic.”

      With a voice amplified by magic, the man spoke while maintaining a gentle smile.

    

  
    
      Chapter 24: Professor Offer

      The first thought that crossed the minds of those seeing the man on the podium for the first time was just one:

      
        Is he really that young?
      

      The young man’s appearance suggested he was in his early to mid-twenties at best.

      To make matters even more surprising, he didn’t resemble a mage at all. Instead, he looked like a handsome man one might expect to find in the entertainment industry. No, to be precise, his looks surpassed those of most ordinary handsome men to the point of rendering any comparison meaningless.

      Indeed, several women in the audience found themselves momentarily stunned and unable to hide their dazed expressions as they stared at him.

      A brief moment of silence passed before the man on the podium, Yujin, seemed to read the room and smiled knowingly.

      “Are you surprised to see that I’m younger than you expected?”

      -.…..

      The silence continued. No one responded, but the lack of answers itself was an unspoken confirmation.

      Understanding this, Yujin opened his mouth to speak again.

      “Some of you might be wondering if I’m a proxy for the author of the thesis or perhaps just the host of this lecture. But no, I assure you. Standing before you is the actual author of the thesis.”

      As soon as Yujin said this, someone in the audience raised a hand. When Yujin turned his gaze to them, the man began speaking even before receiving permission.

      “How can you prove that you’re the author of the thesis?”

      “Hmm… prove it, you say?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very well. Then let me ask you a question.”

      With that, Yujin turned to the man while smiling faintly.

      “Why should I prove it?”

      “Huh…”

      “Go ahead and explain. If you can convince me why I need to provide proof, I’ll gladly do so.”

      “Isn’t it obvious? Everyone here has come to attend a lecture on space-time magic! How could we accept and learn from someone who isn’t even the author of the thesis?”

      “And that’s precisely why I’m asking.”

      Eugene continued speaking with a smile on his face.

      “I’m asking why I need to convince you and teach you in the first place.”

      “What…?”

      At those words, the man seemed at a loss for words and his expression was frozen in shock. The audience began murmuring and rustling; the atmosphere was growing restless.

      “What is he talking about?”

      “Isn’t the purpose of a lecture to teach?”

      “What on earth is he saying?”

      The commotion intensified with confusion spreading throughout the room. Some even stood up, as if preparing to confront Yujin.

      
        Clap!
      

      “May I ask for your silence?”

      The crisp sound of Yujin’s clap accompanied his calm words. At that moment, everyone who had been talking instinctively fell silent and their attention shifted toward him.

      With just that simple action, Yujin commanded the crowd’s focus. Still smiling, he scanned the room before speaking again.

      “I understand, of course. You’ve traveled a long way to hear a lecture on space-time magic. It’s only natural to feel bewildered if the speaker suddenly claims they have no intention of teaching. Yes, I understand.”

      “Yes, exactly! So then—”

      “But, everyone, you are making a critical mistake.”

      With those words, Yujin turned slightly and began pacing slowly across the platform.

      “I have neither the obligation nor the intention to teach you anything. In the first place, I did not come here to teach.”

      “What…?”

      “What are you saying? You’re not here to teach?”

      “Exactly as I said. My reason for being here is not to deliver a lecture on space-time magic.”

      After making that declaration, Yujin briefly glanced toward the upper seats of the audience. There, the head of the Mage Association sat with a stunned expression on his face.

      Noticing him, Yujin smiled faintly before retrieving something from his subspace.

      “What is that…?”

      “Is it a document?”

      “Could it be…?”

      What Yujin held was a bundle of papers that looked like documents.

      The people who saw it began murmuring among themselves, speculating about its nature. Naturally, the most plausible guess was…

      “As you may have guessed, yes. This is not a mere partial piece of information already made public; this is the complete thesis. In short, it contains everything I’ve discovered about space-time magic.”

      When Yujin waved the document in his hand as he spoke, the eyes of everyone in the audience widened in astonishment.

      A complete thesis on space-time magic, something that had never been publicly disclosed!

      Greed flashed in the eyes of those who saw it. If they could just obtain that, they would know everything there was to know about space-time magic!

      “How much? Name your price!”

      “If it’s about the cost, I’ll pay anything! Just hand over the thesis—!”

      “Out of my way! I’ll buy it! How much do you want—”

      With a sudden burst of flames—

      “…….!!”

      People rushed to purchase the thesis, but Yujin only smiled faintly and burned it in his hand.

      In an instant, it turned to ash and scattered, leaving everyone to stare at the remains in disbelief. Watching their devastated expressions, Yujin dusted off his hands and spoke.

      “This is my answer.”

      “What… what are you…?”

      Unable to bear the sight any longer, the head of the Mage Association teleported down from the upper seats to stand before Yujin, holding the ashes of the burned thesis in his hands.

      “What… what have you done?! If we could wield space-time magic, humanity could ascend to even greater heights!”

      Yujin smiled at the Association Head who had abandoned his usual formal tone in his frustration.

      “Association Head, have you read the thesis I made public?”

      “What…?”

      “The thesis I released is enough. If you can interpret it, modern mages will be able to uncover space-time magic to some degree. It may still be basic and flawed in its early stages, but isn’t that how humanity has always grown?”

      Looking at the dumbfounded expression of the Association Head, Yujin continued speaking.

      “What do you plan to do with magic you cannot interpret on your own? Use it to satisfy the shallow vanity that plagues the association as it stands today?”

      “What… what do you mean…?”

      “I am well aware of the corruption within the association.”

      Yujin began walking slowly across the platform once again as he spoke.

      “You speak of humanity ascending to a greater height? No, what will come is an era where only the mages within the association will believe themselves to be great. Isn’t that exactly what the association has become today? Discrimination against non-mages, prejudice against unaffiliated mages, corruption born from a sense of entitlement…”

      “……”

      “How funny. Is that what you would call worthy of ascending to a truly great state? I, for one, cannot see it that way.”

      “Wh-What are you trying to say?”

      “It is too early. Far, far too early. At the very least, shouldn’t mages be seekers of knowledge and truth, rather than slaves to vanity?”

      
        Snap!
      

      With those words, Yujin snapped his fingers.

      Then—

      
        Whoosh!
      

      A magic circle unfolded, and the ashes of the burned thesis began to gather and coalesce. As though time itself had reversed, the ashes reformed into the original document and returned to Yujin’s hand.

      Everyone’s eyes widened in shock as if they were about to burst from their sockets.

      It was real, actual space-time magic. And not just any magic, but the magic of reversing time itself.

      It was a miracle that anyone would desire.

      “This… this can’t be…”

      “To think it’s real…”

      “Unbelievable…”

      While the crowd stared in utter disbelief, the Association Head’s gaze locked onto the document in Yujin’s hand. Slowly, he reached out toward it.

      
        Whoosh!
      

      But just as before, Yujin burned the thesis to ash again, almost mockingly.

      “A-Ah…”

      “Association Head, space-time magic is far too early for you.”

      At some point, Yujin knelt on one knee before the collapsed Association Head, meeting his eyes directly.

      With a faint smile, Yujin continued.

      “Know your place… and think about pursuing your own discoveries.”

      “You… you…!”

      The Association Head’s eyes spun; he was on the verge of losing focus. Though he had been overwhelmed by Yujin before, he could not suppress the seething fury that burned in his chest.

      “Arghhhhhhh!”

      At the moment he unconsciously reached out to cast a spell—

      
        Snap!
      

      Yujin snapped his fingers again.

      In that instant, the colors around the Association Head turned to ashen gray, and his movements came to a halt as though time itself had stopped.

      
        – ……!
      

      To think someone of the Association Head’s caliber, an Archmage, could be stopped so easily! The crowd was once again struck with shock.

      Yujin slowly stepped forward and addressed the onlookers.

      “Therefore, I have concluded that space-time magic is far too advanced for the current generation of mages. I am here to convey that message.”

      
        – ……
      

      “Of course, if I were to say I would never disclose it, the backlash would be intense. I understand that. I too believe that knowledge holds meaning only when shared with the public. So…”

      Yujin pulled another stack of documents from a subspace. The crowd’s eyes shifted to it.

      “Everyone here, have you all reviewed the thesis I first submitted to the Association?”

      The crowd nodded. While there were a few who hadn’t, the majority had already read it beforehand.

      “Like I told the Association Head, anyone who deciphers that thesis can find the secrets of space-time magic. Unfortunately, it seems the Association has yet to succeed in doing so. But I am willing to pass on my knowledge to anyone who can produce a correct interpretation of the thesis.”

      
        – ……!!!
      

      “A mage must find their value in exploration. Those who do not seek knowledge and merely aim to satisfy their vanity are of no use to me.”

      With a faint smile, Yujin finished his speech.

      “That is all.”

      ***

      Having concluded what could only be described as a performance disguised as a lecture, Yujin left the hall. Slowly, he began making his way toward the inn.

      As he walked, Yujin spoke to Tiamat.

      
        Well? Wasn’t that rather satisfying?
      

      [Fufu, indeed. Just as you said; it was quite entertaining.]

      Tiamat smiled in agreement with Yujin’s words. She found it immensely satisfying that those who flaunted their sense of entitlement as mages but neglected true exploration had been dealt a significant blow.

      
        Spreading the false article about a lecture on space-time magic, coupled with denting the Mage Association’s pride, means they won’t dare to recklessly antagonize me. After all, they wouldn’t want to lose access to the knowledge of space-time magic. Because of that, the Association probably won’t bother me much in the future.
      

      [Yes, that was the original intent, wasn’t it? Still, regardless of that, it was fun.]

      
        Haha, as long as you’re entertained, that’s all that matters.
      

      [But tell me, were you serious about what you said? That you’d share your knowledge with anyone who could decipher your thesis.]

      
        Ah, that? Hmm… Personally, I don’t think it’ll ever happen.
      

      Yujin, honestly, didn’t expect anyone to succeed. Without the necessary foundational knowledge, interpreting it was virtually impossible.

      [So, it was a lie?]

      
        Of course not. While I did want to weed out those who would approach me recklessly with nothing but money, it wasn’t entirely false. If someone genuinely seeks to explore and understand, I wouldn’t mind passing on some of my knowledge.
      

      Yujin didn’t mind sharing knowledge with someone who truly wished to learn and had no ulterior motives. Although he doubted such a person existed, the thought didn’t bother him.

      
        By the way, Lady Tiamat, did you notice it?
      

      At that moment, Yujin turned to Tiamat and asked her directly.

      Tiamat flinched slightly at his words.

      [Oh… uh, yes, I did.]

      
        Earlier, someone with the energy of a dragon was present. That person, along with someone else, seems to be following us now.
      

      [Th-That… Yujin? I noticed it too, but… can’t we just ignore them and keep going?]

      “Hmm? Why not?”

      [W-Well, that’s…]

      Tiamat who was overcome with shame couldn’t lift her head and merely fidgeted awkwardly. Yujin grew puzzled for a moment and finally turned around as they grew closer and spoke.

      “There’s no one else around. Would you mind coming out now?”

      “…You’re perceptive.”

      From the alley Yujin had turned to, two women stepped forward.

      
        Hmm… As I thought.
      

      One was a great beauty with sharp features, short, dark purple hair, and purple eyes. The other had bright red hair and bright yellow eyes. Her beauty was equally radiant.

      Seeing the two, Yujin nodded inwardly as if understanding the situation.

      It made sense; these women were familiar to him from the game of “Labyrinth Academy”.

      The red-haired woman was Ines Karandar, the Headmistress of Labyrinth Academy.

      Known as the “Great Witch”, she was considered one of the strongest among mortals.

      At the same time, she was a being rumored to carry some trace of dragon blood. Although Yujin had confirmed her presence during his lecture, seeing her up close now felt entirely different.

      Beside her stood Reina Sahart, a professor of magical studies at the Academy and someone who worked as Ines’s assistant.

      Among the two, it was Ines who spoke first.

      “I enjoyed your lecture. It was excellent.”

      “I wouldn’t say it deserved to be called excellent.”

      Yujin fully turned to face the two women.

      “Regardless, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m just a nameless mage, but you can call me Yujin.”

      “A nameless mage, you say? That’s a bit much, don’t you think? Coming from the mage who redefined space-time magic?”

      “Hahaha, is that so? In any case, might I ask why you were following me? And not just you…”

      Yujin smiled faintly and continued speaking.

      “Especially someone like the Headmistress of the Academy.”

      The Grand Witch Ines Karandar was not only one of the strongest mortals but also the well-known head of the Academy. It was unnatural not to recognize her, so Yujin casually remarked on the matter.

      At this, Ines spoke up.

      “That’s… true. I don’t enjoy beating around the bush either. Let me be direct.”

      With those words, Ines extended her hand toward Yujin and continued.

      “Would you consider taking a position as a professor at the Academy?”

      “Hmm?”

      This was an entirely unexpected turn of events.

      Yujin chuckled inwardly at the surprising offer.

    

  
    
      Chapter 25: I Became the Academy’s Mysterious Professor Part 1

      Yujin looked at Ines who was holding out her hand and thought to himself.

      
        Professor, huh…
      

      It was a situation he honestly had not anticipated, yet it wasn’t exactly beyond his understanding.

      Yujin had been the mage who established the foundations of space-time magic. Moreover, nobody else knew this knowledge. In the field of space-time magic, he was both a pioneer and the only expert in existence.

      Of course, the origin of all magic, including space-time magic, was the dragons… But whether it was this way or that, Yujin was now a dragon himself, and it was Yujin who had structured it so that even mortals could use it properly. Therefore, it wasn’t entirely wrong to call him a pioneer.

      Anyway, being a pioneer in a particular field meant that there was no one superior in that area. From the Academy’s point of view, there could be no more suitable candidate to take on the job of a professor than him.

      However…

      “I have no intention of releasing space-time magic to the public yet. I made that clear at the lecture hall, and I trust you, Headmistress, understand. Even so, are you saying you still want me to be a professor at your Academy?”

      Yujin himself had no plans to make space-time magic widely known. In other words, he had no intention of teaching his specialized field.

      He had already stated at the lecture that space-time magic was far too advanced for humanity at present and that he would only teach it to those who earnestly pursued knowledge and found the answers themselves.

      Even so, Ines had offered him a professorship.

      “Or are you treating what I said at the lecture lightly?”

      His question implied whether she intended to force him to teach space-time magic at the Academy, ignoring his refusal.

      The Headmistress shook her head.

      “No, that’s not it. I apologize. I spoke too briefly about our purpose, so it seems I didn’t explain properly.”

      With that, Ines added an explanation.

      “Well… Yujin, just as you said, I fully understand what you declared at the lecture hall. And what I’m proposing isn’t for you to teach space-time magic directly at the Academy.”

      “You mean not directly?”

      “Yes, not directly.”

      With those words, Ines opened a subspace and took something out from within. It was…

      “That’s the thesis I published.”

      “Yes. I too read the thesis you released to the Mages Association.”

      Ines flipped through the pages of the thesis as she spoke.

      “New theories that I’d never heard of before, mystical concepts that seemed almost otherworldly, magical formulas with entirely different structures from anything thus far… To be honest, even I couldn’t understand it.”

      “……..”

      “But as I read it, I had this thought. Perhaps it’s impossible to fully comprehend without the right background knowledge. Maybe there are hidden concepts that seem like common sense to the author, yet to us, they’re revolutionary.”

      When Yujin heard that, he was quietly impressed. He hadn’t expected anyone to see through his intentions like that.

      In fact, Yujin had made the thesis in such a way that one needed a basic understanding of space-time derived from modern scientific knowledge, other branches of physics, direct teachings from Tiamat regarding space-time magic, and the Dragon senses Yujin possessed for perceiving space-time. Without all that, the structure would be impossible to grasp in its entirety.

      Originally, Yujin wrote the thesis not because he genuinely wished for humanity to understand and use space-time magic, but rather to deflate the Mages Association’s pride and free himself from their interference.

      As mentioned before, while technology itself holds no morality, those who use it do.

      He did not want the very space-time magic he had established to be misused. In that case, he thought it would be better not to reveal it at all.

      But the Headmistress before him had managed to see right through his intentions, albeit slightly off the mark. There had been remarks in the game that she possessed exceptional insight; it appeared those remarks were indeed true.

      “As a mage myself, I deeply sympathized with your statement that ‘mages must seek out value through their research’.”

      “……”

      “However, the knowledge you revealed seemed extremely alien, almost like it came from a different world. So I’d like to ask you. Even if it’s not space-time magic, could you at least help make sure that future generations can interpret it?”

      Setting aside the fact that she was one of the strongest mortals and the Headmistress of the Academy, Ines was making her request in a very polite manner.

      Seeing that, Yujin felt his heart waver a bit.

      He had no intention of spreading space-time magic to the general public, but that did not mean what he had said at the lecture was empty rhetoric.

      He believed that being a mage meant making a career out of digging into knowledge and truth, possessing genuine pride rather than vanity or a sense of privilege, and conducting one’s studies with proper ethics and morality.

      That, in Yujin’s view, was the ideal image of a mage in this world.

      Unlike the insignificant people who slaughtered monsters like him and rose through the ranks by chance, these were people with a truly noble profession that advanced the world.

      If he could personally help nurture such individuals, perhaps he too might feel a bit of pride in that.

      Above all, were people not beings who defined and proved their worth through work? Yujin had no intention of living a life of leisure, doing nothing but indulging in the wealth he had obtained from Tiamat’s tomb.

      Since becoming a professor seemed like a sufficiently meaningful job, he thought it would not be a bad idea to give it a try.

      However…

      But my contract with Lady Tiamat comes first.

      By the terms of his contract with Tiamat, Yujin was obligated to free the dragons of the Labyrinth and restore the dragons’ standing to what it had been before.

      Because he had no way of knowing how long that would take, it would be difficult to devote himself fully to professorship right away.

      In the end, just as he was about to refuse…

      […Yujin, do you happen to want to try out this job called being a professor among humans?]

      
        …Huh?
      

      Tiamat, who had remained silent ever since they met Ines, suddenly spoke up.

      [I merely caught a glimpse of your thoughts. You seemed interested in becoming a professor.]

      
        …That’s…
      

      Yujin was briefly at a loss for words, but he soon turned to Tiamat and spoke.

      
        But my contract with you comes first, Lady Tiamat.
      

      [Hmm? There’s no need to fulfill the contract right away, is there?]

      
        What?
      

      At Yujin’s question, Tiamat explained further.

      [Of course, sooner would be better, but we never specified a deadline in our contract, did we?]

      
        That is… true, but…
      

      [More importantly, if we consider you a dragon, you’re still just a newly born hatchling. While your soul is quite advanced for a hatchling, I intended to wait until you grew further. Since the Labyrinth is a prison created by the combined power of the gods, an ordinary Transcendent can’t handle it so easily. You need time to prepare.]

      
        Ah…
      

      [Naturally, taking out a few of my children wouldn’t be too difficult for you even as you are now… But there’s no need to rush. Pursue what you want to do while preparing at your own pace. I’ll wait for you.]

      Tiamat was smiling warmly as she said this. She really resembled a benevolent mother.

      Yujin felt a surge of emotion, yet he still had some concern and asked,

      
        But wouldn’t the other dragons trapped in the Labyrinth be waiting?
      

      [They’re probably sleeping for a thousand years at a time, so it shouldn’t be a big problem, right?]

      
        …I see.
      

      He realized for a moment that he had underestimated a dragon’s sense of time. Tiamat who lacked a physical body, could not sleep, but it seemed dragons might sleep in spans of a thousand years.

      
        …Still, I should at least check on them.
      

      However, Yujin did not want to put off his contract with Tiamat for too long.

      With that in mind, he asked Ines,

      “I have a question, if I may.”

      “Go ahead.”

      Ines lifted her head, indicating she would gladly listen. Yujin asked,

      “Will I have enough time to explore the Labyrinth while working as a professor?”

      “Ah, that. So you too have a big interest in the Labyrinth.”

      Upon hearing his question, Ines spoke.

      “All a professor needs to do is give lectures. Beyond that, you’re free to do whatever you wish. Whether it’s research or exploring the Labyrinth. The Academy will offer its full support. We can even skip the normal formalities for Labyrinth exploration, and you can form a party with other faculty members to go down together. Besides, you won’t have to worry about lacking time for your lectures. Basically, the deeper you go in the Labyrinth, the slower time flows.”

      “Is that so?”

      This was something Yujin had just learned for the first time. Being a novice when it came to the game of “Labyrinth Academy”, there were often pieces of information he didn’t know.

      
        …No, now that I think about it, I might have vaguely felt that the flow of time was different.
      

      As Yujin mulled over this thought, Ines began to explain.

      “A day on the 1st to the 10th floors of the Labyrinth equals 12 hours in the real world. A day from the 11th to the 20th floor equals 6 hours. From the 21st to the 30th floors, a day equals 3 hours. The time flow slows by half every 10 floors compared to the upper floors.”

      “Hmm…”

      “Moreover, the Labyrinth has a system that remembers the highest floor each challenger has reached. If a challenger has reached the 10th floor previously, they can instantly travel back to that floor.”

      This was something Yujin already knew.

      In any case, this meant there wasn’t much to worry about. Since time in the Labyrinth flowed more slowly, Yujin wouldn’t need to be concerned.

      
        If I have a guide, I can instantly travel to the lower floors.
      

      This also meant there wouldn’t be any major issue in proceeding with the contract with Tiamat now.

      Still, one puzzling point remained. By Tiamat’s account, even in the Labyrinth, the Great War was said to have occurred thousands of years ago. Yet, on the surface, it was also considered an event from thousands of years ago…

      [Ah, the slower flow of time applies to mortals, not Transcendents. Transcendents have their own absolute standard of time. You’ve adapted to the mortal sense of time, so it felt that way to you. The next time you fully awaken your Transcendent senses, you’ll understand.]

      
        Ah, I see.
      

      Tiamat answered his internal question and cleared up the mystery. In any case…

      “And… as you likely know, there are plenty of places that would want you on their side. If you’re affiliated with the Academy, you won’t have to worry about being bothered by them.”

      “That’s certainly true.”

      More than anything, this statement resonated with him the most. If he already had an affiliation, those who might otherwise pester him would likely back off.

      “Of course, I won’t trouble you about time-space magic, either. All I’d ask is for you to teach a few lectures while being part of the Academy. That would be enough.”

      “…I see.”

      “What do you think…?”

      Yujin seemed to deliberate for a moment before smiling and clasping the hand Ines had extended.

      “All right. In that case, I accept the offer for a professor position at the Academy.”

    

  
    
      Chapter 26: I Became the Academy’s Mysterious Professor Part 2

      After he accepted the proposal, Yujin first returned to the inn.

      Then, in the room Mary had temporarily lent him, he organized the traces of his stay so far and recalled what had happened earlier.

      “She was bolder than I expected.”

      Yujin thought of Ines, the Headmistress of the Academy. It was what happened when he accepted her offer and shook her hand.

      
        – All right. In that case, I accept the offer for a professor position at the Academy.”
      

      
        – ……
      

      
        Woooooong.
      

      She moved her own mana as though trying to probe his own. Worried that she might discover he was a dragon, he erased and concealed all traces of his mana.

      He still remembered her reaction clearly. She tried to hide her surprise as quickly as she could, but her eyes grew as large as lanterns, and her pupils quivered uncontrollably.

      Of course, she would have been flustered if she couldn’t sense any mana coming from someone who was supposedly a mage. She had tried to gauge the level of the prospective professor, only to find out that he was not even a mage? So it was natural she was thrown off.

      
        – Is something wrong?
      

      So he had smiled shamelessly and pretended not to notice. If she had pressed him about being a mage without mana, he even planned to lie that he had exhausted all his mana using time magic.

      
        – Ah, no… it’s nothing.
      

      Yet, for some reason, she let it pass. It was quite strange.

      
        – …Anyway… you’ve made a good decision. Then, shall we head to the Academy now? There’s a faculty dormitory available.
      

      
        – Ah, well, I already have a place at an inn I’ve been staying at, so I need to tidy things up there first. I should also say goodbye to the innkeeper.
      

      
        – …Is that so? In that case, I’ll give you a communication crystal. Contact me once you’ve finished.
      

      After saying this, Headmistress Ines handed Yujin a crystal which he was fiddling with now.

      
        I never thought I’d become a professor in another world…
      

      Yujin felt a rather strange sentiment. If he had to classify it, it might have been a form of anticipation.

      He had once taught or lectured newly awakened mages back on Earth as well, and recalling that now, he found himself smiling.

      
        It was quite fun.
      

      It had been nothing special. He had either been teaching newcomers on behalf of his guild, or he had been summoned by the Awakener Association to guide those just awakened to magic; he did things of that nature. Strictly speaking, he had served as a temporary instructor.

      He had listened to the endless whining of hatchlings, reassured those terrified by life-and-death struggles… It was practically babysitting, and the pay wasn’t good, so most Awakeners avoided instructor roles. Still, Yujin preferred that to constantly hunting monsters in Gates for a living.

      After all, wasn’t it obvious? Teaching and guiding someone so they could survive a harsh world felt far more rewarding than leading a bottom-rung life akin to a mercenary who did nothing but chase money while killing monsters.

      Yujin’s interest in becoming a professor largely stemmed from that disposition.

      Fulfillment.

      It was admittedly a small sort of self-satisfaction, but compared to working purely for money, it felt like a more admirable path.

      Yujin wanted to live doing something that satisfied him.

      Tiamat had seen right through that desire, which was why she nudged him in that direction.

      She hadn’t openly shown it, wary that he might feel burdened given his personality, but she was deeply grateful that he had freed her from the tomb and willingly accepted their contract.

      Because of that, she wished for Yujin to live as he wanted and be happy.

      With that thought in mind, Tiamat smiled gently at Yujin and asked,

      [Are you looking forward to it?]

      “Looking forward to it… I guess so.”

      Yujin smiled as he answered. Then he spoke.

      “Thank you, Lady Tiamat.”

      [Hmm?]

      “For your thoughtfulness. In truth, you must want to free the dragons immediately.”

      Tiamat had spent countless years trapped in that tomb, waiting for someone to come find her, hoping for the liberation of the kin she once led.

      It proved how strong her attachment to her own kind was. She had said it didn’t matter because they might sleep for another thousand years, but in reality, she surely wanted to free them as soon as possible.

      “Yet even though I got caught up in my own interests, you still took my situation into consideration.”

      [………]

      “That’s why I’m saying this. Thank you.”

      At Yujin’s words, Tiamat looked briefly surprised before smiling warmly.

      [Yujin, I saw hope because of you.]

      “..……”

      [Because of you, I was able to escape the prison that had held me for so long. And I gained hope that I could free my kin. So rather, I should be thanking you. And more than that…]

      Tiamat stepped closer to Yujin and softly cupped both his cheeks with her hands.

      Strangely enough, he felt a warmth from her, even though she shouldn’t have had a physical form.

      [You are my child, aren’t you?]

      “………”

      [My companion, bound to me by our souls, and the precious kin I created by offering my own heart. So…]

      She smiled faintly as she continued.

      [It’s all right for you to act a bit spoiled. And I’d like it even more if you trusted and leaned on me.]

      “………”

      Yujin closed his mouth for a moment and fell silent. Her infinitely deep and broad maternal love shook his heart.

      He felt a familial warmth that he hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

      “…Lady Tiamat.”

      [Let’s drop the ‘Lady’. I’ve already revealed so much of myself that continuing to call me that feels like you’re drawing a line; it hurts my feelings.]

      “Haha… is that so?”

      He gave a sheepish laugh and asked,

      “Then what should I call you?”

      [What do you want to call me, Yujin? If I had it my way, I’d like you to use a special title just for me.]

      “…Mother?”

      [All the other children are always calling me that. I’m practically the matriarch of every dragon, after all.]

      When Yujin jokingly suggested it, Tiamat answered more earnestly than expected. Since all other dragons called her that, it wouldn’t be special. Then…

      “…Tia?”

      [M-Mhmml?]

      “How about Tia? I shortened it like a nickname.”

      Yujin asked with a smile, and Tiamat mumbled absentmindedly for a moment.

      [Tia… Tia…]

      Tiamat repeated the word as though she was savoring it, then turned to Yujin and smiled.

      [Mhmm, that’s nice. I like it.]

      “In that case, I’ll call you that from now on, Tia.”

      Yujin also smiled in response to Tiamat’s words. Then he continued.

      “In that case, now that we’ve settled on a title, how about I share one of my secrets?”

      [Hmm?]

      In an attempt to change the mood, Yujin spoke to Tiamat.

      “Tia, the truth is… I came from another world.”

      ***

      Yujin told Tiamat about Earth, the world he had come from, and how he ended up in this place.

      He hadn’t planned to hide it forever, but he hadn’t found the right moment to bring it up. Besides, he’d worried that she might be shocked to learn that this world existed as a form of entertainment in another world, so he had kept his thoughts well concealed until now.

      [I see.]

      Tiamat showed surprisingly little sign of being flustered. She spoke.

      [I had a feeling that might be the case. The knowledge you possess and the way you’ve acted so far… You never really seemed like someone who belonged to this world.]

      Of course, Yujin hadn’t gone out of his way to hide himself too much. Still, he hadn’t expected her to remain so calm about it.

      [But… hmm, a game, you say. You learned about this world through a game and then crossed over? How interesting. Perhaps some god was involved?]

      “Is it possible for a god to do something like that?”

      [It’s not entirely impossible. Just like how elves have the spirit realm connected through the World Tree they revere, if one can perceive another world, then a Transcendent can interfere with it.]

      “…I see.”

      That meant it might be possible for Yujin to return to Earth as well. Though he wasn’t sure if he actually needed to.

      [Yujin, you once mentioned thinking there might be other people from Earth who could also cross over here, didn’t you?]

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      [You should really believe that could happen. If it’s possible, then there’s no reason to think you’d be the only one.]

      “If my coming here was indeed someone’s intention, I agree.”

      [I suspect the gods might have done it, but… I can’t figure out why. We might need to be on our guard.]

      Mumbling this, Tiamat then clapped her hands and turned to Yujin.

      [Someday, try using the Prophetic Dragon Word. Unless an existence higher than you interfere with the future, you should be able to predict most things accurately.]

      “Really?”

      [A dragon’s power is closer to omnipotence than any other. That’s why there was always so much wariness about it.]

      Tiamat muttered bitterly, then spoke again.

      [Anyway, if you’ve finished tidying up, let’s be on our way. Rather than worrying vaguely about the future, isn’t it a hundred times better to do what you can and prepare?]

      “That makes perfect sense.”

      Yujin agreed and nodded his head.

      Since he had already finished packing, he headed down to the first floor of the inn.

      “My goodness, you’re leaving already? That’s too bad.”

      Mary, to whom he had grown attached while staying there, greeted him. She had also learned that Yujin would be taking a professor position at the Academy.

      “Thank you for all you’ve done for me, Aunt Mary.”

      “Oh, come on now. If anything, I took far too much from you.”

      Mary recalled the room fees Yujin had been paying all this time. Seeing he had far more money than she’d expected, she waved her hand with an exasperated expression.

      “In any case, do well over there. And if you ever get hungry, come on back.”

      “Of course. I’ll always remember the food here.”

      Yujin bowed his head in sincere gratitude and began to walk away.

      “Take care! Come by often!”

      He waved back with a smile at Mary, who was giving her final farewell and waving at him. Then he looked off into the distance at the Academy.

      Right beside the Labyrinth rose buildings so vast they felt more like a city.

      Staring at them, Yujin took a step forward.

      
        Flash!
      

      And then, he vanished from that spot.

      ***

      Meanwhile, after scouting Yujin, Ines and Reina used spatial teleportation to return to the Academy immediately.

      The two were facing each other in the Headmistress’s office as soon as they returned to the Academy.

      Ines was the first to speak.

      “…He accepted it more readily than I expected.”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      The two recalled Yujin, the man who had accepted their offer of becoming a professor not long ago.

      He was known to the world as the only mage to have established the principles of space-time magic, and he had accepted the Academy’s offer far more easily than they had expected.

      “…Still, it feels a bit suspicious.”

      Ines pondered as she thought of him.

      Of course, a professor at the Academy was an immensely prestigious position, not to mention the high salary, excellent benefits, and exceptional treatment it offered. Most people would accept it without hesitation. However, those capable enough to become professors at the Academy often had other tendencies.

      Some were more ambitious, driven to prove themselves, or entirely uninterested in such positions.

      And the more capable they were, the stronger these tendencies seemed to become. Yet Yujin was different.

      By defining space-time magic, Yujin had already proven there were few in the Academy who could rival his abilities. Even so, after verifying just a few details, he had readily accepted the offer.

      The details he had checked were minimal. Like whether he would be teaching space-time magic and if he’d have time to explore the Labyrinth. He had shown no interest in salary, benefits, or working conditions.

      The only advantage he seemed to care about was being able to keep at bay those who showed interest in him. But even that was questionable. Someone of his power wouldn’t need to affiliate with an institution; he could establish his own school of magic and gather followers on his own. Anyone hoping to recruit him would naturally back off in such a case.

      Most of all, from the very beginning, Yujin had seemed genuinely drawn by the idea of being a professor. While he had paused in brief contemplation after hearing the offer and verified a few details, as mentioned earlier, even that could have been an act.

      If he truly was a dark mage, that is.

      “More than anything, I couldn’t read his intentions at all. He never opened his eyes, always wore that smile, and spoke with nothing but politeness and calm. While his statements during the lecture seemed to reflect strong convictions, meeting him in person made it impossible to discern anything.”

      She recalled Yujin’s demeanor. The way he had publicly clashed with the Mage’s Association during his lecture and toyed with the Association’s Head.

      At the time, it had seemed like a bold expression of his belief in exposing the corruption of the Mage’s Association. But now that she had met him, she wasn’t even sure if such convictions existed.

      His constantly closed eyes, constant smile, and even-toned, calm voice.

      Confronted with all of this in person, he came across as someone who took nothing seriously. A man who seemed to mock everything around him.

      “Did you sense any dark magic from him?”

      At the question, Ines frowned, her expression resembling someone faced with an incomprehensible riddle.

      “I didn’t feel anything. Not even mana.”

      “What?”

      “I couldn’t sense a single thing… Someone like me couldn’t feel anything from a mage of that level.”

      She recalled the events of that time.

      
        – Is something wrong?
      

      The face that smiled without the slightest tremor, as if mocking her attempt to probe him.

      
        – Ah, no… it’s nothing.
      

      And then, her own pitiful self as she unconsciously backed down before him.

      She bit her lip lightly, and Reina’s expression turned grave in response.

      “That can’t be… For someone like you, Headmistress, to fail to sense his presence… does that mean there’s an unfathomable gap between you two?”

      “I don’t want to believe it, but… that’s what I suspect.”

      A mage capable of completely concealing their presence, even under the examination of someone as powerful as Ines. She suspected he was a mage of that caliber.

      “That’s absurd. Are you saying that man is essentially on par with a transcendent being?”

      Though that was the correct answer, Reina couldn’t bring herself to accept it. Ines continued.

      “I don’t believe he’s truly a Transcendent either. It’s possible he used something like an artifact from the labyrinth to hide his presence. After all, dark mages have been known to use dragon relics to conceal their magical power and pretend to be ordinary mages. But… the issue is, I couldn’t sense any trace of an artifact’s energy either.”

      “………”

      “I don’t know… I really don’t.”

      Seeing Ines so troubled, Reina couldn’t help but voice a question.

      “…Do you really intend to bring such a person into the academy?”

      “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. More importantly, we don’t even fully understand his power yet. In that case, it’s better to keep him where we can watch him and gather information.”

      “But the students could be in danger.”

      “I will make sure that never happens. Even if it costs me my life, I will stop him. So, don’t worry too much.”

      Ines spoke with a faint smile. Reina, however, maintained a serious expression.

      “Besides, he may not even be a dark mage. Perhaps all of this is just our misunderstanding, and he accepted the professor position out of a genuine desire to teach and guide others.”

      “…I hope so.”

      Though they had practically reached the truth, both of them chose to regard it as mere wishful thinking.

      At that moment—

      
        Wooong!
      

      “”!””

      The crystal ball they had handed to Yujin, paired with its twin, began emitting light. Reina and Ines exchanged tense glances before Ines picked it up.

      “…It’s me. Are you ready?”

      In response, a man’s relaxed voice soon came through the orb.

      [Ah, Headmistress. Actually, I’m already at the academy.]

      “…What?”

      Already? So soon? Did he use teleportation?

      However, the area surrounding the academy was protected against intrusions by artifacts obtained from the labyrinth, which distorted spatial coordinates. Without detailed knowledge of these twisted coordinates, such as the Headmistress Ines had, teleportation was impossible.

      But if not teleportation, how could he have arrived so quickly?

      [The academy is certainly vast. I’m starting to wonder if I might get lost. Perhaps I might end up at… the student dormitories, for example?]

      While the two women were still reeling in confusion, Yujin continued speaking with a light chuckle.

      [So, would you mind coming to meet me before I take a wrong turn?]

      At those words, both women froze at the same time.

    

  
    
      Chapter 27: I Became the Academy’s Mysterious Professor Part 3

      It was reminiscent of a very prosperous small city.

      The inside was splendid yet sophisticated and neat, and the beautifully decorated gardens and buildings were a sight that could not help but make one exclaim in admiration.

      Labyrinth Academy.

      It had been built when nobles, who did not want their children to stay in a place lacking in comfort, poured money into its construction. Even now, they continued to make immense donations one after the other, and the view from this space was nothing short of spectacular.

      It was a place where one could literally feel how much money had been lavished upon it. Everything from the supplies to the facilities was designed so that even the proudest nobles would not find them lacking. Naturally, its aesthetics were bound to be outstanding.

      In addition, under the faint moonlight and the darkness of the night, which gave the scenery an even more subtle beauty, a man walked leisurely forward as if to break up the view.

      His deep black hair, reminiscent of a starless night sky, fluttered in the gentle breeze. The man with his half-closed red eyes truly looked like a living painting.

      A man like a painting in a picturesque landscape. The background and the figure blended harmoniously into a single work of art. If a single painter had been present, he would surely have wanted to capture this scene on canvas.

      And that man in the scenery, Yujin, strolled along the street and turned to the side as though speaking to someone.

      “Such a beautiful view. Wouldn’t you agree, Tia?”

      If anyone had seen it, they might have called it madness, but he was not insane. He simply had someone by his side whom others could not see.

      [That’s definitely true. Humanity’s sense of art had certainly advanced.]

      
        [image: ]
      
      Had there been one more person here who could see her figure, they likely would have gazed absentmindedly at the scene.

      Because the woman walking side by side with the man, like a matching pair, certainly deserved such a reaction.

      [It’s nice. The feeling of walking together like this… it isn’t something easy to experience as a dragon.]

      “Right?”

      [Although, that might also be because it was with you, Yujin.]

      Tiamat said that, then smiled brightly as she looked at Yujin. For a moment, Yujin stared at her vacantly before letting out a dry laugh.

      “Tia, have you really never had a relationship with a man?”

      [Huh? Wh-What are you saying all of a sudden? That’s so abrupt…]

      “I was just thinking it seemed impossible that no man ever held even the slightest romantic feelings for someone like you.”

      Yujin did not sound like he was feeding her a line; he appeared genuinely curious. This made Tiamat all the more flustered.

      [A-All of a sudden, what… I’m the ruler of dragons, you know. There wouldn’t have been anyone who thought of me in that way.]

      “Really?”

      At her words, Yujin felt certain. She might just not have noticed, but she had likely bewitched many male dragons without realizing it.

      People who failed to notice the feelings of others often spoke in that manner. They were convinced there was no way anyone could harbor such sentiments for them.

      Yujin smiled wryly.

      “Let’s just go with that.”

      [‘Go with that’? I’m telling you it’s true.]

      “Yes, yes, if you say so. But anyway, Tia…”

      He narrowed his eyes and looked off in a certain direction.

      “For some reason, I feel a sense of déjà vu. Maybe it’s just my imagination?”

      [!]

      At Yujin’s words, Tiamat also narrowed her eyes and turned her gaze in the same direction he was looking.

      “It reminds me of when I faced the first trial in the labyrinth.”

      […Yes, that’s right.]

      Tiamat likewise squinted slightly.

      [Another demon, it seems. Not only is it imbued with demonic power, but even though it’s as weak as a seedling, something there is on the verge of turning into a demon.]

      “Weren’t all demons either killed off or sealed in the labyrinth, much like dragons?”

      [That’s what I believed as well, but… it might be a situation akin to yours, Yujin.]

      “…Hmm.”

      At those words, Yujin stroked his chin for a moment with his eyes half-closed as usual.

      A demon existed outside the labyrinth, at the academy, no less. How was that possible?

      Yujin did not know. Yet Tiamat guessed it could be something akin to Yujin’s own case. A Transcendent being imprisoned in the labyrinth trying to transform a mortal into a Transcendent through its seed.

      [It could be something like a parasite and host. Since we’re dealing with a demon, that possibility seems even more likely.]

      “Hmm… I see.”

      Yujin stroked his chin for a moment, then opened his subspace. He reached inside and pulled something out.

      It was a small horn that emanated black demonic power.

      And from that horn, a voice spoke.

      [Uh, umm? Wh-Why did you summon me…?] (Encheos)

      The demon Encheos, whom Yujin had tossed into his subspace simply because he had not needed him, stuttered in surprise.

      “Encheos, do you know anything about the presence we sense over there?”

      [The presence over there… Wh-What? That’s… demonic power of my kind?!] (Encheos)

      At Yujin’s question, Encheos responded in a flustered tone. He continued speaking.

      [This is Lady Lilith’s demonic power… But she should definitely be dead. How is this possible?] (Encheos)

      “Lilith, you say… From what you’ve said, it sounds like she’s a dead Transcendent.”

      [I remember her too. Lilith… She was quite a notorious demon.] (Tia)

      “Do you know anything about her?”

      [It’s only known that she died during the Great War. I’ve never encountered her personally, so I don’t know much else.] (Tia)

      “Then what about you, Encheos?”

      [….She had the power to cultivate flowers by feeding on the souls and energy of living beings. At the same time, those flowers possessed a powerful ability of mental control. Anyone who saw the flowers would be mesmerized by their beauty. Those who smelled their fragrance would be intoxicated by their sweetness. And those who tasted the honey produced by the flowers would fall into an irresistible, addictive obsession with their sweetness, completely losing their willpower. In the end, they would either become hosts for another flower or be reduced to mere puppets. This power worked even on Transcendants weaker than her.]

      “I see.”

      Even just hearing about it, it sounded like an exceptionally dangerous power. The fact that it could affect even Transcendents weaker than her was particularly alarming. Considering her infamous reputation, it was likely that she had been quickly marked as a dangerous entity and targeted for elimination by other Transcendents.

      The fact that she never encountered someone as powerful as Tiamat meant that she might have been skilled at avoiding such powerful enemies.

      In any case, it was clear that she was an incredibly dangerous demon.

      “Shall we head there for now? Ah, but before that…”

      Muttering to himself, Yujin retrieved something else from his subspace. It was a crystal ball.

      “Let’s give them a heads-up first. After all, we’ve already arrived, so it’s about time we made contact.”

      Yujin infused the crystal ball with his magical power. Then,

      [I see it’s you. Are you ready?]

      The voice of Ines, the Headmistress of the Labyrinth Academy, echoed from the crystal ball.

      Yujin replied nonchalantly.

      “Ah, Headmistress. Actually, I’m already at the academy.”

      […What?]

      The Headmistress’s startled voice came through. She must have been wondering how he had arrived so quickly. Yujin had noticed earlier that the spatial coordinates of the academy were slightly distorted.

      Of course, that hadn’t posed much of a challenge to him.

      “The academy is certainly vast. I’m starting to wonder if I might get lost. Perhaps I might end up at… the student dormitories, for example?”

      Yujin spoke casually while glancing toward the direction where the demonic power was emanating. Sure enough, the demonic presence was coming from the student dormitories.

      With a light chuckle, Yujin continued.

      “So, would you mind coming to meet me before I take a wrong turn?”

      It would be best for her to come quickly. Whether to explain the situation or to handle it herself. Otherwise, Yujin might end up dealing with whatever it was, student or demon, at his own discretion.

      [Wait…!]

      
        Click.
      

      Yujin ended the call on the crystal ball and promptly tossed it into his subspace. Then, he muttered to himself,

      “Well, shall we get going?”

      With that, he began moving forward.

      [What are you planning to do?] (Tia)

      “Well, who knows? It seems like a dangerous demon, so I should at least check it out. After all, this is my workplace now, isn’t it?”

      [If you determine it’s dangerous, are you going to eliminate it immediately?] (Tia)

      “I could just seal it like Encheos and carry it around.”

      [………] (Encheos)

      At those words, Encheos fell into an awkward silence.

      In any case, Yujin chose not to warp but instead walked slowly toward what appeared to be the student dormitories in the distance.

      Why didn’t he warp and instead chose to walk? The reason was simple…

      “Do you think the other party might have sensed Encheos’s energy from over there? They seem to be rushing over at quite a speed.”

      Someone was approaching rapidly from the other direction. Because of that, Yujin didn’t see the need to hurry. Warping straight to the student dormitories might lead him to encounter the Headmistress before he even had the chance to properly assess the situation.

      Before long, Yujin found himself in the garden between the dormitories and the surrounding buildings. He could feel that the other party was drawing closer.

      How long had he been walking? When Yujin reached the flowerbed at the center of the garden…

      
        Rustle, rustle!
      

      He heard the sound of movement beyond the bushes. Someone was clearly about to appear.

      And then,

      
        Swish!
      

      “Hah… hah…”

      “…Hmmm.”

      From beyond the bushes, someone burst out, gasping for breath.

      Her pure white hair reflected a radiant glow in the moonlight, complementing the mature curves of her figure.

      A face with beautiful features that could perhaps rival Tiamat’s, and a pink left pupil.

      A pure white flower bloomed over her right eye, though it was partially hidden by her hair.

      She was a woman of both strange and mysterious beauty.

      At the same time, the faintly excited smile on her lips was utterly captivating.

      “Hah… ah…?”

      For a moment, she froze upon seeing Yujin. Then, her gaze shifted to the horn of Encheos in his hand.

      
        Thud!
      

      Her single remaining eye trembled at the sight of it, and then, as if her strength had given out, she collapsed to her knees.

      The flushed smile that had adorned her face was gone before he realized it. It was replaced by a vacant gaze fixated on the horn Yujin held.

      “Ah…”

      
        [image: ]
      
      Soon, she sat down on the ground and started to shed tears from her only remaining eye.

      Watching her, Yujin thought to himself,

      
        …What is this?
      

      He had no idea what was going on.

    

  
    
      Chapter 28: I Became the Academy’s Mysterious Professor Part 4

      In the Arcedium Empire, there was no Empress.

      A long time ago, when the current Emperor Julius was still the crown prince.

      The woman who should have originally become the Empress had died in a political conflict.

      She was the Crown Princess who had married Julius before he became the crown prince and had even gave him children. In the end, she left only three children behind and departed from this world.

      At that time, Julius, who was then crown prince, finally killed his own brother who had been both his wife’s enemy and his political rival, and ascended to the throne. However, he could not forget the Crown Princess and took only a consort who could consolidate the foundation of his new power; he left the position of Empress vacant and ordered that no one should dare to covet it.

      Afterward, since he did not want his children to suffer the same bloody power struggles his generation had endured, he formally appointed Allen Arcedium, the eldest of the three children born to the Crown Princess, as Crown Prince. He then emphasized family unity over competition and encouraged cooperation.

      Fortunately, Allen who had been appointed crown prince was a strong child born with the qualities of a capable and benevolent ruler.

      He vividly remembered how his mother had died amid familial strife, so he was extremely wary of any disputes arising within the family. He also carried a sense of responsibility to protect his younger siblings. Because of this, he firmly secured his position as crown prince while honing his own abilities.

      In addition, the second child, the First Imperial Princess Lianna, had watched her mother die and her father crumble both due to the struggle for the throne. As a result, she felt a deep aversion to politics and power struggles. As a result, she entered into an arranged marriage at an early age and distanced herself from authority.

      …And the youngest of the children born to the Crown Princess, the Second Imperial Princess Elicia, chose to train in martial arts and strengthen her own power.

      When the Crown Princess died, Elicia was just four years old, yet she was the one who had witnessed her mother’s final moments with her own eyes.

      Elicia still remembered it vividly.

      She remembered the happy times when her mother would sit by her bedside, telling stories in a gentle voice.

      
        – Kyaaaaaaah!
      

      And she also recalled how the “death” that followed soon after swept over both her and her mother.

      As a four-year-old child, she could do nothing but tremble helplessly while watching her mother die, and that memory became a powerful trauma for Elicia.

      Her siblings Allen and Lianna somehow overcame it and tried to embrace her with love, yet Elicia still could not move on from that day.

      Whenever she felt her mother’s absence, she cursed her own weakness and helplessness and had nightmares at night.

      From the start, it was far too heavy a burden for a four-year-old child to bear. She had witnessed her beloved mother’s death right before her eyes at only four. Naturally, it was something one could not ordinarily overcome.

      That was why she began to train herself. To become strong enough to conquer the memory of that day on her own.

      She believed that if she became strong enough never to feel such helplessness again, she could also pull out the thorn lodged deep in her soul.

      Of course, for an Imperial member, and a princess at that, to devote herself to martial arts would normally be shocking to the public. However, Emperor Julius, Crown Prince Allen, and First Princess Lianna all understood her.

      That’s why they did not stop her from practicing martial arts and even allowed her to venture into the Labyrinth. After all, it had already been proven that the Labyrinth was not as dangerous as people feared.

      As long as one did not encounter a Trial, there were no great dangers if one stayed alert. In truly dangerous situations, it was possible to make an emergency escape through divine blessings.

      It was rough, but not exceedingly dangerous. Above all, Elicia possessed tremendous talent in martial arts. By the time she enrolled at the Academy, it was already hard to find a match for her even among the knight commanders.

      Everyone believed she would navigate the Labyrinth without much trouble. Perhaps she might even reach the 100th level which was said to be the deepest part of the Labyrinth. The place no one had ever reached.

      Of course, they had not sent her off with such hopes in mind, but they all believed that if it was Elicia, she would be fine… That was what everyone thought.

      Even Elicia herself believed so.

      However…

      “Ugh…!”

      She emerged from the Labyrinth carrying a more serious problem than anything else.

      A demon.

      Or what was also called an evil god. It had attached itself to her body and escaped the Labyrinth along with her.

      Within the Pantheon, which worshipped the celestial gods, there were calls to burn her at the stake immediately, even if she was a member of the imperial family; meanwhile, the Empire was doing everything it could to protect her.

      And caught in the middle.

      “Hrrgh…!”

      Elicia had to endure greater pain than anyone else…

      ***

      “And so, the curse that befell the princess was broken by the prince, and the two of them lived happily ever after.”

      There was the warmth of a cozy blanket with a gentle hand running through her hair, and a soft, sweet voice flowing into her ears.

      “Did you enjoy it, Ellie?”

      “Mhmm! It was fun!”

      It was a peaceful, blissful moment beyond compare.

      A young girl spoke.

      “Mother, I’m a princess too, right?”

      “Of course. Our Ellie is the prettiest princess of all.”

      “Then if I ever get cursed, will a prince come to break it for me?”

      “Fufu, certainly. A prince more wonderful than anyone else will come to save you, Ellie.”

      “Wow…”

      A young girl, eyes shining with innocence, dreamed of a world straight out of a fairy tale.

      Most people would have found it cute.

      It was only that the one observing all this did not belong to that majority.

      “……..”

      Behind the mother and daughter, who were affectionately chatting in soft tones, stood a figure resembling what the bright-eyed little girl might grow into one day.

      Her white hair shimmered in the subtle light. She had pretty pink eyes like her mother’s, delicate, ideal features, and a mature figure shaped through disciplined care and training.

      A girl who was becoming a woman, at an age when beauty bloomed like a flower, was watching it all with hollow eyes.

      “…Ha.”

      She twisted her lips into a faint sneer. Despite her appearance, she bore no resemblance to the innocent young girl whose eyes still sparkled with purity.

      A bitter, cynical smile was etched into her seemingly flawless features. Like a lily stained with filth, she revealed the paradox of an ugly kind of beauty.

      Tears fell from the corner of her weary, empty eyes, but no one noticed her tears. That made her feel all the more miserable.

      “A prince… A prince, you say.”

      It was nothing but a laughable fantasy, a mere child’s delusion of a fairy tale.

      To someone like her, utterly worn out, it was little more than meaningless rubbish that couldn’t even serve as a glimmer of hope.

      “Then…!”

      The child who was oblivious to her feelings simply continued to speak her own thoughts. That was when it happened.

      
        Bang!
      

      “!”

      The door to the room where the mother and daughter were staying slammed open violently, and something barged in.

      “@&$!&#@!#@$#!”

      It was like black smoke.

      A formless entity, as though it was trying to take on the shape of a human, scattered and reformed repeatedly.

      It resembled a shadow, made incomprehensible sounds, and charged directly at the mother and daughter.

      “No!”

      The mother threw herself toward the shadow to protect her child. And then…

      “Kyaaaaahhhhhh!!!”

      The shadow engulfed the mother.

      
        Drip, drip, drip…
      

      Blood began to pour from beneath the shadow’s feet. It flowed like a waterfall.

      The blood quickly filled the room and soon swallowed the trembling little girl who lay on the bed, quaking in fear.

      Before she knew it, the woman who had been watching everything became the little girl, trembling and crying in terror.

      “No… ngh… No…”

      Though it was a nightmare that had repeated itself countless times, the woman who now merged with the memory of her younger self was consumed by the helplessness and despair of that moment all over again and started sinking further into despair.

      “Ugh… Uwaaagh… No… Just stop…”

      The blood filled her lungs, her stomach, her throat. At some point, her entire body had become submerged in it.

      “Is it painful?”

      And then, in front of the woman, who had turned into the little girl, someone appeared and asked.

      It was a woman.

      With snow-white hair, a pink left eye, and a flower blooming in the place where her right eye should have been,

      A woman appeared. She looked identical to the little girl in every way except for the flower.

      “It’s alright. It’s only natural to feel pain.”

      The woman spoke to the girl as if offering her comfort.

      “If you’re a useless child who could do nothing but tremble while your mother died, of course you should feel pain.”

      “So go ahead and suffer all you want.”

      “This is the punishment you deserve. So…”

      “Please, disappear in agony.”

      “Sniff… sob…”

      Gradually, she found herself agreeing with the words.

      She came to realize that she was a being who deserved to suffer, and so, she should disappear in pain.

      “It’s alright. You can disappear.”

      “It’s fine to be useless.”

      “You were just a child. Weak and insignificant.”

      “And even now, you’re the same… So it’s alright to disappear.”

      “Hic… sob…”

      But in the end, fear crept in.

      She didn’t want to disappear. She didn’t want to vanish while being useless.

      …She didn’t want to die.

      That utterly selfish survival instinct—

      
        Jolt!
      

      Once again, it dragged her back into the agony of life.

      ***

      
        Jolt!
      

      “Haah…! Haah…!”

      And so, Elicia von Arcedium, the second princess of the Arcedium Empire, opened her eyes.

      “Hic… cough, cough…”

      She wiped the tears from her eye and let out a dry cough from her parched throat.

      “Haa, haa…”

      After taking several deep, ragged breaths, she looked straight ahead.

      
        Ahaha, so you’ve chosen pain again?
      

      
        How foolish. Why don’t you just disappear?
      

      
        Isn’t it painful? Why do you endure?
      

      
        Do you still believe in the hope of fairy tales?
      

      “Shut up!”

      The words in front of her eyes, paired with the voice, disrupted her mind.

      Dismissing the hallucinations and illusions with a wave of her hand, she glanced around her surroundings.

      
        Gurgle, gurgle…
      

      
        Squelch… squelch…
      

      “Ellie…”

      “It hurts… Ellie…”

      “I love you… So please…”

      “Please disappear.”

      Blood and shadows churned, rippling and writhing as they coalesced into a grotesque form. It was all the more unsettling because the shape eerily resembled her mother.

      She made a conscious effort to ignore the hallucinations as she glanced around her surroundings. Soon enough, her eyes landed on the rosary resting atop the desk, and she reached out to grab it.

      “Haah… haah…!”

      
        Fwoosh!
      

      A radiant divine light swirled around her body. When the light enveloped her, all the hallucinations and auditory delusions vanished.

      It should have been a moment where she felt mentally at ease, but instead—

      “Urk…!”

      She grimaced and her face contorted in pain. She put a hand over her mouth and stumbled to the sink.

      “Blegh…!”

      She retched, and bile spilled from her mouth. Having gone without food, her stomach was empty, leaving nothing but acidic bile to expel.

      Yet, that wasn’t all…

      
        Drip… drip…
      

      Blood mingled with the bile as it trickled out. It was undeniable evidence of how deteriorated her condition had become.

      “…Cough… Is my body rejecting divine power entirely now?”

      Inside her body was the seed of a demon, embedded like a parasite deep within her. Bit by bit, it was transforming her body into something demonic.

      The more the seed consumed her body, the stronger the demonic power became, while her resistance to divine power and other abilities grew more severe.

      In reality, her condition was already dire. Her body was so far gone that it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say it had already become that of a demon.

      And yet, she continued to hold on, solely because her mind and her spirit had not yet been completely overtaken.

      “Haah… haah…”

      She retched again and again, heaving from her empty stomach. She eventually grew exhausted and sank to the ground with a drained expression on her face.

      “…Disgusting.”

      The sensation of forcing divine power into her body….it felt as if she’d swallowed a rag soaked in vomit and bile.

      How long could she keep enduring this? Did she even have to endure it?

      “Ah…!”

      The thought slipped into her mind before she could stop it, and she quickly shook her head.

      No. She mustn’t think like that. She mustn’t give up so easily.

      Her father, the Emperor, and her brother Allen hadn’t given up hope. Even her elder sister Lianna, who had married and moved far away, was still deeply concerned about her.

      If she gave up now, she would betray their expectations.

      Even if she hadn’t been able to fill the void left by their mother, to Elicia, they were her precious family. Without the care and support of her siblings, Elicia might have crumbled long ago and been reduced to nothing more than a broken shell.

      “…I can’t stay like this.”

      Shutting herself away in her room only caused her mind to spiral into darker thoughts.

      She decided she needed to catch her breath, if only for a while. A brief walk might do her some good.

      Besides, it was late at night, so there would be no students or faculty members wandering outside.

      With that thought in mind, she quickly threw on light outer clothes and stepped out into the night.

      When she stepped outside the student dormitory in lightweight shoes, the fresh night air welcomed her.

      “Whew…”

      She felt somewhat better than before. She stood in front of the dormitory for a moment and started repeatedly inhaling and exhaling.

      
        Should I take a light walk just to the garden… Huh?
      

      That was when it happened.

      She suddenly felt as if she had caught a whiff of a very nostalgic scent.

      She took another deep breath.

      
        Sss…
      

      “Haa…”

      A sweet aroma… like some kind of pastry.

      Unlike when she absorbed divine power, it smelled incredibly appetizing.

      This was… yes, it was like—

      
        Those sweet pastries I used to eat with my mother when I was little…
      

      She was drawn to that scent without thinking. It was a fragrance both dear and long-missed.

      It was sweet and delightful, making her feel as if it were her mother’s very own scent.

      “Haa, haa…!”

      Her face flushed. Before she knew it, she had started running toward the source of the aroma, and the coat draped over her shoulders flew off in the wind.

      She ran. Toward that sweet scent.

      Something that would erase this disgusting “divine power”. Something impossibly sweet…!

      Rustle, rustle!

      She pushed aside the garden foliage. All reason had vanished from her expression. And as she pushed her way through the greenery…

      “Haa, haa…!”

      “…Hmm.”

      Beyond it, there was a man.

      He had hair like midnight itself, as though the starless black sky had melted and formed it, narrow eyes that concealed his gaze, and a face so flawlessly beautiful it felt almost like art…

      She stared at him blankly for a moment, then turned her eyes to the object he was holding.

      “Ah…?”

      She realized that the sweet scent came from the man. More precisely, from something the man was holding.

      And when she saw what it was, her eyes trembled.

      A horn.

      It was a horn of some creature, though she didn’t know which.

      But that wasn’t the important part.

      
        Sssss…
      

      She sensed a ghastly demonic power emanating from it. When she felt it, she went pale and collapsed onto the ground.

      The sweet fragrance she had smelled was actually demonic power.

      Could it be that she had succumbed to a demon’s energy…

      “Ah…”

      So that was it. She had already fallen this far.

      She had crossed a point of no return, to the extent of finding that repulsive energy as sweet as a pastry.

      Now… she didn’t know anymore.

      There was no hope.

      She recalled how she had lost her senses, compelled by the demonic power, and run straight toward it.

      How disgraceful.

      She was… no different from a demon now.

      The Pantheon which served the gods would try to have the imperial princess who had turned into a demon executed at all costs, and in that process, her father and siblings who would strive to protect her would be hurt.

      When she thought of that scenario, a tear dripped from her remaining eye.

      She was… truly a worthless being. More than that, she was a harmful presence in this world.

      Maybe… it would be easier to give up now and die.

      That was what she thought at that moment.

      “Hmm… Are you all right?”

      The man who had briefly stared at the horn and then tossed it into his subspace approached her.

      Elicia cried out before she knew it.

      “Don’t come any closer!”

      “……”

      “I, I… now…”

      She was dangerous. A demon. That was what she wanted to say, but the words caught in her throat and wouldn’t come out.

      She only clutched at the flower that had bloomed in her right eye and tried to hide it. It was a glaring piece of evidence of her new nature.

      “…Judging from the look of things, it seems you’re just an unfortunate victim.”

      Paying no heed to her warning, the man drew nearer. Elicia who was still on the ground scooted back.

      “D-Don’t…”

      “It’s definitely parasitic in form, and judging by the state of it, the corruption has advanced quite a bit. Were you drawn here by the demon’s demonic power?”

      “……!”

      At those words, she continued to cover her right eye but looked at him. The man smiled gently.

      “Ah, my apologies. I just realized I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Yujin, a newly appointed professor of the academy. Are you by any chance a student here?”

      “I, I…”

      When the flustered Elicia stammered, the man called Yujin smiled again and spoke.

      “Well, you look about student age… and you came from the student dormitory area, so I’m guessing you are. Don’t worry too much.”

      With those words, Yujin knelt on one knee and brought himself to her eye contact level. Though, since his eyes were still narrowed, calling it “eye contact” might have been a stretch.

      “I’m not officially a professor just yet… but I’m still an educator. As an educator and an adult, it’s my duty to put the student first.”

      As he said this, a magic circle of dark red magical power formed over his hand.

      “Ah…”

      Her jaw dropped in a daze at the sight, which looked like a crimson Milky Way.

      A magic circle whose shape could not be understood in three-dimensional sight soon transformed into a simple three-dimensional object, then into planes, lines, and points…

      
        Swoosh…
      

      Yujin reached past the hand with which Elicia was covering her face, toward the flower blooming in her right eye.

      
        Tap.
      

      His fingertip touched the petal, and then…

      
        Fwoooosh…!
      

      “Ah…!”

      Along with a red glow, a strange feeling of peace began to settle over her.

      She felt as though her strength was draining away and succumbing to a drowsy sensation. It was as if a significant pillar of the power that made up her being had crumbled.

      Something inside her body was gradually falling asleep…

      “Ah…”

      “You look like you haven’t slept well, so just rest for now.”

      Through her dimming vision, she saw the beautiful man with his red eyes now open smiling at her.

      That was the last thing she remembered.
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      Thud.

      A young girl’s body slowly crumbled and collapsed onto the flower field.

      With one eye closed and her breathing calm and steady, she looked as peaceful as the sleeping princess in a fairy tale.

      Yujin stood there for a moment and looked down at her, before straightening his posture.

      [In the end, you didn’t take any drastic measures, huh?]

      Watching this scene, Tiamat spoke from beside him. Yujin shrugged his shoulders.

      “I didn’t leave her entirely alone. I did seal the demonic power, after all.”

      [Even so, this girl is already transforming into a demon. To be precise… you missed the window to remove the demon seed. Whether it’s her body or her soul, she’s already straying far from being human.]

      “That’s why I stopped at sealing the demonic power. If I had tried to extract the demon seed entirely, she would’ve died on the spot.”

      From what Yujin could confirm, the corruption had already passed its critical point. It had been a long time since the demon seed and the girl had become one.

      At this stage, there was no way to separate her from the demon. Tiamat agreed as well.

      [By now, there’s no distinction between this girl and a demon. What’s tormenting her isn’t some separate entity called the demon seed. Rather, it’s likely another self born from her own inner weakness or malice that is constantly consuming her mind and soul.]

      “Hmm… Is it too late, then?”

      [Sealing the demonic power has probably bought her some time. But in the end, it’s only a matter of time… And since the demonic power has been sealed, she’s more likely to grow weaker as time passes. After all, demonic power is the very essence of a demon’s existence.]

      “What an unfortunate situation.”

      Yujin muttered quietly as he stroked his chin.

      If one were to make a comparison, the girl before him was like a terminal cancer patient.

      If she had undergone surgery or other measures in the early stages, she might have been saved. But now, the cancer cells had grown far too widespread.

      There was no other method available. Not unless time itself could be reversed.

      But…

      [I’ve told you before, haven’t I? The time of a transcendent being has an absolute quality to it. And absolute time is not something even a Transcendent can easily meddle with. If they could, everyone would’ve done their utmost to tamper with time during the Great War to secure their own victory.]

      Interfering with the time of a transcendent being was no simple task, even with the dragon’s po<er, which came close to omnipotence. While it might not be entirely impossible…

      [Of course, Yujin, since you inherited my magical power, you might be able to interfere with the half-formed time of a fledgling transcendent being without too much trouble. But rewinding time in such a convenient way to make a transcendent being not a transcendent being won’t be so easy].

      Tiamat added that the time of the girl, who was already halfway a demon, would not simply rewind to a state where she wasn’t a demon. The birth of a transcendent being wasn’t something that could be suppressed so easily.

      “Does that mean there’s absolutely no way?”

      Even for a patient at the terminal stage of cancer, there was at least one final option called chemotherapy.

      Of course, chemotherapy was that last resort people tried in desperation. Because there were no other methods, because they wanted to prolong life just a bit more, or because they couldn’t simply leave the patient to their fate. The process was extremely painful, but it wasn’t entirely without possibility.

      Yujin asked if there was a similar method for this girl.

      [There is no way to revert her body from demon to human. But the fortunate part is that this child has at least managed to maintain her sense of self.]

      “You mean…”

      [Another self must have been born in her. Nourished by the demon seed feeding on her inner weakness and malice… it is essentially a newborn self as a demon. In order for this child to retain any semblance of a self, she would have to accept it, overcome it, or find a way to coexist with it.]

      “Hmm.”

      In other words, there existed the option of merging with her demon self, conquering it, or coexisting with it.

      “Merging seems like it would be the easiest. For the other two, at the very least, her mental strength would need to equal that of her demon self. From the look of things, she seems too weak right now.”

      [That’s true, but merging is actually a bit different from truly preserving her identity. There is a risk that her ego would become different in the process.]

      “Hmm…”

      [Of course there’s a way you can help, but… I don’t think it’s the right time to bring it up.]

      Right as Tiamat said that—

      
        Crackle!
      

      She heard the sound of something rushing urgently through the garden foliage. Yujin too had already been looking in that direction.

      “The demonic power trailed this way!”

      “Damn it… Your Highness!”

      Soon after, two women burst through the garden.

      ***

      A short while earlier. At the student dormitories.

      “He’s not here, Headmistress.”

      “Tch… Did we get played?”

      The Aacademy’s Headmistress Ines and Professor Reina had been alarmed by Yujin’s half-joking, half-serious remark and had hurried to the student dormitories.

      But Yujin wasn’t there. At best, they only caught a few male and female students sneaking into each other’s dorms for secret meetings Yujin himself hadn’t gone to the dormitories in the first place.

      Only after realizing that did they understand they had been led astray. Though in truth, Yujin hadn’t intended to mislead them at all.

      Yet they had no choice. His words a moment ago had been just too suggestive. Like a warning that if they didn’t hurry, the students could be in danger. They felt compelled to act.

      But upon arriving, they found no sign of Yujin and only saw some students in the middle of a secret rendezvous. It was enough to make the Headmistress’s face turn beet red.

      
        How dare they, still wet behind the ears! I haven’t even experienced romance once in my life!
      

      After watching the students’ passionate rendezvous, the Headmistress felt her blood boiling. How upside-down has the world become? She had never even held a man’s hand!

      “But, Headmistress, take a look at this.”

      Just as the Headmistress was having those thoughts, Reina handed something to her.

      “…What is this?”

      “I believe it belongs to one of the students.”

      It was a snow-white cardigan. The Headmistress’s expression grew serious when she saw it.

      
        Could it be that the student he targeted was already abducted?
      

      And if a student was indeed abducted… Could it really be—?

      “Professor Reina, where did you find this?”

      “Come with me.”

      Noticing the Headmistress’s grave expression, Reina quickly led her onward.

      They arrived at a particular student dorm.

      And there, the Headmistress sensed something and realized her concerns had become reality. Her face hardened.

      “This is… this is the princess’s demonic power, isn’t it!”

      “Huh?”

      She had sensed traces of the princess’s demonic power.

      It was faint enough that Reina wouldn’t have noticed, which was understandable.

      Magical Power, Divine Power, Aura, and Demonic Power which were known as the Four Great Powers existed everywhere in the world. Because the princess’s remnants were so extremely faint, Reina had difficulty distinguishing them from the ambient demonic power in the air.

      Even for the Headmistress, with her innate dragon blood and heightened sensitivity, it was barely perceptible.

      “Damn it… don’t tell me it was the princess!”

      The Headmistress immediately took off, following the demonic power traces that had scattered. Reina followed right behind her.

      In the blink of an eye, they passed the student dormitories and rushed to the academy’s garden.

      “The demonic power trailed this way!”

      “Damn it… Your Highness!”

      The two of them pushed through the garden and soon found something.

      “”….…!””

      In the middle of the garden, bathed in moonlight, stood a black-haired man with narrow eyes.

      At the same time, a girl lay collapsed at his feet.

      Anyone witnessing this might have assumed the girl was in danger, and the two of them were no exception.

      They acted before they spoke. Reina rushed over to the princess and scooped her up, while the Headmistress stepped forward to confront the narrow-eyed man, Yujin.

      “What do you think you’re doing? Just what—!”

      “Shh.”

      When the Headmistress raised her voice, Yujin pressed his index finger to his lips. That gesture made her pause.

      “Keep it down… Please don’t shout like that, Headmistress. There’s a student sleeping behind you.”

      “……!”

      Unthinkingly, the Headmistress glanced over her shoulder. To her ears, Yujin’s words seemed to say this:

      —There’s a student lying there defenseless… surely you’re not thinking of starting a fight, are you?

      The Headmistress bit her lip tightly at his words, then turned to Reina and spoke.

      “Professor Reina, take Princess Elicia to a safe place.”

      “…Understood.”

      Reina also knew that staying here any longer would only hinder the Headmistress. Without argument, she lifted Princess Elicia and began to withdraw.

      “Ah, Professor Reina Sahart.”

      “!”

      At that moment, Yujin called out to Reina who was retreating. She froze for a moment and stiffened at his voice. Seeing this, Yujin smiled and said,

      “When Her Highness wakes up, please pass on a message for me: if she ever needs help, I’ll be waiting for her to come find me.”

      “……”

      Hearing this, Reina couldn’t help but interpret his words as follows:

      —We will welcome you, the one who harbors a demon, whenever you wish.

      Feeling a chill run down her spine, Reina said nothing and quickly withdrew.

      And so, only the Headmistress and Yujin were left standing in the now-empty space.

      Yujin watched the spot where Reina and Elicia disappeared, then muttered to himself.

      “So, the Princess… She’s a more distinguished figure than I thought. I didn’t realize it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean…? Are you trying to feign ignorance now?”

      The scene from earlier came to the Headmistress’s mind. The princess collapsed in the garden late at night, and Yujin standing idly by and watching her.

      No matter how one looked at it, it was suspicious. And for the Headmistress, who was already wary of Yujin, this only seemed more suspicious.

      “Feign ignorance, you say…? To be honest, I don’t even fully understand the situation myself. But if you’re worried about a misunderstanding, let me make it clear: I simply happened to run into Her Highness by chance.”

      “That’s… No.”

      The Headmistress felt as though she was being drawn into something she couldn’t control. And in truth, there wasn’t any concrete evidence. Her suspicion stemmed purely from the fact that Princess Elicia, already a target of dark mages, had been found collapsed, with Yujin standing nearby. That alone was the entirety of her reasoning.

      However, considering the current circumstances, questioning him seemed justified. There would be no harm in it.

      The Headmistress decided to calm herself and start by interrogating him gradually.

      “…Fine. In that case, I’ll ask you a few questions.”

      “I’ll listen.”

      “Why did you wait until after arriving at the academy to contact me? Didn’t I tell you to inform me as soon as you were done preparing?”

      This was yet another aspect she found suspicious. She had left a crystal message instructing him to contact her once he was ready so she could send someone to fetch him. And yet, out of nowhere, he claimed to have arrived at the academy long ago. And without notifying her.

      On top of that, he had managed to bypass the spatial coordinate distortions. Why was that?

      “It’s not for any great reason. I just thought it would be rude to trouble you by having you send someone to pick me up, so I came on my own. Ah, but I do apologize for contacting you late. I got a little captivated by the academy’s scenery. I intended to reach out after looking around for a bit.”

      His answer was exceedingly suspicious, precisely because it wasn’t for any great reason. Narrowing her eyes, she continued.

      “…The area around the academy has distorted spatial coordinates. If it wasn’t through spatial travel, how did you manage to get here so quickly?”

      “I did use spatial travel. I was simply able to see through the spatial distortions with little difficulty.”

      “Such a…”

      The Headmistress started to speak but closed her mouth. After all, it did make sense. He was the first mage to ever establish the foundations of space-time magic. For someone like him, something of this nature might indeed be a trivial matter.

      However, such questions weren’t going to prove his innocence. The Headmistress pressed on.

      “When you contacted me, you said something like ‘come quickly before I head to the student dormitory’. What exactly did you mean by that?”

      “Oh, it was just a lighthearted joke. I’m not the dormitory supervisor or anything, so it’d be troublesome if I accidentally wandered toward the student dormitories by mistake.”

      “……”

      Was that all it was? The Headmistress’s suspicions only deepened. No matter how she thought about it, the statement had been far too significant to dismiss as a mere joke.

      She asked another question.

      “Then what was the reason for you being with Princess Elicia?”

      “I just happened to run into Her Highness by chance.”

      “By chance? By chance, you say? Clothes believed to belong to Princess Elicia were found on the ground near the student dormitories. How do you explain that? Does it make sense that she would drop her coat while walking by chance?”

      The Headmistress raised a white cardigan as she spoke. Yujin raised an eyebrow and replied.

      “Hmm… I see. I didn’t realize something like that had been left behind. Her Highness must be a rather careless person.”

      “………”

      Though he seemed unaware of the cardigan’s existence, his words carried a certain weight, as if he had overlooked something important. He continued speaking.

      “I’m not entirely sure, but perhaps Her Highness dropped it without noticing?”

      “Do you think that makes sense?”

      “I have nothing more to say on the matter.”

      “………”

      As he shrugged his shoulders after saying those words, the Headmistress asked with a tense face,

      “Well… this will be the last question.”

      “Let’s hear it first.”

      His response implied he was willing to listen, but for some reason, it sounded as if he had no intention of continuing with a proper exchange of questions and answers.

      “Why was the princess unconscious?”

      “…Ah, that.”

      Yujin briefly averted his gaze as if feigning indifference, staring at the distant moon that had risen in the sky. Then, he finally spoke.

      “Now that I think about it, it seemed as though Her Highness had been possessed by a demon.”

      “…What? What are you suddenly talking about…”

      “It’s fascinating, isn’t it? Why would someone as important as the princess be consumed by a demon while living at the academy, of all places?”

      “…….!”

      The Headmistress froze upon hearing those words.

      The fact that Princess Elicia’s body had been possessed by a demon was a top-secret matter, one of utmost confidentiality. Even the followers of the Pantheon, who had begun calling for her death, had refrained from revealing this information out of fear it would plunge the public into chaos.

      But what would happen if it became known that Princess Elicia was being consumed by a demon and, even worse, was living not in the imperial palace but at the academy?

      The public would fall into disarray. The academy could come under attack for harboring and protecting a princess being overtaken by a demon.

      In the midst of such turmoil, the academy itself might become engulfed in the flames of conflict. Internal unrest would surely arise, and it was entirely possible that students could suffer serious harm.

      Of course, the Headmistress was not unaware of this situation. It was just that neither the Pantheon nor the Empire had anticipated that this secret, which they had been so desperately trying to conceal, would spread so easily.

      Even if someone happened to reveal this truth, it was only natural to expect it would be quietly covered up before gaining attention.

      But what about the man standing before her now?

      The man currently standing in front of her had become a figure known throughout the country. There was hardly anyone who didn’t know his name. What if such a person suddenly announced that the princess of the Empire was being consumed by a demon?

      Some would begin investigations, while the radical faction within the Pantheon that wished to see her dead might seize upon his statement and lend their strength to the call for her execution.

      Even within the Pantheon, a cold war was ongoing between the radical faction which sought to kill the princess, and the moderate faction which considered the importance of maintaining relations with the Empire. If someone were to appear and light the fuse in this volatile situation, an explosion would surely follow.

      Could it be that he had accounted for all of this when he published his thesis on space-time magic? At first glance, it seemed like a wildly exaggerated conclusion, but when she thought about it, it wasn’t entirely unreasonable.

      “…Why did you bring up that subject?”

      The Headmistress asked the question with great caution. In response, Yujin smiled faintly and replied,

      “Well, I figured you might know better than I do, Headmistress.”

      “Is that so?”

      That response made it certain. The Headmistress now believed that her own thoughts and his had aligned.

      If that was the case, then there was only one solution. She had to make sure that the man standing before her became someone incapable of speaking further.

      
        Woooom!
      

      “Ah… Have I perhaps stirred up an unnecessary matter?”

      Watching the Headmistress summon her magic, Yujin gave a wry smile and said,

      “Well, I suppose there’s no other choice then.”

      He slowly opened his red eyes.
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        It seems I may have said something unnecessary.
      

      The Headmistress’s magical power filled the air and she formed a spell. Unlike the multidimensional magic circles Yujin would occasionally showcase, this one was an entirely ordinary, two-dimensional circular magic circle.

      Yujin silently observed it and went deep in thought.

      First, he began to carefully review the remarks he had made during his exchange with the Headmistress.

      The part about contacting them after arriving at the academy was true. While he had omitted the fact that he had noticed the princess’s presence and summoned them as a result, the rest of it was accurate. He simply didn’t want to inconvenience them by having them come to pick him up, so he had come directly. Additionally, the delay in contacting them was merely because he wanted to take a look around and enjoy the academy’s scenery.

      His response to the question about how he had managed to arrive despite the spatial coordinates being distorted was also truthful. It was simply that the distortion of spatial coordinates held no significant meaning for him.

      As for the request for them to hurry before he goes to the student dormitory?

      He had said it was just a lighthearted joke, but in reality, it did carry a somewhat peculiar significance.

      After all, Yujin had noticed the presence of a demon within the academy and had given a report of sorts to them. It was simply that he thought it necessary to inform them, given that he was on his way to the demon within the academy.

      When asked why he had been with the princess, things became a bit tricky. The truth was that the princess had been drawn to him, specifically to the demonic power emanating from the horn of Encheos that he possessed.

      But the fact that he had been carrying the horn of Encheos in the first place and that the princess had been drawn to it, was far too suspicious. So he had glossed over it with a lie, saying it was just a coincidence.

      As for the cardigan, Yujin truly had no idea. He simply assumed that the princess must have draped it over her shoulders carelessly and dropped it in her haste to rush over. So, he had spoken honestly about that.

      Lastly, when asked why the princess had collapsed…

      He had to think about that for a moment. After all, if things went wrong, there was a chance he might be misunderstood as having harmed the princess.

      He could have told them honestly that he had sealed away the demonic power, but to do so, he would ultimately have to mention the demon dwelling inside the princess. However, that would lead to inquiries about the method of sealing and how he even knew about the demon inside her in the first place.

      On top of that, the Headmistress’s expression was uncomfortably stern. It looked as though, if necessary, she was ready to attack him on the grounds that he had laid hands on the princess.

      So Yujin thought about it. He decided to speak honestly for the most part but also to make it clear that the Headmistress was not entirely in the clear either.

      Neither the Headmistress nor Professor Reina showed any sign of shock upon seeing the flower that had bloomed in one of the princess’s eyes. While they were indeed worried that she had collapsed, they expressed not a single suspicion about the flower itself.

      Seeing that, Yujin judged that both of them already knew about the demon’s seed taking over the princess, and he decided to reverse the situation by putting a bit of pressure on the Headmistress.

      
        – Now that I think about it, it seemed as though Her Highness had been possessed by a demon.
      

      First, he made a remark that indicated he had realized a demon was lodged inside the princess.

      
        – It’s fascinating, isn’t it? Why would someone as important as the princess be consumed by a demon while living at the academy, of all places?
      

      After that, he pointed out that the princess was at the academy despite being consumed by a demon. The Headmistress, who knew this as well, stiffened.

      She was probably thinking something along these lines. That the academy, on an institutional level, was hiding a princess who was possessed by a demon. She must have realized how it could look.

      In fact, the real victim here was Yujin who had been with someone overcome by a demon and the one who owed him an explanation was the Headmistress.

      Perhaps he had touched a nerve by poking at their sore spot.

      
        – …Why did you bring up that subject?
      

      The Headmistress’s expression turned rather cold. It seemed he had indeed touched something close to her weak point.

      So Yujin spoke as well while wearing the most harmless smile he could manage.

      
        – Well, I figured you might know better than I do, Headmistress.
      

      The statement itself was nothing special. If the Headmistress was rational, she would know what to decide. In fact, it was she who needed to explain herself to him.

      
        – Is that so?
      

      But it seemed he had definitely kicked the hornet’s nest. Or perhaps she simply believed it easier to wipe him out.

      She tried to use magic, clearly harboring the intent to kill him.

      “Well, I guess there’s no choice then.”

      Realizing that things had come to this, Yujin gave a bitter smile, knowing he would have to use force as well.

      Then he slowly opened his eyes and raised one hand.

      
        Woong!
      

      “…….!”

      
        Whooosh!
      

      “What—!”

      The magic circle collapsed in an instant. She knew exactly what was happening.

      
        Magic Reversal!
      

      It was a technique that stole the control of an opponent’s magic by manipulating mana. Specifically, by channeling his own mana into the opponent’s mana, he took over and reversed the control of the magic.

      It was a technique rarely used under normal circumstances since it was more like a grappling move you used against someone far inferior in skill, let alone using it on someone powerful like the Headmistress.

      Since her birth, the Headmistress had used Magic Reversal on others, but never once had it been used against her. All the more reason she was flustered.

      “Grrk!”

      She keenly felt the difference in their levels, but she could not afford to back down. She had already attacked with killing intent; it would be foolish to hope for mercy from her opponent now.

      However…

      
        [Void.]
      

      
        Whooosh!
      

      “…Ah?”

      With that single word from Yujin, she felt her strength suddenly drain away. More than that, she could not feel any power at all.

      No… to be precise…

      She could not sense any energy whatsoever.

      Mana, divine power, demonic power, aura… all of the great powers that existed in the atmosphere…

      “This, this is…”

      The Headmistress’s eyes trembled. She knew exactly what this power was.

      A force capable of overturning the laws of reality with just a single word, a power that was closer to omnipotence than anything else.

      It was the power symbolic of dragons.

      “Dragon… Word…?”

      She looked up at Yujin with trembling eyes.

      Before her stood a beautiful young man looking down at her with vertically slit pupils shining within red irises.

      ***

      The Karandar family.

      Long ago, this family which bore the surname taken from the name of a dragon that was their ancestor was a power unto itself. A family unaffiliated with any country.

      The proud descendants of dragons’ blood, they rejected the notion of existing beneath a nation’s rule. They regarded it as beneath their dignity to establish a nation of their own, like humans banding together to form kingdoms.

      And so, they chose to remain isolated, standing apart in solitary pride. They recognized only their bloodline as their power and rejected noble titles offered voluntarily by other nations.

      In this way, they existed alone, steadily growing their strength. It wasn’t a difficult task.

      Each of them born with dragons’ blood was a prodigy in magic. Teach them one thing about magic, and they would master ten or more on their own. Their affinity with mana was far superior to that of ordinary humans.

      Among this family overflowing with magical prodigies, one child stood out above all others.

      Ines Karandar.

      She was a child born with an unusually pure concentration of dragon’s blood, even among her generation.

      Even without being taught anything, she would naturally master a hundredfold on her own. Her affinity with mana was incomparable, even to the other children of Karandar.

      She regarded her talent and lineage as glorious gifts. Unlike other prodigies who lamented their inability to relate to ordinary people and bemoaned their own brilliance, Ines considered her talents to be a true blessing.

      Learning magic was a joy, and she enjoyed how everyone admired her and sought to grow closer to her. Understanding others? No one can ever fully understand another. Even so, people manage to live together just fine. Complaining about not understanding others was nothing more than the spoiled grievance of geniuses.

      Ines was a hungry genius. She found constant joy in learning magic and enjoyed the admiration others showered upon her. She enjoyed their attention.

      In the midst of this enjoyment, she began to wonder. What kind of beings were the dragons, the very source of her blessed lineage? If someone like her, who had inherited just a fraction of their blood, was like this, then how extraordinary must they have been?

      Curiosity sparked within her, leading her to study not only magic but also the Transcendents known as the Masters of Magic.

      Records about dragons dated back thousands of years, but much of that knowledge had been lost over time. As a result, there wasn’t much left to uncover about them, though she had come to understand the general scope of their power.

      Their magical system was incomparable to that of humans, and they could wield magic effortlessly, with nothing more than sheer will.

      At the same time, they were said to be near-omnipotent beings capable of overturning the very laws of the world with just a single word.

      They were, in every sense, the ultimate beings of magic. And the name of their power was…

      “Dragon… Word…?”

      Dragon Word.

      The power to overturn even the laws of the world with a single word.

      When she came to understand the existence of such a power, she was filled with an immense longing for dragons. It became her dream to one day learn the art of Dragon Word directly from a dragon.

      She even went as far as to venture into the Great Labyrinth, where the remaining dragons were said to be imprisoned, in an effort to meet one herself. The problem was…

      
        They didn’t show themselves to me.
      

      It was said that dragons had only ever appeared before mortals a handful of times, usually to bestow trials upon them. But not once did they reveal themselves to her.

      To be honest, she was deeply disappointed by this. She had perhaps naively believed that she would be different, given the thick dragon blood flowing through her veins.

      But now, at this moment…

      “A… A dragon…?”

      She had finally met one.

      A real dragon, capable of using the Dragon Word.

      “Well, this is… unexpected.”

      The human-looking dragon in front of her smiled bitterly.

      “Headmistress, shall we have an honest conversation for a while?”

    

  
    
      Chapter 31: I Became the Academy’s Mysterious Professor Part 7

      Looking down at the Headmistress, who had collapsed to the ground and was staring blankly at him, Yujin gave a bitter smile.

      “Headmistress, shall we have an honest conversation for a moment?”

      Despite the fact that the Headmistress had tried to kill him, Yujin decided to at least attempt a conversation.

      He had no choice. If he were to kill her in retaliation for her attempt to kill him, the consequences would be difficult to manage.

      Besides, the Headmistress wasn’t someone who could actually harm Yujin in any meaningful way. As a mage, she was utterly powerless in the presence of a dragon, one of the masters of magic.

      Just as it had been with Mirien, there was no need to overreact to something that wasn’t truly dangerous.

      “Wh-What? What did you say?”

      The Headmistress, on the other hand, stammered back in confusion.

      She had clearly used magic with the intent to kill him, and yet, in response, he suggested they have a conversation.

      And this wasn’t just anyone saying it. This was a dragon, one of the great masters of magic.

      She had heard that dragons were lofty and arrogant creatures, utterly merciless to anyone who dared to challenge their authority.

      “A-Are you not going to punish me…?”

      “Punish you? Hmm… well, let’s think about that later. For now, it seems like there’s some sort of misunderstanding about me. Why don’t we clear that up first?”

      As Yujin spoke, he smiled faintly with his narrow eyes.

      “To start with, Headmistress, I truly did not harm Her Highness the Princess. I simply sealed her demonic power, nothing more.”

      “What? Ah, no, more importantly…”

      “Hmm? Is there something more important you’d like to discuss?”

      “Th-That is…”

      The Headmistress stammered, struggling to form her words. To her, the matter of whether he had sealed the princess’s demonic power or not was far less significant than the fact that there was a dragon standing right before her eyes.

      “A-Are you truly a dragon?”

      “Ah, you mean that.”

      At her question, Yujin gave a bitter smile and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

      A dragon, huh… Well, as long as she could be silenced, it wouldn’t be a problem to tell her. But still, wasn’t this secret being revealed a bit too easily? It had been the same with Mirien as well.

      Of course, Yujin didn’t realize just how oblivious Mirien had been. So much so that even after experiencing the dragon fear, she had failed to notice he was a dragon.

      In any case, Yujin decided to just come clean with the Headmistress. Judging by the look in her eyes, she already seemed nearly certain that he was a dragon, so there was no point in trying to hide it.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “.……!!!”

      The Headmistress’s eyes widened in shock. While she had been almost sure after hearing the Dragon Word, hearing it confirmed by the dragon himself made it feel entirely different.

      A real dragon! Really, really a dragon!

      
        Thump, thump!
      

      Her heart pounded wildly with excitement. The sheer fact that the dragon she had so long admired stood before her left her mind blank.

      What should she do? What was she supposed to do now? What if he was angry because she dared to attack him? And more importantly, how was he freely walking around on the surface like this?

      “H-How is this possible? Surely, all Transcendents other than the gods either perished or were sealed away in the labyrinth…”

      “Perished or sealed away, you say… Then, Headmistress, let me ask you something.”

      Yujin raised one eyebrow slightly as he asked her a question.

      “What do you believe to be the truth? What you see right before your eyes? Or the history you’ve never personally experienced?”

      “That’s…”

      “There’s no need to think too deeply about it. After all, Headmistress, you already seem convinced that I’m a dragon, so there’s no reason to deny the truth standing right in front of you, is there?”

      “……”

      “So, there’s no need to think too hard about why I’m alive and walking freely outside the labyrinth. History might have been mistaken, or perhaps there was some unforeseen anomaly. Either way, it’s something unrelated to you.”

      Yujin drew a firm line, making it clear that the matter had nothing to do with her. The Headmistress understood his meaning, closed her mouth for a moment, then bowed her head and spoke.

      “I-I will keep that in mind. My deepest apologies for my insolence.”

      “It wasn’t insolence. There’s no need to belittle yourself so much.”

      “N-No! If anything, please lower your speech when addressing me. I am nothing more than a mere mortal who happens to carry a fraction of dragon blood. There’s no reason for a supreme transcendent like a dragon to speak so respectfully to someone so insignificant as me…”

      “It’s fine. This is simply how I prefer to speak. More importantly, has the misunderstanding about me been resolved?”

      “What? …Oh, yes! O-Of course. So, you merely sealed the princess’s demonic power…”

      The Headmistress recalled Yujin’s earlier explanation. He had indeed said he only sealed the princess’s magic.

      Yujin asked,

      “Do you need proof of that?”

      “N-No, it’s fine! A dragon wouldn’t have any reason to lie to someone like me!”

      “…I see. In that case, I’m glad to hear it.”

      Yujin felt a strange sensation as he watched the Headmistress speak.

      How should he put it…? Even though the other party was a dragon, he couldn’t help but feel that she was being far too respectful toward him. And this was a woman who had likely spent her entire life standing above others.

      Of course, Yujin quickly understood the reason. The two eyes looking at him were filled with admiration and reverence. Perhaps, being someone who carried the blood of dragons herself, she instinctively held a deep respect for dragons.

      In any case, her demeanor made things easier for Yujin. He spoke.

      “However, even though it’s a seal, it’s only a temporary measure. The Second Imperial Princess has already become closer to a demon than a human. Now that her demonic power has been sealed, she will only continue to grow weaker.”

      Yujin relayed exactly what he had heard from Tiamat to the Headmistress. Upon hearing this, her expression stiffened for a moment.

      After all, the Headmistress was someone who deeply cared for her students. To hear that one of her students was in poor condition was something she couldn’t take lightly.

      “Then what should we do?”

      “There is a way. While it’s impossible to turn her back into a human, there is a method to at least allow her to maintain her sense of self.”

      “…….”

      At those words, the Headmistress’s expression became complicated for a moment. She asked,

      “Is it truly impossible for her to return to being fully human? Even with the power of a dragon?”

      “Just because a dragon’s power is almost omnipotent doesn’t mean that it’s truly omnipotent. If the Second Imperial Princess had just recently been consumed by the demon’s seed, it might have been possible… but she has already become one with the demon’s seed. In other words, the princess has already been reborn as a Transcendent being. And once a Transcendent is born, it is no easy task to bring her back to her original state.

      Hearing this, the Headmistress’s eyes widened in shock. She asked again.

      “A transcendent being… Are you saying the princess has become a Transcendent?”

      “She is still closer to being a half-transcendent, but even so, she is definitely a Transcendent. And if the opponent is a Transcendent, even the power of a dragon cannot exert truly omnipotent force.”

      “…….”

      The Headmistress fell silent and her face darkened. Yujin who was watching her decided to ask something to lighten the mood.

      “More importantly, may I also ask a few questions?”

      “…Huh? Oh, yes! Of course! Please ask me anything! If it’s something I can answer, I’ll do my best to respond!”

      At those words, Yujin asked a question about something that had been bothering him for a while.

      “It’s nothing major… but from the very beginning, you seemed to be extremely wary of me. Is there a specific reason for that?”

      “…Huh?”

      Yujin had been curious from the start. When the Headmistress and Professor Reina first sought him out, they had shown such wariness and hostility toward him that it was as if they thought he was their enemy.

      Of course, standing idly over a collapsed girl might have looked suspicious enough on its own… but even taking that into account, their wariness and hostility had been excessive. It was only natural for Yujin to wonder if there was some other reason behind their behavior.

      However, upon hearing his question, the Headmistress froze on the spot.

      
        …Wh-What should I do?
      

      How could she possibly explain? How could she tell the dragon she had so admired and revered that she had mistaken him for a mere dark mage and been wary of him the entire time?

      She was already agonizing over whether she might have earned his hatred for attacking him earlier. How could she confess to that on top of everything else?

      “Th-That’s… well…”

      Still, the Headmistress decided that it was better to confess and face the consequences rather than risk earning an even greater punishment by hiding the truth.

      So, she revealed everything.

      She explained about the recent rise in dark mage activity, the party that had encountered a demon on the fifth floor of the dungeon and faced a trial, the suspicious timing of a mage joining the party, and the fact that the mage’s past actions had been completely untraceable. And now, even today’s incident with the princess…

      In hindsight, it had all been based on flimsy circumstantial evidence with no solid proof, but her prejudices and initial impression of him had caused her to jump to conclusions. When she realized this, she was once again consumed with shame.

      “I see.”

      Still, Yujin understood her. While being mistaken for a dark mage was certainly absurd, well… in the end, there had been suspicious circumstances surrounding him, so it wasn’t entirely unreasonable for them to be cautious.

      “Well, I understand. I probably would have investigated if I were in your position too. Though I’d say the misunderstanding may have gone a bit too far…”

      “Ugh…”

      “But it’s fine. It didn’t escalate into anything serious, and I’m not particularly bothered by it, so raise your head.”

      “…Huh? R-Raise my head? But…”

      Startled by Yujin’s words, the Headmistress immediately raised her head. However, Yujin simply maintained his calm and unreadable expression that betrayed nothing of his inner thoughts.

      At first, the face that had seemed so suspicious now somehow looked merciful.

      “Are you… truly okay with this?”

      “Yes. I really don’t hold any personal grudges. Of course, that doesn’t mean you won’t have to pay the price, though.”

      “Ah…”

      Of course. If one dared to harbor hostility and killing intent toward a dragon, they would have to bear the consequences. The Headmistress bowed her head.

      “I am willing to accept any punishment. However, would you grant me just one request…?”

      “I’ll hear you out first.”

      “If you are going to punish someone, please let it end with me. I ask that the people of my family or the academy… be spared.”

      When she, not wanting to harm others, said this, Yujin gave her a bitter smile.

      “That much is obvious. Is that all you have to say?”

      “…Yes.”

      The Headmistress felt somewhat relieved by Yujin’s words. She trusted that a great transcendent being like him wouldn’t go back on his word. With that belief, she closed her eyes.

      “In that case, I shall now deliver your punishment. Hmm… Yes, this should suffice.”

      Yujin muttered to himself and soon turned to the Headmistress.

      “From this moment forward, I will place a binding restriction on you using my dragon’s word. You will be unable to disobey what I am about to say.”

      “…I am listening.”

      The Headmistress swallowed hard and then nodded her head.

      And then, Yujin spoke his command. A Dragon Word.

      
        [From this moment on, you are forbidden to reveal that I am a dragon to anyone. Unless I allow it.]
      

      
        Woooooong!
      

      Along with a sensation as if the entire fabric of space and time trembled, Yujin’s words etched themselves into her mind. It felt as though his words were being engraved upon her very soul.

      Upon hearing this, the Headmistress nodded her head inwardly. She thought such a condition was only natural. After all, there would be no benefit to revealing to many that he was a dragon.

      However, this couldn’t be the end of it. What would come next…?

      
        [This restriction will remain in effect until I either die or lift it myself.]
      

      “…Huh?”

      …Was that it?

      …Really?

      Surely, that couldn’t be the case. She had shown him hostility, so there was no way her punishment would end so lightly…

      “It’s done. That’s all.”

      But the voice that followed wasn’t the commanding voice engraved upon her soul: it was just his ordinary, gentle tone. The Headmistress blurted out a question without thinking.

      “…Is this really all?”

      “Hmm? Is there a problem?”

      “N-No… it’s just…”

      Far from being excessive, the punishment felt unreasonably light. However, since he himself said it was fine, asking for harsher punishment would only make her seem ridiculous.

      The Headmistress was at a loss for words and she stood frozen in place while Yujin glanced at her curiously. Then, as if losing interest, he turned around and began walking off somewhere.

      “First… should I head to Professor Reina Sahart? From what I’ve heard, it seems she also has some misunderstandings about me. I should start by clearing those up.”

      “……..”

      The Headmistress couldn’t say a word. All she could do was watch in a daze as Yujin walked away.
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      [Yujin, may I ask you something?]

      
        Of course, Tia. Go ahead.
      

      Having wrapped up his conversation with the Headmistress, Yujin nodded readily as he made his way toward where Professor Reina had left.

      [That girl… considering you called it punishment, you didn’t really do much to her. Was that enough?]

      
        Yes, it was enough.
      

      Just having her keep the fact that the Headmistress is a dragon a secret was sufficient. When he said this, Tiamat’s expression turned somewhat strange.

      [It’s odd for me to bring this up now, but don’t you think you’re being unusually merciful, unlike with that elf before? To leave it at just keeping her identity as a dragon a secret…]

      
        You’re talking about Mirien, I assume. Well, the circumstances are different this time.
      

      Yujin chuckled inwardly for a moment before speaking to Tiamat.

      
        When I think about it, most of the fault lies with me. Just because I was appointed as a professor at the academy doesn’t mean I had the right to trespass. And even though I had my reasons, it’s true that I was heading toward the student dormitories despite not being a disciplinary professor. Looking at it from her perspective, I must have seemed like an intruder breaking into the academy.
      

      [Hmm…]

      “The Headmistress has a duty to stop intruders. From her perspective, there wasn’t much wrong with her actions. So to punish her beyond that would be absurd, wouldn’t it?”

      Saying this, Yujin glanced back at the Headmistress who was following hesitantly at a distance behind him. Seeing her flinch when their eyes met, Yujin chuckled lightly and then turned back to Tiamat.

      
        That’s the reason. Regardless of the malice and hostility she held toward me due to a misunderstanding, her actions were justified. I simply took that into account.
      

      [I see. I understand now.]

      
        Haha, of course, I did place a restriction to make sure that the fact I’m a dragon stays hidden.
      

      The Dragon Word holds the power to overturn even the laws of the world. Imprinting a restriction onto a single human soul is hardly a difficult feat.

      When you think about it, the power of dragons is inherently unfair. With just a few words, they can control the life of a person.

      
        Then again, maybe that’s true for all high-ranking beings.
      

      Yujin smiled bitterly at the thought and continued walking forward.

      ***

      Meanwhile, Reina Sahart stood in the Headmistress’s office, which was located in the deepest part of the academy, with an anxious look on her face as she stared toward the direction of the academy’s garden.

      Having brought the princess to what she believed to be the safest place due to the thought that she might become a target, Reina now felt a mixture of confusion and anxiety at the lack of any unusual occurrences so far.

      
        Nothing happened… What on earth is happening?
      

      The place that should have been more chaotic than ever remained eerily calm. There was only silence.

      Could it be that they had moved locations, fearing the academy might be engulfed in flames? But would that man have agreed to move so easily?

      She didn’t know. Perhaps everything had already ended before any commotion could arise. Or maybe it was all just a misunderstanding on their part.

      The latter seemed more like wishful thinking, but in the current situation where they had no real grasp of the man’s power, it was the only hope she could cling to.

      Wasn’t he the one who had easily overpowered even the Archmage, the Head of the Mages Association? Reina didn’t want to believe that the Headmistress could lose so easily, but in the worst-case scenario, even the Headmistress might find herself helpless against him.

      Hoping desperately that such a nightmare wouldn’t come to pass, Reina could only stare intently at the princess seated on the sofa in the Headmistress’s office…

      
        Clack.
      

      “!”

      It was then. The door to the Headmistress’s office suddenly opened.

      Reina immediately turned toward the sound.
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      “Headmistress!”

      And there, she saw a familiar figure come into view.

      A woman with fiery red hair and dignified golden eyes appeared, and Reina’s face lit up with relief.

      The Headmistress Ines Karandar smiled warmly as she greeted her.

      “Professor Reina.”

      “Thank goodness…! I was so worried that something had happened to you—”

      Reina began rushing toward her in urgency, but then stopped in her tracks, freezing as if she had been turned to stone after confirming something.

      “Hello, Professor Sahart. Haha, somehow it feels like it’s been only two days since we last met.”

      A man with black hair and mysterious narrow eyes stood there.

      Yujin was standing behind the Headmistress naturally as if nothing had happened.

      “H-how… why…?”

      “Oh, Professor Reina. There’s no need to be alarmed. This gentleman… no, Professor Yujin, is not a dark mage.”

      Seeing Reina’s eyes tremble violently as if an earthquake had struck her pupils, Headmistress Ines hurriedly explained.

      “It was all a misunderstanding on our part. So, for now, please stay calm and hear him out.”

      “……”

      At the Headmistress’s words, Reina hesitated for a moment before taking a deep breath.

      No… that’s right. She had left open the possibility that this could all be a misunderstanding. After all, the suspicion surrounding him was based purely on circumstantial evidence, and they had no concrete proof.

      It was entirely possible that everything was just a misunderstanding. And if that were the case, there was no reason for her to be so flustered.

      
        But… this person…?
      

      Still, in her brief moment of confusion, she had overlooked something strange. The Headmistress had just used an unusual term of address. “This gentleman?” That was the kind of phrase one used when speaking to someone of considerable status or importance.

      But was there anyone worthy of such reverence from the Headmistress? For decades, she had reigned as one of the world’s foremost powers, a figure who could stand tall even in front of the Emperor of the Empire without bowing her head.

      Though something about the situation didn’t sit right with her, Reina chose to trust the Headmistress. Surely, if the Headmistress said it was a misunderstanding, she must have her reasons.

      With that belief, Reina addressed the two of them.

      “How… how did this happen?”

      “It’s exactly as I said. I had a conversation with Professor Yujin, and I determined that he is not a dark mage.”

      “Is that so…?”

      Had she used a lie-detection spell? But would such a spell even work on a mage of Yujin’s caliber? For magic like lie detection or confession spells to work, there had to be a significant difference in skill level between the caster and the target. If their levels were even remotely close, such spells could easily be countered or rendered ineffective.

      Of course, this was assuming the gap between the Headmistress and Yujin wasn’t substantial. Or that Yujin was even stronger than the Headmistress….

      
        He’s strong enough to have subdued the Head of the Mages Association with ease. It’s hard to believe the gap between their abilities would be that vast…’
      

      Though Reina trusted the Headmistress without question, she was also able to assess the situation objectively. The Head of the Mages Association was undoubtedly a powerful mage who had reached the level of an Archmage. For Yujin to have easily subdued someone of that caliber, it was hard to imagine that there was an overwhelming difference between him and the Headmistress. Besides, the Headmistress herself hadn’t been able to fully gauge his abilities.

      Then did Yujin willingly accept being subjected to lie detection or confession magic?

      But as previously mentioned, such spells could be deceived. The Headmistress was certainly aware of this fact, so she wouldn’t rely on them unquestioningly.

      As Reina considered this, she looked directly at the Headmistress who spoke again.

      “Think about it. From the start, we were basing our suspicions entirely on circumstantial evidence. And when you really think about it, even that circumstantial evidence was vague and full of inconsistencies.”

      “That… that’s right.”

      Reina did not deny it either. If they had truly been certain that Yujin was a dark mage from the start, they wouldn’t have bothered investigating him; they would have immediately tried to apprehend him. The investigation only happened because certain aspects about him raised suspicion, and even the results of the investigation seemed somewhat ambiguous.

      “Above all, the idea that he harmed the princess was a misunderstanding. Take another look at her. Professor Yujin actually helped her instead.”

      “…Understood.”

      At those words, Reina approached Elicia who was lying on the sofa in the Headmistress’s office. She placed her hand gently on Elicia’s forehead.

      
        Woooom…
      

      Reina channeled her magical energy and began examining Elicia’s body. Then…

      
        …I don’t feel any demonic power?
      

      She realized there was no trace of demonic power coming from the princess. No, to be precise, it felt as though the energy had been hidden away.

      Deep within her, demonic power still surged like waves, but it wasn’t rampaging or corroding her body. It was as though it had been sealed.

      “How is this possible…”

      “I’m not entirely sure myself, but Professor Yujin said he sealed the demonic power. If he were truly a dark mage, would he have had any reason to do such a thing?”

      “……”

      Hearing those words, Reina finally accepted the truth, and at the same time, she felt relieved.

      So that’s what happened… Everything had simply been a misunderstanding. She had expended so much mental energy over nothing but an unfounded assumption.

      Though she felt drained, she was also incredibly thankful.

      “…I’m sorry, Headmistress. I caused you unnecessary worry by bringing this up.”

      Reina straightened up and bowed her head toward the Headmistress. The Headmistress shook her head.

      “There’s no need to apologize. You were just doing your job, weren’t you? I’m the one who fueled the misunderstanding.”

      “No, that’s not true. I was the one who spoke out of turn…”

      “Enough of that. Let’s not dwell on this any longer. If you feel the need to apologize, do so to Professor Yujin later.”

      The Headmistress waved her hand dismissively and gestured toward Yujin. Reina turned to look at him and then bowed deeply.

      “I’m sorry, Professor Yujin. My baseless misunderstanding caused you inconvenience.”

      “It’s all right. I fully understand your perspective, Professor Sahart.”

      Yujin smiled and nodded as he graciously accepted her apology.

      At that point, the Headmistress clapped her hands and spoke.

      “Well then… Professor Reina? Please assign Professor Yujin a place to stay. Make sure it’s one of our finest rooms.”

      “Understood.”

      “And Yujin… I’ll contact you later, so please come by the Headmistress’s office. There are procedures to follow, apart from appointing you as a professor.”

      “Yes, I’ll do that.”

      “Well then, you may go now.”

      With the Headmistress’s words, Reina took the lead and stepped forward.

      “Professor Yujin, please follow me.”

      “All right. Headmistress, I’ll see you next time.”

      With that, Reina and Yujin left the Headmistress’s office.

      “Phew…”

      The Headmistress let out a long sigh, now that she was alone in the office. Or rather, with only the sleeping Princess Elicia remaining.

      “For now… I’ll send Princess Elicia back to the dormitory…”

      
        Woooong
      

      She muttered to herself as she began to create a teleportation circle to send Princess Elicia back to her room.

      Now completely alone in the Headmistress’s office, she spoke softly to herself.

      “What should I do… I told him I’d contact him and asked him to come by, but… would he find it unpleasant that I summoned him like that? More importantly, how am I even supposed to contact him…?”

      Consumed by needless worries, she ended up spending the entire day in her office.

      ***

      Meanwhile, in the academy’s corridor, Yujin and Reina walked side by side.

      An awkward silence hung between them. Yujin didn’t particularly mind, but Reina, having caused unnecessary trouble due to her earlier misunderstanding, felt uncomfortable.

      Reina who was self-aware enough to understand her position knew she couldn’t casually strike up a conversation. This resulted in the heavy silence between them.

      Normally, Yujin would have been the one to break the ice in such situations, but he was currently talking with Tiamat as they walked, so he didn’t even notice the awkward silence.

      
        Becoming a professor sounds pretty exciting. I can’t help but think about what I should teach the students and what I need to prepare.
      

      [Fufu, seeing how excited you are makes me happy too. Do your best.]

      With such a conversation occupying his mind, it was only natural that he wasn’t aware of the uncomfortable atmosphere.

      And so, the two of them arrived at the faculty dormitory without saying a word.

      “Oh, this is a really nice place.”

      The faculty and staff dormitory, as one of the academy’s facilities that prided itself on offering the very best, was a place of such luxury and comfort that it could rival or even surpass a modern five-star hotel.

      It was equipped with facilities such as a swimming pool, hot springs, and a spa, and even professors with separate residences frequently used it as if it were their own private villa.

      “Professor Yujin, this will be your residence from now on.”

      “Yes, understood. Thank you for showing me around.”

      “And… um…”

      Reina hesitated for a moment, looking uncertain, before finally speaking again to Yujin.

      “I’d like to apologize once more. I acted rudely toward you because of my baseless misunderstanding.”

      “Hmm…”

      Yujin glanced at her briefly and observed her.

      
        …I feel like teasing her a bit.
      

      Then he spoke with a peculiar smile on his face.

      “It’s fine.”

      “But…”

      “No, it really is fine. Besides, it wasn’t even much of a misunderstanding to begin with.”

      “…Huh?”

      At his words, Reina blinked in surprise and hesitantly lifted her gaze. What she saw was a man looking down at her with an expression like that of a snake’s grin.

      She flinched.

      Unconsciously, she shivered. She didn’t know why, but the man standing before her now felt overwhelmingly ominous.

      That snake-like inscrutable smile. And then, like a snake flicking its tongue, his mouth opened.

      “Professor Reina, you know what pus is, don’t you?”

      Pus.

      The inflammation that forms when a wound becomes infected. Why was he suddenly bringing that up?

      “…What do you mean, all of a sudden?”

      “When a wound festers and pus builds up, if you don’t release it, the wound eventually rots and deteriorates entirely. What about demonic power?”

      “…….!!!”

      Professor Reina’s eyes wavered. Her mouth slowly opened as an expression of shock spread across her face.

      “If the sealed demonic power builds and builds and eventually rots… what do you think will happen?”

      “Wh-What…”

      “Before that happens, it has to be released. But what would happen if you released the sealed demonic power? I’m quite curious myself. I really have no idea how to handle it. Don’t you agree?”

      
        Tap… Tap…
      

      She instinctively shuddered and took a step back. Right now, at this moment…

      “Y-You…”

      “Professor Reina, you have quite a sharp intuition. And I don’t dislike people like that.”

      
        Step.
      

      As he said this, Yujin took a step closer to her.

      And then, she took two steps back.

      “Safety first… It’s a nice phrase, but don’t you think it’s dreadfully boring? Someone has to stir things up a bit for work to feel worthwhile, don’t you think?”

      “……”

      “So, why don’t we play a little game?”
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      Yujin spoke with a bright smile. At first glance, the smile looked utterly innocent.

      However, the words that followed stood in stark contrast to that innocence. They were dripping with malice.

      “Guess who I am. And then reveal the truth.”

      “…….!”

      “What do you think? Simple, right?”

      Upon hearing those words, Reina took several steps back; her face was already growing pale.

      Then without hesitation, she turned around and started running off somewhere.

      Yujin quietly watched her retreating figure for a moment before turning and entering the room assigned to him.

      […Yujin.]

      Tiamat, who had been observing the scene, looked at Yujin with a peculiar expression.

      [Yujin. Why did you go out of your way to say such strange things and scare that child?]

      “Oh, that?”

      Yujin briefly averted his gaze as if trying to dodge the question, but soon smiled and replied.

      “It was just a prank.”

      [.…….]

      “Haha, I just felt like teasing her a little. Since I’d already been mistaken for a dark mage, I decided to play the role for a bit and mess with her. What do you think? Wasn’t it pretty convincing?”

      Tiama who heard this thought to herself.

      [It was too convincing. You have a rather nasty personality, don’t you?]

      “Haha, thank you for the compliment.”

      [That wasn’t a compliment.]

      “Hmm…”

      Yujin scratched his head sheepishly.
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      “Don’t worry too much. I was just teasing her a little. I had no intention of tormenting her. I plan to properly apologize and make it up to her.”

      Yujin was sincere. It was a misunderstanding that wouldn’t last long anyway. After all, Yujin wasn’t actually a dark mage, nor did he know anything about them.

      When the misunderstanding eventually cleared up, he planned to sincerely apologize to her and make proper amends. Of course, by then, she would surely harbor a deep grudge against him…

      
        But so what?
      

      Yujin had never been particularly close to others to begin with. A little resentment wouldn’t cause him any problems.

      [Of course, I’m not scolding you. It’s not uncommon for dragons to indulge in amusements that affect mortals.]

      “Is that so?”

      [The very nature of the games dragons play is to seek new stimulation in their otherwise monotonous, transcendent lives. Influencing mortals or being influenced by them isn’t strange at all, is it? Countless mortals interact and influence each other as part of their lives, so there’s no rule saying we can’t do the same.]

      “That’s true.”

      [If this is your own kind of amusement, I won’t berate you for it. It’s not as though you’re causing any significant harm to the mortals. I was just a bit surprised. In some ways, you seem endlessly mature and detached…]

      “Are you saying I’m malicious?”

      Yujin spoke with a laugh. Tiamat responded with a peculiar expression.

      [I’m just saying… your personality is a bit mean, that’s all.]

      “Isn’t that the same thing? Well, I’ll admit it. I don’t think I have a particularly good personality either.”

      Yujin said this with a light laugh.

      “Now that I think about it, it reminds me of something from the past. It happened back on Earth. There were some kids who particularly disliked me.”

      [Kids who disliked you?]

      “It’s nothing serious. It must’ve been… around two years after my parents passed away.”

      [……]

      At the mention of his parents’ passing, Tiamat fell silent for a moment. It was only natural; the topic was inevitably a sad one.

      After receiving her silence, Yujin continued speaking.

      “Even back then, I was following my parents’ final words. ‘Yujin, don’t let others know what you’re thinking.’ ‘Always hide yourself and grow into an adult’. Things like that. They told me that revealing my true feelings in this society would be a fatal weakness, so I should never expose them to anyone carelessly…”

      [……]

      “When I became a middle school student, it was the same. I never revealed my true thoughts; I was always smiling and never showing my eyes. I made sure no one could figure out what I was thinking. Using formal speech also became a habit of mine around that time. But that was an extremely peculiar and unusual trait among kids back then. Many of them avoided me, saying I made them uncomfortable.”

      Yujin continued speaking as if recounting an old story he no longer cared much about.

      “By the way, did I mention that Earth started having gates and beings called Awakeners around that time?”

      [You did. A world without mana or the four great powers… truly a fascinating world.]

      “Not anymore, of course. Anyway, by the time I turned 14, it had become common practice to separate Awakened kids from non-Awakened ones for education. In short, I lived among Awakened kids. And, as you can imagine, when kids at that age suddenly gain superhuman powers, they naturally want to show off.”

      [So, what you’re saying is…]

      “Well, with no parents and already being avoided by other kids, I became an easy target. Of course, there were non-Awakened kids they could’ve picked on, but back then, if an Awakener used their powers on a non-Awakener, they’d be taken away without any excuse, even if they were underage. Naturally, the target shifted to someone like me who was considered easy to deal with as an Awakener and a mage.”

      [……]

      Tiamat’s expression stiffened at those words. Whether or not Yujin noticed her growingly cold demeanor, he continued.

      “Haha, I still vividly remember being dragged off and beaten almost every day. It’s an old story now, though.”

      […And then?]

      Tiamat’s voice had grown icy for some reason. Yujin who was a little puzzled carried on.

      “Well, I couldn’t just keep letting them have their way, could I? So I came up with a rather… interesting idea.”

      [An interesting idea?]

      “Nothing too special. I simply introduced my friends, who were eager to show off their strength, to a suitable place for it.”

      Yujin thought back to that time. Looking back, it had been a rather dangerous move.

      “I took them all to a gate where monsters appeared. It was the perfect place to show off their powers, wasn’t it?”

      [……]

      “They were all strangely terrified, so I asked them why they were being so serious.”

      Even now, Yujin vividly remembered their flustered faces as he laughed while recounting the memory.

      “As a joke, I tripped the friends who tried to run away using telekinesis, and I coaxed them to fight while laughing … Thinking back on it now, it’s all just a fond memory. Haha.”

      [……]

      “Ever since that day, no one has dared to mess with me. But maybe because that memory was so fun, I started playing similar little ‘pranks’ on others from time to time. Eventually, the guild even created a dedicated board on VPN just for my incidents and accidents.”

      Looking back, Yujin’s tendency to be subtly avoided within the guild might have been due, at least in part, to his mischievous pranks.

      …In fact, more than 70% of the reasons he was avoided were directly tied to those “pranks”.

      Not that he was aware of it himself.

      Tiamat, who had been watching him in a daze for a moment, eventually let out a wry smile and said,

      [I thought you were nothing but mature… but it turns out you have a more troublemaking side than I expected.]

      “Haha, did I really seem that mature in your eyes, Tia?”

      When Yujin said that, Tiamat gave another wry smile and looked at him.

      She had discovered an unexpected side of him, but her gaze toward Yujin still carried the same warmth as always.

      She spoke.

      [Still, you did well. You can’t just sit back and take it forever. Teaching them a lesson in return is pretty satisfying.]

      “I did get scolded by my teacher for recklessly entering the gate, though.”

      Yujin spent some time chatting warmly with Tiamat and sharing stories.

      They laughed and talked until the sun rose the next day. Their faces were bright with smiles.

      ***

      Meanwhile, Reina was currently…

      
        I was wrong! He really is a dark mage!
      

      Looking back, the fact that he had sealed not just anything, but the demonic power of a demon, should have raised suspicions. She should have questioned how something like that was even possible.

      But thinking that the princess’s condition had improved, she had brushed it off too lightly. That was a mistake.

      
        But could it really be true? That the demonic power festers and rots like pus?
      

      She didn’t know. Completely sealing a foreign energy residing in someone else’s body wasn’t something she’d ever heard of before. Even as a professor of magic studies, Reina couldn’t be sure whether suppressed demonic power would behave like pus forming in a wound.

      Still, it didn’t seem entirely impossible. If the energy hadn’t been extracted from the body but was instead forcibly suppressed and sealed within, no one could predict the side effects of that suppression.

      It might ultimately run wild inside the host’s body, or it could cause other harmful effects.

      One thing was clear: as long as that dark mage was targeting the princess, the seal was unlikely to have any positive effects.

      She needed to report this to the Headmistress immediately. And she had to detain Yujin to find a solution to the problem.

      Reina, with that thought in mind, made her way quickly to the Headmistress’s office.

      
        Bang!
      

      “Headmistress!”

      “Professor Reina?”

      Reina threw open the door to the office and called out to Ines, who had been inside. Startled, Ines turned to face her in confusion.

      “What’s going on all of a sudden? Why are you in such a rush?”

      “Headmistress! We need to apprehend Han Yujin immediately!”

      Reina’s urgent words, spoken without any preamble, left the Headmistress stunned.

      
        Apprehend? Who? …A dragon?
      

      
        …Did she eat something strange?
      

      “Headmistress!”

      “My hearing is fine, so calm down and explain. Did you just say we need to apprehend Professor Yujin?”

      With a slightly stiff expression, the Headmistress looked at Reina and asked. Seeing her reaction, Reina couldn’t help but feel a little taken aback.

      
        The Headmistress is looking at me with that kind of expression?
      

      Reina Sahart was the Headmistress’s closest confidant. The Headmistress trusted her deeply, and Reina was equally loyal to the Headmistress.

      Of course, bursting into the office unannounced, flinging the door open, and blurting out such an outrageous statement was indeed rude. However, under normal circumstances, the Headmistress would have first asked for an explanation before reacting.

      But the current Headmistress seemed to show faint traces of displeasure at Reina’s claim that Yujin needed to be apprehended.

      Sensing this, Reina felt a strange and chilling sense of foreboding creep up her spine. With a desperate look on her face, she spoke.

      “Headmistress, you must listen to me. Han Yujin is a dark mage!”

      “I thought we had already put that matter to rest. Why are you bringing it up again all of a sudden…?”

      “He revealed his true nature right in front of me! The fact that he sealed the princess’s demonic power wasn’t to help suppress it; it was to let it fester and cause even greater harm later on!”

      “What? What are you talking about…?”

      The Headmistress was so taken aback that she couldn’t even finish her sentence.

      Of course, the Headmistress knew that Yujin wasn’t a dark mage. After all, wasn’t he a supreme transcendent being, a dragon, far beyond comparison to something as insignificant as cockroach-like dark mages?

      And yet, Professor Reina who was standing before her now didn’t seem to be lying. Reina wasn’t someone who would lie to her in the first place, and above all, there was no reason for her to suddenly burst in and spout something like this.

      The Headmistress paused to think. What exactly was going on in this situation?

      
        …Come to think of it, Sir Yujin does appear in the form of a human.
      

      Dragons, the magnificent transcendent beings.

      Having lived through eons, they sometimes disguised themselves as mortals and mingled among them in search of new experiences to break up the monotony of their endless lives.

      A sort of amusement.

      Perhaps this situation was also part of such an amusement. Maybe Yujin had staged it, pretending to be a dark mage in front of Reina just to deceive her…

      If that were the case, then this situation made sense. Accepting this conclusion, the Headmistress nodded her head slightly and spoke.

      “…Alright, I understand. I’ll look into it myself, so for now, step back.”

      “Headmistress! We need to apprehend him right now…”

      “How do you expect me to apprehend him without any evidence? Calm yourself for now. This behavior isn’t like you.”

      “……”

      At those words, Reina froze and hesitated for a moment before stepping back.

      “Take a moment to calm down and leave this to me. I’ll handle the rest.”

      “…Understood.”

      With that, Reina left the Headmistress’s office.

      Ines who was now alone in the office let out a deep sigh.

      “A dark mage, huh… Sir Yujin, you’ve chosen quite a troublesome form of amusement this time…”

      She sighed heavily and decided to contact Yujin first.
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      The next day.

      Yujin was on his way to the Headmistress’s office after receiving a call from her.

      She had mentioned that there were formalities to go through and questions she wanted to ask, but Yujin figured it was likely because of the “dark mage act” he had performed in front of Reina.

      After all, if it were Reina, she would’ve immediately gone to report it to the Headmistress. Thinking about her rushing in and urgently shouting to the Headmistress that he needed to be captured brought a small smile to his face.

      
        I really am such a terrible person, aren’t I?
      

      Strictly speaking, Professor Reina hadn’t done anything seriously wrong. If anything, perhaps the only questionable thing she’d done was investigate him behind his back.

      Of course, on modern-day Earth, digging into someone’s background would certainly be considered a big issue, but here, it was obvious that it wasn’t a major problem.

      In any case, Yujin did feel a little sorry about it. He figured that someday, once the misunderstanding was cleared up, he’d need to properly apologize to her.

      With those thoughts, he arrived in front of the Headmistress’s office. He knocked on the door and called out.

      
        Knock, knock.
      

      “Headmistress, it’s me.”

      “Ah! Oh, come in, please!”

      With those words, the door suddenly swung open. Seeing how quickly it opened before he could do anything, Yujin let out a brief bitter smile.

      As it turned out, the Headmistress had been waiting right by the door, ready for Yujin to arrive.

      Of course, she was technically his superior, but seeing her disregard protocol like this made Yujin’s bitter smile deepen. No matter how he looked at it, his life as a professor here was bound to become more and more stranger.

      Yujin spoke.

      “There’s no need to treat me as if I’m some sort of master. Within the academy, you are still my superior, aren’t you?”

      “B-But…”

      Seeing her stammer in response, Yujin let out another bitter smile. Her reverence for dragons was so overwhelming that she couldn’t even fathom such an idea.

      “You managed just fine in front of Professor Reina. That’s all you need to do.”

      “H-How could I possibly…? I only acted that way in front of others so as not to interfere with your amusement, Sir Yujin. But when it’s just the two of us…”

      
        Strictly speaking, it’s not even just the two of us.
      

      Tiamat, who had been quietly watching the Headmistress with a slightly reluctant expression, was there as well. Of course, there was no reason to mention this to the Headmistress.

      And speaking of amusement… Yujin was reminded of it once again, just as Tiamat had mentioned yesterday. He had come to fully realize it: right now, he was nothing less than a dragon indulging in amusement.

      Whether it was working as a professor in human form or pretending to be a dark mage in front of Professor Reina for his own enjoyment… these were exactly the kinds of actions a dragon trying to find amusement would engage in.

      Yujin likely didn’t have any particular alternative motives driving his behavior, either.

      He spoke with a faint bitter smile.

      “Well then, do as you like. But don’t behave this way in front of others.”

      “Ah, y-yes! Of course!”

      “And… may I come in now?”

      When Yujin, who had been standing outside the Headmistress’s office the entire time, asked this, the Headmistress jolted in surprise and quickly replied.

      “Oh, ah! Yes! Please, come in!”

      As she hurriedly stepped aside from the doorway, Yujin finally entered the office.

      The Headmistress immediately shut the door behind him and moved quickly to her seat. She sat behind the desk in front of the beautifully decorated window and spoke.

      “Could you please come over here?”

      As she gestured to the spot in front of her, Yujin walked over to the indicated location.

      When Yujin approached, the Headmistress handed him a stack of documents.

      “Please either fill out or sign the contents of these documents. Of course, you can take your time and review them carefully before…”

      
        Whirrr!
      

      “Done.”

      “…Huh?”

      Yujin, who had merely glanced briefly at the documents, picked up the quill pen that had been placed with them and completed everything in an instant. His speed was so lightning-fast that even the Headmistress found herself momentarily dumbfounded.

      It was so fast that the friction caused faint wisps of smoke to rise from the papers. That said it all.

      “Wh-What kind of speed is that…? No, wait. Are you sure you don’t need to check everything properly first?”

      “I reviewed everything: the application, the contract, the research accomplishments, the personal statement, the development plan, and so on. There were no unreasonable clauses in the contract, and the rest just required me to fill in either factual or invented details, so it wasn’t a problem. Besides, I didn’t have much to say about my research accomplishments or personal statement anyway. Of course, I filled them in with the appropriate information, but they’re not very meaningful, are they? Especially when my appointment has already been decided.”

      “W-Well, that’s true, but…”

      The Headmistress couldn’t hide her bewildered expression as she reviewed the documents. Although some of the sections with writing appeared to be slightly singed, there were no major issues with the content itself.

      “So, for the self-introduction… you set your rank at the early stages of the Eight Circle, huh? I’m at the end of the Eight Circle, and the Head of the Mages Association is in the middle of the Seventh Circle… so I guess that’s an appropriate estimate.”

      Circles.

      It was the magic system of mortals, a framework that allowed them to wield magic by permanently forming a circle of mana in their heart.

      Long ago, a certain dragon shared this knowledge with mortals for his own amusement. By forming a circle of mana in their hearts, those imbued with mana could generate and manipulate it through their hearts.

      The rank of a mage was determined by the number of circles engraved in their heart. The more circles they had, the higher their level of mana, and the more they could generate or store.

      For dragons, however, the Circle system was entirely unnecessary; it was a construct only for mortals. Dragons, with their infinite mana and immeasurably superior mastery of it, controlled magic through sheer willpower alone. To them, the Circle system was cumbersome and irrelevant.

      Still, when it came to introducing himself in his personal statement, Yujin had to write something. So, he had arbitrarily set himself as being at the early stages of the Eighth Circle. It was a choice that was quite appropriate.

      After all, the story of Yujin subduing the Head of the Mages Association with nothing more than a snap of his fingers had already spread like wildfire, even though it had only happened yesterday. Many people were now certain that Yujin’s rank was higher than that of the Head of the Mages Association.

      The Head of the Mage Association, for reference, was a Seventh Circle mage. Even reaching the seventh Circle was enough to earn the title of Archmage. But since Yujin had effortlessly subdued such an Archmage with a mere snap of his fingers, it was only fitting that he be considered at least Eighth Circle.

      However, if he had claimed a rank equal to or higher than that of the Headmistress, who was at the peak of the Eighth Circle, it would have disrupted the hierarchy and caused confusion. And so, Yujin had chosen to set his rank at the early stages of the Eighth Circle.

      And above all, if he had claimed to surpass the Headmistress, who was at the peak of the Eighth Circle, people would have found it hard to believe.

      
        After all, the last person to reach the Ninth Circle was the founder of my family…
      

      For thousands of years, no one had reached the Ninth Circle. The only one who had ever done so was the founder of the Karandar family. He was a half-dragon, half-human being.

      Of course, Yujin himself was far beyond even the Ninth Circle. As a dragon, he had no need for the Circle system to begin with.

      But that wasn’t what mattered right now. The Headmistress quickly reviewed the documents Yujin had filled out and spoke.

      “…There don’t seem to be any issues with the paperwork.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. The documents will be approved in no time. After all, Sir Yujin has already been selected for the position. However…”

      “However?”

      “The problem is that the academy’s semester has already started. The students have already completed their course registrations, and the course adjustment period ended a long time ago, so it would be difficult to add your lectures now.”

      “That does make sense.”

      By the time Yujin emerged from the labyrinth, the academy had already given the students their first set of tests. And those were only based on their experiences from just the first five levels of the labyrinth.

      The freshmen had only just entered the academy, but their schedules were already set in stone at this awkward time when Yujin was appointed as a professor.

      “So, I’ll be a faculty professor for the time being?”

      Yujin raised the contract as he spoke.

      A “faculty professor” generally refers to a professor who primarily handles administrative tasks at a university. Since they take on administrative duties, their teaching hours are also reduced. This seemed to be the case at the academy as well.

      “Head of the Department of Magical Studies… It’s a fitting position for a newly appointed professor, I suppose.”

      The position of department head typically refers to the head of a division under a dean. This was a role often called “department chair” in universities.

      While it isn’t as significant as positions like dean or director, it comes with additional allowances. Furthermore, assistant or associate professors who hold this position often gain extra points toward their evaluations for promotion to associate or full professor. For this reason, it’s a position many junior or mid-level professors hope to secure.

      It seemed the academy functioned similarly, so it wasn’t an inappropriate position for a newly appointed professor.

      “Compared to your abilities, it’s a rather modest position…”

      “Not at all. If a newly appointed professor were given a high-ranking position right from the start, there would be significant pushback, and I don’t think I’d find it all that fun either. However…”

      Yujin waved the contract and asked her,

      “It only states that I’ll be head of the Department of Magical Studies, but the name of the department itself isn’t specified.”

      Typically, under a College of Social Sciences, there might be departments such as Political Science, Public Administration, Economics, or Sociology.

      Yujin presumed the Academy’s Magical Studies might have a similar structure, but the department he was supposed to oversee didn’t have a name listed.

      When he asked about this, the Headmistress answered,

      “It was difficult to determine which department your mysterious theories from your thesis would belong to. And since department head roles here tend to rotate among the professors, it doesn’t matter much who takes on which position among the Magical Studies faculty. Otherwise… If we were to go a step further, we could even establish a new department for you.”

      “That won’t be necessary. Hmm… What existing departments are there?”

      Yujin, who hadn’t paid much attention to these kinds of detailed settings while playing the “Labyrinth Academy” game, found himself unfamiliar with the internal structure of the academy.

      “There is the Department of Elemental Magic, the Department of Combat Magic, the Department of Practical Magic, and the Department of Phenomenon Magic.”

      “Then I’ll take the position of Head of the Department of Phenomenon Magic.”

      There wasn’t a grand reason behind the decision; it was simply because the concept of space and time seemed more closely related to phenomena. The Headmistress nodded her head in agreement.

      “Understood. Then we’ll proceed with that.”

      “Before that, there’s one thing I’d like to ask.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “If we’re talking about department heads, that’s fine, but who is the Dean of Magical Studies? Strictly speaking, they would be my superior and even closer to me in authority than you Headmistress regarding future matters.”

      As mentioned earlier, Yujin had only a vague understanding that the Academy followed a structure similar to a university. Beyond that, he didn’t know much.

      Even in the game Labyrinth Academy, the professors were introduced only as “Professor of Magical Studies”, “Professor of Martial Arts” or “Professor of Alchemy” without specifying their exact titles or ranks.

      Because of this, Yujin thought it necessary to know in advance about the Dean, who would be positioned above the department heads.

      However…

      “……”

      The Headmistress avoided his gaze and broke out a bead into a cold sweat. Seeing this, Yujin tilted his head in confusion.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Well… you see…”

      She looked strangely hesitant as if she was reluctant to speak. Yujin pressed her further.

      “Is the Dean an overly authoritative or nitpicky person, by any chance?”

      “Ah… no, they’re nitpicky, but not particularly authoritative… It’s just that…”

      The Headmistress hesitated for a moment, then spoke as if she were apologizing.

      “The Dean of Magical Studies is… Professor Reina Sahart.”

      “Ah.”

      At that moment, Yujin instinctively realized he had made a mistake yesterday.
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      The Dean of Magical Studies was Professor Reina.

      As soon as Yujin heard those words, he spoke up.

      “Is it possible to change my position, by any chance?”

      “Well… it’s not entirely impossible, but…”

      “Haha, of course. I figured as much. Since I’ve been appointed as a professor of Magical Studies, my department head position has to belong to one of its departments, right?”

      “……”

      When Yujin spoke with a half-resigned laugh, the Headmistress lowered her head as if at a loss for words.

      “To be honest, I would love to assign you a major leadership position if it were up to me, but most of the key posts are already occupied…”

      “It’s fine. That’s just how it is.”

      It was true that the Headmistress held the highest authority within the Academy, but the Academy itself was not her sole creation. It was an institution built upon overlapping interests from numerous parties and funded by external sponsorships.

      Because so many people’s money and personal interests were entangled, the Academy wielded a certain authority and influence externally. However, internally, it was rife with power struggles and disputes over positions.

      Among the professors, there were also notable figures from various nations. For the Headmistress to arbitrarily oust them from their positions and give Yujin a central post of real power within the Academy would be impossible, even for her.

      Moreover, while the Academy’s authority and influence were significant, it wasn’t to the extent that a mere noble or even a royal family member from a single country could disrupt it entirely. However, if a country decided to cut off funding or sever ties with the Academy on an official level, the institution would definitely face a significant upheaval.

      In short, if the Headmistress recklessly exercised her authority to fill the Academy with her own people, the various countries might sever their ties with the institution. Additionally, her position as Headmistress was largely due to the fact that she belonged to the neutral Karandar family, which was independent of any country.

      In other words, even though the Headmistress Ines supported Yujin, that alone wouldn’t solve everything. Adapting to life as a professor at the Academy would be entirely up to Yujin.

      “This is… quite interesting.”

      Of all people, Professor Reina Sahart had to hold the position of Dean, his direct superior. Considering that she had already marked him as someone to watch with suspicion, it was clear things wouldn’t be easy for him in many ways.

      Seeing this, the Headmistress cautiously asked,

      “Um… if it’s not too presumptuous, may I ask you something?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “I heard from Professor Reina that… well, you revealed yourself as a dark mage, claiming that to be your identity…”

      Hearing that, Yujin gave another bitter smile and replied,

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “…May I ask why you did such a thing?”

      “It was just a lighthearted joke. I thought, ‘Why not play along for a bit since she already mistook me for a dark mage?’ Of course, I didn’t expect things to turn out like this.”

      “I… see.”

      The Headmistress opened and closed her mouth a few times as if she was struggling with her words, before finally speaking.

      “…Even so, wasn’t pretending to be a dark mage a bit excessive?”

      “Well, you’re probably right about that. Though, it wouldn’t matter if I could turn back time…”

      “…Is that even possible?”

      Of course, she had seen instances of localized time being rewound, but a full-scale reversal of time?

      When asked in that sense, Yujin tilted his head slightly.

      “It’s not impossible. It’s just a little taxing.”

      Rewinding not just the flow of time within the Academy but also the alternation of day and night would essentially mean turning back the time of the entire world. And even for a Transcendent, that was no easy feat. In fact, Yujin himself would have to push his limits to accomplish it.

      That being said, while it wasn’t easy, it was indeed possible. In fact, within the memories Tiamat had passed down, there were numerous instances of individual Transcendents rewinding the time of entire worlds. The problem, however, was…

      
        If I were to pull off something on that scale, the gods would definitely take notice.
      

      Transcendents are unaffected by the effects of time reversal. According to what Tiamat had told him… was it because they lived in a different realm?

      If mortals lived in what was commonly referred to as the Lower World, Transcendents resided in a realm called the Celestial World. And in that realm, time was not something that could be manipulated by an individual Transcendent. Even the absolute standard of time for Transcendents was said to be influenced by the Celestial World.

      In essence, the only time Yujin could rewind was that of the Lower World. Even then, doing so would inevitably alert the gods.

      So at this point, reversing a mistake wasn’t an option. Besides, it wasn’t the kind of mistake that warranted something as drastic as turning back time.

      “I just don’t see the need for it. It’s not a mistake worth correcting to that extent.”

      “…Is that so?”

      The Headmistress hesitated for a moment before turning to Yujin and saying,

      “Well, just… please don’t take things too far. Professor Reina has been assisting me for a long time, after all…”

      “Ah… I see. From your perspective, it would understandably feel unpleasant for me to deceive someone like her.”

      “Oh, no! It’s not necessarily that I feel unpleasant, but…”

      “Hahaha, you can be honest with me. It’s fine. And you don’t need to worry too much. It’s just a little joke; I have no intention of harassing Professor Reina.”

      Yujin was sincere. After all, what would he gain by going out of his way to make things difficult for Professor Reina?

      The lowly pleasure of toying with others? Yujin might have been a bit evil, but at the very least, he wasn’t that kind of person.

      When Yujin reassured her, the Headmistress also nodded her head in agreement.

      “Yes… Thank you.”

      “Then, is that all you wanted to say?”

      “Oh, actually, there’s one more thing…”

      “What is it?”

      At his question, the Headmistress glanced around nervously, as if checking her surroundings, before finally turning back to Yujin and asking,

      “Princess Elicia… You mentioned that there might be a way to help her, didn’t you?”

      ***

      Meanwhile, at the female dormitory.

      “……”

      On the top floor, in a room more luxurious and ornate than any other, a young woman lay sleeping on a bed, like the princess in Sleeping Beauty.

      A snow-white flower blooming on her right eye blended harmoniously with her beauty, giving her an odd yet enchanting aura.

      At the same time, she exuded a sense of fragility. A delicate, wilting flower-like presence that contrasted with the powerful strength she was known for. It was enough to inspire a protective feeling in the heart of anyone who laid eyes on her.

      If someone were to see her in this state right now, they might have felt compelled to kiss her full, rosy-pink lips like the prince in a fairytale in the hope of waking her from her sleep.

      Oblivious that they might be pricked by the thorn hidden inside.

      “…Mmh…”

      Just then, the sleeping beauty let out a faint moan and began to stir.

      Her long, delicate eyelashes trembled slightly before her eyelids slowly opened.

      “…Ah.”

      With a soft sigh, she opened her eye and slowly pushed herself up from the bed.

      Her slightly dazed gaze fixed on the space ahead of her. Still not fully awake, she began to look around in a hazy state.

      “…My… room…?”

      She realized she was in her dorm room at the Academy. Among the facilities overflowing with luxury meant for nobles, this room was especially extravagant and elegant, as it had been prepared specifically for the imperial princess.

      But, in reality, she never really cared much about such things.

      “…Why… am I…”

      She muttered blankly to herself. She was puzzled as to why she was in this room.

      It was strange. It was perfectly natural for her to be in her dorm room, after all.

      “…Ah.”

      However, her memories of last night slowly began to surface in her mind.

      The nightmares, the hallucinations, the phantom voices… and the overwhelming disgust she felt toward another ominous presence, which had driven her to take a walk outside.

      Then, the memory of catching the scent of demonic power, losing her composure, and running into the garden.

      And…

      “…That man.”

      In the garden, she had encountered a man with a horn who had been scattering demonic power.

      She touched her right eyelid. She could feel the flower that had bloomed in her right eye.

      It was the flower that man had touched last night. Come to think of it…

      “…I didn’t have a nightmare.”

      That wasn’t all.

      She looked around her. There were no hallucinations in sight.

      The annoying phantom voices that had always lingered in her ears and mind were gone as well. It was quiet. Peaceful.

      “Ah…”

      For a moment, she stood there in awe of the tranquility, wearing a blank expression on her face.

      What was happening? Could it be that she had finally rid herself of this curse?

      But the flower blooming on her right eye remained. The wretched demon still hadn’t disappeared.

      In that case, what was this situation?

      “…That man.”

      She thought of the man she had seen last night.

      Hair as black as a starless night sky, an artistic beauty she had never seen before even as someone born a princess who had met countless handsome men. A mysterious smile and half-closed eyes that revealed nothing of his true thoughts…

      And then, she remembered the crimson galaxy that had unfolded in his hand.

      
        – You look like you haven’t been sleeping well. For now, take some time to rest.
      

      Finally, she recalled the gentle smile he had given her, the kind voice that seemed to envelop her, and the crimson eyes so captivating that one might fall into them with just a glance.

      “Ah…”

      She let out a soft gasp and was momentarily dazed. Her heart thumped in her chest and started beating louder and faster.

      There was an unfamiliar feeling growing within her. What was this sensation?

      It felt as though a wave of emotion was crashing over her. She couldn’t identify what that emotion was, but there was one thing she knew for certain.

      She had to find him.

      
        He said he was a new professor. He must still be somewhere in the academy.
      

      She hadn’t forgotten how he had introduced himself.

      The new professor who had recently joined the academy. Professor Yujin.

      That’s what he had called himself.

      With that memory vivid in her mind, she immediately rose from her seat and headed for the door.

      Whether she needed to at least wash her face and get ready, or that there might be students currently walking around outside. Such concerns didn’t cross her mind at all.

      The only thought that consumed her was finding him and finding him now.

      
        Bam!
      

      When she suddenly flung open the front door of the academy’s dormitory—

      “!?”

      She froze in place and stopped dead in her tracks. And for good reason…

      “Well, it seems I didn’t need to knock, did I?”

      “…Ah…”

      The man she had been searching for was standing right in front of her.

    

  
    
      Chapter 36: I Became the Academy’s Mysterious Professor Part 12

      “Ah…”

      
        Thump! Thump!
      

      Elicia could feel her heart pounding fiercely in her chest. Standing before the man she had been searching for, her mind went completely blank, as if she had become utterly dazed.

      Before long, thoughts began to flit through her now-empty mind.

      Even if he was a professor, as a man, he shouldn’t be able to enter the women’s dormitory so freely. How did he get here?

      No, more importantly, why did he come here?

      Could it be that he knew she was looking for him and came to find her instead…?

      “Ahem.”

      Just then, a sharp clearing of the throat snapped her out of her thoughts. Startled, she flinched and turned toward the sound. And there—

      “Princess Elicia, do you have a moment to spare?”

      “…Headmistress?”

      A beauty with blazing red hair, golden eyes, and an overwhelmingly commanding presence that naturally drew attention.

      It was Ines Karandar, the Headmistress of Labyrinth Academy, who stood there. A figure Elicia had failed to notice until now since she was distracted by the man before her.

      Realizing the headmistress’s presence, Elicia immediately bowed.

      As the head of the Karandar family, which carried the blood of dragons, and one of the strongest mortals alive, Ines was a figure even the Emperor of the Empire would tread carefully around.

      Moreover, Ines was the benefactor who had readmitted Elicia to the Academy and kept secret the fact that she was being consumed by a demon. It was only natural for Elicia to show her the utmost respect.

      “It is an honor to meet you, Headmistress…”

      “There’s no need for such formalities. Raise your head.”

      With those words, the Headmistress straightened Elicia’s posture herself. Elicia then opened her mouth to speak.

      “But…”

      “More importantly, may I come in? There is something I need to discuss regarding your situation.”

      “Ah…”

      At the mention of her situation, Elicia’s gaze instinctively shifted to Yujin, the new professor, who stood quietly with a faint smile.

      It was likely a conversation that involved him as well. After all, ever since whatever he had done yesterday, she had neither suffered from nightmares nor experienced hallucinations or voices.

      Unlike the power drawn from other transcendents’ artifacts, there had been no side effects or rejection.

      Perhaps… there really was a solution. That was why she had sought him out in the first place.

      “…Understood. Please, come inside, both of you.”

      Elicia decided to invite the two of them inside. There was no reason to refuse, after all.

      “Then, excuse me.”

      “Thank you for having us.”

      The two of them stepped into the princess’s dormitory as they spoke.

      The dormitory was fundamentally fancy and luxurious, but aside from the essentials, it lacked any extra furnishings or decorations.

      Even so, the three of them each took a seat around a table and sofa in the spacious room. Yujin and Headmistress Ines sat side by side on the long sofa, while Elicia sat across from them.

      As they settled into their seats, Elicia who had been gazing briefly at the empty table was the first to speak.

      “I apologize. I don’t have any refreshments or tea prepared, so I’m afraid I can’t properly offer you anything.”

      “There’s no need to apologize. It would be absurd to expect hospitality after showing up so suddenly. If anything, I should be the one apologizing for arriving unannounced.”

      “No, there’s no need to apologize. You’re here because of my situation…”

      “That’s enough. Let’s not waste time on such idle talk. It would be a shame to spend our time on an unproductive conversation, wouldn’t it?”

      “…Understood.”

      When the Headmistress cut off the flow of the conversation with her words, Elicia nodded in agreement. Even so, she couldn’t help but glance repeatedly at Yujin, as if she was conscious of his presence.

      Noticing this, the Headmistress also spoke up.

      “I imagine you must be curious about the person who came with me.”

      “……”

      “Normally, even a professor wouldn’t be allowed to bring a man into the women’s dormitory so freely… But this matter is serious enough to warrant an exception. That’s why I brought him here personally. I assume you already know the reason, don’t you?”

      “…Yes.”

      Elicia nodded her head. The Headmistress recognized that she had a general understanding of the situation and nodded back before continuing.

      “Have the two of you introduced yourselves?”

      “I’ve introduced myself personally, but I don’t believe I’ve heard an introduction from Her Highness yet.”

      It was only then that the man Yujin who had been sitting quietly spoke up.

      “Well, given how awkward the situation was at the time, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to introduce myself again. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Princess Elicia. My name is Han Yujin, and I’ve recently been appointed as the new professor of Magical Studies. As you can probably tell from my name, I’m from the Eastern Continent.”

      “Han Yujin…”

      So that’s it. He’s from the Eastern Continent. But the Eastern Continent isn’t exactly known for its affinity with magic, and yet… a professor of magical studies?

      Elicia quietly mulled over Yujin’s introduction for a moment. No matter how much she thought about it, though, he was someone she had never heard of before.

      It was only normal. During the week following the publication of the thesis on space-time magic, the name Han Yujin had spread widely. However, at that time, Elicia had been consumed by a demon and was enduring a difficult time in solitude. She didn’t have the ability to pay attention to external news.

      As she briefly mulled over Yujin’s introduction, she finally placed one hand over her chest and bowed her head as if to show off her imperial dignity.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Professor Yujin. I am Elicia von Arcedium, the second princess of the Arcedium Empire.”

      Since he was someone personally brought by the Headmistress and had also partially solved her problem, she decided it was only proper to introduce herself respectfully.

      Hearing her words, Yujin smiled gently and replied,

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. Fortunately, you seem much better than you were yesterday.”

      At that comment, Elicia flinched.

      His words brought back memories of the day before. The time she had lost control when she was overcome by demonic power, and the despair that had brought her to tears. She even remembered how she had rejected him as he approached and screamed at him in the process.

      Recalling her disgraceful behavior from then, her face flushed as she spoke.

      “…I would appreciate it if you could forget about what happened back then.”

      “Haha, if Your Highness asks me to forget, I should do so.”

      “Ahem.”

      At that moment, the Headmistress cleared her throat to interrupt and shift the mood.

      “Well, it seems the introductions are more or less complete… Princess Elicia, may I ask you a few questions?”

      “Ah… yes. Of course.”

      Elicia quickly composed herself and turned to the Headmistress, who began to speak.

      “First of all, I want to let you know that Professor Yujin here is already aware of your situation. So please don’t be too startled when I bring it up in front of him.”

      “Yes, I understand.”

      After all, when they had met yesterday, Yujin had immediately seen through the fact that a demon had taken hold of her body. It was also possible that the Headmistress had already told him everything in detail.

      The Headmistress continued,

      “For now… you don’t seem to be suffering too much. In fact, you actually look a bit more at ease.”

      “…To be honest… yes, that’s true.”

      “Have you had any nightmares?”

      “No, I haven’t had any nightmares.”

      “Any hallucinations or auditory illusions?”

      “I haven’t seen or heard anything.”

      “Then, do you have any idea why that might be?”

      “That’s…”

      At that question, she glanced briefly at Yujin. The Headmistress nodded her head.

      “It’s exactly as you suspect. The reason lies in Professor Yujin here, whom you met yesterday. He took certain measures to address your situation.”

      “Certain measures…”

      At those words, she gently touched the flower that had bloomed over her right eye and asked,

      “What exactly do you mean by ‘certain measures’?”

      “It’s quite simple. I sealed the demonic power that had taken over Your Highness’s body.”

      “……”

      It was Yujin who answered her question. After hearing his response, Elicia stared blankly for a moment before asking,

      “Is that… even possible?”

      “I regret to say this, but if it weren’t possible, Your Highness would still be suffering from immense mental torment even now.”

      “……”

      It wasn’t a false statement, so she couldn’t refute it. In fact, she was certain that if it weren’t for the “certain measures” Yujin had taken, she would have woken up as usual from nightmares, plagued by hallucinations and auditory illusions.

      However, putting that aside…

      “But… none of the imperial court mages could manage to do such a thing. Not even the Headmistress…”

      “That’s…”

      The Headmistress felt herself at a loss for words. She knew she couldn’t achieve such a feat herself. After all, this wasn’t just any ordinary matter; it involved the seed of a transcendent being.

      To seal the power of such a transcendent being? That was nearly impossible within the realm of mortals.

      Both the Headmistress and Elicia knew this truth all too well. Perhaps Elicia understood it better than anyone. After all, she was the one carrying the seed of a demon.

      “…I remember the magic Professor Yujin used yesterday.”

      Elicia, after saying those words, stared intently at Yujin.

      He still wore that faint smile and his eyes narrowed as if they were closed, making it impossible to discern his true intentions.

      “I may be ignorant when it comes to magic, but even I could tell at a glance that it was magic far beyond human capability. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend its structure or how it worked.”

      “……”

      “I have one question for you. Professor Yujin… are you truly human?”

      At that question, Yujin’s smile deepened. For a moment, Elicia flinched at the sight of that smile, but Yujin soon began to speak to her.

      “Your Highness, while I may be a professor, I’m not the type to patiently explain every little thing and guide someone step by step. If anything, I’m the one who tends to ask questions.”

      “……”

      “I am under no obligation to explain any of this to you, Your Highness. Frankly, I have no intention of explaining it, either. But there is one thing I will say to you.”

      Yujin continued with his usual inscrutable smile.

      “Your Highness, do you wish to resolve your own problem?”

      “…That’s…”

      Of course, she did. Who would want to continue living as a host to a demon? While someone like a dark mage might see it as a source of glory, she certainly did not.

      More than anything, she didn’t want to keep living in agony like this, only to eventually be consumed and erased by the demon.

      “If so, then I will make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

      Understanding her answer without her needing to say it, Yujin smiled and continued.

      “I will help you resolve this problem. In exchange, Your Highness will have to grant me one thing I desire.”

      As he said this, Yujin extended his hand toward her.

      “Ah…”

      Elicia felt as though it was something akin to a demon’s contract.

      Sweet beyond measure, yet equally dangerous… a trap, like a spider’s web.

      Looking at it, she wondered if perhaps she had been deluding herself about something.

      A childish fantasy. Like the princes in the fairy tales her mother used to tell her when she was young.

      Of course, this wasn’t anything like that in reality.

      And yet, she quite literally couldn’t refuse him…

      “…Yes.”

      In the end, she took hold of the hand extended for that contract.

    

  
    
      Chapter 37: I Became the Academy’s Mysterious Professor Part 13

      After the contract was finalized,

      Yujin took a moment to explain Elicia’s current condition to her.

      “Your Highness, the truth is that your body has already reached an irreversible state.”

      “By that, you mean…”

      “It means that your physical body has already nearly transformed into that of a demon. And this process cannot be undone.”

      Yujin would never forget the brief moment of despair that washed over Elicia’s face upon hearing those words.

      Of course, he didn’t forget to quickly add his next words.

      “While your physical body cannot be restored, it is still possible to preserve yourself as a human. The help I mentioned earlier is precisely to help you maintain your sense of self. So, there’s no need to fall into complete despair.”

      “But… even so, if my body is that of a demon, the Pantheon will definitely want to execute me.”

      “In that regard, I also plan to provide help. Furthermore, isn’t the Empire already protecting Your Highness? I don’t believe there’s any need to worry about that for now.”

      Yujin’s reassurances seemed to somewhat calm her, though Elicia still couldn’t help but ask again.

      “…Is it really true? Has my body truly become that of a demon?”

      “In essence, yes. While it might be more accurate to call you a half-formed Transcendent, at least in terms of your body, it has become very close to that of a demon.”

      “And there’s… absolutely no way to restore it?”

      “None. At least, as far as I know, there is no way to revert a transcendent, once created, back to an ordinary human.”

      Yujin was firm in his declaration. He knew all too well how cruel it was to offer false hope.

      He remembered the pain he had felt when his mother and father were dying, clinging to the words of a doctor who had claimed there might be a way to save them. That hope had ultimately shattered, and the fall into despair had been unbearable.

      He had no intention of planting such hollow hope in anyone else.

      “…B-But… didn’t you say you sealed my demonic power? As long as I maintain my current state…”

      “For the time being, yes, there should be no immediate issue. However, Your Highness, a seal is nothing more than a temporary measure. It’s simply a way of forcibly suppressing your demonic power and locking it away.”

      Though the princess made a last, desperate attempt to cling to some semblance of hope, Yujin shook his head as he spoke.

      “Your Highness, your body is already too close to that of a demon, and demonic power is the very essence of a demon’s power. If you continue to suppress this power and live as though it doesn’t exist, your body, having lost its essence, will gradually weaken… and unless the seal on the demonic power is released, you may eventually fall into an eternal sleep.”

      “……”

      “Additionally, demonic power is like waste building up in the body. The more you suppress it, the higher the chances it will negatively affect your body. For now, it hasn’t been long since the energy was sealed, and your previous state wasn’t good to begin with, so you may not feel the effects yet… but eventually, it could take a toll on your body.”

      What Yujin had told Professor Reina yesterday wasn’t entirely baseless. In reality, Yujin himself didn’t know what kind of negative effects might arise the longer the demonic power was suppressed. He only had a vague sense that it wouldn’t lead to anything good.

      “……”

      “Your Highness, if you feel you can’t endure this, please let me know now. If you decide you don’t need my help to at least preserve your sense of self, I will void the contract as well.”

      “……No. That won’t be necessary.”

      Then, after a moment, she shook her head and said,

      “There’s no turning back now. Besides, my family hasn’t given up hope. So how could I give up first?”

      “Is that so? I understand.”

      “So, what is this method? The one that can allow me to maintain my sense of self…”

      When Elicia asked about it, Yujin replied in a tone so casual, that it sounded as if he were talking about what he had for lunch.

      “It’s simple. Your Highness needs to fully transform into a complete demon.”

      “…What?”

      For a moment, she couldn’t comprehend what he had just said and asked again in disbelief. Transform into… what?

      “It seems my explanation was lacking. As things stand now, Your Highness is already not so different from a demon. You understand this much, don’t you?”

      “That… yes.”

      She hesitated for a moment before nodding her head in acknowledgment.

      “The purpose of the demon seed inside you is to transform its host into a complete demon. If Your Highness fully becomes a demon, the seed will no longer have any reason to continue its erosion. In fact, it will likely become a core mechanism that allows you to control the demonic power.”

      “But…”

      “Your Highness, as I’ve said, your body has already become closer to that of a demon than a human. Reversing that is practically impossible, even for me.”

      “………”

      “If you wish to survive while maintaining your sense of self, you must undergo this transformation into a demon while keeping your current mental state intact. I’ve come here to help you with that.”

      “How… how exactly would that work?”

      “I will assist you in gaining control over the demonic power.”

      The demonic power.

      Yujin was referring to the energy currently sealed within her body, and he said he would help her learn to control it.

      “Once Your Highness is able to control the demonic power with your own will, the erosion will cease entirely, and the powers and abilities of a demon will also become yours to command. Naturally, this would make you no different from an actual demon.”

      “………”

      “I will ask again. This is Your Highness’s decision, and I will not force either option upon you. Whatever you choose, I will respect that decision. Will you survive, even if it means becoming a demon? Or will you die as a human?”

      “I.……”

      Elicia trembled slightly and her lips started quivering. She bowed her head deeply before speaking.

      “…I am human.”

      “I believe so as well.”

      “Even if my body has become that of a demon, even if my soul rots and decays to its very core, that fact will not change. So…”

      She lifted her head once more and said,

      “I will survive as a human. Even if I become a demon, I believe that it is I alone who defines who I am.”

      “…I see. I understand Your Highness’s choice.”

      The words that she would survive by transforming into a demon, yet never forget that she is human. Hearing this, Yujin let out a faint laugh. He was reminded of his own experience shortly after he became a dragon.

      “Very well. I will respect that. Let us proceed accordingly.”

      “In that case…”

      “For now, you should rest. This will be a long process, after all.”

      Saying so, Yujin stood from his seat.

      “Isn’t there another version of yourself that you see within the illusions, Your Highness?”

      “!”

      At this question, Elicia’s eyes widened in shock.

      “How do you…?”

      “Haha, if you’re going to question that, shouldn’t we start with how I recognized at first glance that a demon was parasitizing you?”

      “……”

      “Well, in any case, that would be the demon’s ego. The malice or weakness within Your Highness’s heart has likely been awakened as a new persona by the demon seed. Right now, that ego is probably the one holding control over the demonic power.”

      As he said this, Yujin’s gaze fell on the flower blooming in Elicia’s right eye.

      “Your Highness will need to grow to the point where you can overcome that ego and seize control over the demonic power. You’ll also need to adapt to it or tame it. These things cannot be resolved all at once. As I said, this is a long-term matter. So let us stop here for today. I also have some personal matters to attend to.”

      “………”

      “For now, enjoy the rare peace you’ve been granted today. The ‘treatment’ will begin after that. Headmistress?”

      “…Understood. Then, Princess Elicia, we shall take our leave for now.”

      
        Fwoosh!
      

      With those words, the Headmistress left Elicia’s room alongside Yujin using spatial teleportation.

      Left alone, Elicia…

      “…Haa.”

      She collapsed onto the sofa as though her strength had left her and stared up at the ceiling.

      “…A demon…”

      After a moment, she stretched her arm upward, staring at her hand. Then, she shook her head and brought both hands to rest on her chest.

      “No, I am human…”

      ***

      “…I’m not sure if this is truly the right thing to do.”

      Meanwhile, as the Headmistress left the women’s dormitory, she muttered to himself with a slightly complicated expression.

      Yujin spoke up.

      “Are you referring to the matter of transforming Her Highness into a demon?”

      “…Yes. No matter what the circumstances are, is it really right for her to keep living, even if it means becoming a demon? I’m not sure about this.”

      “This was her choice. Therefore, it should be respected. I’m merely doing my best to fulfill the contract.”

      “…Regarding that, may I ask you something?”

      “Go ahead.”

      When Yujin gave his permission without hesitation, the Headmistress asked,

      “Of course, I’m not saying you should help Her Highness for free… but is there a particular reason you made such a contract? I can’t imagine there’s anything Her Highness could offer that you might need…”

      “Haha, the answer lies in what you just said.”

      “…Huh?”

      “Didn’t you just say it? That I’m not obligated to help for free. It’s the same for me. Helping someone for free, as if I were simply being charitable, would gain me nothing but a fleeting sense of self-satisfaction.”

      “……”

      “If I had offered my help for free, do you think Her Highness would have trusted me? And even if she had, wouldn’t she have started to view my goodwill as her right? How could I predict how an act of goodwill with no price attached might eventually turn out?”

      “That’s true, but still…”

      “I understand that’s not exactly the root of your question, Headmistress. You’re likely wondering why, in exchange for helping Her Highness, I only asked for a single favor. Especially since it doesn’t seem like I would need anything from her.”

      “…Yes. Forgive my presumption, but that is correct.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “…Huh?”

      “Her Highness accepted the terms of the contract. From now on, she will gradually transform into a demon. In other words, she will become a transcendent being. So why would you assume that I wouldn’t have any use for someone like her?”

      “!”

      Yujin who saw the Headmistress’s reaction smiled faintly and continued speaking.

      “That’s how it is. Of course, you might ask why I didn’t simply put a leash on her and make her my slave so she could never resist. But… there’s really no reason to go that far, is there? A single favor is enough for me.”

      “……”

      “Does that answer your question?”

      “…Yes, I see now that my understanding was lacking.”

      “You don’t have to say it like that. After all, it’s not exactly easy to believe that Her Highness would suddenly become a transcendent being.”

      “That’s… true. I suppose that line of thinking was underlying my doubts.”

      The Headmistress nodded her head at Yujin’s words. Yujin then said,

      “Well, now that the questioning is roughly over… I suppose it’s time I introduce myself to the professors.”

      As he said this and turned to glance at the Headmistress, she replied,

      “There won’t be any lectures taking place at the Academy for a week after the exams… which means there aren’t any today. For that reason, I’ve already summoned all the professors.”

      “That’s quick. When did you call them?”

      “Before you came to complete your paperwork, I sent them messages in advance through the communication ball.”

      “Is that so… understood. By the way, I couldn’t help but notice that, despite there being no lectures, the students seem quite active.”

      “Even without lectures, most students live within the Academy grounds.”

      “Hmm, I see.”

      After exchanging such words, Yujin and the Headmistress headed toward the conference room where the professors had gathered.

      ***

      Meanwhile, in the professors’ conference room…

      “Did you hear the news?”

      “You mean that the new professor of magic studies is the author of that thesis on space-time magic?”

      “Yes. The Headmistress explicitly said so.”

      “Is that true?”

      “I only checked the message this morning, so how would I know for sure?”

      “Wow… if it’s true, that’s truly astonishing.”

      “I caught a glimpse yesterday, and he looked remarkably young. Perhaps he’s an Archmage who’s reached a level similar to the Headmistress…”

      “Come on, that’s a bit much. No one could compare to the Headmistress.”

      “You’re wrong. Have you still not heard the news? The head of the Mages Association was instantly subdued by the author of that thesis.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “It’s true. It happened just last night, and the news has already spread like wildfire this morning.”

      “Unbelievable…”

      Murmurs and chatter filled the room.

      Many professors had gathered, engaging in conversation. It was a scene that felt oddly familiar, like a déjà vu.

      As she thought about how similar it was to what had happened the previous night at the Mage Association’s lecture hall, a young professor who stood out among the others, Reina Sahart, lowered her gaze.

      “If they’ve gone so far as to arrange an introduction like this, does that mean the Headmistress ultimately failed to find any evidence…? But who knows what might happen to Her Highness? We need to find a cure as soon as possible…”

      Feeling a tinge of anxiety, she secretly bit her lip.

      “Your expression doesn’t look so good, Reina.”

      “…Linne.”

      When Reina turned to her side, she saw a woman with ash-gray hair and calm blue eyes, gazing at her with a languid expression.

      “If it’s just because of overwork, should I whip up a potion for you?”

      “…No, it’s not that. Thanks for your concern.”

      Linne Eneria, a professor of alchemy at the academy, was also Reina’s longtime friend. Hearing Linne’s soft-spoken words, Reina shook her head and responded.

      “…You don’t seem to be unwell, then. Is there another reason?”

      “…That’s…”

      Reina hesitated for a moment before turning to look at Linne beside her.

      Her expression was unreadable. It was slightly languid and blank.

      Seeing that expression, Reina wavered.

      Should she tell her? That she had encountered a dark mage last night who was plotting something against the princess?

      And that the new professor, who was about to be introduced by the Headmistress today, was that very dark mage?

      Whether Linne would believe her was one thing, but would revealing this information to her be safe? Reina couldn’t help but agonize over it.

      As Linne quietly observed her, she finally spoke again in her usual gentle tone.

      “…I don’t know what’s going on, but you don’t have to shoulder it alone. Just tell me anytime.”

      “………”

      As Reina watched Linne smile softly while speaking those words, she hesitated for a moment. Her lips parted and closed as if she was struggling with an inner conflict. Then, finally, she turned to Linne and began to speak.

      “Well, the truth is…”

      “I apologize for being late.”

      Of all times, it was then that the Headmistress’s voice echoed through the room.

      Reina and Linne both instinctively turned toward the source, their conversation slipping from their minds.

      The wide conference room doors had opened, and two people were walking inside.

      “I was held up by something urgent, and I’m afraid I’ve arrived late. I hope you’ll forgive me with a generous heart.”

      “It’s not a problem at all, Headmistress.”

      A woman with fiery red hair spoke as she entered. It was Headmistress Ines. A gray-haired senior professor shook his head in response, reassuring her. The other professors nodded in agreement.

      After all, the Headmistress wasn’t significantly late, and most of the professors already held her in high regard. Ines was one of the most skilled Archmages among mortals; she was a figure deserving of their respect regardless of any political dynamics or power structures.

      “I see. Thank you for your understanding.”

      “But, Headmistress… that person over there…”

      “Ah, yes. I suppose it’s about time I made the introduction.”

      When one of the professors glanced in the direction of the other person who had entered, the Headmistress nodded in acknowledgment and responded.

      “This is Professor Han Yujin, who has recently been appointed to the faculty. I imagine many of the professors in the Department of Magical Studies may already be familiar with him.”

      A ripple of murmurs spread through the room.

      “My goodness…”

      “So that’s really him…”

      “He’s even younger than I’d heard. I regret not being able to attend his lecture myself…”

      “Quiet down. Professor Yujin, please step forward and introduce yourself.”

      When the professors started murmuring among themselves as they looked at Yujin, the Headmistress quieted them.

      She then sent Yujin forward.

      And as she did, Reina watched him with a subdued gaze.

      Before long, Yujin smiled and began to speak.

      “It is an honor to meet all of you senior professors at the academy. My name is Han Yujin. I imagine many of you know me as the author of the papers on space-time magic. Yes, I am that person.”

      
        – Murmur, murmur
      

      Though they had already been informed beforehand, hearing it directly from him felt like a completely different experience.

      “Stop this fussing at once.”

      At that moment, the Headmistress uttered a single remark, and the room instantly quieted down. It was a moment that demonstrated the authority she held. Yujin spoke again.

      “Thank you, Headmistress. Now, I will continue with my introduction.”

      Yujin then looked around the room, smiled, and continued speaking.

      “Though this may come as a surprise, I have a dream.”

      And just like that an unexpected story began.

      “……”

      Meanwhile, Professor Reina who was listening to those words couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of unease creeping over her.
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      “I have a dream.”

      It was a somewhat abrupt statement.

      Yet, with just those few words, those who were already focused on Yujin found themselves, for some reason, paying even closer attention to what he had to say.

      “That dream is deeply rooted in my convictions and in the noble work all of you are dedicated to.”

      Yujin looked around the room and continued speaking in an uncharacteristically sincere voice.

      “I have a dream. That one day, the students taught by myself and all of you esteemed professors here will go on to lead the future of humanity.”

      At first glance, his words might have seemed overly grandiose. However, there was a strange power in the conviction with which he spoke, a power that moved people’s hearts. It was as though his words carried the magic of inspiring the professors’ pride, making them believe they could indeed nurture such individuals.

      “That humanity, having advanced to such heights, will one day prove to the great gods above that we are not just pitiful children to be taken care of, but fully independent beings capable of standing on our own.”

      
        – .……!!!
      

      That statement struck like a revelation, a revolutionary shock.

      What are the gods, after all?

      They are the transcendental beings who triumphed in the Great War and now safeguard humanity. Yet Yujin was essentially declaring that humanity would prove its worth to such entities.

      “That one day, those gods will acknowledge us and we will show them here on this earth that human lives can be free and beautiful.”

      
        -…….
      

      “That there will come a day when humanity truly becomes great.”

      It was a heartfelt appeal.

      Even on modern Earth, such words could move people. It was like the greatest speech in Earth’s history, Martin Luther King Jr.’s speech, which was hailed as a masterpiece of public speaking.

      Yujin’s speech which was subtly changed in its context gradually drew the professors in and captivated them.

      “This is also humanity’s hope. This is the conviction I aim to uphold whenever I teach the students who come to me seeking knowledge. With such a conviction, I am certain we can make this hope a reality.”

      “Let us carry this hope across the world. Let us pray that this hope reaches the great gods themselves. And let us show those who deny this hope the limitless potential of humanity!”

      “Our lives are never insignificant. Our lives can indeed be free and beautiful. Let us awaken that truth in countless others!”

      “I have that dream!”

      “I dream of proving on this earth that the gods do not watch over us simply out of pity for our existence, but because we are beings worthy of such regard!”

      Even the professors of theology who were engaged in theology were captivated by those words.

      They felt a desire stirring within them. A longing to prove their own worth to the gods.

      With that, the bold and powerful speech came to an end. Yujin bowed his head toward the professors and spoke.

      “Thank you for listening to my lengthy remarks. I am Han Yujin, newly appointed as the professor of magical studies.”

      And then, silence.

      For a moment, the conference hall was enveloped in stillness.

      No one spoke a word. It was a silence that felt almost chilling, yet it was more like the calm before a storm. Or rather, the stillness just before a volcano erupts.

      
        …Clap.
      

      Someone began to clap. That was the start.

      
        Clap. Clap clap.
      

      
        Clap clap clap clap.
      

      
        Clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap clap!
      

      What began as a faint sound of applause soon echoed loudly throughout the conference hall. People began to applaud Yujin with dazed expressions.

      Watching men and women of all ages clap as if entranced…

      
        What is this…?
      

      Professor Reina Sahart felt a chill run down her spine.

      The professors gathered here today were each renowned individuals in their respective fields.

      They were a group of people with strong pride who rarely acknowledged others, yet all of them were clapping in awe, as if mesmerized, by the speech they had just heard.

      Of course, the fact that the speaker was an authority in space-time magic might have played a role in this reaction…

      
        To think someone could sway people’s hearts so thoroughly with just a single speech?
      

      Even Reina admitted to herself that, had she not known the speaker’s identity, she might have been clapping along with the others. That’s how deeply the speech had moved people and stirred their sense of pride.

      
        This is dangerous. Truly dangerous…
      

      Regardless of his skill or power, someone capable of captivating people so completely with mere words was, in her view, an exceptionally dangerous individual.

      Reina felt her sense of caution toward Yujin intensify even further.

      Meanwhile, the Headmistress still looked a bit stunned as she spoke to Yujin.

      “…Th-That was an impressive speech, Professor Yujin.”

      “It was nothing, Headmistress.”

      “Ahem… W-Well then, I suppose that concludes the introduction of Professor Yujin. I hadn’t originally planned to hire a professor at this time of year, but given the urgency of this appointment, I felt it necessary to arrange this opportunity for introductions. On that note, does anyone here have any questions for Professor Yujin?”

      At this, a dozen professors raised their hands, though some hesitated and looked embarrassed when they noticed others doing the same.

      Among them, Yujin pointed to an old professor who had been the first to raise his hand.

      “Yes, the professor to the right, who seems to have a wealth of experience. Do you have something you’d like to say?”

      “Ahem, first, let me introduce myself. I am Professor Bern Cantona. I am, though rather humbly, a professor of swordsmanship.”

      “Ah, so you are Professor Cantona. I’ve heard of your achievements in establishing a part of the swordsmanship system in the knight kingdom of Leonhardt.”

      At those words, the old professor smiled warmly and replied.

      “Thank you for acknowledging this old man’s accomplishments. Ah, come to think of it, you’re not as young as you look, are you?”

      It was widely known among the professors, except for those who were late to hear the news, that Yujin was likely at a level beyond the head of the Mages Association. Many professors speculated that Yujin might actually be an Archmage who had somehow regained the body of his prime.

      However, Yujin simply smiled in a way that was difficult to interpret and said,

      “Haha, I’ll leave that to your imagination. But please, feel free to speak comfortably. After all, I am definitely a newcomer here.”

      “Is that so? Then I shall speak plainly. First, you mentioned that you believe the students we teach will truly lead humanity forward. If that’s the case, what exactly do you intend to teach them? From what I’ve heard, you once declared at the Mages Association’s lecture hall that the space-time magic you developed was too advanced for current mages and that you would not teach it.”

      “That’s a good question. I’m not here to teach the space-time magic I’ve developed to the students either.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I’ve come to provide direction. Unfortunately, it seems that many mages, including those in the Association, fail to grasp the concepts or theories outlined in various academic papers.”

      At those words, some of the other professors of magical studies lowered their heads slightly and looked a bit embarrassed. Yujin continued speaking.

      “That’s why I intend to pass on the foundational knowledge that forms the basis for those concepts and theories to the students. Once the students absorb this knowledge, they will be able to understand, even if only a little, the concepts and theories I have outlined in my thesis.”

      “Isn’t that essentially the same as teaching space-time magic?”

      “It’s a bit different, Professor. Let’s see… Ah, it might be best to use the analogy of a tree.”

      “A tree?”

      “Yes, a tree.”

      With that, Yujin began manipulating the mana floating in the air. Since his unique dragon magical power was far too conspicuous, he carefully used the atmosphere’s mana instead.

      Blue particles gathered and gathered, eventually forming the shape of a tree.

      “Ohhh…”

      “Such precise and skilled manipulation of magic…”

      The complicated form of the tree drew small murmurs of admiration from the professors of magical studies. Yujin spoke again.

      “Do you see the roots of the tree?”

      “I see them.”

      “These roots represent the foundational knowledge I intend to pass on to the students. When these roots come together as a single trunk, they form a large, sturdy body.”

      “Hmmm…”

      “The large trunk represents the common concepts and theories. However, this trunk then branches out into dozens of limbs, each creating new concepts. Eventually, leaves and flowers bloom, and then fruit forms. Some of these branches, leaves, flowers, and fruits are the space-time magic formulas I created.”

      “Then, what you’re saying is…”

      “Yes, to discover space-time magic in this is the responsibility of those who seek it. I only intend to show the roots of the tree, in the hope that they will find the trunk themselves and eventually uncover new concepts. In the process, new magic may emerge that I either could not or did not want to create.”

      With that, Yujin smiled gently and continued speaking.

      “That is what I want. True exploration. However, right now, others are merely digging into barren ground where not even a single tree stands. That cannot be called exploration.”

      “…I see. I understand now.”

      Professor Bern Cantona nodded his head in satisfaction at the response and took his seat.

      Seeing this, Yujin glanced around the room and asked,

      “Does anyone else have a question? Ah, the young professor over there. Please, go ahead.”

      “Yes, I’m Heisen Schneider. Professor, I would like to ask…”

      Yujin proceeded to answer each of the other professors’ questions without hesitation. He replied smoothly and confidently.

      “…….”

      Watching this, Reina gazed at Yujin for a moment with a calm, contemplative expression before finally raising her hand.

      “…Yes, Professor Reina Sahart. Please go ahead.”

      Although Yujin momentarily flinched at the timing. Just as he was about to take the final question it turned out to be Reina, but he maintained his composure and addressed her.

      Reina then began to speak.

      “First of all, I’d like to commend you, Professor Yujin, for your remarkable speech as an educator.”

      “…Haha, thank you.”

      “I’d like to ask you one thing while we’re at it. Professor Yujin, you were appointed as a professor at a somewhat ambiguous time. Setting your notable speech aside, I’m curious if you’re currently in a position to teach any lectures.”

      “Regrettably, as you mentioned, I was appointed during an ambiguous period, so there aren’t any lectures I can take on at the moment. For this semester, it seems I’ll be fully focusing on administrative duties as a professor in charge of departmental affairs.”

      “Is that so? Then, does that mean you’re willing to teach if given the opportunity?”

      “That’s correct… but is there something you’d like to say regarding that?”

      Yujin felt a strange, threatening tension and asked. Reina spoke.

      “I understand that you’ve been appointed as the Head of the Department of Magical Studies, Professor Yujin… As the Dean of Magical Studies, I’d personally like to conduct joint lectures with you for the time being. Would that be all right?”

      “……”

      It was a statement that blatantly asserted her authority as the Dean. And her gaze seemed to say that refusal would not be an option.

      Yujin once again felt the full weight of having drawn her attention and opened his mouth to respond…
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      A short while later.

      Yujin and the Headmistress were alone in the Headmistress’s office after wrapping up Yujin’s introduction session.

      Well, strictly speaking, they weren’t entirely alone… but in any case.

      In the relatively private setting, the Headmistress was the first to speak.

      “So you’ve accepted in the end.”

      “Well, after giving a speech like that in front of everyone, it’d be awkward to turn down the opportunity to teach.”

      At the Headmistress’s words, Yujin shrugged as he responded.

      Indeed, Yujin had ultimately accepted Professor Reina’s proposal for joint lectures.

      There was no way around it. After delivering such a grandiose speech at the introduction, wouldn’t it seem strange to turn down the chance to actually teach?

      “Well, in a way, it’s not so bad. Spending time quietly in her presence might even help dispel Professor Sahart’s misunderstandings bit by bit. Although… I can’t believe things turned out this way.”

      “Weren’t you the one who caused those misunderstandings in the first place?”

      The headmistress who could not hold back blurted out the words. She forgot the taboo of showing disrespect to a dragon for a moment and gave Yujin a look of disbelief. Yujin, however, replied with complete confidence.

      “No, that’s not true. Technically, Professor Sahart started it.”

      “……”

      “She’s the one who first suspected me of being a dark mage, isn’t she? All I did was play a small, harmless prank about it. She’s the one who took it seriously.”

      The Headmistress was speechless at his shameless response. What nerve…. who was the one who fanned the flames when the suspicions were already dying down and turned them into certainties?

      As expected, Yujin who sensed her gaze looked away slightly and added,

      “Of course, after clearing up the misunderstanding, I’ll make sure to apologize properly.”

      
        So, you knew you were in the wrong all along!
      

      The Headmistress swallowed her retort and sighed deeply to herself. Then, she asked.

      “So… how do you plan to proceed with the joint lectures?”

      “Well, since this is my first time officially taking on a teaching role, I plan to observe and learn from Professor Sahart’s lectures first. At the start, I’ll probably be more of an assistant than a co-lecturer. Honestly, it seems like the easier way to ease into things, so that’s part of why I agreed.”

      “And in the meantime?”

      “Even then, I doubt Professor Sahart will leave me alone. Most likely, she’ll stick close under the pretense of being my co-lecturer, but really to keep a watchful eye on me. Well, there’s nothing I can do about that. It’s my fault, so I’ll just have to accept the surveillance.”

      “I see…”

      The Headmistress felt an odd sense of unease.

      Because of her strict and sharp demeanor, Professor Reina wasn’t the easiest person to approach, but she was still quite popular with men thanks to her beauty. Among the younger male professors, there were even some who secretly harbored feelings for her.

      However, Reina showed no interest whatsoever in men. She had never engaged in any interactions that hinted at romantic interest. She was like a solitary, untouchable flower. And yet, now she was suddenly spending time with a man…

      
        And of all people, it’s Yujin…
      

      It was an odd feeling. Not particularly pleasant. If anything, it felt strangely unsettling, perhaps even vaguely irritating.

      “…Should I step in and have a word with Professor Reina, if necessary?”

      The Headmistress said this almost absentmindedly. It wasn’t something she had meant to say, but neither did she regret saying it. After all, she could have helped clear up the misunderstanding about Yujin in her own way.

      However, Yujin shook his head.

      “It’s fine. It’s my issue, so I’ll handle it. If I really feel like I can’t manage, I’ll ask for help then.”

      “…Understood.”

      “Well, lectures start tomorrow. It’ll be fun.”

      At his words, the Headmistress made a strange expression. Fun, he said.

      “…Somehow, I feel like someone out there might be incredibly nervous about it right now.”

      As it turned out, that someone wasn’t likely to find it very fun at all.

      ***

      Meanwhile, in a place that looked like a scientist’s laboratory.

      The room was filled with numerous flasks, mysterious potions, magical tools, and objects made of mana. Things that resembled modern-day holograms scattered throughout the space. Sitting there with a slightly tense expression on her face was Professor Reina Sahart.

      “……”

      She looked as if she were on edge. Her expression was somewhat grim, as though preparing herself for something.

      It was then.

      
        Clack.
      

      “Here, drink this.”

      “…Thanks, Linne.”

      A mug of coffee was placed in front of her. Reina’s stiff expression relaxed slightly as she accepted it.

      
        Sip.
      

      After taking a sip of the coffee, she glanced to the side.

      There stood Linne Eneria, the alchemy professor at Labyrinth Academy and one of Reina’s longtime friends. Linne was leaning casually against the desk, holding a mug identical to the one she’d handed Reina.

      Linne took a sip from her cup as well.

      
        Sip.
      

      “Haa…”

      
        [image: ]
      
      Linne was no less beautiful than Reina. Just that single scene was enough to look like a painting.

      Her subdued blue eyes and ash-gray hair gave her an oddly hollow look, but even that was transformed into a mysterious, decadent charm that added to her allure.

      On top of that, her gentle voice and languid expression carried a subtle yet captivating quality to it. She was capable of melting even a man’s heart.

      This was likely why, among the male professors, she and Reina were considered the two noble flowers of the academy, though it was possible Linne’s popularity exceeded Reina’s in reality.

      She finally opened her mouth to speak.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve had time to relax like this.”

      “…Mhmm, it really has.”

      When Linne said that, Reina nodded her head in agreement. Linne continued speaking.

      “How’s the coffee?”

      “It’s good. Your coffee’s as great as ever. Is it because you’re an alchemy professor?”

      “Is that so? I’m glad you like it.”

      As they exchanged this idle conversation, Reina’s expression gradually softened. Talking with her friend seemed to bring her a sense of comfort in its own way.

      While the two women were engrossed in their friendly, lighthearted conversation, Linne suddenly brought something up.

      “By the way, I was a bit surprised.”

      “About what?”

      “The new professor who just joined. Han Yujin.”

      “!”

      At that, Reina’s expression hardened. Linne noticed the reaction and went on.

      “Not about him as a person, but I never expected to hear you suggest co-teaching a class with him during that Q&A session. I guess, as a mage, you’re interested in space-time magic?”

      “…That’s…”

      Reina hesitated for a moment at the question, then turned the question back to Linne.

      “…What about you? What do you think? He’s a professor who’s established a foundation in space-time magic.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m not interested. The speech he gave during his introduction was interesting, after all. Honestly, I’d like to attend one of his lectures myself, but… as you know, we’re both swamped with work.”

      “…That’s true.”

      “Still, aside from curiosity… I get the sense that he’s someone impossible to figure out. His speech was compelling, but I can’t tell if it was genuine or not. Of course, it’s not like I have the power to read minds, so I can’t say for sure.”

      When Linne said that, Reina spoke up without meaning to.

      “…It wasn’t genuine.”

      “……”

      At those words, Linne subtly turned her head and looked down at Reina who was sitting quietly. She asked,

      “Do you have a reason for thinking that?”

      “……”

      “I’m not a fool, Reina.”

      After saying this, Linne placed her coffee cup on the desk and spoke directly to Reina.

      “When you said you wanted to co-teach a class with Professor Han, and even when his name comes up… you seem oddly determined. Or maybe tense. As if Professor Han is an extremely dangerous person…”

      “……”

      “Reina, are you hiding something?”

      When Linne asked that, Reina remained silent for a moment.

      Should I tell her? That Han Yujin is a dark mage, plotting a sinister scheme through the princess?

      And that he revealed this to me, almost as if he were enjoying the situation while treating it like some kind of game?

      Reina knew. Han Yujin could have killed her that day if he wanted to.

      He simply had no reason to and nothing to gain from doing so.

      Instead, he seemed to relish the situation, going so far as to suggest a game to her. A challenge to overturn everything, expose his identity, and reveal the truth to everyone.

      But how?

      Right now, there wasn’t a single piece of evidence proving that he was a dark mage. Even if she brought up the seal he placed on the princess, there was no way to verify her claims.

      If she recklessly told Linne the truth under such circumstances, would Linne even believe her? And even if she did, could Reina guarantee Linne’s safety? If that man wanted to, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill Linne just for amusement.

      He was the kind of man who, despite having the perfect opportunity to carry out his plan without resistance, revealed his identity to Reina for no reason other than an absurd desire for “excitement”, adding unnecessary complications to the situation.

      How could she be sure that such a man wouldn’t decide to kill Linne on a whim?

      As these thoughts consumed her…

      
        Thud.
      

      “Reina.”

      “!”

      Linne placed a hand on Reina’s shoulder. She spoke in a gentle voice and said,

      “I’ve told you before, haven’t I? You don’t have to carry everything on your own. Just tell me whenever you need to.”

      “…Linne.”

      Hearing those words, Reina faltered. Then she opened her mouth to speak.

      “…Actually.”

      In the end, Reina revealed everything.

      She started from the beginning, explaining how she had investigated the sudden appearance of the man named Yujin in the labyrinth, which had led to suspicions of him being a dark mage.

      She described the lecture hosted by the Mages Association, the offer to recruit Yujin, the events that occurred with the princess shortly after his arrival at the Academy, and how she had initially believed it was all a misunderstanding, only to later discover the shocking truth.

      After hearing everything, Linne stayed silent with her lips tightly shut.

      But that silence didn’t last long.

      “…I see.”

      Linne finally spoke, then patted Reina’s shoulder and said,

      “That must have been hard for you.”

      “…You believe me?”

      Reina thought it was unbelievable even as she said it out loud. Yujin had been in a position to easily succeed in his plan by staying quiet, but he had chosen to reveal his identity and even explain his entire scheme to her. All for the sake of something as absurd as “excitement”.

      Rationally speaking, it was a ridiculous story. If their roles had been reversed, even Reina doubted she would have believed it herself.

      “If I don’t believe you, who else would I believe? You’re not the type to make things up.”

      “Linne…”

      “Still… if what you’re saying is true, it might really be dangerous. The fact that he sealed the demonic power in the princess’s body… I have no idea how that could even be possible, but dark magic often deals with souls and life forces in ways that ordinary magic doesn’t. So maybe it’s not as strange as it sounds.”

      Linne’s voice grew calm and composed as she began assessing the situation. To Reina, that composure made Linne seem incredibly reliable.

      “For now, I’ll start looking into Professor Yujin myself. Alchemy has its own methods, so I might be able to find clues in areas your investigation didn’t cover. Maybe… we can even uncover something in the seal placed on the princess.”

      “…I’ll bring that up with the Headmistress. Since Her Highness the Princess hasn’t been fully healed, I might be able to request a meeting with her under the guise of assessing her condition.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. Could I leave that to you?”

      “You’re already helping me, so there’s no need to ask for favors. Besides…”

      Reina hesitated for a moment before tightly gripping Linne’s hand and speaking.

      “Be careful not to let that man find out. He’s unpredictable, and if he realizes you know about this, there’s no telling what he might do.”

      “…Alright.”

      Linne nodded as she saw the expression on Reina’s face. Reina looked at her for a moment, then lowered her head deeply and spoke.

      “…And, thank you so much, Linne.”

      “…It’s nothing. That’s what friends are for.”

      Linne gently patted Reina on the back. It took some time for her to comfort Reina, but eventually, Reina pulled herself away from her.

      “…I should get going now. It seems like I’m going to be busy again for a while.”

      “Alright. If you need anything, just reach out to me anytime.”

      “Okay. See you later, Linne.”

      With those words, Reina left Linne’s research lab. Linne stood there for a moment while quietly watching the door Reina had exited through.

      “……”

      After standing still for a while, she finally muttered softly to herself.

      “…That’s strange.”

      Her low, subdued voice seemed to reflect her genuine puzzlement.

      “A dark mage, huh… Hmm.”

      After a brief pause, she began walking toward something.

      It was her desk.

      “I haven’t heard anything about someone being dispatched here… I’d better check it out.”

      She kept her calm expression and reached under the desk to pick up a crystal ball.

      ***

      TN: Reina is totally lost lol
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      “……”

      A room that looked like a research laboratory… No, a room that was, in fact, someone’s actual research laboratory. Inside, a woman held a crystal ball and contacted someone.

      
        Wooong!
      

      […What is it, Eneria?]

      As light filled the crystal ball, a deep male voice echoed from it. Linne, the woman with ash-gray hair responded.

      “I contacted you because I have something to ask.”

      [A question from you, huh… It’s not about magical knowledge, is it? Is it something related to internal matters of the organization?]

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      [Sorry, but even for you, there are things I can’t share freely. If you were to join the organization, it would be a different story…]

      “There’s nothing more to discuss about that.”

      At those words, Linne spoke in a low voice.

      “You ‘dark mages’ supply me with demonic power, dark magic knowledge, and experimental materials… and in return, I cooperate with you. That’s the nature of our business relationship.”

      […….]

      It was just as she said.

      Linne Eneria, this alchemy professor at the academy who seemed to live an enviable life.

      Her true identity was that of a collaborator with the dark mage faction.

      Although she was not a dark mage herself, she cooperated with them as needed. The dark mage faction, in turn, relied on individuals like her, those who were not dark mages, to gather information or secure the necessary help for their activities.

      The reason for this was simple. It was extremely difficult for dark mages to hide their identities. Whenever they used their powers, it became obvious that they were using demonic power. To conceal the demonic power, they would need magical tools or artifacts, which naturally were limited in supply.

      Only a small number of dark mages could blend into society, and because of this, they searched for individuals they could use for their purposes and turned them into collaborators.

      Whether the methods were coercive or not, they eventually gathered allies. Coerced collaborators went without saying, but those who willingly cooperated were typically people who were already interested in dark magic and demonic power or those who had a need for them.

      Linne was part of the latter group.

      She had shown great interest in dark magic and contacted the dark mage faction and promised her cooperation with them. This relationship has continued up until now.

      Globally, research on demonic power or dark magic that used it was strictly forbidden. Naturally, anyone who violated this prohibition faced severe punishment.

      However, human curiosity, thirst for knowledge, or greed could not be completely suppressed. There had always been, and always would be, those drawn to dark magic.

      But attempting to study dark magic alone in secrecy had its limits. That was why people sought out the help of the dark mage faction. Through these methods, the dark mage faction extended its reach covertly across the world.

      This was how the dark mage faction grew.

      The man spoke.

      [That makes it all the harder for me to tell you anything. If our relationship is strictly business, there’s no reason for me to spill our internal affairs so easily, is there?]

      “I’m not expecting anything like that. What I want to know isn’t about your internal affairs. I’m asking if your side sent a spy to the academy.”

      [A spy to the academy…? What are you talking about?]

      The man asked, sounding puzzled. Linne narrowed her eyes and asked again.

      “…So, you don’t know either?”

      [It’s the first I’m hearing of it.]

      When she heard this, Linne stared at the crystal ball with a subdued expression.

      
        This isn’t a lie… There’s no reason for him to lie about something like this all of a sudden. If that’s the case, who is that man?
      

      Linne fell into thought for a moment. Then the man spoke to her.

      [We learned from you that the imperial second princess is gradually being consumed by the demon seed she received in the labyrinth. Therefore, we planned to target her. You should know that we have no reason to lie about such things.]

      “I do know. That plan was the academy attack, wasn’t it?”

      [Correct. The plan was to create chaos by attacking the academy and use that opportunity to abduct the second princess.]

      “That’s why I’m confused. If that’s the case, then who is that man?”

      [What man?]

      “Yujin, Professor Han Yujin. He claimed to be a dark mage.”

      […What? What are you saying all of a sudden?]

      “I’ll explain.”

      She began to recount the situation in brief.

      This time, it was Yujin, a mage whose name had risen significantly thanks to his lecture on space-time magic.

      After he was hired as a professor at the academy, he arrived and approached the princess.

      From gaining the headmaster’s trust by sealing the princess’s demonic power, to the true purpose behind sealing that demonic power, and finally to revealing that purpose himself to someone.

      [……..]

      After listening to everything, the man fell silent for a moment. Linne asked,

      “What do you think?”

      […It’s a little… puzzling. Even I find it strange.]

      “You feel the same, huh?”

      [Still, it doesn’t seem like a completely nonsensical story.]

      “What do you mean?”

      [Let me explain something as well.]

      With that, the man began to explain to Linne.

      [As you know, magic that seals only a portion of the energy residing in someone’s body… especially magic that seals the energy of a transcendent being, is something I’ve never heard of before. Who knows what kind of side effects it might bring? From that perspective, it’s not an entirely unreasonable story. Sealing, after all, is the act of forcibly locking something away and suppressing it… and if it’s the energy of a transcendent being? Who could possibly predict how that suppressed energy might erupt?]

      “That’s true.”

      [The comparison to pus might be accurate. If left alone, it festers and rots, so it must be pricked. But if the sealed demonic power goes berserk, who knows what could happen? Yet leaving it as is would mean it rots and decays from the inside out.]

      “….….”

      [I don’t know what kind of phenomenon “rotting and decaying” would entail. Perhaps it could work in our favor. Or maybe it means she would turn into a demon in an instant, without even having the chance to resist. If that’s the case, it wouldn’t be strange for him to be a dark mage. Above all…]

      The man paused briefly before continuing.

      [You said his name was Han Yujin?]

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      [As you know, for security reasons, we operate under a cell system.]

      A cell system.

      Unlike conventional organizations, a cell structure was an organizational system where members pursued the same goals or direction and, at times, shared internal rules. However, in terms of member composition, only extremely small groups of one to three individuals acted or interacted together. There were no central figures such as managers or superiors, nor was there a constant system for command transmission or information sharing.

      In such cases, the likelihood of a failed “cutting off the tail” was practically nonexistent, and the chances of an affected member suffering damage due to such an action were also remarkably low.

      Due to its nature, this type of structure was often found in secret societies or criminal organizations.

      [As such, there’s no common communication system among the members. Although there is a leader who founded the organization, no one knows who they are or what kind of person they might be. That person acts only as an invisible spiritual pillar and never shows themselves under ordinary circumstances. Occasionally, they would suddenly appear before the scattered members of the organization, utter a few words of instruction, and then disappear like a ghost. Even this terrorist plan wasn’t something decided from the top, but rather a spontaneously formed strategy that emerged as the individual cells gradually came together due to internal circumstances. In other words, it’s a plan without any interference from above.]

      “Wait, that means…”

      [Han Yujin… He could very well be our leader. At the very least, there’s a possibility that he’s someone close to the leader. Think about it; he avoided the gaze of that monstrous great witch, effortlessly subdued the Head of the Mages Association, discovered magic related to time and space, and even used incomprehensible magic to seal the demonic power residing in the princess. If he really is the leader, then perhaps he understood the significance of the situation and acted voluntarily.]

      “……”

      [Of course, his behavior of revealing such things to the professor and treating it as some kind of joke is beyond comprehension… but since I don’t know much about what kind of person he is, it might simply be a peculiar quirk born of his confidence.]

      “I see…”

      [Of course, nothing is certain yet. It’s just speculation based on the fact that while we were planning the terrorist act, the leader never appeared, and yet someone strange suddenly appeared and devised such a mysterious scheme.]

      At the man’s words, Linne paused to think. Did that mean she had no choice but to confirm it herself?

      The man continued speaking.

      [If that’s true… perhaps we’ll need to revise the plan for the terrorist act.]

      “What do you mean?”

      [If the leader has personally stepped forward to orchestrate something, then it might be appropriate to carry out the terrorist act when some kind of anomaly occurs due to the demonic power within the princess. The leader wouldn’t be unaware of our plan. Maybe they will send us a signal or come to us to tell us the time… In that case, we may have to postpone the plan indefinitely while we wait.]

      “……”

      [However, there’s one thing I can’t quite understand… How could a mortal seal the energy of a transcendent being? Could it be something made possible by an artifact obtained from the labyrinth? We’ll need to investigate this as well.]

      “…Maybe he’s not a mortal.”

      At those words, Linne muttered without much thought and the man responded.

      […That might be true. I once had the chance to meet the leader from afar, and they didn’t seem mortal at all. Honestly, you might be right.]

      “……”

      A moment of silence passed, and then Linne spoke.

      “Alright. For now, I understand. Since my questions are finished, I’ll end the communication here.”

      [Okay.]

      
        Wooong.
      

      With those words, the communication through the crystal ball was cut off.

      “Phew…”

      Linne let out a long breath and leaned back into her chair. She closed her eyes briefly, only to slowly open them again.

      “A transcendent… is it?”

      In her eyes, there was a mix of fascination, an unusual obsession, and a hint of madness.

      “…It might not be a bad idea to check for myself.”
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      The next day.

      Yujin checked his clothes in his lodging and spoke to Tiamat.

      “Wow, for some reason I feel nervous. Part of me still can’t believe I’m a professor. Honestly, in my world, professors were considered very high-level professionals with significant social status. I was at the bottom once, so this feels like quite the achievement.”

      [You’ve been a dragon for quite some time now, and you still find it amazing to be a human professor?]

      “I can’t help it. Becoming a dragon feels so surreal that it never really sunk in. But being a professor… how can I put it? Maybe I’m exaggerating a bit, but it feels like a dream come true.”

      [Pff, I see. That’s good to hear.]

      Noticing Yujin’s slightly elevated mood, Tiamat smiled with satisfaction.

      Then it happened.

      “By the way, she really seems to be an impatient person.”

      Yujin spoke while looking outside the door, and Tiamat responded with a somewhat exasperated look.

      […But Yujin, that is entirely your fault.]

      “You don’t have to keep reminding me. I’m well aware.”

      Yujin answered with a bitter smile and stepped outside.

      “Oh?”

      Then, as if he had been quite surprised, he looked at the person standing in front of the door.

      “Professor Sahart, what brings you all the way here?”

      “……”

      Pretending not to know, Yujin spoke to her as though he were astonished. His words were directed at none other than Reina.

      She stood with a stern expression on her face while waiting by Yujin’s door.

      Yujin spoke with a smile.

      “Haha, did you perhaps come to pick me up for our joint lecture? Thank you.”

      “…I won’t let things go the way you want.”

      Although the remark was abrupt, it carried a certain resolve. Yujin tilted his head and spoke.

      “Hmm? I’m not sure what you mean. In any case, good morning, Professor. Have you had breakfast?”

      “…No, not yet.”

      “Then would you like to join me? I haven’t eaten yet either. I heard the academy’s cafeteria is quite nice…”

      “…Sure. I’d be happy to.”

      It seemed Reina intended to keep a close watch on Yujin from the start, given how she answered. And so, the two of them headed to the academy’s cafeteria.

      ***

      By now it was almost unnecessary to say, but the academy’s cafeteria was also extremely luxurious.

      In the student cafeteria, high-quality food was preserved with magic and displayed in an appetizing way, similar to a modern buffet. Meanwhile, in the professors’ dining hall, dedicated chefs prepared requested menus on the spot.

      It went without saying that the food was excellent, especially since the professors frequented it.

      Yujin and Reina likewise took their seats in the professors’ dining hall and began their meal.

      Since it was morning, they chose lighter foods that wouldn’t burden their stomachs. Only then did Yujin realize that this world’s dining culture was more normal than he had initially assumed.

      
        When I stayed at Aunt Mary’s inn, every meal, morning, noon, and night, was a full feast…
      

      Since his first meal experience in this world had been at Mary’s inn, it was only natural that Yujin had misunderstood its overall food culture.

      Yujin’s meal was chicken breast salad with soft dark bread. Reina’s was the same. Because he didn’t know much about the professors’ dining hall, he simply ordered the same thing she did, though Reina seemed a bit displeased.

      [Not bad. The portions are small, but the quality is pretty good.]

      Tiamat laughed happily as she tasted each bite Yujin took, but Yujin himself couldn’t do the same.

      
        …It feels like she’s staring a hole right through me.
      

      It was because of Reina’s gaze, which was so intense that anyone else might have lost their appetite on the spot.

      She was openly displaying her characteristic sharp aura while focusing all her attention on Yujin.

      Thinking he should say something, Yujin finally spoke up.

      “How does the lecture schedule look?”

      “……”

      Yujin asked Reina about the lecture plans. Although she seemed wary of him, she did respond.

      “…In the morning, we mostly cover theoretical lectures, and in the afternoon, we focus on practical sessions. We usually repeat that schedule, but sometimes we devote an entire day to dungeon exploration.”

      “Hmm, I heard that time flows more slowly inside the labyrinth compared to outside. Do you really need a whole day for it?”

      “For first-year students, yes. They typically don’t go beyond the tenth floor. The main point is to give them all sorts of experiences in the labyrinth, so we allocate plenty of time.”

      “I see.”

      With that, the two continued eating while talking about how lectures were generally conducted.

      Yujin mainly asked questions on how to run classes, and Reina answered without any real difficulty.

      However…

      
        …This is awkward.
      

      Reina never once lowered her usual sharp demeanor. In fact, it felt like she became even more guarded the more Yujin asked.

      Yujin couldn’t help but think that, had it been anyone else sharing a meal with her, they would have found the tension overwhelming. Such was the intensity of her presence.

      Indeed…

      
        – …Is Professor Reina in a bad mood today?
      

      
        – I want to chat with Professor Yujin too…
      

      
        – Professor Reina… She’s scarier than usual today…
      

      
        – She always had a rather imposing presence, but it’s especially strong today…
      

      Nearby professors seemed to want to speak with Yujin too, but they couldn’t simply join him because of Reina. They could only linger around while listening to bits of their conversation.

      Then it happened.

      “Reina, mind if I sit here for a moment?”

      “…Linne?”

      A woman approached them without hesitation.

      She was a beauty with ash-gray hair and blue eyes.

      She was Linne Eneria, a professor of alchemy.

      “What’s with this all of a sudden…”

      “I just thought it might be nice to have a meal together for the first time in a while…”

      Right after saying that, Linne looked at Yujin.

      “I also wanted to talk with Professor Yujin for a bit. Would that be alright?”

      “Ah, I don’t mind. Please, do whatever makes you both comfortable.”

      When Yujin said that, Linne turned to Reina. Reina hesitated for a moment but eventually gave a small nod.

      “Then, excuse me.”

      Linne took the seat next to Reina and sat across from Yujin. Her blue eyes seemed to pierce right through him.

      
        It seems she has her own intentions as well.
      

      Yujin, deciding to go along with her gaze, opened his mouth to speak.

      “May I ask what it is you’d like to talk about?”

      “It’s nothing major. Professor Yujin, you’re originally from the Eastern Continent, aren’t you?”

      “That’s correct. Although, in truth, I only lived there as a child. I spent most of my life on the Western Continent, studying magic.”

      Yujin lied effortlessly, smoothly replacing “Eastern Continent” with “hometown” as if it were natural.

      When she heard this, Linne asked another question.

      “Then, do you have a master who taught you magic?”

      “A master, you say… Yes, I do. However, they’ve since passed away.”

      Yujin skillfully twisted the truth. While he had initially taught himself magic, there was Tiamat, who had provided him with foundational knowledge about it.

      If he considered Tiamat as his master, his statement wasn’t entirely a lie. And, in fact, it was true that she was no longer alive.

      “They must have been an extraordinary person. To have trained a mage as skilled as you, Professor Yujin.”

      “Yes, they were truly extraordinary. Without a doubt, they were the greatest being I’ve ever encountered.”

      After all, Tiamat was the queen of dragons. It wasn’t an exaggeration.

      At those words, Linne’s eyes gleamed with curiosity.

      “Someone so great that even Professor Yujin would speak so highly of them… I’m very curious about who they were.”

      “Haha, truth be told, I don’t know much about them either. They didn’t share much about their personal life with me.”

      At that, Yujin could feel a slight flinch from Tiamat. She must have sensed that the conversation was somehow about her.

      Of course, Yujin didn’t pay it much mind.

      
        How long are we going to keep up with this meaningless small talk?
      

      The conversation they were having now was nothing more than casual chatter meant to ease the tension. Yujin knew full well that Linne’s purpose in approaching him wasn’t just to ask such trivial questions.

      Then Linne suddenly posed another question.

      “Professor Yujin, in that case, how would you compare your master to a Transcendent?”

      “…A Transcendent, you say?”

      So this is the main point. Yujin thought to himself with a slightly suspicious expression.

      
        Transcendent… Why is this topic being brought up now?
      

      After thinking for a moment, Yujin looked into her eyes.

      In her eyes, he saw something deeply embedded. A mix of obsession and a hint of madness.

      
        …Aha.
      

      Yujin let out a quiet chuckle. Then he spoke.

      “Transcendent… I see. I suppose there’s an unbridgeable gap between mortals and transcendents. That’s just my opinion, regardless of my own dreams.

      “…Is that so?”

      “But… a transcendent…”

      Yujin gave a meaningful smile and said to Linne.

      “Sometimes, I wonder if even mortals can become transcendents.”

      “!”

      “Haha, well… it’s nothing more than a thought from my imagination.”

      At those words, Yujin noticed Linne’s eyes waver slightly. He then stood up and turned to Reina who had been quietly observing the conversation.

      “Professor Sahart, shall we get going?”

      “…Yes, let’s go.”

      She glanced at Linne briefly before following Yujin.

      “……”

      Linne who was left alone rested her chin in her hand and fell into silent contemplation.

      ***

      Meanwhile, in the magical studies lecture hall…

      In the room where the elemental studies class was scheduled, one girl approached another girl and asked a question.

      “Elly, how do you think you did on the test?”

      “Haah… No matter how I think about it, I messed up. I made too many mistakes at the start, and I actually got scolded for it too…”

      “Really?”

      “What about you, Sarah? How do you think you did?”

      “Me? Do you think I did well?”

      “No.”

      “You’re so mean~ But, well, you’re not wrong.”

      The brown-haired girl, who had been pretending to be hurt by the black-haired girl’s words, quickly brightened and asked eagerly,

      “Hey, Elly, did you hear about this? Apparently, Professor Reina is giving a joint lecture with another professor today!”

      “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Exactly what I said. Didn’t you see the announcement that Professor Reina is holding a joint lecture?”

      “I didn’t see it.”

      “Figures. It seems like a lot of people didn’t know about it since the announcement was made suddenly yesterday.”

      “Really…? Which professor is she doing it with?”

      “I don’t know. I heard it’s a newly appointed professor.”

      “A new professor… Hmm, who joined the magic department recently?”

      “Elly, were you dozing off during the entrance ceremony? There wasn’t any new professor introduced to the magic department.”

      “…You just said it was a new professor!”

      “Well, yeah, but apparently he was appointed suddenly after the entrance ceremony. Right after the exams ended. There’s no way you’d know him.”

      “What? He was appointed after these exams? At this time of year?”

      “That’s what I’m saying! It’s strange, right? Anyway, that’s what I heard. Oh, and get this. The new professor is supposed to be ridiculously handsome!”

      “Ridiculously handsome…? All of a sudden?”

      “Mhmm! And here’s why. Apparently, Professor Reina was spotted heading to the dining hall this morning with a man!”

      “What? Professor Reina? With a man?”

      “That’s what I’m saying! Can you believe it? Professor Reina went to have breakfast with a man! Isn’t that wild?”

      “Are you sure it’s not just a rumor?”

      Professor Reina having breakfast with a man? Elly honestly couldn’t believe it. The girl named Sarah continued speaking.

      “Right? That’s what I thought too at first, but there were so many people who saw it happen! And they’re saying the guy was an insanely good-looking man with this dangerous kind of charm!”

      “An incredibly handsome man with a dangerous kind of charm…”

      At those words, Elly involuntarily thought of someone. Someone who still made her body tremble just by thinking about him.

      “How about it? Not too hard, right?”

      His smile, his voice, his words… Even now, just remembering him sent chills down her spine.

      As she recalled the man who had smiled so casually and said those words to her, even as she was struggling after such a terrible experience, Elly’s face instinctively turned pale. Sarah noticed and asked.

      “…Elly? What’s wrong?”

      “…Ah, ah, it’s nothing.”

      “Really…? Well, if something’s bothering you, let me know. What if you’re not feeling well later when we have to go to the practicum?”

      Sarah sounded genuinely concerned. Elly gave a small nod.

      “M-Mhmm …”

      “Everyone! The professor is here!”

      At that moment, a student standing by the door called out, and all the students quickly took their seats. Elly and Sarah also snapped out of their conversation and turned their attention to the front.

      And then…

      
        Click, click.
      

      
        Step, step.
      

      Two people entered the lecture hall.

      A pair of a man and a woman walked in, each with a completely different aura.

      The woman had neatly trimmed short hair and an incredibly sharp, disciplined demeanor. In contrast, the man exuded a soft, gentle atmosphere and was wearing a relaxed smile.

      As the two walked in, all eyes in the room were naturally drawn to them. Among those gazes…

      
        Wh-What… That person…?
      

      Elly found herself staring at the man with the relaxed smile. Meanwhile, the woman standing at the lectern spoke.

      “Good morning, everyone.”

      
        – …Yes! Good morning, Professor!
      

      Only then did the students snap out of it and greet the woman, Reina. Reina spoke.

      “Today is the day you’ll be checking your exam scores, but… as I announced yesterday, there will also be a joint lecture with another professor. I understand this might feel sudden to many of you, but I believe this will be a valuable experience. Furthermore, the professor joining us for this lecture is someone we’ve worked hard to bring here, so I hope you will welcome him warmly. Professor Yujin?”

      “Yes.”

      As Reina finished speaking, the man named Yujin stepped forward and began to speak.

      “It’s nice to meet you, students. I am Han Yujin, the newly appointed professor.”

      “……!”

      
        Thud!
      

      Elly, without thinking, shot up from her seat as she heard his introduction. Her pale face was immediately noticeable.

      Yujin too turned to look in her direction.

      “Ah, Miss Elly. It’s been a while. A week… maybe a little more, hasn’t it?”

      “…This can’t be happening.”

      Unaware of the attention she was drawing, Eri could only mutter blankly to herself.
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      All eyes turned to the two of them. Elly who had suddenly shot to her feet, and Yujin who was smiling as he looked at her.

      Elly stared at Yujin. Her wide eyes were filled with shock. Yujin smiled with an unreadable expression on his face and watched her with his eyes barely open.

      Seeing this, Reina’s gaze subtly sharpened.

      
        Come to think of it…
      

      She had just remembered. Elly had met Yujin before.

      During the labyrinth test, Elly’s party had crossed paths with Yujin inside the labyrinth.

      Elly and Yujin had clearly spent some time together in the labyrinth. And judging by Elly’s reaction…

      
        She looks frightened.
      

      It was obvious just from the way Elly was looking at Yujin.

      Her pale face, her trembling hands….it was clear to anyone that she was afraid of him.

      
        Does she know something?
      

      And as she observed Elly’s reaction, another thought occurred to Reina.

      
        Hugo Party’s scout Mirien. She also seemed like she knew something.
      

      Back then, Yujin’s circumstances had only seemed suspicious, so she hadn’t pressed for answers. But now Reina decided she would need to summon Mirien soon and confirm what she knew.

      Meanwhile, Yujin spoke while still looking at Elly.

      “Haha, I understand it must be unsettling to suddenly see someone you know show up as a professor, but could you please take a seat for now? Miss Elly… or should I call you a student, since I’m here as your professor?”

      “Ah… I… um…”

      “But please don’t treat me too friendly in front of everyone, okay? I’m your professor here, and you’re my student. If people start talking about fairness or favoritism, it’ll just make things uncomfortable for both of us, don’t you think?”

      “Y-Yes…”

      With that, Elly mumbled her response with sweat dripping down her face as she slowly sat back down.

      Seeing this, Yujin turned his gaze back to the other students and continued speaking.

      “It’s an honor to meet all of you. Like I was just introduced, I’m Han Yujin, the newly appointed professor. Perhaps there are others here, besides Miss Elly, who already know me. After all, I recently gave what could loosely be called a lecture of sorts.”

      At this, quite a few students nodded subtly. Their eyes sparkled with recognition.

      It was no surprise. The newly appointed professor Han Yujin who had suddenly appeared as a co-lecturer alongside Professor Reina was now a globally renowned figure.

      Although his face wasn’t widely known yet, as he had only revealed himself during a lecture a few days ago, many people had attended that event and seen him in person. Among the students here, there were several who already recognized his face.

      While their reactions weren’t as exaggerated as Elly’s, they were just as stunned.

      After all, the figure who was practically the founder of space-time magic and had vanished without a trace after that day had suddenly reappeared before them as a newly appointed professor!

      A figure worthy of being recorded in history books had appeared. So naturally, their curiosity and interest were at their peak.

      With all eyes on him, Yujin spoke again.

      “This is my first lecture, and it seems many of you are curious about me since I’ve appeared so suddenly. So… how about we start with a Q&A session? If there’s anything you’d like to ask about me or the lectures I’ll be teaching, feel free to raise your hand.”

      Immediately, countless hands shot up into the air.

      Among them, Yujin pointed to the student who had raised his hand the fastest.

      “Yes, you. The tall student there. What’s your name?”

      “Professor! My name is Julian Johannes!”

      A tall, blonde-haired male student stood up and introduced himself. As he did, he was thinking to himself:

      
        So, he really is the founder of space-time magic! I have to leave an impression on him, no matter what!
      

      It was also what the majority of the students there had been thinking. The space-time magic system that Yujin had established was close to revolutionary in this era. Furthermore, he was an Archmage whose level surpassed even that of the Mage Association’s chairman.

      Many people had thought that he might even rival the academy’s Headmistress, the Great Witch Ines Karandar. In fact, it would not have been an exaggeration to say that he stood above her in terms of academic achievements alone.

      If only they could catch his eye and leave a good impression, they might become his assistant or graduate student and learn from him in earnest!

      If that were to happen, it would be no different than their lives flourishing. Commoner students would become apprentices to the Archmage and the founder of space-time magic, gaining wealth and fame, while noble students would increase their family honor and raise their own social status to an even higher level than before.

      Since Johannes was a noble with a family name, he leaned more toward the latter. Then Yujin asked him.

      “All right, Julian. What is your question?”

      “I wanted to hear what kind of content your lectures would mainly cover!”

      “It might be a bit unfamiliar to all of you. Among those who know my name, has anyone read the thesis I wrote?”

      At those words, many of them raised their hands again. After all, if one was a mage, it would have been impossible not to be curious about the space-time magic that had suddenly come to public attention.

      These students were in the Department of Elemental Magic, but since they were also mages, most of them had read the thesis on space-time magic.

      Julian who had asked the question also spoke up.

      “I have read it as well.”

      “I see. Then let me explain further. You must have encountered many parts of my thesis that you couldn’t understand. Like the concepts and theories you had never seen before, the application of gravity magic, which seemed entirely unrelated to space-time, or simple yet incomprehensible magic formulas.”

      All the students nodded at those words. It had all been unfamiliar and difficult for them to grasp.

      “In fact, it was only natural that it would be hard to understand without a certain level of background knowledge. I will confess something here and now. I deliberately wrote that thesis to expose the reality of today’s mages, distorted by the failings of the Mages Association.”

      
        -……!
      

      “There are those who flaunt their sense of privilege as mages and do not truly explore magic… I wanted to show them how useless the so-called knowledge they claimed to have built for themselves really was. Instead of seeking new discoveries, they simply placed their own flimsy stone on top of an existing tower and were content to boast about it, like ‘stagnant water that has rotted’. My thesis should awaken them.”

      After saying that, Yujin smiled softly and went on.

      “Now then, shall we return to the main topic? What I will teach you… it is the method of inquiry.”

      “The method of inquiry… is it?”

      “That is correct. Along with that, I plan to help you see the world from a slightly different perspective.”

      “When you say ‘a different perspective’ …”

      “I mean it quite literally. Those things you have taken for granted up until now… I will show you that they are not truly so obvious, why they exist in the first place, and what you have been missing because they have been obscuring your view.”

      “……”

      “Haha, of course, it might sound too abstract when I put it like that. Let me then ask you a simple question as a small preview of what I will teach you. Julian?”

      “Ah, yes!”

      “What do you think ‘mana’ is?”

      “Mana… you mean?”

      “Yes, mana.”

      Mana (magical power) was commonly referred to as the source of magic.

      It was a simple question, but it was also a question that any professor might have asked. Yujin spoke.

      “Feel free to speak openly. Just tell me what you know, Julian.”

      At those words, Julian slowly opened his mouth.

      “Mana… is a type of the Four Great Powers. It originates from the energy of dragons, one of the four supreme transcendents, and is also a force that forms one of the foundations of the world. Thanks to this energy, humanity has been able to use magic through reason and wisdom. Additionally, it works as the resource required to perform what is commonly referred to as magic.”

      “That’s the most textbook answer. Julian, you seem to be quite diligent.”

      “Th-Thank you.”

      “Then, let me ask you one more question. What exactly are the Four Great Powers?”

      Another question. Julian answered again without hesitation.

      “The Four Great Powers are also energies that come from Transcendens and are the foundation of the world. They are divided into mana (magical power), demonic power, divine power, and aura. Mana is the energy that mages use to perform magic. Demonic Power is the energy used by dark mages. Divine Power is the energy used by priests chosen by the gods. And aura is the energy that warriors use to strengthen and protect their bodies and to attack.”

      “Such a confident answer. Well done.”

      “Thank you!”

      With Julian bowing his head, Yujin glanced around at the other students and spoke.

      “I’m sure most of you don’t have thoughts that differ much from Julian’s answer. After all, his response is a perfectly standard and reasonable one for anyone who has lived in this world. However…”

      Yujin turned back to Julian and continued.

      “But it’s not the answer I’m looking for.”

      “!”

      Julian flinched at those words, but Yujin smiled as he reassured him.

      “I’m not criticizing you. I was the one who told you to speak freely about what you know.”

      “Yes…”

      “Then, shall I share the answer I have in mind? What I believe mana and the Four Great Powers represent is… a ‘singularity’.”

      “A… singularity?”

      At the unfamiliar term, not only the students but also Reina who had been listening to Yujin tilted her head in confusion. Yujin began to explain.

      “I can see the confusion on your faces. That’s perfectly fine; it’s only natural. So, I suppose I need to explain what a singularity is.”

      With those words, Yujin made his way to the blackboard beyond the teacher’s podium where Reina stood. Reina stepped aside to make room for him as if instinctively, and Yujin picked up a piece of chalk.

      Then he lightly wrote on the blackboard:

      [A World Without the Four Great Powers]

      The phrase he wrote was simple, yet it made the students’ eyes widen in surprise. Turning back to face them, Yujin asked,

      “Can you imagine a world without the Four Great Powers?”
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      “Can you imagine a world without the Four Great Powers?”

      The students wore thoughtful expressions at the question.

      A world without magical power, demonic power, divine power, or aura.

      And the conclusion of their imagination was this:

      
        …Could such a thing even exist?
      

      The Four Great Powers were the very foundation of the world, the source of all mysteries, and the force that sustained it. That was common knowledge among the people of this world. One student raised a hand and spoke.

      “I don’t think such a world could exist. If it did, wouldn’t it be a world that had already fallen to ruin?”

      “Hmm, is that what you think? What’s your name, student?”

      “James.”

      “Very well, James. In that case, how do the Four Great Powers form and sustain the world?”

      “Well…”

      At that question, the student named James was struck speechless. While it was common knowledge that the Four Great Powers were the foundation of the world, no one knew exactly how they formed or sustained it.

      It was simply accepted as truth because great figures who had reached the pinnacle of mystery and priests who served the gods had said so.

      “It’s okay if you can’t answer. After all, it’s common knowledge in this world that the Four Great Powers of the Transcendents created everything. For example, isn’t it said that the sun and moon in the sky were placed there by the Goddesses of the Sun and Moon? Maybe the answer is something that only the Transcendents themselves know.”

      “Yes…”

      “However, even so, I want to propose that this world wasn’t created solely by the Four Great Powers.”

      -…..?!

      Everyone present was startled by those words. That statement, in some ways, bordered on heretical thinking.

      Yujin continued speaking.

      “Of course, you might be thinking this: isn’t this heretical thought? But if that’s the case, I want to ask one thing. Let’s assume that all things in this world were formed by the Four Great Powers. Then why is it that not all things in the world carry traces of those mystical forces?”

      -……

      “For example, take the chalk I’m holding. Can anyone here feel anything from this? Mana, aura, demonic power, divine power… Is there anyone who can sense even a trace of any of the Four Great Powers from this chalk?”

      The students glanced at one another in confusion and started murmuring among themselves. Yujin’s statement was shockingly bold, especially in a world where transcendent beings were an absolute reality.

      It was a statement that could easily be interpreted as blasphemous. That was why no one had ever dared to question it. Doing so could very well lead to being branded a heretic.

      
        Clap.
      

      “Quiet.”

      The room froze.

      When Yujin clapped his hands and uttered a single word, all the students instinctively froze and fell silent.

      No one could explain why, but there was an undeniable weight in every action Yujin took. He had a presence that made it impossible for anyone to casually dismiss his words or gestures.

      With the classroom now filled with silence, Yujin turned to Julian, the student who had asked the first question and continued speaking.

      “Student Julian.”

      “Y-Yes!”

      “Why do you think mysteries are called ‘mysteries’?”

      “…Huh?”

      “Everyone, the phenomena caused by the Four Great Powers are what we call ‘mysteries’.”

      This was true. In the Labyrinth Academy that Yujin had experienced, the effects brought about by the Four Great Powers were consistently described as “mysteries”.

      “Why do we call them that? If the Four Great Powers truly form and sustain all things and are present everywhere in the world… then why are the phenomena they create referred to as ‘mysteries’ rather than natural laws? Have you ever stopped to think about that?”

      -……

      “In light of this, let us return to the original question.”

      Yujin turned back to the chalkboard and wrote a single word.

      [Singularity]

      “When I first mentioned this term, many of you expressed confusion. What is a ‘singularity’? The answer lies in what I just explained. It is precisely what we call ‘mysteries’.”

      Having said this, Yujin turned back to face the students.

      “It is said that the Four Great Powers, the essence of the Transcendents, formed and maintained everything in the world. But does that mean that there can be no world without the Transcendents? And what is the origin of the transcendents themselves? Are they just beings born from the Four Great Powers that existed before? I don’t claim to have the answers, but I do believe that there are many contradictions in the idea that the Four Great Powers alone form and maintain the world. In truth, anyone can see these contradictions. It is just that most people turn a blind eye, citing concerns about blasphemy or heresy.”

      One shocking statement after another. If there had been a theology professor in the classroom, he would have been filled with indignation and disgust at Yujin’s words.

      Nevertheless, Yujin pressed on.

      “I believe the Four Great Powers themselves are something fundamentally different from the natural laws of this world. That’s why they’re called mysteries, and that’s why things untouched by the Four Great Powers also exist.”

      “P-Professor, are you denying the central principle of the Pantheon….that the transcendents created the mortal world?”

      Julian, the first to have asked a question, stammered as he posed another question. He couldn’t hide his unease.

      The Pantheon. It referred to the largest religion in the world, one that worshiped the gods who truly existed in this realm.

      Its influence was so widespread that it would be no exaggeration to say it extended across the entire world. Even on the Eastern Continent, located on the opposite side of the globe, the Pantheon had taken root in some form or another.

      Yujin’s current statements could easily be seen as a direct challenge to the Pantheon. Yet he simply smiled and spoke calmly.

      “Julian, has there ever been a single case where the Transcendents themselves officially claimed to have created the mortal world? Or is there even one line in a history book that states such a thing?”

      “Well, that’s because His Holiness the first Holy Pope as well as the Holy Saint and the Holy Maiden…”

      “They are not gods themselves.”

      “……!!!”

      The students’ faces turned pale at his words. What Yujin had just said was a direct refutation of the authority of those who were believed to have acted as agents of divine power! Even Reina stared at Yujin with a look of shock on her face.

      Yet Yujin continued speaking calmly.

      “Everyone takes it for granted that the great Transcendents created the mortal world and that we were born through their grace to live in it. But if I could, I’d like to ask the Transcendents of the Labyrinth, or even the celestial gods themselves: did you truly create this mortal world? Of course, I wouldn’t bother asking the demons, as they’re always lying.”

      Of course, Yujin already knew the answer. And for good reason…

      [None of the Transcendents created the mortal world. It has existed entirely on its own from the beginning]

      That was what Tiamat, the queen of the dragons and one of the Transcendents, had publicly acknowledged. The mortal world existed independently of the Transcendents.

      
        Would the gods give the same answer?
      

      [I can’t imagine they’d ever lie about something like that just because of doctrines created by mortals. If anything, they’d find it dishonorable to let themselves be bound by the authority of something made by mortals. They’d probably view such lies as no different from the deceit of demons. After all, they despise deception. They just choose not to correct mortals’ misconceptions because it doesn’t matter to them.]

      
        I see.
      

      In any case, Yujin was certain that the mortal world had not been created by the Transcendents. Nor was it formed solely by the Four Great Powers, as commonly believed.

      When Yujin proclaimed this with conviction, the entire room fell silent.

      His statement was nothing short of shocking. In fact, it wouldn’t have been surprising if someone had already reported Yujin to the Pantheon.

      The only reason they could not do so was because Yujin’s reputation was far too great, and he himself was also a great archmage who had reached a very high realm.

      There was a corresponding difference in weight between the words of a beggar no one had ever heard of and those of a famous individual who had accomplished tremendous feats in that field. Yujin had in fact achieved a historic accomplishment in the realm of space-time magic, one that would go down in humanity’s history books, and that alone gave his words considerable weight.

      The students took a moment to reconsider what he was saying. Could it really be as Yujin claimed? In truth, what Yujin had said was not some utterly preposterous nonsense.

      It was true that there were many contradictions in the claim that the whole world was formed by the Four Great Powers, and no one knew how the Four Great Powers formed and maintained the world. Since it was a mystical world where the Transcendents existed, everyone just accepted it as it was.

      Perhaps the background that allowed Yujin to achieve something so monumental in space-time magic lay in that fundamental way of thinking.

      If the key to finding answers regarding space-time magic involved digging into the truth of the world without paying heed to the Transcendents or their followers, then the students also found themselves subconsciously thinking it was worth trying.

      Around that time, Yujin looked at his wristwatch.

      “Originally, I intended to spend a bit more time explaining ‘Singularity’, my answer to the Four Great Powers, but… it seems we’ve talked a lot, and time has flown by. I can’t conduct the entire lecture by myself, and there isn’t enough time for questions either… so let’s continue next time. Then, Professor Sahart?”

      “Ah, yes?”

      “You may begin your lecture now. The plan for today was just for me to introduce myself and answer a few questions briefly… but I seem to have taken up too much time. I apologize.”

      “Ah, not at all.”

      Professor Reina unconsciously shook her head as she answered.

      “Ahem, then… everyone, let’s begin the lecture. Please open your textbooks.”

      -……

      There was no response from the students. They simply opened their textbooks in a daze, while glancing over at Yujin from time to time.

      And so, the lecture proceeded in a much quieter manner than usual…

      “Well then, everyone, good work today.”

      -……

      By the time the lecture ended, the students shuffled out while looking somewhat blank.

      Yujin watched the door through which the students exited, then spoke to Reina.

      “…All right, I should be going now. Professor Sahart, I have a few matters to attend to, so I’ll be stepping out.”

      “Ah, wait…!”

      When the morning lecture ended, Yujin said that to Reina and left his seat. Reina tried to stop him, but…

      “…Wha—.”

      By the time she attempted to grab him outside the door, he had already vanished without a trace.
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      Meanwhile, Yujin who had vanished from Reina’s sight was now standing in the girls’ dormitory. This was an area considered strictly off-limits to men at the academy.

      It wasn’t because he had any particular hobby of sneaking into the girls’ dorms; rather, he was there for a single purpose.

      That purpose was none other than treating Elicia von Arcedium, the second princess of the Arcedium Empire.

      Though calling it “treatment” wasn’t entirely accurate, the ultimate goal was to resolve the princess’s current predicament, so it wasn’t entirely incorrect either.

      This was something for which Yujin had already received prior approval from the Headmistress. Well, to be precise, it wasn’t so much “approval” as it was a request.

      
        – Princess Elicia is in a situation where she cannot freely walk about outside. So, if I may impose, could you personally visit her, Yujin?
      

      The flower blooming in Elicia’s right eye was the mark of a demon. Even if she covered her eye with something like an eyepatch, rumors about a defect in the princess’s body would spread, which would not be good for her.

      The imperial family was regarded as a sacred existence. If word spread that a member of this revered lineage was one-eyed, it would deal a huge blow to the divine image of imperial blood.

      Of course, to Yujin who had lived in the modern world, the notion that even personal imperfections had to be hidden because of a class-based society seemed utterly absurd.

      
        Well, I can at least understand the desire to keep a disability hidden. Besides, this isn’t the kind of place where I can just force a modern way of thinking.
      

      In any case, Yujin was someone who now lived in this world, and as such, he had come to accept that he needed to respect its culture and ideologies to some extent.

      Even if he didn’t fully connect with notions like the dignity of the imperial family on an emotional level, he could understand it intellectually. For that reason, he agreed to handle this matter discreetly.

      And so, here he was now, standing in front of the princess’s room.

      He thought to himself:

      
        Wow, I hate to say this, but this really does feel like some kind of secret rendezvous. A professor sneaking into the girls’ dormitory just to meet a student? Normally, I’d have no excuse if someone decided to lop my head off.
      

      […You’re not here for a secret rendezvous. You’re here to solve that princess’s problem, aren’t you?]

      Tiamat’s voice stressed the word “problem” and Yujin shrugged his shoulders in response.

      
        I’m just saying it feels that way. I did sneak into the dorms without anyone noticing, didn’t I?
      

      […Do you perhaps have feelings for the girl? Why do your thoughts keep leaning in that direction?]

      
        Huh?
      

      Yujin tilted his head. He was puzzled by Tiamat’s unusually sullen tone and voice.

      
        …Tia, are you perhaps jealous?
      

      [Wh-What…]

      Tiamat flinched at his question, almost as if he had hit a nerve.

      [Wh-What are you suddenly talking about? Jealous? Me? Why would I ever be jealous…]

      
        You’re not?
      

      [Wh-What would I even be jealous of? What could that girl possibly have that I don’t? Sure, I’m in this state right now, but I was once the queen of dragons. Compared to mortals, and even to other transcendent beings, I’m second to none.]

      
        That’s true, I suppose. But you seem particularly sensitive to the idea of secret rendezvous and the like… If I’m wrong, I apologize.
      

      Yujin, not having much experience with women’s jealousy, let it go with an awkward shrug. It wasn’t that he fully accepted Tiamat’s denial; he just decided to take her at her word and move on.

      [J-Jealous? Me? What nonsense are you talking about…]

      On the other hand, Tiamat herself was feeling confused. Though she wasn’t fully aware of it, Yujin’s words had struck a nerve.

      Tiamat, who had never experienced being close to a man, didn’t understand how the emotional exchanges she had experienced since bonding her soul with Yujin had affected her.

      Unlike her time as the leader of transcendent beings, where she lived as a solitary and exalted being, the time she had spent as just “Tiamat” with Yujin ….the time they spent laughing together, sharing deep conversations, and exchanging heartfelt moments had become precious and blissful to her.

      Was that why? When Yujin jokingly mentioned secret rendezvous and such, she found herself reacting more sensitively than she intended. It felt like someone else might steal away the time she spent with him, giving rise to a faint, unpleasant feeling she couldn’t quite place.

      Of course, Tiamat herself wasn’t consciously aware of this.

      But Yujin wasn’t thinking along those lines at all.

      
        Tia.
      

      [M-Mhmm?]

      
        As I’ve said before, I truly treasure the time I spend with you. To me, Tia, you’re incredibly important. If I had to put it into words, I’d say you’re like family to me.
      

      [!]

      
        So don’t worry too much. In my heart, you’ll always be my top priority.
      

      [Oh, I… uh… ah…]

      At Yujin’s sudden words, spoken with a smile, Tiamat felt her mind go completely blank for a moment. It was as if her ability to form coherent speech had broken down, and she began stammering incoherently. Despite being in a state similar to that of a spirit, her face had turned red, making it clear how flustered she was.

      [Wh-What are you saying all of a sudden…? Y-You really…]

      
        Haha, just think of it as my honest feelings. It’s a bit embarrassing to say, but it’s better than not expressing my true emotions at all, isn’t it?
      

      Though Yujin himself wasn’t aware of it, this trait of his resembled that of his parents. His tendency to avoid deflection and speak his mind directly and honestly when it mattered.

      
        Well then, shall we get to work?
      

      The chat with Tiamat had gone on long enough. Yujin realized it was about time to help Elicia.

      
        Knock, knock.
      

      He knocked on Elicia’s door.

      From beyond the door, a clear, melodic voice called out.

      “…Who is it?”

      “It’s Professor Han Yujin, Your Highness. I’ve come to check on your condition. Do you have a moment?”

      “…Professor? P-Please wait just a moment!”

      With that, the sound of hurried footsteps approaching the door could be heard.

      
        Bang!
      

      And there stood Elicia. Her graceful beauty still seemed at odds with her martial strength.

      “P-Please, come in.”

      “Alright, then. Excuse me.”

      At her invitation, Yujin stepped lightly into her dormitory room.

      The room was the same as it had been the day before.

      Like before, Yujin took a seat on the sofa in the center of the dormitory’s living room, and Elicia sat down across from him.

      Yujin broke the silence.

      “It’s been since yesterday morning, hasn’t it? Have you been well in the meantime?”

      “…Yes, thanks to you, Professor Yujin, I was able to rest peacefully for the first time in a while.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. Your complexion does seem to have improved quite a bit.”

      “R-Really? To be honest, I didn’t expect you to come today, so I haven’t even had time to prepare to greet you, let alone do something as basic as washing up…”

      “Haha, there’s no need for that. You’re already plenty beautiful as you are, Your Highness.”

      “!”

      At Yujin’s words, spoken with a smile, Elicia flinched involuntarily and quickly lowered her head. Her face was bright red.

      She had heard the word “beautiful” countless times before to the point of exhaustion, but hearing it from the man in front of her somehow made it sound infinitely sweeter.

      
        Thump! Thump!
      

      Even though she knew he wasn’t some prince on a white horse out of a fairy tale, her heart pounded strangely hard, as though it were malfunctioning.

      Why was this happening?

      “Other than that, are there any issues? Any physical discomfort, or perhaps disturbances from the sealed demonic power?”

      “N-No, there’s nothing like that.”

      At Yujin’s question, Elicia quickly shook her head, and Yujin nodded his head.

      “I see. In that case, we can probably start today.”

      “…What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean the training to control the demonic power residing within you, Your Highness. Of course, we’ll begin with adjusting to the energy and stabilizing it so it doesn’t overwhelm you.”

      “…I see.”

      At Yujin’s explanation, she opened her mouth as though to say something but closed it again repeatedly. After a moment of hesitation, she asked,

      “…So, this is training to truly become a demon, isn’t it?”

      “In a way, yes.”

      Yujin acknowledged it nonchalantly, then turned to Elicia, whose inner turmoil was evident, and asked her,

      “Does it make you uncomfortable?”

      “…To be honest… yes, it does.”

      Elicia responded with a bitter smile.

      “As you know, Professor Yujin… demons are vile transcendents filled with deceit and malice. There’s even a doctrine in Pantheism that says that mortal malice was created by the demonic power of demons during the creation of the world.”

      “……”

      “I’m scared… scared that I’ll become just as despicable as them. That I’ll end up losing even the love I have for the family who believes in me and turn into a monster.”

      “Your Highness.”

      Yujin smiled faintly at those words and looked at Elicia.

      “Do you remember the contract you made with me?”

      “…That…”

      “I promised to solve your problem. It was a contract to help you remain entirely yourself.”

      Yujin opened his eyes as he said that. Elicia instinctively gasped as she caught sight of them.

      Vertical pupils like an abyss ripped open, and devilish red eyes that shone like rubies.

      They were the exact same eyes she had seen right after he had sealed her demonic power the last time.

      Elicia found herself staring at them, utterly entranced.

      “Princess Elicia.”

      And then, Yujin spoke again.

      “You might not trust me. It’s hard to believe that the only way to survive is to become a demon… Even I wouldn’t blame you for doubting it. Perhaps you even think I’m scheming to turn you into a demon for my own ends.”

      “I… I wouldn’t go that far…”

      “But, Your Highness, you cannot let yourself fall into despair.”

      Yujin firmly cut her off as she fumbled to explain herself.

      “Your Highness, you must believe in yourself. And if you can’t, then at least hold on to the faith your family has in you and use it to endure.”

      “……”

      “As I’ve told you before, your greatest enemy is another version of yourself.”

      With those words, Yujin reached out toward her right eye. His fingers brushed against the petal of a flower.

      “And if you lose to that self, Your Highness, you will die.”

      “…….!”

      “The self you are now will vanish, and a new self will be born in its place. A self that is fully demonic. Can you accept that?”

      “…I… I…”

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      “!?”

      At Yujin’s resolute declaration, Elicia looked directly at him.

      He stared at Elicia with a rare expressionless face.

      With those deeply crimson eyes, as if blood were tangled and clinging together.

      “Your Highness.”

      “……”

      “I will do my utmost to help you. I will make sure that your sense of self remains intact and guide you to become a transcendent being more human than anyone else. That is the contract.”

      “Professor…”

      “This is a contract, but it is also a promise. Even if you fail and fall to the very depths of that abyss… I will find a way to pull you back up.”

      As Yujin said this, he smiled once more and asked,

      “Does hearing that make you feel even a little better?”
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      “Ah…”

      At Yujin’s words, Elicia stared at him blankly. And then…

      
        Drip, drip.
      

      “Huh, wh-what…?”

      Tears began to fall from her remaining eye. They streamed down her cheek, gathered at her chin, and fell, drop by drop.

      “Ah… I-I’m sorry. I don’t know why this is happening all of a sudden…”

      Elicia hurriedly wiped her tears as she spoke, but the tears showed no sign of stopping.

      “Ugh… Hic… Sob…”

      As if all her hardships were pouring out at once, she finally broke into sobs. Watching her, Yujin came to a stark realization.

      
        She’s been through so much.
      

      Elicia was in a very mentally fragile state. Yujin had been aware of this from the beginning.

      From their very first meeting, no, to be exact, from the moment she saw Encheos in his possession, she seemed to break down and started shedding tears uncontrollably. It had been impossible not to notice.

      When they made their contract, Yujin had presented it as if it were a demon’s proposal, thinking it might be difficult to earn her trust if he simply offered to help without asking for anything in return. It was true too that he had no obligation to help her freely. But in reality, the contract was nothing more than an informal agreement, devoid of any binding force. Yujin hadn’t even used any sort of binding incantation or oath when they made the contract.

      In reality, he had only wanted to help her out of a pure sense of duty as an educator. Still, Yujin found himself wondering if he should have said these words to her earlier.

      
        She’s more unstable than I thought.
      

      There was no way for Yujin to know exactly what kind of hardships Elicia had endured until now. He didn’t know what battles she’d fought within herself or how she had resisted the encroaching darkness of the demonic power, moment by moment.

      And so, after their first meeting, when she seemed much more composed than expected during their proper conversations, he had unwittingly let it slip from his mind…. that she was far from being okay.

      “I’m sorry.”

      With those words, Yujin gently wiped away the tears at the corner of her eye. Elicia flinched slightly at the touch.

      “Ah, n-no… Professor, you don’t have anything to apologize for…”

      “No, I do. I thought I understood the pain you were going through, but… that was arrogance and a delusion on my part.”

      Yes, Yujin had come to this place with the pure intention of helping Elicia. While he couldn’t do anything about the countless people dying somewhere in the world beyond his reach, he believed it was a person’s duty to help those they could see and touch.

      Still, looking back, he realized that his actions at the time had been far too calculated for such a pure intention. The structure of their demon-like contract was proof enough of that.

      “Regardless of the contract… No, rather, because of the contract, I felt I had a responsibility to properly look after Your Highness. And yet, I failed to even notice that your heart had festered to this extent. Your mental state is one of the most critical factors in all of this, yet… I was far too complacent. I am sorry.”

      As he spoke, Yujin retrieved a handkerchief from his subspace and gently wiped away Elicia’s tears. She accepted the gesture and looked at Yujin blankly as his hand moved.

      “…Professor, why…”

      “Hmm?”

      “…Why are you so kind to me?”

      At her question, Yujin paused to think. Why was he so kind to her?

      “If I said it was simply because I’m a professor helping a student… you wouldn’t believe me, would you? Honestly, I wouldn’t believe it either.”

      “……”

      “In that case, I’ll ask you a question, Your Highness. If you saw a child standing in the rain, crying, what would you think?”

      “That’s…”

      “A child with no parents, left all alone, standing there crying until they’re completely withered away.”

      “……”

      The first thought would likely be how pitiful they were. Alongside that, there would be a desire to help them.

      “I think… I’d want to help them.”

      “I feel the same way. To me, Your Highness looks just like that child.”

      Yujin smiled softly as he said this.

      “Of course, it’s fine if you don’t believe me. But there is one thing I hope you’ll believe. Just as you thought about helping that child, there are far more good people in the world than you might think.”

      “……”

      “If that weren’t true… humanity would have perished long ago.”

      No matter what world it was, that truth remained the same.

      Having said that, Yujin put away his handkerchief.

      Before anyone realized it, Elicia’s tears had already stopped.

      “Well then, shall we get started? We can’t spend all day chatting, after all.”

      ***

      Elicia’s treatment began.

      Of course, calling it a treatment was slightly misleading, but in the end, it was still about resolving the problems with her body. So it was accurate to call it treatment in a broad sense.

      “From now on, I’ll be undoing the seal placed on the demonic power affecting Your Highness. Are you ready?”

      “…Yes.”

      Elicia nodded her head stiffly with a tense expression on her face.

      “I have an afternoon lecture to attend, so I can’t stay for too long. Let’s proceed for now with a three-hour session.”

      “Three hours…”

      A time that could feel long or short depending on the perspective. To Elicia, it felt like a rather long stretch.

      “We’ll start by helping you adjust to the demonic power. There’s a chance the unsealed energy might run wild, but I’ll keep it under control. Now, let’s begin.”

      
        Gulp.
      

      At those words, Elicia swallowed nervously. She braced herself for the release of the seal.

      Yujin reached out his hand toward Elicia and slowly channeled his mana.

      
        Wuuuuung…!
      

      A dark-red magical power formed a multi-dimensional magic circle. The seal that was cast with a high-level magic circle that only dragons would normally use had to be undone with magic of equal caliber.

      Of course, Yujin could have used dragon language…. but he deemed it too soon to reveal that side of himself to Elicia. Naturally, Elicia had already begun to suspect that Yujin wasn’t an ordinary human, so she would inevitably discover the truth someday.

      But that was a matter for the future. For now, Yujin focused on casting his magic.

      
        Wuuuuuung!
      

      The magic activated.

      
        Click, click.
      

      The sound of something metallic interlocking echoed through the air. It was the sound of the magic sealing the demonic power within the princess being released.

      And then, at last…

      
        Click!
      

      It was as if a lock had been undone. The sound of the magic seal breaking reverberated through the air.

      
        Whoooooosh!
      

      “Ugh!”

      At the same time as Elicia let out a groan, a blinding white demonic power erupted from her.

      
        Whoooooosh!
      

      Before long, wherever the white energy touched, pure white flowers began to bloom.

      
        Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop!
      

      In an instant, the white flowers spread outward from Elicia’s position, transforming the entire room into a field of blossoms. It was an infinitely beautiful sight, but…

      “Ah, ahhh…”

      To Elicia’s eyes, it was entirely different.

      All she could see was a field of corpse flowers, filled with dead blossoms. The blooming flowers gave rise to wriggling maggots, and blood began to seep across the room.

      The entire horrifying scene played vividly before Elicia’s eyes. It was like she was trapped in a nightmare.

      And at the center of it all…

      “….…!”

      There stood another version of herself.

      This other version of Elicia had a flower blooming from one of her eyes and was staring directly at her.

      It was then that Elicia understood.

      That figure was her demonic self. It was a manifestation of her weakness and malice. A self born from the darker parts of her soul.

      Elicia’s trembling eyes fixed on “her”.

      And then, after staring at Elicia for a long moment, “she” finally spoke.

      Give. It. To. Me.

      With those words, “she” lunged at Elicia.

      Elicia instinctively took a step back, but the figure before her now was something closer to an illusion. A phantom.

      Even as Elicia recoiled, “she” closed the distance in an instant and grabbed Elicia by the neck with both hands.

      “Guhh…!”

      [Give it to me.]

      The demonic self kept repeating the words “Give it to me” over and over again. It glared at her with bloodshot eyes and a twisted, ghastly expression.

      [Give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me, give it to me!]

      The voice was filled with madness and malice. And yet… for some reason, Elicia thought she looked desperate and even urgent.

      It was then.

      [Die!]

      “Urk…!”

      She shouted before tightening her grip on Elicia’s neck. Elicia had no time to think anymore.

      “Guh… ngh…!”

      
        Shling…!
      

      Before she even realized it, a sword appeared in one of her hands.

      It was a single-edged blade. A pure white blade as if it were made of pure flowers.

      The blade was formed of demonic power, curses, and the authority of a demon.

      Elicia didn’t know how she had created it.

      All she could do was swing it at the other version of herself standing in front of her.

      
        Sssshhhhhhick!
      

      The sharp sound of the blade cutting through the air rang out.

      And then—

      
        Grin—
      

      The demon self let out a chilling laugh.

      It was only then that Elicia realized something was off.

      
        Pooof!
      

      The illusion of her other self, the one gripping her neck, disappeared… and in front of her eyes…

      “…Professor?”

      Somehow, Yujin was standing there instead.

      “…Ah.”

      But it was already too late.

      The blade was mere inches away from Yujin’s neck.

      It had all happened in a fraction of a second, too fast for her to process or stop herself in time.

      At this rate, Yujin’s neck—

      
        Thump!
      

      “….…?”

      …was not severed?

      No, more than that—

      
        …Did he catch it?
      

      At the very moment she realized it—

      
        Wooooooom!
      

      With a deafening roar, a fierce wind swept through, scattering pure white petals into the air.

      Yujin had caught the blade that was infused with demonic power using just his index finger, middle finger, and thumb.

      “A mere parasite dares to resort to cheap tricks.”

      He muttered in a low voice with his usual closed eyes.

      
        Woooooom!
      

      An overwhelming surge of mana erupted from him. It was far beyond comparison to the white demonic power radiating from Elicia’s body.

      The petals that had been scattered around disintegrated, and the once-rampant demonic power began to falter in alarm before retreating. No, more than that, it began to dissolve along with the petals.

      “…..…!”

      A powerful, noble, and majestic mana. And an aura of ferocity that stood in stark contrast to it.

      Faced with such overwhelming power, the demonic power helplessly recoiled and melted away.

      
        Screeeeeech!
      

      A scream echoed from within, as though something deep inside was crying out in anguish.

      Still, with his eyes only half-open, Yujin gazed directly at Elicia, or rather, into her very core and spoke.

      “If you’re a parasite, then act like one and let yourself be eradicated. Wouldn’t it be better to go quietly, rather than scheming and hastening your own destruction?”
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      Right after Yujin made his stern declaration, all the hallucinations disappeared.

      When her vision cleared, everything began to appear normal once more.

      However, Elicia couldn’t bring herself to look at anything else. Her gaze was entirely fixated on Yujin’s narrow eyes. She couldn’t focus on anything else.

      No matter how often she looked at them, his eyes were mesmerizing. They glittered like rubies, radiated a captivating brilliance, yet carried a weight as thick and vivid as blood. The more she looked, the more she was drawn to their irresistible charm.

      Lost in a daze as she stared at Yujin, Elicia finally snapped back to her senses only after Yujin let go of the blade he had been holding.

      “…Ah, ah!”

      Elicia hurriedly dropped the sword. As soon as she did, the blade disintegrated into petals.

      “I-I’m so sorry, Professor! Are you hurt anywhere…?”

      “Haha, I’m not hurt at all, Your Highness. So there’s no need to worry too much.”

      Yujin repeatedly opened and closed the fingers that had held the blade. A faint trace of demonic power lingered on his fingertips.

      However, like he had said, there was no wound. When he lightly flicked his hand, even the residual demonic power dispersed completely in an instant.

      “More importantly, are you all right, Your Highness? It seems the demon’s consciousness tried to play a trick on you.”

      “Y-Yes… I’m fine. But to think I pointed my sword at you…”

      “I already told you, it’s fine. There’s no harm done, and if anything, it’s my fault for not responding more swiftly. Still, it’s a relief that you’re unharmed, Your Highness.”

      Yujin who was still exuding an air of composure spoke reassuringly. Hearing his words, Elicia seemed somewhat relieved, but her expression remained clouded. It was clear that the fact she had swung a blade at Yujin weighed heavily on her mind.

      “I’m so sorry…”

      “It’s fine. It was the demon’s trickery, after all. Please, raise your head. If you keep bowing like that, it’ll make me feel uncomfortable.”

      “…Yes…”

      At his words, Elicia lifted her head. Seeing this, Yujin turned away and began to survey their surroundings.

      “Still, the aftermath of what just happened seems to have left quite a mess here.”

      “Ah…”

      Elicia’s body was that of a demon. It was only natural that the clash of her sword strike and Yujin’s strength had left the area in complete disarray.

      “Let’s tidy this up a bit.”

      
        Snap!
      

      Yujin muttered as if it was no big deal and snapped her fingers. Immediately, a high-level spell began to unfold.

      
        Woooooom!
      

      In an instant, everything around them began returning to its original place, as if time itself were rewinding. Elicia’s eyes widened at the sight.

      “…This is… time magic.”

      “You recognized it, Your Highness?”

      Yujin replied to her murmur. Elicia nodded her head.

      “After you came by yesterday, Professor… I did a little research about you on my own. Ah, i-if you found it rude or unpleasant—”

      “Haha, not at all. There’s nothing to be upset about. It’s natural for a student to be curious about their professor. You don’t need to be so overly cautious about every little thing. Besides, you’re royalty, aren’t you?”

      If a member of the imperial family acted overly deferential toward a mere professor, that in itself could cause issues. While it was just the two of them here now, and Yujin was someone of considerable fame, the difference in their social status made her behavior seem a bit excessive.

      “Yes…”

      Of course, Elicia was well aware of how excessively cautious she was being around Yujin. She knew full well that there was no need to act this way, and yet…

      
        Why am I acting like this? Really, why?
      

      Elicia was known throughout the empire for her image as a lofty, untouchable flower. In public, she always maintained the noble and dignified demeanor befitting that reputation.

      Ever since she resolved to grow stronger, she had deliberately behaved this way to avoid revealing any hint of weakness.

      Naturally, she bowed her head to certain individuals who warranted such respect, like the academy’s Headmistress Ines Karandar, but she didn’t go out of her way to act so carefully just to avoid offending people in general.

      Yet, in front of Yujin, she felt as if she was somehow… different. Words that would usually flow effortlessly now stumbled, and her typically composed demeanor gave way to clumsy, awkward movements.

      It might have been because of Yujin’s immense power or the hidden secrets she pretended not to notice, but…

      Elicia instinctively felt that it wasn’t just that.

      This was… something else entirely.

      “For now, please take a seat, Your Highness. I’ve suppressed the rampaging demonic power for the time being, so it should remain quiet for a while. Let’s start by giving you some time to get used to it.”

      “Ah, yes!”

      At those words, Elicia took her seat. Yujin also sat down across from her.

      “Let’s start with sensing the demonic power, shall we? Of course, sensing its presence is a very basic step, but the demonic power you possess, Your Highness, belongs to a transcendent being.”

      “Yes.”

      At his words, Elicia closed her eyes for a moment and focused on the demonic power within her.

      
        Swish…
      

      The demonic power exuded a sweet, almost intoxicating fragrance, as though it could enchant countless beings in an instant. It reminded her of a flower.

      “I… I can feel it.”

      “Then, can you try moving it?”

      At his question, Elicia attempted to control the demonic power, much like she would normally handle the aura she had always wielded.

      However…

      
        It won’t move.
      

      The demonic power, which had gone wild with excitement when its seal was broken earlier, now seemed to cower like a frightened mouse hiding in its hole and showed no signs of budging.

      The vivid sensation she’d felt just moments ago when she had wielded the demonic power and even used it to form a sword was still fresh in her mind. But now, it was as though that moment had never happened. The demonic power refused to respond.

      “…It’s not moving.”

      “Is that so? Well, I had a rough idea this might happen. It seems the demon’s consciousness has a firm grip on the demonic power’s control. After all, losing control over that would leave it utterly powerless.”

      “…That might be part of it, but… it feels almost like it’s afraid.”

      “Afraid? Are you saying it seems scared?”

      “Yes, that’s what it feels like, though it’s just a faint impression.”

      At her response, Yujin tilted his head slightly. Then he directed his thoughts toward Tiamat.

      
        Tia, does the energy of a transcendent being have something akin to consciousness?
      

      […Hmph, I don’t know. Why don’t you try figuring that out yourself?]

      
        …?
      

      The problem was that Tiamat seemed to know something but clearly had no intention of sharing it with Yujin.

      All she could feel was growing frustration.

      [Not long ago, you were calling me your top priority and whatnot, but now you’re putting all your attention on that girl.]

      Tiamat was particularly irritated by Yujin’s gentle demeanor toward Elicia. Just before they entered this room, he had been spewing nonsense about how she was his most precious person, his family, and so on. Now, Tiamat really didn’t like the way he was acting as if he was trying to seduce Elicia.

      
        Hmm…
      

      Of course, for Yujin, it was hard not to let out a wry smile at the situation. Tiamat clearly had no intention of offering her help at the moment.

      
        Well, I suppose I’ll just have to soothe Tia later…
      

      For now, there wasn’t much he could do to appease Tiamat, so he decided to set that matter aside. Instead, Yujin expanded his senses as a transcendent being.

      Specifically, he focused those senses on Elicia, intending to thoroughly observe her current state. Like Tiamat had suggested, he decided to figure it out on his own.

      He began to assess her condition.

      
        The demonic power is frightened… That seems about right, but something feels a bit off.
      

      It was true that the energy of a transcendent being didn’t simply yield to the will of someone without control. Even Yujin, before becoming a transcendent, had faintly sensed that he wouldn’t have been able to use the mana within Tiamat’s heart without her permission.

      But this situation was slightly different from that. It wasn’t just that Elicia lacked control over the demonic power.

      
        …Ah, I see.
      

      Yujin glanced subtly around the room.

      In reality, he had deliberately spread his mana throughout Elicia’s dormitory room. Naturally, this was a precaution to immediately suppress the demonic power if it went berserk. In a way, this room could now be considered his domain.

      The demonic power of the demon had already lost to him in a battle of territories. With the room essentially transformed into Yujin’s domain, the demonic power could no longer act recklessly.

      In a sense, it could be said that it had retreated with its metaphorical tail between its legs after losing the territorial fight. Just like Elicia had said, it was behaving as if it were afraid.

      
        It’s a simpler problem than I thought. In that case…
      

      Yujin considered withdrawing his mana for a moment but then shook his head. Whether he withdrew it or not, Elicia wouldn’t be able to control the demonic power as she wished in her current state.

      If that was the case, it would be better to stick to the initial plan of giving her time to adjust. With that conclusion, Yujin spoke.

      “In that case, let’s keep things as they are for now. Your Highness, continue sensing the demonic power and focus on getting used to it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then… shall we start with a light counseling session? I’m not a professional counselor, though.”

      At Yujin’s words, Elicia slowly opened her eyes and asked,

      “…Counseling?”

      “Yes, that’s correct. After all, the stronger Your Highness becomes internally, the easier it will be to take control of not just your body but also the demonic power. Ah, and please continue to stay in the state of sensing the demonic power.”

      “Ah, yes. But… what will the counseling be about…”

      “The topic of counseling… hmm, I see. It might be a bit of a sensitive subject…”

      After a moment of contemplation, Yujin turned to Elicia and asked,

      “Let’s talk about any traumas or other mental issues Your Highness may be dealing with.”
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      Trauma.

      In medical terms, the word “trauma” refers to an injury or wound. When it affects the mind, it is called psychological trauma, and when it affects the body, it is called physical trauma.

      The word originally came from the Ancient Greek τραῦμα (trauma), meaning “wound” and its Latin counterpart Trauma which also meant a severe injury.

      However, in modern times, the term was more commonly associated with psychological trauma rather than physical injuries. It mainly referred to a condition in which a person experienced psychological distress when confronted with a moment that evoked the fear they had once endured in the past.

      Yujin brought up this subject for a clear reason.

      “Like I mentioned earlier, if Your Highness does not become mentally strong, the chances of overcoming the demon’s consciousness will be significantly lower. That is why understanding and addressing any psychological instability can be of great help.”

      “………”

      “I apologize for bringing this up, but just as Your Highness has looked into me, I too have learned a few things about you.”

      With those words, Yujin continued, his tone cautious.

      “I heard that, as a child, you witnessed the assassination of the Crown Princess right before your eyes.”

      “…Yes, that’s right.”

      Elicia forced herself to suppress the trembling in her body and eyes. But her voice quivered just as much.

      “There is nothing to apologize for. This story… is quite well-known. The Crown Princess, who was killed due to political strife, and the young princess who witnessed it all… Everyone avoids mentioning it, but most people are aware of the truth.”

      “…….”

      “And… yes, I understand. This is something I have to face. That demon’s consciousness shows me the scene of my mother’s murder in my dreams every night. It knows better than anyone just how vulnerable I am to it. If I don’t overcome it… If I don’t, then…”

      “Your Highness.”

      
        Thud.
      

      Elicia continued speaking with a somewhat pale expression. But Yujin reached out and firmly grasped her shoulders.

      “…Ah.”

      “Look into my eyes. And take a deep breath, slowly.”

      As Elicia met Yujin’s gaze, she noticed that his eyes were fully open. He often kept them slightly narrowed, but now, with her in front of him, they were completely visible. She looked into his eyes and inhaled deeply.

      “…Hoo.”

      Her expression eased noticeably as she exhaled. Yujin spoke.

      “First, I apologize for stirring up painful memories. And, Your Highness… I have no intention of pressuring you to overcome this.”

      “…What?”

      When Elicia asked in confusion, Yujin replied.

      “It would be ideal if you could, but it’s not something that can be done easily just by deciding to.”

      “……”

      “But if you simply bury it and turn away, it will remain nothing more than a weakness. That’s why I wanted you to face it at least once. No, if I’m being honest, I intend to make sure you continue facing it from now on.”

      At those words, Elicia’s lips trembled. Yujin continued.

      “One day, I want you to grow accustomed to it… At the very least, I want to make sure that you don’t crumble when confronted with it. I don’t know if that will count as overcoming it, but at the very least, I’ll help you adapt.”

      “…Do you really think that’s possible?”

      “…Let me tell you a story.”

      With that, Yujin began to speak about himself.

      “When I was around twelve, I lost my parents.”

      “…….!”

      The sudden, shocking confession made Elicia’s eyes widen.

      “Because of a certain epidemic, I was the only one who survived. Both my parents passed away. Even now, I can still vividly remember their final moments as they lay dying in their sickbeds.”

      “……”

      “A lot of time has passed… but that day still remains a painful memory for me.”

      Yujin spoke as if exhaling a long-held grief. He did not seem to be addressing Elicia but was apparently reminiscing to himself.

      “Because of that, for a long time, I believed I was the most unfortunate person in the world. It couldn’t be helped. I was still at the age when I should have been growing up under my parents’ care, yet I lost them both. Surviving alone felt overwhelming, and there was even a time when I considered following after them because I couldn’t bear the sadness.”

      “……”

      “And yet… I am still alive today. Do you know why?”

      Elicia opened her mouth to answer but closed it again. She repeated the motion several times before finally speaking.

      “Because… you’re a strong person, Professor?”

      “Haha, is that what you thought? Unfortunately, that’s not the case.”

      Yujin denied it with a laugh.

      “The truth is, I don’t particularly like myself. I often see myself as if I were a stranger. I don’t love myself, so much so that even when I talk to myself or think inwardly, I use honorifics. It’s as if I’m addressing someone else, someone unfamiliar.”

      “……”

      “A person like that couldn’t possibly be strong. If I don’t even love myself, how could I ever think of enduring sadness and pain just to keep living? This isn’t strength.”

      “…Then…”

      “I’m lost. Even now.”

      “……”

      “I don’t know what I should do, how I should live… whether I should even keep living at all. I still wander, caught in my own uncertainty. It’s not that I don’t have things I want to do in life, but if you ask me whether those things are reasons to keep living… I wouldn’t say they are.”

      After saying this, Yujin let out a small chuckle and continued.

      “I’m still wandering, still tormented by my thoughts. It’s because that torment and uncertainty haven’t come to an end that I’m still here.”

      “……”

      “I haven’t overcome anything. Sometimes, when I sleep, I dream of sitting down and sharing a meal with my parents, laughing together. When I wake up, it’s painful… but that pain, that sadness, has become my guidepost, my companion in this long journey of wandering and contemplation. It’s not something I can cast away, nor do I intend to. Perhaps I’ll carry it with me for the rest of my life.”

      “……”

      “Your Highness.”

      Yujin met Elicia’s gaze.

      Had he ever spoken face-to-face with a one-eyed person before?

      For Yujin, it wasn’t an entirely unfamiliar experience. While doing volunteer work or carrying out his duties as an Awakener, encountering people with physical disabilities wasn’t uncommon.

      And yet, even for him, making eye contact was something he was used to doing with those who had two eyes.

      Meeting a single eye was different from meeting two.

      When he looked at someone, or when he had to look, his field of vision narrowed to half of what it normally was. He lost the width he was accustomed to and was forced to focus on a single, narrow path. The more his vision narrowed, the more thoughts filled his mind. And the more thoughts he had, the more distractions arose.

      Perhaps that was why.

      Why unnecessary thoughts kept creeping in as he looked at Elicia.

      “Your Highness… keep questioning. Keep searching.”

      “……”

      “It is okay to wander. It’s okay to collapse under the weight of pain and sadness. Whether you see them as companions, milestones, or even the cause of your wandering… it doesn’t matter. As you get used to them, Your Highness, you’ll find that you can keep going until your wandering comes to an end. After all, torment is a curse, but for those who live, it is also a blessing.”

      Yujin spoke those words with a bitter smile.

      “I’m sorry I can’t offer you better advice. But when it comes to matters like this, I can’t simply say what sounds nice. This is all I can tell you, and this is the only way I know how to say it.”

      As he said this, Yujin removed his hand from Elicia’s shoulder.

      
        Thud!
      

      “!”

      Yujin blinked. It had happened so suddenly.

      “…Your Highness?”

      Out of nowhere, Elicia wrapped her arms around his neck and threw herself into his embrace. It was so abrupt that even though Yujin reacted, he was left momentarily stunned and blinking in confusion.

      Her hair carried a fragrant scent reminiscent of lilies. Her subtle natural scent was neither overwhelming nor sharp; it was warm and comforting.

      But for Yujin, more than anything, it was simply bewildering. Why was she doing this all of a sudden?

      “…Ah, ah…!”

      Elicia grew flustered and quickly pulled away. Her face and the corners of her eyes were flushed red.

      “I-I’m sorry, Professor! I didn’t mean to…!”

      “No, well… there’s nothing to apologize for, but may I ask why you did that? That was the kind of action that could easily spark rumors.”

      No matter how he appeared, Yujin was undeniably a man. And for a princess of the Empire to embrace an unrelated man so freely….it was an action that carried significant consequences.

      It was fortunate that Yujin had no ulterior motives. If it had been someone else, how might they have reacted?

      “Th-That is…”

      At his question, Elicia turned even redder. Her ears were burning as she looked at him with slightly misty eyes.

      “I… I couldn’t hold back…”

      “……”

      Hold back what, exactly?

      Yujin had no way of knowing, but seeing her face, he thought it best not to press further. So he simply spoke.

      “I… see. If you say so.”

      Honestly, he didn’t understand, but he nodded anyway and took a step back.

      […That shameless wench dares.]

      Tiamat seemed to be muttering something behind him, but Yujin decided to pretend he hadn’t heard. Of course, even as he did, his mind kept working, trying to figure out how to calm her down.

      Yujin asked,

      “Anyway, Your Highness, I know this must be difficult, but could you share your story with me?”

      “…Very well.”

      And so, Elicia’s story began.
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      Yujin listened to Elicia’s story until the very end.

      She spoke of the happy times she had spent with her mother as a child and then of the day that seemed no different from any other…. until an assassin appeared. Her mother had been killed while trying to protect her.

      As she continued, Elicia’s expression darkened. Her eyes and body trembled, but she forced herself to share everything with Yujin.

      After hearing it all, Yujin’s response was simple.

      “…That must have been difficult for you.”

      Yujin had lost his parents when he was only twelve years old.

      But Elicia had lost her mother when she was merely four.

      He couldn’t even remember what his own life had been like at that age. It was only natural; memories from early childhood tended to fade with time.

      And yet, even now, Elicia had never been able to forget. The memory must have been so traumatic, so painful, that it had stayed with her all these years.

      Suffering from PTSD ever since, she had taken up the sword despite being a princess, all in an effort to become stronger. Yujin could only imagine the pain she had endured.

      Elicia spoke again.

      “If I said it wasn’t hard… that would be a lie. Honestly, even talking about it now is painful. But… just as you said, Professor, I can’t keep running from it forever…”

      “Yes, you’ve done well to speak about it. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “…Thank you.”

      At Yujin’s words, Elicia lowered her head and tried to steady her trembling body.

      Yujin asked as he watched her,

      “Your Highness, may I ask you one more thing?”

      “…Yes, of course.”

      “I know these memories are from a very young age, so you may not remember well, but I’d like to ask…. what did you and your mother, the former Crown Princess, usually do together?”

      “What I used to do with my mother…”

      Elicia seemed to ponder for a moment before finally answering.

      “When I was little… I loved having tea time with my mother or going for walks in the garden. At night, she would tell me stories before bed… Other than that… I’m sorry, but I can’t recall much. My memories from that time are too faint…”

      “That’s more than enough. In that case… Your Highness, do you have anyone you are personally close to?”

      “Someone I’m personally close to…?”

      “Yes. Ideally, someone who is aware of your condition. It would be even better if it was a woman.”

      Elicia seemed to think for a moment at Yujin’s question before finally speaking.

      “…Aside from my family… there’s hardly anyone who comes to mind. It’s a little embarrassing to admit, but I have trouble letting people get too close to me…”

      “Is that also because of your childhood memories?”

      “…Yes. I only learned the truth later, but it turns out that the one who assassinated my mother was one of her own knights. Ever since then, I’ve found it difficult to let others near me…”

      So, the assassin had been the Crown Princess’s own knight. Being a knight was a position that carried a certain degree of honor, wealth, and even power. And yet, he had cast all that aside to take on the role of an assassin. This was a task that would not only lead to his own execution but also the complete eradication of his family for three generations.

      Still, Yujin didn’t dwell on it. There were countless ways to manipulate a person, and discussing how vile those methods could be would be a waste of breath. That knight had likely been no different.

      “So… aside from my family, I’ve never really let anyone get close. It wasn’t just a matter of trust. I simply felt uncomfortable.”

      “But if it’s your family…”

      “…They’re royalty. But why do you ask about someone I’m personally close to…?”

      Elicia asked cautiously, and Yujin answered.

      “I was hoping that person could temporarily take on the role of the former Crown Princess.”

      “…What?”

      “I’ll explain.”

      Yujin continued.

      “It’s nothing complicated. I want Your Highness to reenact the activities you used to do with the former Crown Princess, but this time with someone you’re close to. By doing so, you might be able to overlay your past memories with the present.”

      “Overlay my memories…”

      “Yes. If I had to put it into words… it’s similar to the déjà vu effect. As I mentioned earlier, Your Highness needs to gradually get used to being exposed to your trauma. At the very least, you need to be able to face it without breaking down.”

      “…..…”

      “By engaging in activities you once shared with the former Crown Princess, you’ll naturally recall those memories. And through that, you’ll continuously relive your feelings of longing and sadness, over and over again. The goal is for you to eventually become accustomed to the pain and grief of losing her. Of course, given how young you were at the time, it might be difficult to bring back those hazy memories… but the important thing is to try.”

      It was a treatment method often used for PTSD.

      In fact, since Elicia was someone actively suffering from PTSD, this kind of therapy was necessary.

      After all, PTSD was a condition with a clear cause. That meant the solution was also straightforward.

      Rather than running from the situations that triggered it, one had to confront them head-on, fully process them, and overcome them.

      Of course, just because the method was simple didn’t mean it was easy for the person going through it. If it were that easy to process in one go, they wouldn’t have developed PTSD in the first place.

      Therefore, as Yujin had said, a gradual stabilization process was necessary. First of all, it was important to stabilize her from various discomforts, flashbacks, physical discomfort, and negative emotions.

      Until she was able to face the memories that triggered her trauma, she needed to slowly release the emotions and thoughts attached to them, or at the very least, build up the mental and physical strength to endure the shock. That was the current goal.

      And that was precisely what this method aimed to achieve. The source of her sadness and pain was the former Crown Princess’s death. By recalling the memories they had shared, she would slowly come to terms with the void left behind, accept it on her own, and free herself from the emotions and thoughts that stemmed from it.

      
        If only EMDR therapy were an option… but unfortunately, I’m not a specialist.
      

      Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) was a treatment method that involved following a doctor’s instructions to move one’s eyes from side to side while listening to sounds or feeling tactile sensations. This process helped lessen the discomfort associated with traumatic memories. In 2004, the American Psychiatric Association recognized it as the most effective treatment for PTSD.

      It was said to be inspired by the way the eyes move freely during REM sleep and was known to either blur painful memories or make them harder to recall.

      However, the key point was that EMDR had to be administered by a licensed mental health professional or a certified clinical psychologist in order to be effective.

      This was important, as there had been reports of cases where improper attempts at EMDR had actually worsened a patient’s condition.

      The treatment’s effectiveness was believed to stem from its role in reconstructing the neural connections in the brain related to PTSD memories. But if done incorrectly, those connections could be reinforced instead, further engraving the traumatic memories rather than weakening them.

      Yujin knew this well. He had undergone EMDR therapy himself after his parents passed away. However, since he wasn’t a licensed specialist, attempting such a method would have done more harm than good.

      Of course, all he could do was rely on the most basic and straightforward stabilization therapy. That is to help her repeatedly recall memories of the former Crown Princess until she became accustomed to her absence.

      At the same time, it would be even better if she had someone to confide in about her pain.

      For someone who had experienced a traumatic event, the most important form of support was emotional comfort and the encouragement to openly discuss what had happened. Teaching coping strategies, such as relaxation techniques, was also an effective treatment approach.

      Having gone through these treatments himself, Yujin understood them well. That was why he hoped Elicia could gradually grow accustomed to the memories of the former Crown Princess with the support of someone who could provide her with emotional stability.

      But…

      “Hmm… I suppose asking a member of the imperial family would be difficult?”

      “…Neither His Majesty the Emperor nor my brother, the Crown Prince, would have the time. They’re both too busy. Not only with managing the affairs of the state but also with the ongoing power struggle against the Pantheon, ever since they learned that I was being parasitized by a demon’s seed. My sister is the only one who might have been able to help, but… I’ve heard that she recently returned to high society because of my situation and is helping her husband, the Duke.”

      At the mention of her family, a flicker of guilt crossed Elicia’s face. Still, she forced herself to speak in an unwavering voice.

      Yujin asked,

      “What about Her Majesty the Empress?”

      “…Technically, she is my mother, but… if you’re asking whether we’re close, the answer is no. In fact, our relationship is… rather awkward. No, very awkward.”

      “I see.”

      It was rare for the daughter of a legal wife and a concubine to have a good relationship. More often than not, things were just as Elicia had described. The relationship between them was distant, if not outright strained.

      If the relationship between a legal wife and a concubine had been good, it might have been a different story. But from the start, the current Empress had only entered the palace after the previous Crown Princess had died. She had no particular connection to her predecessor.

      .

      Moreover, from the Empress’s perspective, the Emperor had never truly let go of the previous Crown Princess, leaving her as merely a consort rather than making her Empress. That alone would have made things awkward between her and Elicia, the daughter of the late Crown Princess.

      “…Hmm, is there really no one else?”

      “Someone else… There is my master, the one who taught me the sword…”

      At least it seemed she wasn’t entirely without options. Yujin asked,

      “Then would it be possible to ask that person for help?”

      “…We lost contact after master went to the Demon Realm.”

      “……”

      The Demon Realm.

      Yujin had heard of it before. He had only come across it in passing while reading about the labyrinth academy’s setting, but he distinctly remembered the description.

      
        A place where the monsters left behind by ancient demons and the descendants of those demons gather… Quite literally a Demon Realm.
      

      It was described as a hellish abyss where creatures similar to those found in the Labyrinth fought and slaughtered each other. They were monsters created by demons or those with demonic blood.

      Most of the monsters living there had an overwhelming killing instinct and lacked intelligence, so they usually just killed each other in endless cycles. Occasionally, however, when their numbers grew too large, some would spill over the borders. Because of this, various factions, including the Pantheon, would periodically intervene to reduce their numbers.

      In addition, a small number of demonkin, those conceived directly by demons through mortal hosts, possessed the blood of transcendents. Though rare, these beings were exceptionally intelligent and powerful and sometimes even launched invasions into the human world.

      Of course, such incidents were historically rare. In the past thousand years, there had been no recorded case of the demonkin invading the human realm. The reason was simple. The Demon Realm was a land where even demonkin had to constantly fight for survival. Not only did the monsters behave like ravenous beasts, but even the demonkin considered each other enemies. They were too preoccupied with their own conflicts to unite against an external foe.

      For the same reason, the creatures of the Demon Realm never formed factions. How could they? Even among themselves, monsters and demonkin regarded each other as enemies. Unless an absolute ruler emerged with overwhelming strength to unite them, an invasion of the human world was unlikely.

      “Oh, but Master is probably not dead. After all, she is the Sword Saint… And more importantly, Professor, as you know, most of the saints and holy ones, including His Holiness the Pope, have joined this great subjugation of the Demon Realm. Master should be fine. Besides, in a place so packed with demonic power, it’s only natural that communication through mana crystal balls wouldn’t work.”

      “…Is that so?”

      That was the first time Yujin had ever heard such a thing. Then again, he was still a newcomer to the Labyrinth Academy. In fact, wasn’t it Yujin himself who had only learned upon arriving in this world that the imperial princess was being consumed by a demon?

      The princess’s master was the Sword Saint, and on top of that, most of the saints and holy ones had embarked on a large-scale subjugation of the Demon Realm… That too was news to him.

      “I mean no disrespect to those struggling in the Demon Realm, but… in a way, it might actually be fortunate. Because of the large-scale subjugation, most of the saints and holy ones are absent from the Pantheon. If they were all here while my issue remained unresolved… the Pantheon wouldn’t be as silent as it is now, with the moderates and radicals simply vying for power without any information leaking out. If a radical saint or holy one were present, they might have ignored all other matters and immediately revealed my current condition to the world, perhaps even trying to kill me.”

      In truth, the main reason for the Pantheon’s current silence was the absence of the Pope and most of the saints and holy ones, causing them to put off dealing with Elicia’s situation. If not for the fact that one of the few remaining holy figures, the Saint of Purification, was a moderate, Elicia’s life could have been in immediate danger.

      Yujin had occasionally wondered how the Pantheon could remain so quiet regarding Elicia’s predicament… but he hadn’t expected this to be the reason.

      “…So, in other words, there’s no one available to help at the moment?”

      “……”

      This was becoming troublesome. Elicia didn’t have much time.

      
        Wouldn’t it be better to rely on the First Princess, even if it means forcing the issue a little?
      

      The First Princess had already returned to high society and was helping her husband, the duke, all to resolve her younger sister’s predicament.

      If that was her motivation, then rather than navigating social circles or aiding the duke, wouldn’t it be far more effective for her to help Elicia directly?

      Besides, it wasn’t as if Elicia needed to remain at the Academy any longer. Since Yujin was capable of traveling space freely, he could send Elicia to the First Princess Lianna, and then visit her after his lectures to personally oversee her treatment.

      
        For now, the First Princess is likely too occupied with her current obligations, so in that case… I should give it a little time and begin in three days.
      

      Yujin was in the midst of roughly forming a plan in his head when—

      “…Professor.”

      “…Hmm?”

      “…If … if it’s you …”

      Suddenly, Elicia blurted out those words.

      When Yujin lifted his head and looked at her…

      “…Wouldn’t that be…. okay…?”

      With her face flushed red, she lowered her head but cautiously glanced up at Yujin.

      [..…….]

      “……”

      Yujin shuddered as he felt Tiamat’s cold gaze on him.

    

  
    
      Chapter 49: Counseling Part 4

      “…Are you talking about me?”

      Yujin decided to ask one more time. Was it really the case that Elicia said she wanted him to be with her?

      
        – …nod.
      

      And Elicia nodded her head quietly without a reply. Yujin once again felt a chill run down his spine.

      [….…..]

      It was because of Tiamat’s piercing gaze. A stream of cold sweat trickled down as he asked Elicia,

      “…May I ask the reason?”

      “…Well, that is—”

      Elicia’s face flushed for a moment as she repeatedly opened and closed her mouth before finally managing to speak.

      “If it’s you, Professor… I thought it might be alright…”

      “…I see.”

      Yujin thought for a moment. Recreating the time that Elicia and the former crown princess spent together… might not be such a bad idea after all. After all, Yujin himself was the one who best understood Elicia’s condition; if he were to personally take charge of her stabilization, he could monitor her status in real time, coordinate the situation, and care for her. It would also be easier to handle any unforeseen circumstances.

      However, the reason Yujin had not initially considered himself for Elicia’s stabilization work was that he was uncertain whether she could maintain a calm state of mind while being with him.

      After all, it had only been three days since Yujin and Elicia met. Although they might have grown somewhat close from the earlier events, he felt it was rather inappropriate to offer her the kind of stability one finds in a family.

      Nevertheless, if she expressed herself like that, it might be worth a try. With that thought in mind, Yujin said,

      “Let’s put tea time aside since nothing’s been arranged for it… As for the walk, what time would be convenient for you? Even during the day when there are many people, you could easily use illusion magic to move around without any trouble.”

      “Even so, I don’t really want to attract too much attention… so, at a time when there aren’t many people around…”

      “In that case, let’s have a night walk. Given Your Highness’s condition, I’ll come to pick you up… but what exact time should we set for our appointment?”

      “About 10 o’clock…”

      “Understood. Then, let’s do that.”

      After casually setting up the walk appointment, Yujin and Elicia exchanged several stories. Mostly concerning Elicia’s condition.

      “Your symptoms included hallucinations, auditory delusions, nightmares, and various others… and you were counteracting them with a relic imbued with the power of a transcendent being, correct?”

      “Yes. Still, thanks to your sealing, I haven’t had to use them recently.”

      “Have you informed your family about the progress in your treatment?”

      “Not yet… but it will be conveyed soon. As for the way I’ll be surviving…. I think many will be quite perplexed.”

      “That part is unavoidable.”

      After having these necessary conversations, time passed quickly. Yujin looked at his watch and said,

      “I suppose I should be on my way. I don’t think I can be away any longer.”

      “Ah…”

      At those words, a look of regret flickered in Elicia’s eyes.

      Of course she understood. After all, Yujin had a schedule to keep, and he had mentioned from the beginning that he would only be attending to her for about three hours.

      “Then, I shall reapply the seal.”

      
        Whoooosh.
      

      Yujin said that as he unleashed his magic, re-sealing Elicia.

      A high-dimensional magical circle imposed the seal on her again and locked it in place. She felt as though her body was draining of strength and grew languid.

      “…I felt quite energetic a little while ago, but now my body feels so lethargic.”

      “Because demonic power is the root of demons.”

      Having replied to Elicia’s comment in that way, Yujin stood up.

      “Then, I shall see you later… around 10 o’clock tonight.”

      “Ah.”

      At that, Elicia’s eyes brightened slightly.

      
        So, in the end, we’re to meet again at 10.
      

      
        It won’t take long. We’ll see each other again in no time.
      

      Thinking so, she found herself eagerly anticipating the wait.

      “Then, please excuse me, Your Highness.”

      And with those words, Yujin left his seat.

      ***

      […Yujin.]

      Meanwhile, as soon as Yujin stepped outside, Tiamat called out to him. Yujin quickly replied as if to offer an explanation.

      “…Tia, for one, I have absolutely no ulterior motives towards Her Highness. You know that, right?”

      It might sound like a lame excuse at first, but it’s the truth. Yujin harbors no particular selfish interest in Elicia.

      And Tiamat knew this too. Since the two were connected by their souls, it would be unthinkable for one not to know.

      However…

      [Hmph, then why didn’t you draw the line a little more firmly?]

      Tiamat, though aware of the situation, didn’t seem inclined to easily forgive Yujin. Yujin fell silent.

      “How could I? Besides, she already appears quite unstable anyway.”

      [That sounds like an excuse to my ears.]

      “It’s not an excuse… Didn’t I approach her too coldly last time? I thought a little leniency was in order this time.”

      [Then, I have one question for you.]

      “…I’m listening.”

      Yujin had no choice but to listen quietly to Tiamat’s words. Then she said,

      [Didn’t you notice her feelings at all?]

      
        …If I say I didn’t notice, then I would have no conscience, right?
      

      Yujin wasn’t an idiot either. There was no way he could have missed it, given how obvious it was.

      Of course, Yujin hadn’t really been in a relationship before, so at first he was a bit unsure. However, once Elicia had hugged him and even asked him to join her for a walk, he couldn’t help but notice to some extent.

      That Elicia was clearly developing a tender, budding affection for him.

      Yujin had felt somewhat troubled by that. It wasn’t that he couldn’t understand the situation at all, but he knew full well that it wasn’t a simple matter.

      At that time, the relationship between Yujin and Elicia was, strictly speaking, that of a patient and their main doctor. Yujin was determined to do his best to treat Elicia, and Elicia was well aware of that.

      Moreover, patients tended to develop affection for the doctors who cared for them. Even though it was a contractual relationship, it was evident that the doctor was someone who sought to help them by treating their illness.

      The problem was that Yujin and Elicia’s relationship was closer to that of a psychiatric patient and a psychiatrist. Of course, Yujin wasn’t really a doctor, though.

      In any case, it wasn’t a simple matter for a psychiatric patient to develop affection for a psychiatrist.

      Unlike other fields of medicine, where treatment mainly consisted of medications or surgeries, psychiatry placed a heavy emphasis on psychological treatment…..that is, counseling. In fact, Yujin had mainly been attempting to resolve Elicia’s mental issues through counseling sessions with her.

      And at the heart of this counseling treatment was the relationship between therapist and patient. As the patient perceived that the therapist was paying attention to their life and their difficulties, the patient would rebuild their interpersonal relationships and, based on that, would repeatedly engage in the process of assigning new meanings to past experiences, which in turn actually produced changes in their neural circuits.

      Simply put, it meant that the treatment was effective only if the patient trusted their doctor.

      Due to the nature of the patient-doctor relationship in such counseling treatments, it was not uncommon for patients to confess their love to their main doctor. Not that love necessarily created trust, but trust could also give rise to love.

      This side effect of counseling had been experienced early on by Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, and it had even influenced him to change the form of treatment from hypnotism to psychoanalysis. As the form of treatment changed, ethical taboos concerning matters that could arise between psychiatric patients and physicians were also established.

      Among these, the most well-known taboo was “do not engage in a romantic relationship with a patient”.

      This was because if, during the counseling process, a psychiatric patient felt love for their main doctor and, when that love came to an end, suffered wounds even greater than before, then when psychological problems arose again the patient would no longer trust counseling treatments.

      For that reason, most psychiatrists refrained from engaging in a romantic relationship with anyone who had ever been their patient, even if only once. Violating that taboo could result not only in a loss of reputation within the industry but also in being socially ostracized.

      “Still, do not worry, Tia. I too have a sense of ethics. I had never intended to do anything despicable to Princess Elicia, and I would never do so.”

      As had been mentioned earlier, it was not uncommon for a patient to confess their love to their main doctor. In most cases, however, psychiatrists did not reciprocate such confessions but instead explored why the patient had come to feel love. In that process, the cause of the patient’s pain and its remedy would emerge. And by the time the treatment concluded, the patient no longer felt love for the main doctor.

      Yujin thought that Elicia would be similar. Of course, since Yujin himself was not a specialist, he was somewhat worried about whether he could resolve such issues effectively, but now that he had become a dragon, he believed that finding the answer would not be too difficult.

      […Yujin, of course I trust you. However… that child is difficult to trust.]

      “…Are you referring to Princess Elicia?”

      […Yujin, by the time that method succeeds, that child will have fully become a demon. And you mustn’t try to define a demon’s psyche using human psychology.]

      “…Wasn’t the goal to allow Princess Elicia to transform while preserving her sense of self completely? If that’s the case…”

      [That’s precisely why it’s a problem. If she undergoes metamorphosis in her current state, there’s no way to know whether her feelings of love will remain intact.]

      “……”

      [Resolve this as soon as possible. That child’s body is already no different from a demon’s. This might not be as simple as you think.]

      “…Understood.”

      […And… can you promise me just one more thing?]

      “…What is it?”

      At Tiamat’s unusually serious tone, Yujin too adopted a more solemn demeanor as he asked. She spoke.

      […Do not have children with a demon.]

      “…What?”

      [I’m not saying this lightly. A demon and a human… it’s just not possible.]

      For once, her eyes seemed filled with something akin to guilt.

    

  
    
      Chapter 50: The “Truth”

      Yujin asked Tiamat “Why?” but no answer came. She simply remained silent with her eyes carrying a hint of sadness.

      He could guess that there was some reason behind it, but that was all. Because of that, he couldn’t easily respond to the promise Tiamat had asked of him.

      “Let’s talk about this again next time.”

      […Yujin…]

      “It’s not that I’m ignoring your words, Tia. I just… don’t want to make a promise carelessly when I don’t understand anything.”

      [………]

      “When the time comes that you can tell me the reason, I’ll give you my answer then.”

      Tiamat remained silent for a moment, then eventually nodded her head.

      […Yeah, you’re right. That’s how it should be. Sorry, I think I was forcing my own perspective too much.]

      “It’s alright. I know you’re saying this because you care about me.”

      […Thank you.]

      Although she hadn’t told Yujin everything, neither of them harbored any doubt or let it strain their relationship. Their bond had grown too deep for something like this to drive a wedge between them.

      Finally, Tiamat spoke one last time.

      […Yujin, just take this as a piece of advice. Keep it in mind, but don’t let it bind you too much.]

      “…Advice?”

      [Yes, advice. If…no, regardless of whether it’s a demon or anyone else, if you ever have a child with another being, then at the very least, take responsibility for them.]

      “……”

      Hearing those words, Yujin fell silent for a moment before letting out a small chuckle.

      “That is a fundamental duty of life. Even the most insignificant of beasts take responsibility for the lives they bring into the world.”

      [You’re right. It’s just… there are plenty of those who don’t.]

      As she spoke, something in her voice carried a rare trace of anger and disgust. These were emotions she never usually showed.

      [Even lowly beasts understand such basic right and wrong, and yet… there are those who don’t.]

      “……”

      Yujin instinctively understood that when she said “those who don’t”, she was referring to demons.

      What exactly had Tiamat experienced in the past? The fact that she warned him not to have children with a demon meant that there had been cases of interbreeding between demons and dragons.

      It couldn’t have been Tiamat herself. From everything he had seen, he was certain that she was a virgin in the truest sense.

      Most likely, it was something that had happened among the dragons under her command. An incident that had led to some kind of tragedy.

      But that was as far as Yujin could speculate. Beyond that, he had no knowledge, and anything more would be pure conjecture.

      “…I understand for now. I’ll keep it in mind.”

      And so, he simply took her warning to heart and continued on his way.

      ***

      Meanwhile, rewinding time a little—

      “…Where on earth did he go…?”

      Professor Reina Sahart wandered through the campus. She was busy searching for Yujin.

      To her, this was only natural. She was convinced that Yujin was a dark mage, and the mere thought of failing to keep an eye on him and whatever might result from that was something she didn’t even want to imagine.

      
        Damn it… Don’t tell me he actually went to the princess’s dormitory…?
      

      No matter how much she searched the campus, he was nowhere to be found. That left only one place that came to mind. A place Yujin might have gone. It was the princess’s dormitory.

      
        But I doubt Her Highness would just let a male professor walk into her dorm unannounced.
      

      Princess Elicia, due to an incident in her childhood, was not someone who easily allowed others to get close or earn her trust.

      Would such a person suddenly welcome an unexpected visit from a male professor? Even if that professor was the one who had sealed her demonic power?

      Reina didn’t think so. From the very beginning, Yujin carried an air of suspicion around him. There was no way the princess wouldn’t be wary of him.

      Moreover, Elicia was an exceptionally strong individual. Even if Yujin attempted to use force, there was no way he could resolve things quietly without causing a disturbance.

      Of course, reality was quite different, but from a rational perspective, Reina’s reasoning was sound. Because of that, she ruled out the possibility of Yujin being at the princess’s dormitory.

      
        …Well, he should be back before the afternoon lecture…
      

      She was frowning as she continued walking when—

      “…Hmm?”

      Something caught her eye, and she stopped in her tracks.

      Nearby, on a bench beside a café, two female students sat together.

      “Elly~ So, what exactly happened with Professor Yujin that made you so scared?”

      “Wh-What? I-I’m not scared or anything!”

      “Aww, come on. Your reaction says it all. I heard about it. You ran into Professor Yujin during the labyrinth exam, didn’t you? Something must have happened there, right?”

      A black-haired female student and a brown-haired female student were chatting. Reina’s eyes gleamed.

      
        Student Elly.
      

      She was the one who had encountered Yujin during the labyrinth exam.

      Reina had momentarily forgotten about her due to Yujin’s sudden disappearance, but she had always intended to ask the girl about what had happened inside the labyrinth. It didn’t take long for her to recall that plan.

      She took a step forward.

      “…Student Elly.”

      “Eh?! “

      “Whoa!”

      Startled by Reina’s sudden voice, the two girls jumped and quickly turned around. Then they hurriedly stood up straight.

      “P-Professor R-Reina! M-May I ask why you called me?”

      Elly spoke in a trembling voice. Regardless of Yujin, Reina was famously strict when it came to magical studies, so there was no reason for her not to be nervous.

      In fact, since Reina had the power to significantly lower her grades, it was only natural for Ellyto be shaking.

      “I have something to ask you, Student Elly. Student Sera.”

      “Ah, yes!”

      At Reina’s call, the brown-haired girl beside Elly, Sera, stood at attention and responded loudly.

      Reina continued.

      “I need to speak with Student Elly alone for a moment. Would you mind stepping away? It won’t take long.”

      “O-Of course!”

      With that, Sera quickly left the scene.

      Elly who was left alone in an instant glanced at the spot where Sera had been moments before and screamed, “Traitor!” in her head as she fought back tears.

      “Student Elly.”

      “Y-Yes!”

      But she had no time to dwell on her betrayal. The moment Reina called her name again, she had no choice but to stand at attention and answer.

      Seeing her so stiff, Reina spoke.

      “You can relax.”

      “O-Oh… Y-Yes!”

      At those words, Elly relaxed slightly. Watching her, Reina spoke.

      “As I just mentioned, the reason I called you, Student Elly, is because I have something to ask you.”

      “S-Something to ask… me, Professor?”

      “Yes. It’s about none other than Professor Yujin.”

      “…Hic!”

      The moment Yujin’s name was mentioned, Elly’s face turned pale. At the same time, she let out a small hiccup.

      Seeing her reaction, Reina became certain. Elly knew something.

      “Th-That… W-Why are you asking about P-Professor Yujin…?”

      “That is…”

      Reina hesitated for a moment at the question.

      
        Should I really say this?
      

      She still didn’t know whether Elly was aware that Yujin was a dark mage. If she revealed that fact now, could it put Elly in danger as well?

      
        No, it’s too soon to bring up the dark mage suspicion.
      

      After making that judgment, Reina decided to test Elly with a different question first.

      “Miss Elly, you seem to be especially wary of Professor Yujin.”

      “…W-Well, that’s…”

      “There’s no need to deny it. I believe you already know it yourself. It’s quite obvious that you feel particularly uncomfortable around him.”

      “……”

      “If I recall correctly, the first time you met Professor Yujin was during the labyrinth exam, after reaching the third floor. Is that correct?”

      “Y-Yes… that’s right.”

      “After meeting him there, did something happen between you and Professor Yujin?”

      “……”

      At Reina’s question, Elly’s face turned pale again. Reina narrowed her eyes and continued to press.

      “What exactly happened?”

      “Th-That’s…”

      “You can be honest with me. Even if something unfavorable to Professor Yujin occurred, and he tries to hold you accountable, I will protect you no matter what.”

      “……”

      Elly remained silent at those words, then she asked Reina with a trembling voice,

      “…P-Professor, why are you asking me this?”

      “That is…”

      Reina hesitated once more. This was the turning point.

      If she spoke directly to Elly about the dark mage, she might be able to hear the full story from her. However, doing so would also increase the likelihood of Elly being put in danger.

      On the other hand, if she chose to speak in a roundabout way, Elly might respond just as vaguely. Considering that, it seemed better to ask directly…

      For now, Reina decided to prioritize the student’s safety and phrase her question more carefully.

      “Elly, I don’t know exactly what happened between you and Professor Yujin, but I do know that you are especially afraid of him. If Professor Yujin did anything to harm you, I have a duty as a professor to address it and hold him accountable. This is for your sake as well.”

      “Ah…”

      At those words, Elly looked at Reina, as if touched. Seeing that reaction, Reina felt inwardly relieved.

      “…Th-Thank you for saying that, Professor Reina. But it’s not that he harmed me or anything. It’s just that… how should I put it… if I had to explain, it’s more like I was just scared and embarrassed on my own…”

      However, the words that came out of Elly’s mouth were entirely different from what Reina had expected.

      Elly recounted how she had been a burden to her group during the exam, and how Yujin had guided her through her first kill as if he were teaching her. Because of the shock of that experience, she had come to fear and avoid him, even though he had actually helped her. It was a trivial story; nothing more.

      In fact, this was something she had already heard in a report from Hugo, the party leader responsible for overseeing the group at the time. Reina narrowed her eyes.

      
        Is she still hiding something?
      

      Judging by Elly’s reaction, she didn’t seem to be lying, but Reina couldn’t bring herself to accept that she had simply misjudged the situation. Especially after witnessing Yujin practically reveal his true nature before her eyes.

      “Elly, are you absolutely sure that’s all there is to it?”

      Determined to get a clear answer, she even used a lie-detection spell. Elly who sensed the magic looked flustered at first but soon composed herself and answered sincerely.

      “I-I swear, that’s really all.”

      “……”

      The response was truthful.

      Reina began to wonder if she really had jumped to conclusions, but…

      
        …Even so, could something that minor really be enough to make someone fear him that much?
      

      She still couldn’t accept it. Running a hand through her hair, she searched her thoughts.

      
        Dark magic often involves interfering with a person’s mind or life force.
      

      Could it be that Elly’s memories had been tampered with? What if her soul still remembered experiencing something far more terrifying, but her conscious mind had been manipulated, making her mistake her fear of Yujin for the lingering trauma of witnessing a killing?

      It was an absurd assumption. But after witnessing Yujin’s true nature firsthand, she had long since entered a stage where she doubted everything. In reality, she had become downright paranoid.

      
        Memory manipulation is an advanced form of dark magic… but if it’s Han Yujin, he might just be capable of it.
      

      If that were the case, it would be a serious problem. Magic that interfered with the mind was mostly classified as dark magic, but even among pure magic, there were spells of similar nature. However, mental magic of any kind was considered dangerous, and research on it was strictly forbidden.

      Of course, there were relatively simple dispelling techniques that could undo light brainwashing or hypnosis. But as for memory manipulation….no known method had been developed to reverse it.

      
        In that case, the only option is to draw out the relevant memories…
      

      That was a risky move. Retrieving those memories would inevitably mean exposing the truth. That Yujin was a dark magician.

      If Yujin had indeed altered Elly’s memories as a safety measure, then revealing his identity recklessly could be dangerous.

      Even so, she couldn’t just sit back without securing some kind of proof. She grabbed Eri’s shoulders and spoke.

      “Elly, listen to me carefully.”

      “…. Y-Yes?”

      There was no other choice. She could only hope that Elly would handle it well and do everything in her power to protect her.

      With that resolve, she began to reveal the “truth”…

    

  
    
      Chapter 51: A Hollow Determination

      Reina delivered the “truth” about Yujin in a brief and concise manner.

      And after hearing everything, Elly…

      “…H-He’s a dark mage?!”

      “Shh, keep your voice down.”

      Unable to contain her shock, Elly cried out, prompting Reina to press a finger against her lips.

      Of course, given the nature of the conversation, Reina had already blocked out any external noise in advance. However, she still felt the need to warn Elly. Not just for the moment, but to make sure she understood that such outbursts must never happen again.

      “Mmph!”

      Elly quickly clamped both hands over her mouth, then glanced around nervously. Seeing this, Reina gently guided her gaze back to herself.

      “Don’t act suspiciously, Student Elly. That will only put you in more danger.”

      “……”

      At those words, Elly swallowed hard and gave a small, trembling nod. Slowly, she lowered her hands and, after hesitating for a moment, she cautiously asked,

      “P-Professor Yujin is a dark mage…?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      Reina spoke with unwavering certainty. Elly’s face turned pale.

      She knew Reina wasn’t the type to joke about such things, but a part of her had desperately hoped this was some kind of lie or misunderstanding. Yet, the seriousness in Reina’s expression left no room for doubt. This was the truth.

      “H-How…? If he’s a dark mage, how did he become a professor at the academy? O-Of course, I’ve heard about his achievements, but still… A dark mage should have traces of demonic power within them…”

      “That was our mistake.”

      With those words, Reina briefly explained how Han Yujin had come to be accepted as a professor. Looking back, they never should have let him into the academy so carelessly. But at the time, they had believed it was safer to keep a potential threat close rather than leave it unchecked. The decision to recruit someone so suspicious without thorough investigation had been a clear misjudgment on her part.

      Upon hearing this, Elly trembled as she lowered her head.

      “Th-This can’t be…”

      “I apologize for suddenly burdening you with such dangerous information, Student Elly. But I too am in a desperate situation. Right now, there is no clear way to prove that he is a dark mage.”

      Even Headmistress Ines had failed to sense anything unusual when she first met him. If someone as powerful as her, who was one of the strongest among mortals, could not detect it, then no ordinary means would be able to find the demonic power he possessed.

      That meant they needed a different kind of evidence. Something different from demonic power itself to prove that Yujin was a dark mage. And so…

      “I believe that you know something, Student Elly. The way you reacted when you first saw Professor Yujin… No matter how I think about it, your fear didn’t seem to stem from the mere shock of taking a life for the first time. Isn’t there something you know about him?”

      “B-But I really don’t know anything…! I-I mean, if I did, I wouldn’t have been so shocked when I first heard he was a dark mage…”

      “In that case, have you noticed anything strange about your memories?”

      “My… memories?”

      “There are many types of dark magic that interfere with the mind. Among them, high-level spells can even manipulate a person’s memories. However, artificially altered memories often leave behind a sense of discomfort or inconsistency. Are you sure there’s nothing that feels off to you?”

      At those words, Elly searched through her memories. Even she had felt that her fear of Yujin had been excessive if it was merely due to the trauma of her first kill.

      The thought that her memories might have been tampered with unsettled her, and she forced herself to recall the time she had spent with Yujin in the labyrinth. But…

      “…No, no matter how hard I think about it, nothing seems off. Besides, I don’t even know if there was ever a chance for my memories to be altered in the first place… And at the very least, nothing in my recollection feels unnatural…”

      “…Is that so?”

      “I wasn’t alone at the time, either. Even back then, I felt uneasy about Professor Yujin, so I tried to avoid being alone with him. The members of Hugo’s party were with us as well… No matter how I think about it, I don’t see when he could have altered my memories, and nothing feels out of place.”

      “…I see.”

      If Elly’s words were true, then there were only two possibilities.

      First, her memories had been altered with such precision that she remained completely unaware, and Hugo’s party had also been subjected to some form of mental interference.

      Second, Reina had simply been mistaken, and Yujin had not committed any heinous acts in the labyrinth.

      But was the first possibility even feasible? Could someone tamper with the mind so easily, without leaving a single trace of resistance or distortion?

      More importantly… why would he go to such lengths in the first place?

      If it were Yujin, he could have easily ambushed and wiped out Hugo’s party inside the labyrinth before they even had a chance to make an emergency escape. His presence had never been revealed before, and only Hugo’s party knew that he had joined them midway. If Hugo’s party had been annihilated, all he had to do was hide for a short while, and there would have been no chance of him being identified as the culprit.

      So why would he go to the trouble of interfering with their minds one by one? From Reina’s rational perspective, it was a possibility that was difficult to accept.

      Besides, she had only heard reports about what had happened inside the labyrinth, but if there had been any reason to suspect Yujin of being a dark mage, wouldn’t Hugo’s party have been on guard or tried to escape? That would have been the logical choice from the start.

      And yet, dismissing the first possibility entirely made the second one feel too simplistic.

      More than anything, when Reina considered Yujin’s tendency to reveal his identity as a dark mage and almost seem to enjoy it, the first possibility didn’t seem entirely impossible. They had no way of knowing what kind of power he possessed, so debating whether it was realistically possible or not felt almost ridiculous.

      It was complicated. But at the very least, one thing was certain—there was nothing more to learn from Elly.

      When Elly first heard that Yujin was a dark mage, she had been utterly shocked. She didn’t seem to know anything about it, and her expression had darkened.

      “I’m sorry, Elly. It seems I’ve put you in danger by saying something unnecessary.”

      “Ah, no… I know you didn’t have a choice, Professor Reina… But, um, if what you’re saying is true, then Professor Yujin really is a dark mage, isn’t he?”

      “…Yes.”

      “Th-Then… maybe it’s better to know the truth rather than be unaware and get caught up in something terrible at the academy. S-So… you don’t have to feel too guilty about it.”

      “…Thank you.”

      Hearing Elly say that made Reina feel a little lighter. Elly, on the other hand, was visibly startled by Reina’s gratitude.

      
        P-Professor Reina just thanked me.
      

      To her, Reina had always seemed like someone who wouldn’t bleed a single drop even if pricked with a needle. That made it all the more surprising. She never imagined Reina could show such a vulnerable side.

      “…Haah. That brings us back to square one. In that case, the only option left is to track down Hugo’s party again…”

      “H-Hugo’s party…?”

      “…Yes. In fact, there’s one more person besides you, Elly, whom I suspect might know something about Professor Yujin.”

      Someone else who seemed to know about Yujin? At those words, Elly asked cautiously.

      “Who… who is it?”

      “The scout of Hugo’s party, Mirien. When I reviewed the report from when we assessed your performance, I noticed she reacted suspiciously.”

      “M-My score…”

      Recalling her score, Elly’s expression briefly darkened. It was only natural; she had completely failed the test.

      But Reina continued speaking as if she didn’t notice or simply didn’t care.

      “In fact, I started suspecting Professor Yujin from that moment. Back then, the dark mages were actively stirring up trouble, and since a demon had appeared on the fifth floor, I found it suspicious that a mage just so happened to join the party that encountered the demon.”

      “Oh…”

      Elly quietly parted her lips at this new revelation. The fact that dark mages were actively moving behind the scenes wasn’t common knowledge among students, after all.

      “When I questioned them, trying to connect Professor Yujin to the dark mages… Mirien, the scout of Hugo’s group, reacted as if she knew something. At the time, the other two Hugo and Krom were defending him, so I couldn’t push any further. But now that it’s practically confirmed that he’s a dark mage, there’s no reason not to approach her.”

      “I-I see… But what if she doesn’t know anything, just like me?”

      “Judging by how she reacted when I asked about Yujin and the dark mages, this time might be different. If you only reacted based on your instincts when you met him, she might actually have more solid grounds for suspicion.”

      “I-Is that so…”

      “Anyway, Elly, there’s one thing you absolutely must remember.”

      Reina firmly grasped Elly’s shoulders and spoke in a grave tone.

      “Under no circumstances should you act suspicious in front of Professor Yujin. Do you understand?”

      “…Y-Yes! I understand!”

      Faced with Reina’s serious warning, Elly nodded her head frantically. She steeled herself, vowing not to let anything seem unnatural in front of Yujin…

      ***

      That afternoon, during the practical combat training class.

      
        Bang!
      

      As she watched the magic circle shatter, Elly let out a dazed groan.

      “Ah, ah…”

      “Oh my, student Elly. You seem to be having trouble focusing.”

      Sure enough, despite her earlier determination, she was trembling uncontrollably and had failed to cast a single proper spell during the practical training.

      “Are you feeling unwell?”

      Beside her, Yujin was guiding her with a smile…

    

  
    
      Chapter 52: He’s Here?

      Earlier that afternoon, before the practical combat training class.

      After parting ways with Elly, Yujin suddenly appeared.

      “Good day, Professor Sahart. I hope you were able to get some rest in my absence. Haha.”

      “……”

      He had disappeared with nothing more than a brief remark about stepping out for a moment. And now, he shamelessly returned, speaking as if he had merely gone for a short stroll.

      Reina stared at him intently and asked,

      “…Where have you been all this time?”

      “Oh, nothing special. I just took some personal time. Had some business to take care of, too.”

      “And what exactly was that business?”

      “Oh my, are you prying into my private life? I didn’t realize we’d become that close already.”

      “……”

      At his brazen response, Reina fell silent and simply continued to glare at him.

      Well, she hadn’t expected him to answer honestly anyway. He was merely toying with her and treating this like a game, all while never losing sight of his true intentions.

      Besides, just because they were co-instructors didn’t mean they had to be together all the time. Their connection was purely professional, and there was no real reason for her to interfere beyond that.

      Of course, that was only if she ignored Yujin’s insufferable antics.

      Then he spoke.

      “Anyway, it’s about time for class, isn’t it? This afternoon’s lesson is practical training, right?”

      “…Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Sounds fun. Let’s go, then.”

      With that, Yujin headed toward the training grounds.

      ***

      Whether it was a mage’s practical training or a warrior’s, the fundamental framework remained the same.

      Combat, at its core, was exactly what the word implied. It was real battle. And in battle, firsthand experience and personal growth were far more important than listening to theoretical lectures dozens of times.

      That was why practical combat training classes were always centered around actual battle. The students had already endured endless theory lessons in previous classes, so here, they were expected to apply that knowledge and engrain it into their bodies through direct practice.

      Of course, it was only natural that warriors and mages had different approaches to combat.

      Warriors fought at the front lines, while mages mainly supported them from behind, whether by providing magical reinforcement, firepower, or other forms of assistance.

      While warriors relied on their instincts, senses, and intuition in battle, mages needed precise calculations and cold, logical judgment to respond appropriately at the right moment.

      That was why mages had to maintain a calm and composed mind at all times. Losing their composure would disrupt their ability to construct magic spells properly, weakening both their calculations and their decision-making.

      And yet…

      
        Paang!
      

      “Ack…!”

      Right now, Elly’s performance was far from what was expected of a mage.

      As her repeatedly drawn magic circles crumbled apart, her friend Sera turned to her with a concerned expression.

      “…Elly, what’s wrong? We may not be the top of the class, but we’ve never been this bad before.”

      “Th-That’s…”

      “Did Professor Reina say something to you and make you too nervous?”

      Ever since Reina had pulled Elly aside for a secret conversation, Sera had been pressing her nonstop, demanding to know what they had talked about.

      Naturally, Elly couldn’t reveal that Yujin was a dark mage. Not even to her closest friend. So, she simply claimed that Reina had given her a serious warning after seeing her poor grades.

      Upon hearing that, Sera gasped in shock, as if she had just realized how dire Elly’s academic situation was.

      
        – Wait, if Professor Reina personally came to warn you, doesn’t that mean your grades are so bad you’re at risk of being expelled?
      

      
        – M-Maybe…
      

      When Elly recalled the conversation she had back then, she still felt a pang of guilt. But now, she thought it was a relief that she had said what she did.

      And for good reason. Sera had assumed that ever since Reina had spoken to Elly, she had been overly nervous, to the point where she couldn’t even perform at her usual level.

      Of course, that wasn’t the real reason. After all, it had been a lie from the start. It was just that…

      “…Hmm.”

      
        So scary…!!!
      

      Ever since the practical training class had started, Yujin had been watching her from a distance, and the way he kept an eye on her made her feel unbearably pressured….and terrified.

      He had already been someone she found incredibly difficult to deal with, but after learning he was a dark mage, that fear had doubled.

      Of course, Yujin wasn’t watching her for that reason.

      
        Elly doesn’t seem to be in good shape today.
      

      It was that common thing. How teachers tended to pay more attention to struggling students rather than the ones who were either average or exceptionally skilled and could handle things on their own.

      Besides, from Yujin’s perspective, Elly was someone he had known even before becoming a professor, so naturally, she caught his interest more than others.

      On top of that, she seemed constantly tense and afraid, and now she couldn’t even cast magic properly. Seeing her struggle like that, his eyes kept drifting toward her.

      
        Is it because of the trauma from that day?
      

      Yujin still believed that Elly was having a hard time because of the memories of the massacre during the labyrinth incident. He assumed that her discomfort around him stemmed from the fact that he was the one who had forced her to witness it firsthand.

      
        We’ll be seeing each other often from now on, so staying awkward like this isn’t good… Maybe helping her out a little wouldn’t be a bad idea.
      

      Yujin decided to give Elly some guidance, just as he had during the labyrinth incident. Besides, now that he was a professor, it was only natural for him to assist struggling students.

      It would be a chance to ease the awkwardness between them while also helping her overcome the trauma that was still weighing her down. With that in mind, he started making his way toward her.

      Just then, Elly was attempting to use magic again.

      
        Wooooong.
      

      As the spell was constructed, a circular magic circle formed in the air. She then aimed it at Sera who stood opposite her.

      The area was bustling with live combat training, and Elly and Sera were no exception. The training involved students pairing up and dueling with magic while protected by a barrier.

      In truth, first-year training at the beginning of the semester was nothing impressive. Most students were still far from grasping the theories of combat, let alone its basic concepts.

      The world was currently in an era of peace, with no wars taking place. Although dark wizards occasionally stirred up trouble, dealing with them was the responsibility of law enforcement within each faction, not the young students enrolling in the academy.

      As a result, it was extremely rare for first-year students to have any real combat experience. While second-years, who had spent some time navigating the labyrinth, were a different case, first-years only went through the most fundamental training in their first semester.

      Simple sparring, basic exercises, and foundational drills… nothing more than the essentials.

      Even now, similar training sessions were taking place all around them…

      
        …Oh, he’s coming?!
      

      Elly, however, was far more preoccupied with Yujin than the training. The moment she noticed him not only staring at her but actually approaching, her concentration shattered in an instant.

      
        Paang!
      

      Her magic circle collapsed once again. Elly let out a dazed groan.

      “A-Ah…”

      “Oh my, student Elly. You seem to be having trouble focusing.”

      Despite her earlier resolve, her body trembled uncontrollably. When Yujin addressed her, she froze as if her breath had been caught in her throat.

      “Are you feeling unwell?”

      “…I-I, um…”

      “Ah, hello, Professor!”

      Meanwhile, Sera, though slightly tense at Yujin’s sudden approach, managed to greet him stiffly. Yujin turned to look at her.

      “Ah, hello there. What’s your name?”

      “I-I’m Sera! I don’t have a last name!”

      “I see. Nice to meet you, Student Sera. How is your training going?”

      “Ah… well…”

      At his question, Sera hesitated and glanced at Elly. Honestly, anyone could see that things weren’t going well.

      “Seriously… You’ve got your barrier up properly, so what’s the problem?”

      “I-I’m sorry…”

      “You really don’t look well… Are you sure you’re okay, Student Elly?”

      Yujin stared at her intently as he asked his question. With a warm smile, he truly looked like a professor who cared about his student. But the moment she remembered that he was an incredibly powerful dark mage, she couldn’t stop the shiver that ran down her spine.

      “…I-I’m really fine!”

      Still, she forced herself to recall her promise with Reina and her own determination, trying to respond confidently. It would have been better if she hadn’t bitten her tongue in the process.

      Meanwhile, Reina who had been silently watching the students’ training found herself admitting that she had been too hasty.

      
        I was too careless…
      

      She had revealed unnecessary information to a student. Even if there had been no progress in the investigation, she now regretted acting so rashly.

      She had told Elly not to show any suspicious behavior in front of Yujin, yet the girl was now visibly more terrified of him than before.

      For a moment, Reina hesitated.

      
        Should I step in and separate Han Yujin from Elly right now? But wouldn’t it seem unnatural if I suddenly intervened?
      

      At least for now, Yujin didn’t seem to suspect Elly. It was possible that he simply thought she had always been afraid of him.

      But if things continued like this, the clumsy Elly would inevitably give herself away. Since Reina was already wary of everything about Yujin, she figured that even if she interfered and kept him from approaching the student too freely, it wouldn’t seem too out of place.

      With that thought, she was about to step forward.

      “Excuse me for a moment.”

      Yujin placed a hand on Elly’s shoulder. And then…

      
        …Huh?
      

      Elly felt an unfamiliar sensation, as if the mana within her body had started moving on its own.

      
        …How?
      

      Was it even possible for someone to interfere with the mana inside another person’s body? And yet, Yujin was doing it effortlessly.

      Her hand stretched forward of its own accord. Her mind raced faster than ever before.

      Then, in an instant, a magic formula took shape above her palm, and a magic circle unfolded before her.

      The speed was incomparable to when she normally cast magic.

      And then—

      
        Whoooosh!!!
      

      A fiery explosion erupted in Sera’s direction. The magic that struck Sera’s barrier was several times more powerful than the magic Elly usually used. The sudden blast sent waves of shock through those nearby.

      “Ah…”

      Elly who had been staring blankly at the scene before her suddenly cried out in alarm.

      “S-Sera?!?!”

      “…Huh…? Oh? D-Did you just call me, Elly?”

      “…What?”

      Yet, Sera’s voice rang out from within the flames. Sure enough, when Elly looked closer, she saw Sera standing there unharmed.

      Elly let out a dazed sound at the unexpected sight, and Yujin who had placed a hand on her shoulder spoke.

      “I adjusted the power so that only the barrier would break.”

      “…Oh.”

      “Haha, did I scare you? Despite how I may seem, I am a professor, after all. I wouldn’t make such a careless mistake, so there’s no need to be so shocked.”

      With those words, Yujin removed his hand from Elly’s shoulder and continued.

      “Elly, more importantly. What did you feel just now?”

      “H-Huh? Well, that is…”

      “Please be honest. If everything happened too quickly for you to grasp, it’s fine to say you don’t know.”

      At his question, Elly momentarily forgot her fear of Yujin and instinctively responded.

      “I-It felt like I had suddenly become an Archmage! My mind was working incredibly fast, the flow of my mana was completely different… B-But beyond that, I’m not really sure…”

      “I see. In that case, make sure to remember that sensation.”

      Yujin smiled faintly as he spoke.

      “It’ll likely serve as a valuable clue for your growth.”

      
        …What …?
      

      Was he actually a good person?

      For a moment, Elly completely forgot that the man before her was a dark mage and found herself wondering.

      It was such a careless thought that was so very like her.

      ***

      Later, during practical training, the students who witnessed Elly’s magic were so shocked that they all turned to Yujin for help.

      The students had no choice but to realize that Yujin must have done something. After all, Elly who was both a commoner and had poor grades, had just cast a spell several times more powerful than usual. And at an incredible speed, no less..

      However, Yujin did not extend the same help to the other students.

      “In this case, I made an exception because Elly was in no condition to properly participate in the training. However, from now on, I will select one particularly outstanding student per lecture and offer them some help.”

      If he didn’t set this rule, every student would come begging for his help, and Yujin couldn’t afford that.

      Faced with his firm stance, the students had no choice but to swallow their disappointment and step back.

      Soon, the practical training session came to an end. Though Reina remained wary of Yujin, she still proceeded to announce the schedule for the next lecture.

      “For our next class, we will head to the labyrinth.”

      —!

      “I’m sure you’ve all already reviewed your grades from the labyrinth exam. Next time, we will take a brief moment to reflect on and address your weaknesses. Since all of you managed to reach the fifth floor of the labyrinth, we will meet there directly.”

      As expected, the next lecture would take place in the labyrinth.

      ***

      Meanwhile, somewhere inside the labyrinth…

      “…Hey, Hugo.”

      “…What is it, Krom?”

      “Don’t you feel like this has happened before?”

      “…I’m not sure. Mirien, what about you?”

      “…Don’t ask.”

      Hugo’s party, the same group Yujin had briefly joined, was still exploring the labyrinth.

      And right now, they were all experiencing an eerie sense of déjà vu.

      “Ah, shit! This is actually the labyrinth? The very same labyrinth from Labyrinth Academy that I played?! What the fu—”

      “…Another person who’s ended up alone in the labyrinth.”

      Hugo scratched his head awkwardly as he looked at the man standing before him.

      The man appeared to be in his thirties. He held a sword in one hand and a shield in the other, with armor covering his body.

      He seemed quite skilled.

      As Hugo observed him, he soon turned to his party members and began whispering.

      “He doesn’t even seem to realize that this place is a labyrinth.”

      “…He might be insane. The things he’s saying don’t make any sense.”

      “So, what do we do? Just leave him be?”

      “……”

      After a brief moment of contemplation, Hugo turned back to the man and spoke.

      “Hmm… Considering what happened with Yujin, we might as well take this as fate and go together.”

      “Shall we?”

      “…….”

      Mirien looked uncomfortable, but Krom who still had a good opinion of Yujin agreed without hesitation. As for the man…

      “…Wait a second. What? Did you just say Yujin?”

      As if he had misheard something, he stopped cursing at the air and turned to face the party.

      “…He’s here too?”

      He spoke as though he knew Yujin.

      Hugo looked at the man and asked,

      “Huh? Do you know Mr. Yujin?”

      “A-Ah, no… I do know someone named Yujin, but let’s first make sure we’re talking about the same person. Black hair, usually squints his eyes, looks suspicious as hell. Is that him?”

      “How did you know? Ah, did you perhaps read about him in the news…?”

      “Goddamn it! That bastard ended up here too?!”

      Grabbing his head in frustration, he shouted into the air.

      “Why the hell is he here?!”

      Lee Han-chul, 32 years old.

      He was the first party leader of the Hanul Guild, the guild Yujin belonged to when he was on Earth, and the guild master’s younger brother.

      Now, he had fallen into this world too.

    

  
    
      Chapter 53: Night Walk Part 1

      “……..”

      Meanwhile, in the research lab of Linne Eneria, the alchemy professor at Labyrinth Academy.

      There, Linne was deep in thought, recalling the conversation she had with Yujin.

      
        A mortal can also become a transcendent… huh.
      

      Of course, most of their discussion had been little more than idle chatter, but the last part had been different.

      A transcendent.

      Divine beings with a status that mortals cannot dare approach.

      Each one wielded powers capable of shaking the very laws of reality. To Linne, they were not only the primary focus of her research but also something akin to a lifelong aspiration.

      The Philosopher’s Stone…. what most alchemists considered the ultimate goal of their lives.

      It was, in essence, an imitation of the Dragon Heart, which was an organ of a transcendent dragon.

      A magical core that endlessly generated mana, never running dry.

      But in the end, the Philosopher’s Stone was nothing more than a mere imitation. No matter how much effort or sacrifice humans poured into it, the culmination of human knowledge and craftsmanship would never be enough to rival a true transcendent.

      In short, the Philosopher’s Stone that was so desperately sought after by alchemists was simply a replica of the Dragon Heart, nothing more. It could never match the real thing. So why, then, did alchemists dedicate their entire lives to pursuing something that was merely an imitation of a transcendent’s organ?

      Ever since Linne first stepped into the world of alchemy, she had questioned this. The idea that such a thing could be a lifelong aspiration had always seemed unbearably underwhelming to her.

      And so, she set her sights on a different goal.

      Her ambition was to become a transcendent. Or, if that proved impossible, to create one with her own hands.

      Transcendents must have come into existence through some means, some catalyst. If she could uncover that secret, then perhaps creating one artificially was not an impossible dream.

      Had the priests who worshiped the gods, or the followers of the Transcendents, heard of her thoughts, they would have condemned her as the height of blasphemy and branded her a heretic. But while she could conceal her beliefs, she had no intention of abandoning them.

      That was why she had even joined hands with the likes of dark mages.

      Among the four known types of transcendents—gods, demons, dragons, and giants—her knowledge would remain incomplete if she lacked information on demons.

      For that reason, when Princess Elysia first emerged carrying the Demon Seed, she had secretly harbored great expectations. She had thought that the princess might be the key to fulfilling her deepest wish.

      But that hope had quickly turned into disappointment.

      The Demon Seed was less about transforming a mortal into a Transcendent and more about something that was a Transcendent to begin with being reborn with a mortal body as its host.

      A mortal’s body was nothing more than a kind of cradle. Once the full transformation into a demon was complete, not even a trace of the princess’s current self would remain. This was far from the wish she had been hoping to fulfill.

      Instead, she saw its value as a bargaining chip in her dealings with the dark mages. So, she passed this information on to Bollen, the dark mage with whom she regularly traded.

      Upon hearing the news, they imagined that the birth of a new demon might usher in the world they longed for. But to Linne, the idea was nothing short of laughable.

      Demons were on no one’s side. They loved only chaos and evil, viewing even their own followers as mere playthings.

      What about the monsters and demonic beings lurking in the Demon Realm? Even they, creatures driven by nothing but the instinct to slaughter, feared the very demons that had created them. And the demons, in turn, did not care for their offspring. Instead, they cast them into an abyss of endless carnage, forcing them to fight and kill one another for their own amusement.

      Would such beings truly treat their worshippers any differently? Hardly. Perhaps, for a time, they might align themselves with the dark mages to overthrow the world stabilized by the gods, but they would never act according to the dark mages’ desires.

      Perhaps the dark mages knew this all along. If not, they would have already attempted to abduct the princess from the academy rather than waiting for her to transform into a demon on her own.

      Maybe they had even prepared some kind of mechanism to control the demon once it emerged. But to Linne, either possibility seemed nothing more than a foolish thing.

      One way or another, her wish remained as distant as ever. And perhaps that was why she had taken an interest in Yujin.

      
        – I will make even the Transcendents acknowledge my existence.
      

      That single declaration was enough to draw her attention. More than anything, he was an Archmage who had pioneered the study of space-time magic, a field said to be the domain of Transcendents alone.

      In some ways, he had come closer to her wish than she ever had. He was a great pioneer on the path she sought to walk.

      Even after learning, through Reina’s remarks, that he was a dark mage, her interest in him did not wane. If anything, a later conversation with Bollen led her to suspect that Yujin might not even be mortal. And that possibility only deepened her fascination.

      A man who could be the leader of the dark mages. A man who might not even be a mere mortal.

      Of course, the chances of him being a true Transcendent were slim. After all, it was known that every Transcendent had either perished in the Great War or been sealed away within the Great Labyrinth.

      But then again, who was to say there wasn’t a Transcendent who had evaded the gods’ gaze and hidden away all this time? The gods were not omnipotent. Not against the Transcendents.

      Perhaps, at long last, she had found the chance to stand before a true Transcendent and study their existence firsthand.

      Of course, given the nature of her lifelong ambition, it was only natural that she was one of the professors who frequented the labyrinth. She had faced trials set by Transcendents on multiple occasions and had even conducted research on them, treating them as subjects of study.

      However, despite her efforts, there were inherent limitations in studying the Transcendents who were bound to the labyrinth and could only exert limited influence. At best, they occasionally manifested as spiritual projections or incarnations to interact with mortals, but due to the constraints of the labyrinth, they could never fully reveal their true forms to the mortal world.

      Strictly speaking, Linne had never directly encountered a Transcendent herself.

      Moreover…

      
        Perhaps even mortals can become Transcendents…
      

      She was still mulling over Yujin’s words. If all her thoughts and theories were correct, then what he had said was no different from a Transcendent themselves suggesting that mortals might indeed have the potential to ascend.

      In a world where even the Philosopher’s Stone was considered an unattainable dream in the field of alchemy, she carried an ambition so absurd that it bordered on madness…..the creation of a Transcendent.

      Naturally, there were times when she questioned whether her ambition was nothing more than a delusion.

      Yet, when Yujin had spoken those words, she had felt as if he had validated her beliefs, proving that she was not mistaken.

      
        …First, how should I approach him?
      

      She pondered the best way to make contact with Yujin. Last time, since Reina had been by his side, she had approached him casually, intending only to have a light conversation. But from the moment she laid eyes on him, it was clear. He was not someone to be taken lightly.

      After all, he had managed to become an academy professor while concealing the fact that he was a dark mage, even under the watchful eye of the Headmistress. That alone proved he was not an opponent to be underestimated.

      His true identity remained uncertain, and if she approached him recklessly, she could end up at a disadvantage. At the very least, she needed to learn more about him and reach a position where she could negotiate on equal footing.

      Of course, if her suspicions were correct, anything she could offer in exchange would be far from sufficient. But if he found even the slightest interest in her, that alone would be a success.

      Honestly, it didn’t matter whether he was truly a Transcendent or the leader of the dark mages. Linne herself was merely entertaining possibilities, and the actual likelihood wasn’t particularly high.

      There was no need to set her expectations too high. Even if he wasn’t what she speculated, Yujin was still an intriguing man.

      He was a great pioneer who had made the concept of space-time, once thought to be the exclusive domain of the Transcendents, so systematic that even humans could use it. Considering her own ambition, it would be more than worth it if she could capture even the faintest thread of his talent that dared to invade the realm of the Transcendents.

      And so, she spent a long time contemplating how to get closer to Yujin.

      ***

      Meanwhile, that night, after the lecture had ended—

      Yujin made his way to Elicia’s dormitory.

      Yujin had not forgotten his promise to go on a night walk around 10 p.m.

      Of course, Tiamat’s words and Elicia’s emotions still lingered in his mind, but he figured those were matters to be dealt with in due time.

      And so, he stood in front of Elicia’s dormitory room.

      
        Knock, knock.
      

      “Your Highness? Are you there?”

      He knocked on the door and called out to her. Then—

      
        Click.
      

      “Yes, Professor.”

      The door immediately opened, and Elicia appeared as if she had been waiting right by the entrance all along.

      Naturally, Yujin wasn’t particularly surprised. He had already expected as much. What unsettled him, however, was the realization that she had been standing right at the door, waiting for him to arrive.

      But now wasn’t the time to dwell on that. He greeted her.

      “Good evening, Your Highness. It’s a lovely night.”

      “…Yes, good evening to you too, Professor.”

      At his words, Elicia gave a small nod with a hint of shyness in her demeanor. For some reason, Yujin felt a lingering sense of unease. Not to mention the weight of Tiamat’s gaze from behind.

      But whether she was aware of any of this or not, Elicia looked up at him slightly and spoke.

      “…m-more importantly… how do I look?”

      At that, Yujin stared at her intently.

      Dressed in a pure white one-piece dress and a wide-brimmed hat, she looked more put together than usual. Her light makeup was subtle yet elegant, enhancing her delicate beauty without overpowering it. She looked like a single pure flower in full bloom.

      Yujin smiled as he spoke.

      “You’ve dressed up. It suits you.”

      “R-Really? Thank you.”

      At his words, Elicia blushed and lowered her head. Yujin let out a faint, bitter smile before extending his hand toward her in an escorting gesture.

      “Shall we go? Fortunately, the moon is bright tonight, making for quite a picturesque view.”

      “…Yes.”

    

  
    
      Chapter 54: Night Walk Part 2

      A nighttime stroll wasn’t exactly the most enjoyable activity.

      Without a proper light source, the darkness of night blanketed everything, obscuring one’s vision. It was hard to appreciate the scenery when even the surroundings were barely visible, making the simple act of walking through the dark far from delightful.

      In fact, the stabilization therapy that had begun under Yujin’s judgment…. more precisely, the strolls she had once shared with the former crown princess had not been taken at night but rather in the bright light of day. Elicia still held onto memories of laughing joyfully with her mother as they watched the radiant foliage and flowers bask in the sunlight.

      For that reason, nighttime was, in many ways, an unsuitable setting for her trauma therapy. While the moon shone brightly, it wasn’t nearly enough to illuminate the surroundings, nor did the night carry the same lively energy as daytime.

      More than anything, strolling through the garden at night… as previously mentioned, was quite different from what she had once done with her mother.

      And yet, despite all that…

      “…It feels strange.”

      “Does it?”

      “Yes. Now that I have a demon’s body, the darkness doesn’t seem so dark anymore.”

      As a Transcendent, Yujin of course had no trouble with the night, and Elicia too felt little discomfort. Both of them instinctively accepted the darkness and absorbed their surroundings through their heightened senses.

      Because of that, the garden that was bathed in soft moonlight appeared unexpectedly enchanting.

      Yujin asked,

      “And how do you feel?”

      “My feelings…”

      At his question, Elicia fell silent for a moment before turning to look at him.

      Yujin strolled beside her with his usual narrow eyes making it impossible to discern his true thoughts.

      She stared at his face in a daze. As she recalled the way those beautiful crimson eyes had once gazed at her with quiet intensity, she felt a sudden fullness in her chest and a heat rising through her body. Before she even realized it, the words slipped from her lips.

      “…It’s breathtaking.”

      “Breathtaking?”

      “…Ah, ah!”

      When Yujin turned to her slightly and repeated her words, she snapped back to her senses and flinched in surprise.

      “I-It was a slip of the tongue! I just… the garden under the moonlight…it gave me that impression.”

      “…I see. It certainly does have a certain charm.”

      It was a sentiment only Yujin, a complete Transcendent, and Elicia whose body had become nearly that of a demon could truly express.

      Of course, Elicia herself hadn’t been entirely honest about her feelings.

      
        …It seems I’m more broken inside than I thought.
      

      And Yujin too was well aware of that fact.

      The sticky emotions in her gaze, the way she looked at him, were vividly conveyed to his senses.

      In the past, he had assumed it was the characteristic melancholy of someone mentally exhausted. But now, he understood at least logically that this feverish emotion, burning with a heat incomparable to mere sorrow, was something entirely different.

      
        I’ll have to draw the line carefully…
      

      And he also knew that her feelings themselves were misguided. She had found someone to rely on in a desperate situation, and now that she saw a real chance at salvation, it was only natural for her to cling to him.

      In that case, there was only one thing Yujin could do. That is to truly save her.

      He had to make sure that she no longer needed to depend on him emotionally.

      
        Let’s test the waters a little.
      

      First, he needed to gauge just how serious she was about him. He spoke.

      “Your Highness Elicia, have you ever thought about what you’ll do once all these problems are completely resolved?”

      “Huh? After everything is resolved…?”

      “Yes. To be precise, I mean after all the issues are settled. Once you have successfully undergone demonization without any complications and even gained societal acceptance as a demon.”

      At those words, Elicia suddenly looked uneasy and parted her lips to speak.

      “Societal acceptance…? Do you think people will accept me as a demon?”

      “I have my own ideas on that matter. Naturally, making sure that happens is also part of my role.”

      “…I see.”

      Elicia understood what Yujin meant. It wasn’t just about successfully transforming into a demon while maintaining her sense of self. It was about making sure that Elicia, the demon, would be acknowledged by society.

      Normally, no matter how powerful a Transcendent was, they would never be able to force humanity to accept a demon being that was universally rejected by everyone. But as she looked at the man in front of her, she found herself thinking… maybe, if it were him, it might be possible.

      Yujin continued.

      “Once that happens, Your Highness will become a Transcendent and live for a very long time. Of course, if you wish to live like a human, you could set certain boundaries for yourself and choose to leave the world when you have no more regrets. But even so, it’s important to consider how you’ll live once everything is resolved.”

      “How I’ll live…”

      “Yes. It’s the same for any patient, really. They endure their suffering by holding onto the hope of what comes after their recovery. That’s why thinking about life after healing is an essential part of the process.”

      With that, Yujin turned to Elicia and continued.

      “People who can’t imagine happiness in their future… they tend to die early. After all, how can someone who doesn’t think about tomorrow find the strength to endure the pain of today? For those people, the future is nothing but an endless void. And if the future is nothing but darkness, how could they possibly accept the idea of suffering for the sake of a life they can’t even envision?”

      “……”

      “So, I urge you to think about it. How you will live once everything is resolved and how you can find happiness in your own way. Having such hope will also be beneficial for Your Highness’s mental well-being. And it’s not an empty hope, is it?”

      “Happiness…”

      At the mention of a happy life, she unintentionally recalled the days when her mother was still alive.

      A sharp pang shot through her chest, but she quickly shook her head. Her mother was gone now.

      Then… how could she find happiness in the future?

      Lost in thought for a moment, Elicia absentmindedly turned her gaze toward the man beside her. She looked at Yujin.

      Beneath his jet-black hair, as dark as the night sky, were features so perfectly sculpted they seemed unreal.

      Her eyes lingered on his face, and slowly, a vision of the future began to take shape in her mind.

      She imagined Yujin holding her in his arms. She imagined him whispering words of love to her.

      She imagined building a life with him, sharing a home, and being together forever.

      
        Ah…!
      

      A tingling sensation spread through her lower abdomen, and her heart pounded wildly. A flush of blissful warmth colored her cheeks.

      It felt as if her heart was melting, dissolving into something as sweet as sugar, sending waves of happiness through her entire body. A pleasant heat wrapped around her, making it hard to think straight.

      Yes, this was it. This was her happiness.

      She had never expected that merely imagining such a future could fill her heart so completely. If this future were to truly come to pass, just how happy would she be?

      As she smiled dreamily, lost in her thoughts, Yujin spoke.

      “One way or another, once all these issues are resolved, Your Highness and I will have no further ties… From that point on, you’ll have to live your life on your own. I won’t always be by your side to help you, so please take the time to seriously consider your future.”

      “…What?”

      Elicia froze in place.

      Just now… what did he say…?

      “…I-I’m sorry, could you repeat that…?”

      “Ah, you must not have heard me properly since you were deep in thought. It’s nothing important. I simply meant that Your Highness has your own life to live, and I can’t interfere with it forever. From the beginning, our contract was only meant to last until your issues were resolved. Once that happens, I will no longer be your personal doctor but will return to my position as a professor at the academy… meaning our connection will come to an end at that point.”

      At those words, the warmth that had been melting her heart instantly froze over.

      Suddenly, everything felt unbearably distant.

      It was as if she were outside of her own body, observing herself from a detached perspective. Like a third party watching a scene unfold.

      Like reading about her own life in a book.

      That was how surreal this moment felt.

      Yujin spoke.

      “Now that you have some room to think about the future, don’t you? That’s why I intend to help you as much as I can before our connection comes to an end. There are actually quite a few people like that; those who have never imagined a life beyond their long-standing illness, only to find themselves lost when that time finally arrives.”

      “……”

      “When that time comes, I won’t be able to interfere any longer, will I? So please, think about it seriously now. No one else can decide how you should live your life; it’s something you must determine for yourself.”

      She couldn’t hear his words. All she could hear was a dull ringing in her ears, and everything felt unbearably distant.

      Had it been like this all along? Had he simply been doing his best to uphold their contract from the very beginning? Had she been nothing more than a fleeting connection to him?

      Had she been mistaken? Looking back, he had only ever done his best as her doctor, yet she had been the one lost in meaningless delusions.

      …Had she never escaped the fantasy of a prince from the fairy tales her mother used to read to her as a child?

      No, now that she thought about it, of course. She was the same girl who had sneered at her younger self in the countless dreams she had seen. The one who told her that such things didn’t exist.

      She had never even believed in it to begin with, so how ridiculous was it that she had now allowed herself to fall into such a sweet dream?

      The hand that had reached out to her when she was hanging off the edge of a cliff had been so warm, so reassuring. She had clung to it with everything she had.

      Was that why? Why had she never considered that once that hand pulled her back up, it would simply disappear?

      
        Ah.
      

      What a cruel person.

      He had saved her from the edge of the cliff, yet at the same time, he was the one dragging her back into a desolate, empty ruin.

      If he had gone through the trouble of saving her, shouldn’t he have held on to her until the very end? Why was he abandoning her now and leaving her all alone?

      If this was how it would be, she would have been better off dangling off the edge of that cliff. Even if she risked falling into the abyss below, it would have been better to keep holding on to that hand.

      Or perhaps… she should never have reached for it in the first place.

      Because a world without that hand felt unbearably empty.

      
        …No, not yet…
      

      Yes, she was still clinging to the edge of that cliff. He hadn’t let go of her hand yet.

      That was enough. As long as she never let go, everything would be fine.

      She wouldn’t let go. No matter what happened. Never.

      “Professor.”

      She finally spoke. Her voice was calm, subdued, and completely unlike the way she usually appeared in front of Yujin.

      “Please speak, Your Highness.”

      Of course, since Yujin had brought up the topic with the intention of testing Elicia from the very beginning, he was more aware than anyone of the shift in her demeanor. Elicia reached out to him and said,

      “Would you take my hand?”

      “That’s rather sudden. May I ask why?”

      “Hurry.”

      Yet, instead of giving him a reason, she only urged him more firmly. Her voice carried a hint of insistence.

      “……”

      Yujin slowly narrowed his eyes. His crimson gaze rested steadily on Elicia.

      “Your Highness, Elicia von Arcedium. How are you feeling right now?”

      “Why do you ask? And why are you calling me that? Just call me the way you usually do. Or better yet, say my name.”

      Her voice was filled with desperation, but Yujin responded calmly.

      “Your Highness, to be frank, you seem quite unstable right now. I believe it would be best for you to return and rest.”

      “I’m fine. So please, just—”

      She stepped closer to him and reached out her hand, but Yujin subtly moved back. Seeing this, Elicia faltered and froze in place.

      “…Why are you avoiding me?”

      “Because you are trying to cross a line, Your Highness.”

      “A line? All I asked was for you to hold my hand. Before we went for a walk, you escorted me, didn’t you…?”

      “Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem like you are simply asking me to hold your hand this time.”

      “……”

      “This is my fault.”

      At those words, Elicia involuntarily shuddered.

      “It seems I’ve allowed you to rely on me too much. I did intend to be a source of support for you, but not in this way.”

      “What… do you mean by that…?”

      “Your Highness, the feelings you hold are misguided. We can discuss, in time, how things came to be this way, but for now, you should go inside and rest.”

      For psychiatrists, receiving a confession from a patient was not uncommon. And in such cases, they would explore why the patient had developed those emotions.

      By uncovering the root of the patient’s suffering and addressing it, the misplaced feelings they harbored would gradually fade. At the very least, they would disappear by the time the treatment was complete.

      Taking Tiamat’s advice to heart, Yujin gave the matter serious thought. As Tiamat had said, there was nothing to be gained by postponing this. The mere memory of her waiting at the door like an anxious puppy suffering from separation anxiety unsettled him.

      So, he had deliberately led things to this moment.

      However, Elicia’s emotions ran far deeper and darker than he had anticipated.

      “…Misguided?”

      At the declaration that her feelings were wrong, she stared at Yujin with empty eyes.

      No, she could accept that much. But…

      “…You knew about my feelings…?”

      “It is my role to know.”

      “…Ha, haha…”

      At his response, she suddenly burst into laughter.

      So he had known. He had known, yet he still said those things.

      That once the problem was resolved, their relationship would end. That there would be no reason for them to be together anymore…

      “…Don’t make me laugh.”

      Like a deadly poison brewed over time, her emotions corroded her heart.

      Unlike before, they were no longer sweet.

      They were unbearably bitter, dangerously volatile, and utterly toxic.

      And unlike mana, which moved according to rational will, demonic power responded to dark emotions.

      
        Fsshh… Fsssshh…
      

      Through the cracks in the seal Yujin had placed, a faint wisp of demonic power seeped out. His eyes narrowed as he observed it.

      
        Is this dangerous?
      

      He had become serious enough that he no longer mixed honorifics into his monologue.

      If the demonic power was leaking out through the cracks in the seal like that, it meant it was rapidly spiraling out of control. When he took a closer look at her, he could see the demonic power inside her rampaging wildly.

      There was no risk of the seal breaking. From the start, it was impossible for demonic power of that level to shatter a seal placed by Yujin, who possessed Tiamat’s mana.

      However, Yujin couldn’t be certain what kind of effect the accumulated demonic power would have on Elicia.

      “…It can’t be helped.”

      With a sigh, he half-opened his eyes and murmured.

      [Beautiful dream.]

      
        Boom!
      

      The word power took effect on the half-transcendent. Elicia’s eyes grew dazed, and the next moment, her body went limp as she collapsed.

      Yujin swiftly moved forward and caught her before she could hit the ground.

      He let out another sigh and looked down at her.

      “Your Highness, I hope you have a pleasant dream.”

      Thus began the first night of her stabilization treatment.

      And just like that, their night walk ended in complete ruin.

    

  
    
      Chapter 55: An Unexpected Situation Part 1

      Right after putting Elicia to sleep, Yujin didn’t send her back right away.

      Instead, he set off to find someone who could be of help in this situation.

      “That’s how it happened.”

      “……”

      And, as expected, that someone was none other than Ines Karandar, the academy’s Headmistress.

      Though she greeted him politely when he strode into her office, that courtesy lasted only a moment. As soon as she saw Elicia, fast asleep as if she had fainted, she looked flustered. Yujin wasted no time in giving an explanation.

      And now—

      “…Wait a moment, Sir Yujin. I’m having trouble understanding what you just said…”

      .

      Holding her head as if she were feeling dizzy, Ines spoke while looking at him. Yujin didn’t seem to care and he continued.

      “It seems Her Highness has started to rely on me emotionally to an excessive degree. All I did was hint, rather indirectly, that our connection would end once her problem was resolved. But she lost control.”

      His explanation was remarkably brief. In fact, it was identical, word for word, to the one he had already given. Ines swayed slightly.

      “No, that doesn’t make any sense…”

      “Headmistress, you do understand, don’t you? You just haven’t fully accepted the situation yet.”

      “……..”

      Still unable to wrap her head around it, Ines tried to protest, but after hearing his words, she had nothing to say.

      After a moment of pressing her fingers against her temple with her eyes closed in silence, she finally seemed to collect her thoughts and spoke.

      “…Sir Yujin, how in the world did it come to this?”

      “How, indeed…”

      Yujin let out a bitter chuckle before laying Elicia down on the sofa in the Headmistress’s office.

      “I thought she had stabilized somewhat after the demonic power was sealed, but she still seemed mentally unstable. I suppose having someone there to help her made her naturally grow dependent. This kind of problem is definitely difficult to handle. I can’t just leave someone in such a fragile state to fend for themselves, but at the same time, I can’t fully accept her either.”

      “I-I see…”

      That did sound like a difficult problem. It was essentially a dilemma.

      If Elicia could overcome her hardships on her own, that would be ideal. However, since she couldn’t do it alone, she needed help.

      But at the same time, it was just as difficult to ensure she didn’t become overly dependent on the person helping her. She was already in a mentally unstable state, needing something to lean on. Yet, paradoxically, she had to be prevented from relying on that support too much.

      “I might have approached this too clinically, despite not being an expert myself. I did set some boundaries, but it seems her emotions have grown too deep regardless. Because of them, she even lost control of the demonic power she normally couldn’t handle.”

      “…Is it that serious?”

      Ines’s expression hardened. If Elicia had been able to unleash the very demonic power Yujin had sealed, it was impossible to gauge just how strong her emotions must have been.

      “We need to find a way to gradually resolve this… but it won’t be easy.”

      “…Then, Sir Yujin, wouldn’t it be better to address it directly with magic? Perhaps by interfering with her mind?”

      “………”

      At Ines’s cautious suggestion, Yujin fell silent. Slowly, he turned to look at her with his narrow eyes.

      “………!”

      It was the second time Ines had locked eyes with those crimson pupils. The first had been when she mistook him for a dark mage and attacked him.

      The memory of those eyes had never faded from her mind.

      And now, facing them once more, she found herself frozen in place, like a frog caught before a serpent.

      “…Headmistress, are you serious?”

      His quiet question cut through the air. Ines who was still stiff lowered her head in response.

      “…I-I apologize.”

      “There’s nothing for you to apologize to me for. But to Her Highness… that may have been a deeply disrespectful suggestion.”

      “……….”

      “Of course, it’s not that I haven’t considered your method, Headmistress. Naturally, directly interfering with the mind would be far more convenient. It’s not as if I dislike taking the easier path.”

      After saying this, Yujin lowered his gaze to look at Elicia.

      “By erecting a powerful barrier to prevent any outside interference with her mind, manipulating her thoughts to make her perceive her emotions and traumas as insignificant, and ultimately even altering her very sense of self, if I did all of that, there would be nothing difficult about it. After all, regardless of the magic involved, it is still Her Highness who is in control of her body. As long as her mind remains intact, the demon’s ego, which has no means to attack, will inevitably be defeated. Of course, there’s no guarantee that what’s left in the end will really be Her Highness.”

      “……”

      “Headmistress.”

      Yujin turned his gaze back to Ines.

      “I made a promise to Her Highness. To make sure that she survives with her sense of self completely intact. And that promise still stands. That’s why I have no intention of accepting a method that involves interfering with her mind to solve this problem.”

      “…I’m sorry. I was reckless.”

      As a headmistress, she felt ashamed. She had believed she cared for her student, yet the moment she heard that Elicia had nearly lost control, she was so consumed by the urgency of the situation that she considered a method that disregarded basic human decency.

      “It’s alright. It’s true that the current situation is anything but easy.”

      With that, Yujin turned away from her and looked back at Elicia. Her face was so peaceful now that it was hard to believe that she had smiled with such malice just moments ago.

      It was because Yujin had cast a spell. It was a blessing of sorts where he wished her a good dream.

      What kind of dream was she seeing now?

      Well, unless he entered her mind, Yujin had no way of knowing.

      “In any case, I believe it would be best if she doesn’t see me for the time being.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. At least for now, it would be better if she had someone else by her side. Whether it be her family or someone else she can rely on. There’s no guarantee that she won’t wake up and lose control again the moment she sees me.”

      “Then, as for Princess Elicia’s condition…”

      “I’m not saying I intend to avoid her forever. Once she has regained some emotional stability, I’ll begin exploring the root of these feelings and gradually work towards resolving them. After all, the very reason she harbors such emotions is also the source of her suffering. If I can address that, these misguided feelings should naturally begin to fade. By the time the treatment is complete, I intend to leave her with nothing more than a slightly embarrassing memory.”

      “……”

      Hearing those words, Ines looked at Yujin with a genuine sense of curiosity and asked:

      “Um… Sir Yujin, this might be a very rude question, but…”

      “You may ask. As long as it’s nothing too outrageous, I’ll answer whatever I can.”

      “Well… what do you plan to do if Princess Elicia’s emotions remain unresolved?”

      “……”

      At those words, Yujin fell silent for a moment as if in thought.

      If her emotions remain unresolved…?

      “For now, I intend to do everything in my power to prevent that from happening. However… if it does come to that, I won’t be able to avoid taking responsibility in my own way.”

      “When you say responsibility…?”

      “If it comes down to it, I’m prepared to bear the weight of her feelings.”

      “!”

      At that, Ines’ eyes widened. She asked with a slightly trembling voice,

      “A-Are you saying… you would accept Princess Elicia’s feelings?”

      “If Her Highness has developed these misguided emotions entirely because of me, then I can’t just turn away from them. Failure always comes with consequences. And if this is my failure, then I must accept it as well.”

      “……”

      When she heard Yujin’s words, Ines was left speechless with her mouth slightly open. She eventually asked,

      “Do you really have to go that far? No matter what, you are a Transcendent…”

      “Like I said, failure comes with consequences.”

      Yujin turned to Ines once more and asked,

      “Tell me, Headmistress. Do you believe that a Transcendent should turn a blind eye to their failures just to avoid facing the cost?”

      “…..…!”

      “Was the dragon you envisioned a being so devoid of pride?”

      At those words, Ines’ face turned pale. She spoke.

      “I-I have never thought that! I just felt that you were getting too deeply entangled in matters of the lower world…!”

      “Is that so? I suppose it might have seemed that way to you. However, I believe you may be misunderstanding something.”

      “Huh…?”

      “I’m not being forcibly tied down by the affairs of the lower world. I chose to be involved of my own will, and I don’t see my choice as a shackle.”

      Saying this, Yujin shrugged before continuing.

      “Since it was my decision, there’s no point in calling it a shackle or anything of the sort. I made this choice freely, and freedom without consequence is nothing more than indulgence.”

      “……”

      “If this is the result of my own free choice, then it’s my responsibility to bear it as well. There’s no reason for me to entertain the notion that, as a Transcendent, I should be exempt from such responsibilities just because others say so.”

      “…I apologize.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for. I just wanted you to understand. What you said wasn’t freeing me from a shackle. It was, in fact, interfering with my freedom.”

      At those words, Ines lowered her head and her face turned red. Realizing just how shallow her thoughts had been, she felt ashamed. It was a feeling she had been experiencing quite often today.

      Yujin spoke as he looked at her.

      “In any case, it would be best if Her Highness doesn’t see me for the next few days. The demonic power has been sealed, so for now, she should return to the imperial palace and spend time with her family. There’s no longer any need to search for a solution within the labyrinth.”

      “Ah, by that, you mean…”

      As Ines began to speak, Yujin nodded his head and finished her sentence for her.

      “Yes. Since Her Highness no longer has a reason to remain at the academy, I’d like you to take the necessary steps to send her back to the imperial palace. As a professor, this isn’t something I can do myself.”

    

  
    
      Chapter 56: An Unexpected Situation Part 2

      Meanwhile, inside Reina’s research lab at the academy.

      “Are you saying that they’ve already left for a labyrinth expedition and are currently unavailable?”

      Reina directed her question at someone through a communication crystal. The person on the other end responded.

      
        – Yes, that’s correct. Hugo’s party set out for the labyrinth early this morning.
      

      “……”

      
        – Even if we assume they spend a full week inside, Hugo’s party is only capable of reaching the 20th floor at best. At most, it will likely take them about a day or two to return.
      

      Typically, labyrinth expeditions did not take long in terms of real-world time.

      Since time in the labyrinth flowed twice as slowly for every ten floors down, a week spent on the tenth floor would only be about three and a half days in real time.

      Furthermore, the deeper one descended, the shorter the expedition period became when measured in real-world time. Of course, some might wonder:

      
        –If time flows like that, wouldn’t people stay in the labyrinth indefinitely to train?
      

      In truth, the labyrinth that was overflowing with the energy of Transcendents was indeed a suitable place for personal training. With time moving slower than in reality, some might consider settling in the labyrinth for as long as possible to train.

      Who knew? Perhaps someone could attain enlightenment from the immense concentration of the Four Great Powers within the labyrinth, achieving immortality and returning as an unparalleled warrior.

      However, such a thing was impossible.

      The reason was simple. Once a mortal spent approximately a month inside the labyrinth, measured by their own perception of time, they would be forcibly ejected by the emergency expulsion blessing granted upon entry.

      In short, the maximum time one could remain in the labyrinth was only about a month in labyrinth time.

      This was also why those venturing into the lower floors always returned so quickly. For example, starting from the 70th floor, where time flowed 128 times slower than reality, even if someone spent the full month-long limit inside, only a little over five hours would pass in the real world.

      Moreover, the labyrinth was not a place suited for prolonged stays to begin with. The deeper one went, the more it teemed with monsters born from the energy of Transcendents.

      Ignoring the trials imposed by the Transcendents did not mean the labyrinth was free of danger. The lower floors were filled with powerful, highly intelligent, and dangerous creatures, and there were no true safe zones to seek refuge in.

      Although real combat was the best form of training, even the strongest warriors would find it impossible to endure a full month of relentless battles against such monsters. Typically, most expeditions lasted no more than a week before the explorers returned, utterly exhausted and drained.

      In any case, Hugo’s party had set out on their labyrinth expedition just this morning. Considering that upper-floor explorations usually took some time, they wouldn’t be expected to return until at least the following day.

      “…Understood. Thank you for your efforts.”

      
        – No problem, Professor. I’ll take my leave now.
      

      With that, the communication was cut off. Reina stared at the communication crystal for a moment before letting out a deep sigh.

      
        No progress.
      

      There was still no concrete evidence to prove that Yujin was a dark mage. She had continued her investigations, even gathering information from dark mages captured across the world, but nowhere had she found a single piece of proof linking Yujin to them.

      It was already well known that dark mages operated in decentralized cells. That very structure made it difficult to uncover internal secrets, as information didn’t flow freely between groups.

      With no shared communication network between them, many dark mages barely knew anything about one another beyond their shared affiliation.

      Reina hadn’t expected them to possess a wealth of information in the first place, but… was this all she could find?

      
        For now, I’ll just have to wait for Hugo’s party to return… More importantly, what has the Headmistress been up to?
      

      She distinctly remembered informing Ines, the Headmistress of the academy, about Yujin’s suspected identity as a dark mage.

      At the time, she had spoken hastily, driven by urgency and shock, but she didn’t believe Ines had dismissed her claims outright.

      In fact, when she had made her urgent report, Ines hadn’t brushed it off as nonsense. Instead, she had remained calm and advised Reina not to take any reckless action without solid proof.

      If Ines had taken her words seriously, then she was likely conducting her own investigation or keeping a close eye on Yujin in her own way.

      
        Perhaps she’s already found something.
      

      Reina placed great trust in Ines. Not just in her abilities, but in her character and the relationship they had built over time.

      If anyone could find a weakness in Yujin that she had overlooked, it would be her.

      
        I should go see her and report what I’ve found so far.
      

      With that thought in mind, Reina turned and began making her way toward the Headmistress’s office.

      ***

      The highest position in the main building of the academy.

      Reina immediately quickened her pace toward the Headmistress’s office. Her steps betrayed a hint of urgency.

      
        I can’t keep Han Yujin tied down on my own.
      

      She recalled how he had vanished the moment the lecture ended, slipping away so smoothly that even she hadn’t noticed until it was too late.

      Though she had managed to create a pretext for their association under the guise of a joint lecture, it was far from enough to truly restrain him.

      That was why she had been left with nothing but covert investigations, unable to track his movements directly.

      This wasn’t something she could handle alone. She needed the Headmistress’s cooperation.

      Given that she was one of the strongest among mortals, she doubted Yujin could easily shake her off if she decided to pursue him properly.

      As she continued toward the Headmistress’s office—

      
        Creak.
      

      “!”

      She froze in place as the office door opened.

      Her eyes widened in shock as if she had witnessed something utterly unbelievable.

      If it had been just the door opening, she wouldn’t have reacted so strongly. The real problem was—

      “Well then, Headmistress, I’ll be counting on you.”

      The one stepping out of the office was none other than Yujin.

      Reina stood there, staring blankly, unable to process what she was seeing. Then a voice came from within the office.

      “Yes, leave it to me.”

      It was the Headmistress’s voice. However, the usually dignified tone of Ines sounded… oddly polite. No, she was unmistakably speaking with respect toward him.

      The woman who remained composed even in front of the Emperor of the Empire….was actually addressing a mere professor with formal respect?

      She had begun to feel an increasing sense of foreboding. Without thinking, she hid herself around the corner.

      Still, she could hear the voices of a man and a woman coming from the Headmistress’s office.

      “But Yujin…”

      “Shh.”

      Meanwhile, as Yujin stepped out of the office, he raised a finger to his lips when Ines tried to speak to him.

      Then, he slowly turned his head and looked toward the corner of the hallway.

      “…Hmm.”

      “What’s wrong—”

      “Headmistress, lower your voice, please. I’ve been meaning to tell you this for a while, but I’d prefer it if you only spoke so freely when we’re certain no one else is around.”

      “……!”

      At those words, Ines’s eyes widened. She turned to look in the direction Yujin was facing.

      “……”

      Ines was, after all, one of the most skilled individuals among mortals. As someone who carried the blood of dragons, she was especially sensitive to the presence of others.

      And what she sensed now… was something…or rather, someone highly familiar lingering around the corner.

      
        …Professor Reina?
      

      Why in the world was she here?

      Cold sweat broke out on Ines’s back as she struggled to conceal her shock.

      
        She must have heard everything, hasn’t she?
      

      Meanwhile, Yujin, with the unique perception of a transcendent being, had already realized that Reina had seen and heard everything.

      Of course, Yujin had been aware of her presence long before she even approached the Headmistress’s office.

      And yet, he had deliberately chosen not to avoid her in this situation.

      
        …Is there really any reason to?
      

      He simply didn’t see the need to go out of his way to avoid her.

      Of course, the fact that the Headmistress had suddenly spoken to him with formal respect might lead to some complications… but still.

      From the start, Yujin had never been particularly close to Reina, and at this point, a few words wouldn’t be enough to clear up any misunderstandings.

      More than anything, he simply had no interest in paying her much attention right now. All he wanted was to take a brief walk and ponder the issue of Elicia.

      However, letting this slide completely didn’t sit well with him either. From Reina’s perspective, the Headmistress was suddenly treating Yujin with an almost servile level of respect. To be fair, the way Ines had addressed him so formally hadn’t been Yujin’s intention either.

      If things continued like this, Ines would undoubtedly find herself in a difficult position…

      [Headmistress.]

      “!”

      Ines flinched at the sudden voice echoing in her head. It was Yujin’s voice. He continued speaking.

      [Professor Reina seems to be watching us. Wouldn’t that be a problem for you?]

      
        Th-That’s… I apologize. I was careless…
      

      [It’s fine. I’ll handle it, so just follow my lead for now.]

      
        What?
      

      With a faint smile, Yujin turned to Ines and spoke aloud.

      “That being said, it’s not good to make things too obvious, Headmistress… Someone might start getting suspicious.”

      “……!”

      At those words, Ines tensed up instinctively and her body stiffened.

      Right now, Yujin exuded an aura that was, without a doubt, suspicious and undeniably dangerous.

      “Just make sure to handle the task I asked of you properly. It’s not as if this would be a bad thing for the academy, is it? After all, that person is incredibly dangerous… Yes, like a ticking time bomb.”

      “…That’s…”

      “Headmistress, you care deeply about the academy, don’t you?”

      “……”

      “So, don’t worry too much. Just handle the task properly, and there won’t be any problems. Understood?”

      [Professor Reina, please continue speaking formally as you did earlier and don’t pay her any mind.]

      “…Y-Yes. I’ll handle it as you instructed.”

      As the voice before her ears and the one echoing in her mind overlapped, Ines unconsciously trembled as she responded.

      Yujin briefly turned his gaze toward the door of the headmistress’s office. Sensing Reina hiding around the corner of the hallway, he deliberately threw out even more suspicious words.

      “Good. After all, ‘Her Highness’ can’t afford to stay here any longer. If I keep her close for too long… even I might struggle to handle it.”

      Though Ines understood Yujin’s words, the weight behind them momentarily froze her in place. Meanwhile, Reina’s heart sank at what she just heard.

      “Well then, I’ll be on my way. …Ah, right. By the way, are you aware that there’s a certain professor who’s been quite interested in me lately?”

      “…What?”

      “It’s nothing too serious. A little bit of tension makes work less dull, wouldn’t you agree?”

      As Yujin spoke with a meaningful smile, even Ines who knew this was all an act found herself tensing up and swallowing hard.

      “After all, a curious observer helps keep the story lively, don’t you think? Ah… though, as they say, excessive curiosity can kill the cat.”

      Reina who was hiding around the corner held her breath. The moment she realized Yujin had noticed her, her heart plummeted.

      “Th-That… What do you mean…?”

      “Oh, don’t worry. Believe it or not, I’m quite fond of cats. I find them rather adorable.”

      With that, Yujin responded with a bright, almost dazzling smile.

      “So, Headmistress, you really have nothing to worry about.”

      “……”

      “Well then, I’ll be off.”

      Yujin said those words, subtly casting a glance toward the corner before turning to leave.

      Reina sank to the floor in silence. Her face was pale as she tried to collect her thoughts.

      
        …He knew about me.
      

      He had undoubtedly noticed her presence. And yet, he had simply left her alone.

      It felt as if fear itself was creeping into her body, but she forced herself to keep thinking.

      
        A man who can manipulate even the Headmistress like that… He’s no ordinary dark mage. Yujin… just what are you hiding?
      

      Even as she trembled, she clenched her teeth and muttered a quiet vow to herself.

      
        I will find out. No matter what. You will be revealed.
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 57: Young

      
        Haah…
      

      After Yujin left, Ines pressed her forehead and sighed.

      
        Sir Yujin… no matter what, this is just…
      

      No matter how she looked at it, it felt excessive. But she couldn’t bring herself to resent Yujin completely.

      After all, if she hadn’t made a mistake in the first place, none of this would have happened. She understood that Yujin had taken on the role of the villain deliberately, out of consideration for her.

      Of course, if he hadn’t played that strange prank on Reina in the first place, this wouldn’t have happened either… No, but was it really a problem that she had treated Yujin with respect?

      
        What should I do…? Is this going to be an issue later…?
      

      She didn’t know. Yujin surely hadn’t done this thoughtlessly, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that deceiving Reina like this wasn’t the right approach.

      Not that it meant she could reveal Yujin’s true identity…

      “…Haah.”

      For now, Ines chose to ignore Reina, who was still hiding beyond the corner and stepped into the Headmistress’s office, closing the door behind her.

      There was nothing she could do at the moment. All she could do was hope things would work out.

      ***

      [So, you’ve gone and done it again.]

      Meanwhile, as Yujin walked down the hallway, he heard Tiamat’s voice. He simply shrugged.

      “There was no other choice. It’s one thing if I take the blame, but I couldn’t let the Headmistress be forced into the role of the villain. I couldn’t put her in a difficult position. This all started as my prank anyway. I couldn’t just let her get caught up in it.”

      [But it’s fine to drag Professor Reina into it?]

      “Honestly, even I think it was a pretty rotten thing to do.”

      Yujin did feel guilty about Reina. He hadn’t intended to scare her this much. It was just…

      “Still, isn’t this better than her feeling betrayed? According to the Headmistress, Reina has been one of her closest aides for a long time. If someone she admired so much not only joined forces with someone like me but even acted as if she were my subordinate, how do you think she would take it?”

      [Wouldn’t it be easier to just be honest at this point?]

      “I’m not sure this is the kind of misunderstanding that can be cleared up with a few words. Unless I reveal that I’m a dragon, that is.”

      Of course, in that situation, it might have been better to just be honest with Professor Reina and leave. If he used Dragon Word to silence her, as he had done with Ines, there might not have been any issues… But Yujin had never believed in the existence of an all-powerful ability, and so he didn’t place complete trust in Dragon Word either.

      Would sealing her lips completely guarantee that no information would leak? The fewer people who knew he was a dragon, the better.

      And what about the two people he had already revealed his identity to? In Ines’s case, she had confronted him directly and was someone with considerable influence. If she had become hostile and misunderstood him as a dark mage, that would have been far more troublesome. As for Mirien, he had deliberately left room for ambiguity, never explicitly confirming that he was a dragon.

      But Reina was different. The simplest way to clear up the misunderstanding was to reveal that he was a dragon. However, Yujin believed that was something he should only do when the situation became truly irreversible. As mentioned before, the fewer people who knew about him, the better.

      Take the headmistress, for example. Because she knew he was a dragon, she had inadvertently treated him as one in front of Reina. And there was no guarantee Reina wouldn’t do the same if she found out.

      He had no desire to increase the number of uncontrollable variables. He had thought he had successfully silenced Ines, yet he had failed to prevent her from treating him with excessive respect, which only deepened the misunderstanding. Having witnessed that firsthand, he wasn’t eager to introduce more uncertainties.

      Of course, Yujin fully understood that he needed to resolve this situation. What had started as a lighthearted prank was slowly turning into something far more sinister.

      The problem was that even if he told the truth now, Reina wouldn’t believe him. In her mind, he was not just a mere dark mage; he was the mastermind pulling the strings, manipulating even the Headmistress.

      Naturally, he had no complaints about this. It was his own doing, after all. He simply knew that by this point, mere explanations or excuses wouldn’t be enough to break the distrust that had already solidified.

      Even demonstrating his ability to use mana instead of dark energy wouldn’t help. During his speech to the professors, everyone had clearly seen him manipulate mana artificially.

      And despite witnessing that, Reina had only become even more convinced that he was an exceptionally well-disguised dark mage. At this point, revealing the mana within his body would be meaningless.

      
        Well, there’s no helping it.
      

      To prevent the Headmistress from getting into trouble, he had willingly taken on the role of the villain. But if this continued any further, things might truly reach the point of no return.

      [So, what do you plan to do?]

      
        I need to change my approach. The villain label is already firmly attached to me, and if I can’t shake it off, I might as well make use of it.
      

      [And how exactly do you plan to do that?]

      Yujin thought for a moment before speaking.

      
        Well… if I had to put it into words, it’d be better to act as a necessary evil.
      

      [A necessary evil?]

      
        “Something like that. Rather than a villain who simply wants to watch the world burn, more of a rebellious figure with a certain conviction.
      

      [Hmm…]

      
        It would be best to slowly peel away that frame. As long as I manage the situation well, I should be able to handle it without much trouble.
      

      Tiamat, who had been watching Yujin with a curious expression, turned to him and asked,

      [A necessary evil… Do you really think that’s the best option?]

      
        I don’t know if it’s the best, but clearing up Professor Reina’s misunderstanding will take time. And in the meantime… this role is the most efficient. Besides, I put myself in this situation in the first place; I have no right to complain.
      

      [Efficiency isn’t always the right answer. Maybe approaching her with honesty could be an option, just like you did with me or that imperial princess.]

      
        Haha… I don’t know about that. To be honest, I don’t think I’m that close to Professor Reina. And at this point, if I suddenly claimed that everything was just a joke and tried to show my true self, she’d probably just call me a hypocrite.
      

      With a faint chuckle, Yujin shrugged.

      
        In that case, maybe remaining a villain in her eyes isn’t such a bad choice. Like I said, I brought this on myself, so I have no intention of complaining.
      

      “……”

      Tiamat fell silent for a moment at his words. She studied Yujin briefly before finally speaking again.

      [Yujin, this is something I’ve thought about for a while… but now I feel like I need to say it.]

      
        Go ahead, Tia.
      

      [The way you deal with people… it seems surprisingly immature.]

      “……”

      [You open up to those you consider truly close or those you believe need your help. But with everyone else, you hide your true feelings or brush things off with jokes. From what I can see, it’s the same with Reina. Your so-called ‘jokes’ seem more like a way to control the distance in your relationships.]

      Yujin remained silent, simply listening to Tiamat’s words.

      [To me, you still seem far too young.]

      “……”

      At that, Yujin fell silent once more.

      And then, as if there were no other choice, he let out a small laugh and said,

      
        I suppose this is proof that I’m still not mature.
      

      […Yujin, do you remember the words your parents left you before they passed?]

      “……”

      [“Always hide your true feelings. Become an adult.” …Those were their words, weren’t they? But now, it feels like those words have become shackles binding you. Aside from people like me or that imperial princess, you never let anyone get close to you seriously. Do you remember what happened when you played that prank on Reina?]

      He remembered. Reina had sincerely apologized for her misunderstanding, for assuming he was a dark mage and investigating him behind his back.

      And how had he responded to that?

      [You brushed it off as a cruel joke. Looking back now, it doesn’t seem like it was just a harmless prank.]

      As Yujin listened to those words, Reina’s expression suddenly came to mind.

      The face of a girl who had offered him a heartfelt apology.

      And his own attitude, dismissing that apology so lightly.

      
        …Why did I react that way back then?
      

      Without realizing it, Yujin let out a quiet sigh.

      Had it really just been a simple joke?

      He wasn’t so sure anymore.

      At the time, he had thought it was just his usual mischievous nature.

      Like the harmless pranks he had played on the kids who used to bully him in middle school, or the way he had toyed with people who tried to approach him in the guild.

      But now, hearing these words, a different thought surfaced in his mind.

      
        Become an adult.
      

      His parents’ final words.

      Yujin had spent years reflecting on the weight of those words.

      Becoming an adult—

      It meant controlling his emotions, meeting others’ expectations, and never revealing his true self.

      Didn’t his parents live by those very principles until their last moments?

      And so, he had done the same.

      But after hearing Tiamat’s words, Yujin found himself reconsidering. Had he truly been acting like an adult all this time?

      Had he simply been behaving selfishly, like a child?

      He only showed his emotions when he wanted to, and when he didn’t, he hid behind jokes.

      Looking back, it was no different from childish behavior.

      Really… wasn’t he just being self-indulgent?

      “…You’re right, Tia.”

      Yujin let out a bitter smile. For the first time, he realized she might be more of an adult than he was.

      “Now that I think about it… I don’t think I ever really understood what it meant to be an adult. Whenever I look back, all I see is myself acting selfishly, like a child. It’s embarrassing.”

      [I’m not scolding you. I just want you to understand. Becoming an adult is about recognizing and accepting that part of yourself.]

      “Recognizing and accepting it… huh?”

      At those words, Yujin let out another bitter smile.

      “…That’s not easy.”

      […..…]

      “I do acknowledge that this is who I am. But whether I can accept it… honestly, I’m not sure. I feel like a stranger to myself.”

      He let out a small, dry laugh and continued.

      “I mean, even when I talk to myself, whether out loud or in my head, I use formal speech. If I don’t even feel like myself, how am I supposed to accept who I am?”

      Tiamat silently watched him for a moment before finally offering a gentle smile and speaking.

      [Yujin, even if you feel like a stranger to yourself… the one who has watched you the longest is still you. Even that sense of unfamiliarity is a part of you. Maybe the reason you feel like a stranger is because you’ve been observing yourself for so long.]

      Yujin remained silent for a moment before turning his gaze toward the window. His voice had grown quieter.

      “…Maybe you’re right. But… that doesn’t make it any easier. It still feels like I’m living with a stranger every day.”

      Tiamat nodded as if she understood Yujin’s feelings.

      [Yes, that’s probably it. When pain lasts too long, it starts to feel unfamiliar. At some point, you even begin to question whether it’s a part of you.]

      She paused for a moment before quietly continuing.

      [But Yujin, the one who survived through that pain is still you. Even if you feel like a stranger, the one who has witnessed that suffering… is you.]

      “…That the me who survived is me… Is that what you mean?”

      He tried to smile briefly but then shook his head and whispered.

      “But that doesn’t make me like myself. Just because I survived doesn’t mean I know what it feels like to truly live.”

      Tiamat stepped forward in her spirit form, standing before Yujin.

      Then, with the tip of her fingers, she gently stroked his cheek.

      She was nothing more than an apparition, visible only to him, and yet, as always, her touch carried warmth.

      [Yujin, your reason for living doesn’t have to be because you love yourself. Sometimes, simply surviving is enough. Becoming an adult… doesn’t mean forcing yourself to love an incomplete version of who you are. It means acknowledging yourself as you are and, at times, embracing that imperfection as part of your existence.]

      “…Is that so?”

      At her words, Yujin let out a bitter smile.

      “Somehow, it still sounds difficult. To someone like me, who is no different from a child, it feels too hard to accept. Or maybe… I just don’t want to accept myself yet and am throwing a tantrum. Though…”

      As he slowly opened his eyes, he spoke honestly.

      “That doesn’t mean I want to lose myself. It’s just… that this isn’t the end of my wandering yet.”

      [That’s enough.]

      Tiamat smiled and nodded. There was no worry or impatience in her expression. Only a quiet faith that she would watch over Yujin as he walked his own path.

      [The you who is lost, the you who cannot bring an end to this wandering… they are both still you. And I will remain by your side, no matter what.]

      Yujin fell silent at these words. A strange warmth spread through his chest, an emotion he couldn’t quite name. He smiled softly with a slight nod.

      Lowering his head, he whispered with a small, grateful smile.

      “…Thank you, Tia.”

      For a moment, a peaceful silence settled between them. The conversation they had just shared left gentle ripples in Yujin’s heart, and Tiamat too seemed to feel its lingering effect.

      But then—

      […Even so, Yujin.]

      Tiamat spoke softly. Her voice was still warm, yet there was a subtle sharpness hidden beneath it.

      [If you’re that grateful… shouldn’t you have something to say to me about that princess girl?]

      “…What?”

      Yujin froze. It felt as if the warmth lingering from their earlier conversation had instantly turned ice-cold.

      [Yujin, the relationships you form with others aren’t something I have the right to interfere with. But you and I… aren’t we bound to each other as soulmates?]

      “…That’s true.”

      Of course, when they had formed their soul contract, she had made it clear that it was only a metaphor and not an actual marriage. But no matter how dense Yujin might be, he wasn’t completely oblivious. Without so much as recalling that particular memory, he simply nodded mechanically.

      [And yet, you say you’ll take responsibility if you can’t resolve that girl’s emotional dependency?]

      “…Well, the situation is a bit… unavoidable, don’t you think?”

      Yujin trailed off, forcing a smile. But his smile was painfully unconvincing.

      [By accepting all that affection filled with dependency, you mean?]

      “……”

      Yujin parted his lips slightly but failed to find any excuse. In the end, he settled for an awkward smile and said,

      “…Tia, this is just… a misunderstanding caused by the situation. I was only trying to provide emotional support—”

      [A misunderstanding? Hmm, a misunderstanding, you say…]

      Tiamat’s lips curled slightly. Her expression made it clear: “Go on. Let’s see how much deeper you can dig yourself into this.”

      “…Y-yes! A misunderstanding. I was completely… uh… emotionally neutral.”

      [Neutral?]

      Tiamat let out a small chuckle as she asked,

      [But then, why would someone who claims to be ‘neutral’ say they’ll take responsibility? How interesting.]

      “…Well, you see…”

      Yujin quickly racked his brain for an answer.

      “…What I meant by responsibility was purely psychological. Platonic, yes. A very platonic responsibility!”

      [Yujin.]

      Tiamat’s voice was gentle, yet it carried a distinct chill.

      [Do you really think this is the kind of situation where you should be talking about anything platonic?]

      “…H-Ha… haha… Of course not…”

      Yujin forced a stiff smile, though the muscles in his face had already frozen.

      It seemed there would be no easy escape for him today.

    

  
    
      Chapter 58: An Unexpected Encounter Part 1

      The Next Day.

      After enduring relentless glaring from Tiamat for quite some time, Yujin finally made it to the next day.

      Fortunately, he had managed to clear himself of any ulterior motives regarding Elicia, which allowed him to escape unscathed. However, that didn’t mean he was off the hook entirely. Tiamat made it clear that taking responsibility for Elicia wasn’t something Yujin could handle on his own; it had to be properly discussed and decided together with her.

      Of course, this was all under the assumption that Elicia’s emotions remained unresolved. If things went according to Yujin’s plan, there wouldn’t be a need for such discussions in the first place.

      For now, he decided to set aside the issue of Elicia and focus on today’s matter. That is teaching a class in the labyrinth. He mulled over his next steps.

      
        How am I supposed to clear up this misunderstanding with Professor Reina?
      

      It seemed that, once again, they would be co-teaching the class. And given what had happened yesterday, Reina’s wariness toward him had undoubtedly intensified.

      Tiamat had suggested that he try approaching her honestly, but Yujin wasn’t convinced that things would be so simple.

      Diverting the attention away from the Headmistress had been a smart move, but in doing so, he had only deepened Reina’s suspicion. Now, she couldn’t even fully trust the Headmistress anymore.

      At this point, it was far too late to come clean and admit that everything had just been an act or a joke. Even the Headmistress couldn’t vouch for him anymore. Because Reina wouldn’t believe him either.

      Revealing that he was a dragon was an option, but he preferred to keep that as a last resort. The fewer people who knew, the better.

      In the end, Yujin decided to stick to his original plan. Rather than playing the outright villain, he would act as more of a contrarian figure. Following Tiamat’s advice, he would gradually reveal his sincerity while shedding his villainous image.

      For example, he could maintain his role as an antagonist but, at the same time, present himself as a kind and passionate professor to his students.

      At first, Reina would likely see it as nothing more than an image-building strategy. But as time passed, she would inevitably sense the genuine care he had for his students.

      Eventually, as time went on, the villainous image ingrained in her mind would start to fade. Then, at the right moment when she was sufficiently confused, he could reveal the truth and offer a proper apology.

      Of course.

      “……”

      “Good morning, Professor Sahart.”

      But judging by the look in her eyes, which held not just wariness but outright fear, it seemed he had a long way to go.

      Well, it was his own doing, after all. Yujin decided to accept it.

      “Shall we go? Today’s lecture is taking place in the labyrinth, correct?”

      “…Yes.”

      With that thought in mind, determined to make things work, he set off for the labyrinth alongside Reina.

      ***

      Meanwhile.

      “…Mmm…”

      Elicia who was still half asleep furrowed her brow slightly as she felt the sunlight streaming in through the window. Slowly, she began to open her eyes.

      “…Ah…”

      Letting out a dazed sound as she opened her eyes, she blinked her one remaining eye a few times before raising a hand to shield herself from the blinding sunlight. Then she slowly sat up.

      She felt an inexplicable unfamiliarity in the air and instinctively looked around before muttering,

      “…Where is this…?”

      A space that felt both familiar and unfamiliar. A room that appeared to be an office.

      Though Elicia herself had no memory of it, this was a place she had visited multiple times while unconscious for various reasons. The academy Headmistress’s office.

      She tried to recall why she was here.

      
        I was with Professor Yujin…
      

      She had gone on a nighttime stroll with him and after that…

      “…Ah.”

      Right. Now she remembered.

      It had been during their conversation, as they walked together under the night sky.

      Out of nowhere, Yujin had asked her to consider what she would do once all her problems were resolved. How she could find happiness.

      Without thinking, she had let herself imagine a future with him. A life shared together, even building a family with him.

      At the time, she hadn’t fully realized her own feelings, but now, there was no denying it.

      This was love. She was in love with Yujin.

      In the depths of her despair, he had reached out a hand to her. That small gesture had unknowingly planted the seed of affection within her heart. And every action he had taken since then had nurtured that seed, slowly allowing it to sprout.

      At some point, the budding feelings had grown, and his presence had taken deep root inside her. It was only then that she fully grasped her own emotions.

      The mere thought of happiness had led her to picture a future with him, and even just indulging in that fantasy had brought her overwhelming satisfaction. From that moment on, Elicia had become aware of her true feelings.

      But what had Yujin said?

      
        That is a misguided emotion.
      

      When he told her that their connection would end once the contract was fulfilled, she had reached for him…. desperately, and instinctively. She had tried to make him hers.

      But he was not a man who could be taken so easily.

      He had seen through her feelings, rejected her without hesitation, and dismissed her love as something wrong.

      Why?

      Why?

      Why was it wrong?

      These were feelings she had embraced of her own will.

      Feelings she wanted with all her heart.

      So why? Why was he telling her she couldn’t have them?

      Yujin had undoubtedly known. That was why he had tested her.

      And yet, he had told her that her feelings were wrong.

      But he was mistaken. These feelings were not wrong.

      She had to make that clear to him.

      She had to show him. Without a doubt.

      That these feelings were not a mistake.

      That no matter how much he pushed her away, she would never let him go.

      “……!”

      Elicia sprang to her feet.

      Her entire body felt heavy and dizzy, but it didn’t matter.

      She had to find Yujin right away.

      She had to tell him again.

      That he was wrong.

      That these feelings were not a mistake.

      Her hurried footsteps carried her toward the office door.

      And then—

      
        Click.
      

      “You’re awake, Princess Elicia.”

      “……!”

      Before she could even open the door, someone stepped inside.

      For a brief moment, her body froze.

      A woman with red hair, a mature figure, and golden eyes.

      Ines Karandar. The academy’s headmistress and one of the strongest among mortals.

      With a cold gaze that suggested she already knew everything, Ines locked the door behind her.

      “Princess Elicia, where exactly were you planning to go?”

      “……”

      She had already heard everything from Yujin.

      At the time, the situation had been so absurd that she hadn’t taken it seriously. But now, Ines had determined that this was far more serious than she had initially thought.

      That was precisely why she couldn’t allow Elicia to run off somewhere. Not like this.

      More specifically, she couldn’t let her go to Yujin.

      Because it would only make things worse.

      “……”

      And then, as Elicia caught the look in Ines’s eyes, she clenched her fists, warily watching her. It was an instinctive reaction; she could sense that Ines saw right through everything.

      Still, she tried to talk first.

      “Headmistress, please step aside.”

      “Where do you plan to go?”

      “That’s…”

      “If you’re looking for Professor Yujin, he’s not at the academy. He should be on his way to the labyrinth by now.”

      “!”

      Elicia’s eyes wavered at those words, but only for a moment. She gritted her teeth and spoke again.

      “Move.”

      “Are you planning to chase him all the way to the labyrinth? Do you even know which level he’s on?”

      “……”

      “No, even if he were still at the academy, you wouldn’t be able to see him.”

      At that, Elicia’s hands began to tremble.

      Her emotions were already unstable, and the feeling of something weighing down on her, binding her in place, was unbearable.

      “…Why?”

      “Why? Because that’s what Professor Yujin wants.”

      “Liar!”

      Elicia’s voice rose, but Ines didn’t so much as blink.

      “He told me himself. That you need to be sent back to the imperial palace.”

      “!”

      “I know what you want right now. But your emotions are too unstable. He doesn’t want you coming to him like this.”

      In that instant, Elicia froze.

      Her mind went blank.

      Her chest tightened as if it were being crushed, a pain like her heart was shriveling up wrapping around her entire body.

      
        Professor Yujin… doesn’t want me?
      

      That couldn’t be.

      It just couldn’t be.

      Her fingertips trembled slightly. Her breath grew unsteady.

      The cold anxiety wrapping around her entire body was all too familiar.

      Just like when her mother had collapsed, bleeding, during her childhood.

      A hollow emptiness, as if the world were crumbling, clawed at her chest.

      She clenched her teeth.

      She wanted to deny that feeling.

      And finally, as if forcing down the turmoil boiling inside her, she raised her voice.

      “…No. This isn’t what Professor Yujin wants…! The Headmistress…. you’re the one trying to separate us, aren’t you?”

      “No, this is what he wanted.”

      Ines remained composed.

      But to Elicia, those words felt like someone was carving into her heart.

      “Princess Elicia, Professor Yujin isn’t casting you away. He wants you to return to the imperial palace, spend time with your family, and sort out your emotions. Instead of clinging to him, swayed by your feelings like you are now, he wants you to take time to think for yourself, to understand for yourself, to process your emotions on your own.”

      Her gaze was unwavering. Her voice, low and steady, carried an undeniable certainty.

      This was the conclusion she had reached, and she had no intention of accepting any excuses.

      “This is his way of treating you. And it’s for your sake as well.”

      Elicia bit her lip.

      She tensed her entire body and glared at Ines. Her eyes were raging like a storm with emotions raging in them.

      “Let it go. I’ll say it again. This is for your own good.”

      Though Ines’ voice remained calm, the firm resolve in her tone left no room for further discussion.

      “…No.”

      Elicia’s voice trembled.

      She clenched her teeth.

      “That can’t be true…”

      Even in despair, she refused to let go of the hope that kept her grounded.

      Professor Yujin was pushing her away?

      He was rejecting the very hand she had longed for so desperately?

      That couldn’t be.

      He had saved her.

      He had reached out and taken her hand when she was on the brink of the abyss.

      And now, that same hand was pushing her away?

      No, that couldn’t be true.

      “I… I love you, Professor.”

      In the end, the words burst from Elicia’s lips.

      Her whole body trembled. Her breath came in ragged gasps, and her heart pounded wildly.

      Just for this moment, she didn’t want to hide.

      The hollow pain she had felt when she lost her mother,

      The emptiness that lingered even as she was surrounded by people,

      And the warmth and solace she had finally found within it all—

      Everything had existed in the moments she spent with Yujin.

      “And yet… yet you’re telling me he’s rejecting me?”

      Tears welled in her eyes.

      At this moment, more than anything, she wanted to deny it.

      She took a step forward.

      Moving toward Ines, she pleaded, almost desperately.

      “Headmistress… please. Let me see him.”

      Ines silently looked down at her.

      There was a trace of sympathy in her gaze, a flicker of pity for her student. Yet beneath it remained unwavering resolve.

      “You can’t.”

      In an instant, the strength drained from Elicia’s body.

      Like a crumbling wall, her expression twisted with despair.

      “Why…?”

      Ines spoke coldly.

      “Because that’s what he wanted.”

      That final blow shattered her.

      Elicia collapsed where she stood.
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      As Elicia slumped down, her eyes wavered.

      Even in that state, she seemed unable to comprehend. Perhaps she simply didn’t want to understand.

      “It’s a lie…”

      Repeating those words and trying to deny reality, it seemed that even if she understood deep down, she ultimately couldn’t accept it.

      Ines who had been watching her with a somewhat complicated expression spoke.

      “…Haah, I’ve already contacted the imperial palace. Soon, people will arrive to take you back.”

      “……!”

      At those words, Elicia sharply raised her head.

      The realization that she would soon be taken away and truly separated from Yujin finally hit her.

      
        No…!
      

      She immediately tried to get up and head out of the headmistress’s office.

      Of course, Ines who had grabbed her wrist stopped her.

      “Stop it.”

      “Let go of me!”

      
        Thud!
      

      “Ugh!”

      Elicia, now forgetting formalities in her desperation, struggled to break free. Ines who was a seasoned mage frowned momentarily at the force and staggered slightly, but…

      “Don’t get cocky.”

      
        Clink, clink!
      

      She quickly materialized magic from the tip of her staff, binding Elicia. Chains made of mana instantly restrained her.

      “Th-This… damn it…!”

      
        Clink, clink!
      

      Ines’s expression hardened as she watched Elicia attempt to break free by force.

      Her demonic power was supposed to be sealed, yet cracks had already begun forming in the restraints Ines had hastily conjured. Was it because she still possessed a demon’s body, despite the seal?

      No, that wasn’t all.

      
        Goooooo—!!
      

      A faint aura of demonic power began leaking from Elicia’s body. This was a clear sign that her emotions were spiraling out of control.

      “…I suppose there’s no other choice.”

      Even if she was an incomplete half and had been sealed, a Transcendent was still a Transcendent.

      The fact that she was on the verge of breaking a spell cast by someone of Ines’s caliber using only her physical body meant that Ines could not afford to stand by idly.

      Of course, causing her physical harm was out of the question. No matter how skilled Ines was, injuring the imperial princess would undoubtedly lead to serious repercussions.

      Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, Elicia had a weakness. It was her fragile mental resilience.

      Exploiting that weakness, Ines cast a light mind-affecting spell of “Sleep”. Since the spell was often used for medical purposes, it was one of the rare few mental-type magic that wasn’t prohibited.

      
        Swish…
      

      Ines effortlessly bypassed Elicia’s mental defenses, then let out a quiet sigh as she caught her falling body. Without wasting any time, she swiftly reached for her communication crystal.

      “I should tell them to take her away as soon as possible.”

      By now, the personnel sent by the imperial family had already arrived via teleportation. Ines channeled mana into the crystal, deciding it was best to hand the princess over to them as quickly as possible.

      “…professor…”

      “Hm?”

      Just then, Ines heard Elicia mumble something. She turned to look at her.

      “Yujin… Professor Yujin…”

      “……”

      For a brief moment, Ines gazed at her with a hint of pity. But with a quiet sigh, she brushed the thought aside and spoke.

      “It’s me. The princess is ready for transfer. Prepare to receive her.”

      ***

      Meanwhile, on the first floor of the labyrinth…

      
        …I have a bad feeling about this.
      

      As he stepped inside the labyrinth to conduct a lecture with Reina, he felt a strange sense of foreboding.

      Muttering to himself at the unsettling feeling, Tiamat raised an eyebrow and asked,

      [Hmm? You’re saying you have a bad feeling?]

      
        Yes. For some reason, it feels like something has gone wrong. Is it just my imagination?
      

      [No, probably not. The instincts of a transcendent aren’t something you should brush off as mere imagination. There’s a good chance something related to you has taken a turn for the worse. And if I had to guess…]

      
        “……”
      

      [It’s likely connected to that princess.]

      Yujin felt even more uneasy at those words. He had entrusted the matter to Ines, but what if she had taken extreme measures?

      He had no intention of facing Elicia in person anytime soon, but he knew that forcing her back to the imperial palace in such a manner after the way things had unfolded yesterday would only provoke her.

      That was why he had spoken to the Headmistress. He had instructed that when Elicia woke up, she should be made fully aware of his intentions but not be pressured too forcefully.

      Additionally, he had asked that she be given a means to contact him, making it clear that he wasn’t trying to sever ties with her completely.

      But after hearing Tiamat’s words, Yujin couldn’t help but worry. What if Ines had blocked Elicia’s path without warning and trampled all over her emotions?

      “What are you thinking about?”

      
        Damn.
      

      At that moment, Reina turned to him with an expressionless face and asked. Only then did Yujin realize he needed to pull himself out of his thoughts.

      “It’s nothing. Bringing students into the labyrinth like this… it just made me reflect for a moment.”

      
        “……”
      

      At these words, Reina tensed slightly. Seeing her cautiously suspect that he might be planning something again, Yujin let out a bitter smile inwardly. But there was nothing he could do about it. This was his own karma. Who could he blame?

      Tiamat spoke again.

      [For now, put that matter aside. Focus on untangling the mess between you and this girl first.]

      
        I’ll keep that in mind.
      

      Indeed, if left unchecked, Reina’s situation could easily spiral into something far more serious.

      Honestly, when Yujin first played the prank, he had thought that a little investigation would quickly reveal the truth. But as misunderstandings piled up, things had spiraled to this point…

      
        Even after becoming a Transcendent, I still can’t seem to see the road ahead properly.
      

      Of course, Yujin had already accepted his own imperfections, so he didn’t bother to berate himself over it now.

      He spoke.

      “So, what’s the schedule inside the labyrinth? Will the students be moving around in large groups?”

      “…Since the class consists entirely of mages, forming parties won’t be particularly helpful. But no, they won’t be moving in a crowd.”

      Reina, though still wary of Yujin, continued her explanation.

      “They’ll be using an artifact that interferes with the labyrinth.”

      Occasionally, spatial shifts occurred within the labyrinth.

      Even if party members entered together, they could end up separated and scattered in isolated locations upon arrival.

      In severe cases, an entire party could be split apart. However, this issue could be resolved by using a special artifact that linked each party member together.

      But the artifact they were using this time was different.

      “Upon entering the labyrinth, everyone who enters together will immediately be scattered. The artifact will deliberately induce labyrinth teleportation.”

      “Hmm…”

      “As professors, we’ll cast recording magic on each of them the moment they enter, allowing us to monitor their situations. This way, we can directly observe how well they adapt to the labyrinth. At the same time, we’ll also provide them with feedback.”

      “I see.”

      “Naturally, they’ll be equipped with protective artifacts, and if a situation becomes too dangerous, we will intervene. Any questions?”

      “There’s just one.”

      At Yujin’s question, Reina tensed slightly, wondering what he was about to ask this time.

      “…Go ahead.”

      “What happens if, during the lesson, a student encounters another student or party and either cooperates or competes with them?”

      “……”

      At those words, Reina momentarily wore a look of confusion. The question was more reasonable than she had expected.

      However, she couldn’t remain silent forever, so she spoke.

      “…If they gain an advantage by cooperating or competing with another party, they may receive some extra points.”

      “So, it’s not prohibited.”

      “Since the purpose is to assess their ability to adapt to the labyrinth, any action that helps them navigate it more effectively will be considered in their favor.”

      “I understand.”

      With that, the questions came to an end. Yujin glanced back at the students, who were each making their final preparations to enter the labyrinth.

      For a moment, Reina found it strange. Was this man really going to stop at such trivial questions? He even seemed more serious than she had expected.

      …No, come to think of it, he had always been enthusiastic about his duties as a professor. From the very first lesson to the speech he had given in front of the other professors, he had shown genuine dedication to his role.

      Was it just an act? Or was there even a shred of sincerity in it?

      She had no way of knowing, and the uncertainty left her mind tangled. Of course, whether he was truly devoted to his role as a professor or not, it didn’t change the fact that he was ultimately a schemer hiding something.

      “Professor, we’re ready.”

      Just then, as if speaking on behalf of the students, someone stepped forward and addressed Reina.

      It was Julian Johannes, the same male student who had been the first to ask Yujin a question when he had first taken the podium.

      “…Alright, I suppose it’s time to begin. Then.”

      Putting an end to her unnecessary thoughts, Reina turned to face the students and spoke.

      “Elemental Magic Department Class A, you will now proceed into the labyrinth.”

      “””Yes!”””

      With those words, Reina and Yujin took the lead, and the students followed behind them.

      Watching this, Yujin felt yet another unexpected sensation.

      
        Leading others from the front…
      

      As a mage, he had always positioned himself in the rear. But now, he was at the forefront, guiding others, and that fact stirred something strange within him.

      
        I wonder how the raid leader is doing.
      

      For a moment, he thought of the man who had always led their raid party from the front. The very person responsible for bringing him to this world.

      ***

      “…Huh?”

      “Han-cheol? Is something wrong?”

      “Oh, no, it’s nothing.”

      Meanwhile, Lee Han-cheol who had joined Hugo’s party felt an odd sensation tickling at his ears.

      “What the hell… Is someone talking about me?”

    

  
    
      Chapter 60: An Unexpected Encounter Part 3

      Labyrinth 5th floor

      Except for the two professors Yujin and Reina, the students were scattered throughout the labyrinth due to the artificially induced teleportation caused by a magical tool.

      And in the midst of the labyrinth’s fifth floor, Yujin and Reina were observing the situation while unfolding dozens of mana screens.

      Each screen displayed the scenery visible from the perspective of the students who had been enchanted with recording magic.

      “Julian Johannes is indeed an outstanding student. I remember his labyrinth experience scores were quite high.”

      “I believe he is the second son of a prestigious magical noble family. Naturally, he must have completed elite private education beforehand. Of course, judgment and action are separate from that, but he is certainly a talented student.”

      The two quickly monitored and evaluated each student. Although Reina was inwardly very tense about being alone with Yujin, she knew that if he had intended to harm her, he would have done so by now, so she tried to act as calmly as possible.

      Of course, part of the reason this was possible was that Yujin was not engaging in any malicious behavior or teasing her, but rather taking the class seriously and only discussing necessary matters.

      In fact, Reina, who had initially been highly vigilant and more focused on him than the class, was now paying considerable attention to the lesson as well.

      Yujin could sense this too.

      
        If I gradually lower her guard like this, it might work.
      

      Yujin was well aware that her guard had slightly lowered as he showed enthusiasm and seriousness in his work.

      Of course, this was only possible because she also knew that Yujin had no intention of harming her, and in reality, she still clearly regarded him as an enemy.

      But that was fine. As long as he could sow a bit of confusion by showing her that he was genuinely focused on the class, Yujin considered it a success.

      “Student James, I received a report last time that you tend to be hasty. Avoid reckless actions. If you encounter a monster, first assess its strength before engaging in combat.”

      “Student Heinya, that area ahead is a trap. Don’t forget to check your surroundings.”

      “Student Ezel, focus on the objective rather than gathering resources. Your goal is to safely reach the target point where we are now.”

      As she continued monitoring, she rapidly pointed out issues to numerous students. Yujin also watched this and focused on the mana screen of one student he frequently interacted with.

      “Student Elly, I can see you’re overly tense. At this point, trying too hard not to make mistakes will only hold you back. Instead, prepare yourself so you can handle anything that happens, and then move forward.”

      [Yes, yes!]

      Yujin offered advice that was more practical rather than simply telling her to relax. Elly seemed even more nervous due to Yujin’s particular attention toward her, but regardless, she diligently followed his advice.

      Yujin nodded as he observed this and began monitoring other screens.

      “Professor Sahart, I’ll take care of half of them for now.”

      “…Understood.”

      Monitoring dozens of students at once was certainly not easy, so Reina reluctantly nodded and handed over half of the screens to Yujin.

      From then on, it was straightforward. For a mortal, monitoring dozens of people would have been challenging, but a transcendent like Yujin managed to monitor the students without missing even the smallest detail.

      Honestly, he could have taken over the other half without any issues. Reina’s expression grew more complicated as she watched him.

      
        If you only looked at this, you’d think he was just an enthusiastic new professor and view him favorably.
      

      However, the reality was that he was a dangerous figure who even manipulated Ines, the academy’s Headmistress, and someone with unknown motives. If this was all an act, it was nothing short of terrifying.

      “Professor Sahart? Is something wrong?”

      “…It’s nothing.”

      Just look at him now. Even in front of her, who had some inkling of his true nature, he had the audacity to ask with such an innocent face. It was almost disgusting.

      She still hadn’t forgotten the conversation between the Headmistress and Yujin. As she recalled it, Reina steeled her increasingly complicated emotions, cleared her thoughts, and continued monitoring.

      
        I need to find evidence… as quickly as possible.
      

      Yet, she didn’t forget to remain wary of Yujin.

      ***

      After a considerable amount of time had passed.

      “Phew…”

      “Ugh…”

      “F-Finally, we made it…”

      The students of the Elemental Magic Department soon reached the location where the professors were.

      Even though it was only the fifth floor of the labyrinth, which was considered the highest level, moving forward alone in the labyrinth had been a significant burden for them. Most of the students showed signs of relief before collapsing or sitting down as their tension dissipated.

      Seeing this, Reina opened her mouth to speak.

      “First, everyone, get up from your seats and stand straight. Even if there are protectors on the highest floor of the labyrinth, showing complete relaxation in the labyrinth is suicidal. Most of those who die in the labyrinth are people like that.”

      Reina had already given them some time to rest. Having judged that, she was firm in her words.

      Moreover, what she said wasn’t wrong. The death rate in the labyrinth wasn’t high, but it was not zero.

      If you’re ambushed before you can even notice or hit by a stray arrow, you can die before you even have a chance to escape. If you remain relaxed and fail to react, no matter how much the gods’ blessings protect you, death is inevitable.

      That’s why Labyrinth Academy never taught its students to relax easily. After all, the fundamental purpose of Labyrinth Academy was to train heroes who could navigate the labyrinth.

      In that sense, her words were justified, and the students stood up straight without much complaint. Perhaps it was simply because they were afraid of Reina.

      Yujin who was watching Reina spoke up.

      “I’ve finished checking the headcount.”

      “Confirmed. Then, first of all… students, you’ve all worked hard.”

      
        -No, we haven’t!
      

      As Reina spoke, the students responded with disciplined expressions. She continued.

      “Perhaps it’s because you’ve gained experience, but from what I saw, each of you performed quite well compared to the adventurers’ reports I heard during the exam. I’ll give you praise for that.”

      
        -Thank you!
      

      “However, there are still areas where you’re lacking, so I’ll point those out before we move on. Let’s start with the student who arrived first.”

      After that, she called each student one by one, pointing out what they had done wrong and what they had missed. She also provided suggestions for improvement and direction and didn’t forget to offer her own words of praise at the end.

      Of course, Reina hadn’t monitored all the students herself, so Yujin, in his own way, called the students he had monitored and gave them similar advice, much like Reina.

      “It’s good to see that you’ve improved quite a bit compared to your first exploration. Especially the way you immediately accepted advice and moved forward calmly was commendable.”

      “Th-Thank you…”

      Especially, Elly responded to Yujin, who had been monitoring her, with a mix of nervousness and joy. Still, hearing praise that she had improved in her own way made her feel good.

      Of course, standing in front of him still made her tense due to fear, but honestly, this was an unavoidable part, so let’s move on.

      Anyway, as the brief feedback session passed, Reina who realized it was time to appropriately conclude the class made an announcement.

      “Then, this lecture is also over. The next lecture will consist of morning theory and afternoon practical sessions, as before. And when we return to the labyrinth through a lecture someday, you will form parties with students from other departments and advance through the labyrinth.”

      
        -Yes! Understood!
      

      “Then, we shall now return.”

      After hearing the students’ responses, Reina led them to the return portal on the first floor, which she had checked earlier.

      And so, the academy members arrived at the first floor, the safe zone of the labyrinth, through the return portal.

      
        Chatter, chatter. Murmur, murmur.
      

      They teleported into the midst of the numerous people gathered in the safe zone of the first floor.

      The students, finally feeling like they had returned, completely relaxed, and Yujin who was standing beside Reina led them forward.

      In the midst of this…

      
        …Hmm?
      

      Yujin sensed something and glanced to the side. It was because he felt a somewhat familiar presence.

      “Phew, this exploration went smoothly too.”

      “That’s right. Ah, of course, it seems much easier thanks to Mr. Han-cheol.”

      “Uh… well, no. It’s not like I did much.”

      “Hey, no need to be modest! You’re more skilled than I thought. Hey, pointy-ears. What do you think?”

      “Ever since I revealed my identity last time, you keep calling me pointy-ears. Can you stop that?”

      Along with the familiar presence, there were also familiar faces and voices.

      They were undoubtedly Hugo’s party.

      However, Yujin, upon seeing them, felt more surprise than joy…

      
        …Raid Leader?
      

      In the midst of it all, there was someone familiar who shouldn’t have been there.

      A man in his early to mid-30s, not exactly handsome or rugged, but with a look that could be described as lively.

      His sturdy build, a result of being a physical-type awakener, added to his presence.

      He looked exactly like someone Yujin remembered.

      On Earth, he had been the vice guild master of the Han-wool Guild, the guild Yujin belonged to, and the leader of the 1st raid team, Lee Han-cheol.

      “…Huh?”

      When he turned his gaze, he accidentally locked eyes with Yujin.

      “…You, you!”
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      To be honest, Yujin had occasionally wondered if he might run into people from Earth someday.

      The problem was that he had never expected it to be someone he actually knew.

      Of course, if asked whether this was a difficult situation, he wouldn’t say so… but still.

      “…Wait a second, what did you just…?”

      Hearing Lee Han-cheol’s words beside him, Yujin had a feeling that things were about to get a little complicated. Mostly because of Reina’s presence.

      As she turned toward Yujin, doubting her own ears, he scratched the side of his head.

      “? Are you talking about Mr. Yujin? What all of a sudden…?”

      Meanwhile, Hugo’s party who were standing beside Lee Han-cheol also turned in the direction he was looking. A moment later, they wore expressions of surprise.

      “Mr. Yujin?”

      “Oh, it really is Yujin!”

      “……”

      They too had never expected to run into Yujin here. While all of them, except for one, looked pleasantly surprised, their shock was unmistakable.

      But there was another problem. At the moment, Yujin was working, and he had a duty to guide the students back to the academy. Personal connections weren’t unimportant, of course, but now was hardly the right time to abandon his responsibilities just to have a conversation.

      At the same time, Reina also stiffened slightly when she recognized Hugo’s party. Her thoughts continued.

      
        I was already planning to look for them, but to run into them so suddenly… And that man…?
      

      Her gaze landed on Lee Han-cheol who had joined Hugo’s party, and she fell deeper into thought.

      She clearly remembered that the man had called Yujin in a rather familiar tone while looking directly at him.

      
        He’s not mistaking him for someone else. The name matches, and he was definitely speaking while looking straight at Han Yujin. Even now, his gaze is still locked on him…
      

      Reina felt her mind racing as she grasped onto an unexpected clue.

      
        Another dark mage? No, he doesn’t look like one. If that were the case, it would be strange for him to act so familiar. Is it simply a personal connection?
      

      But before joining Hugo’s party, Yujin’s whereabouts had been incredibly vague.

      Moreover, Yujin himself had claimed that he had spent his time away from society, solely focused on research, and had only recently set foot in the labyrinth city.

      Of course, Reina had already judged that this statement was likely a lie. It was far too convenient of a story.

      However, the fact that Yujin’s past was unclear remained true. She had assumed he was simply a “fabricated persona” who had suddenly appeared one day…

      
        But was that not the case?
      

      A man had shown up who completely shattered her assumption. Someone who seemed to know Yujin quite well.

      
        No, actually… he doesn’t seem to know him that well. He looks like a straightforward warrior, and if he truly knew Yujin was a dark mage, he wouldn’t be acting so openly connected to him. After all, even those who do have ties to dark mages always firmly deny any association.
      

      Even if he didn’t know Yujin’s true identity, perhaps he was someone who knew part of his past.

      The past of Yujin, which had remained completely hidden despite all her investigations.

      Reina, having reached this conclusion, decided that she needed to make contact with Lee Han-cheol…

      “Y-You bastard! What the hell are you doing here? No, do you have any idea what a mess our guild was in after you suddenly disappeared?!”

      “Wait a second, raid leader, please calm down first—”

      “Calm down?! How the hell am I supposed to calm down?! No, I got suddenly thrown into some game-like fantasy world, and—mmph!”

      Before he could finish, someone quickly covered his mouth.

      Yujin quickly covered Lee Han-cheol’s mouth. To casually start talking about being thrown into a game world out of nowhere….this guy had absolutely no sense of caution.

      Besides, no matter how he looked at it, now was hardly the right time to catch up.

      Yujin had plenty of things he wanted to ask Han-cheol as well, but he had responsibilities to take care of first, making it difficult to act recklessly.

      He turned to Hugo who had approached him in the meantime.

      “Mr. Hugo, could you take this man to Aunt Mary’s inn for now? I have some things I need to take care of at the moment.”

      “Ah… understood. It seems you’re quite busy right now.”

      Hugo who noticed the academy students lined up behind Yujin nodded and led Han-cheol over to his group.

      “For now, Mr. Han-cheol, it looks like Mr. Yujin has work to do, so why don’t you come with us for the time being?”

      “A-Ah, wait a second… this is…”

      “I understand that you’re happy to see each other after so long, but it’s only proper to respect his duties, don’t you think? Besides, you’ll need a place to stay anyway, so why don’t we head to the inn first?”

      At those words, Han-cheol seemed to calm down a little. Yujin gave Hugo a small nod of gratitude, to which Hugo responded with a glance that seemed to say, “Don’t worry about it.”

      [Raid leader, please wait at the inn for now. I’ll come to you as soon as I’m done.]

      Yujin conveyed his message to Han-cheol through telepathy. Han-cheol flinched slightly at first but quickly recognized Yujin’s voice. His expression shifted to one of disbelief, as if to say, “What the hell did this guy just do?” Even among Earth’s awakened magic users, he had never seen anyone pull off something like this before.

      Yujin, reading his thoughts, continued.

      [I understand you’re surprised, but I’ll explain everything, including this.]

      
        Uh… a-alright, for now.
      

      Han-cheol instinctively responded in his mind, only to immediately wonder if Yujin had actually heard his thoughts. But when he saw Yujin nod in acknowledgment, he realized that his message had gone through. His expression turned to one of mild shock.

      “Alright then, Mr. Hugo, I’ll head to the inn once I’m done here. I’ll see you there later. And that goes for you as well, Mr. Krom and Ms. Mirien.”

      “Understood.”

      “Hmm, sure thing.”

      “……”

      Hugo and Krom each responded while Mirien gave a small nod. She still wearing a slightly uncomfortable expression on her face.

      Yujin watched as they stepped back before shifting his gaze to Reina and the students, who were looking at him with slightly puzzled expressions.

      “First of all, I apologize, Professor Sahart and everyone. I got held up by some personal matters.”

      “…It’s fine. It’s not like you kept us waiting for long.”

      Reina answered, and the students also nodded. Strictly speaking, Yujin hadn’t done anything seriously wrong.

      If anything, the problem was Han-cheol, who had approached Yujin so abruptly. Of course, since Yujin seemed to know him, the students chose not to comment on it.

      “Then, let’s get going again.”

      With that, Reina spoke, and the students began moving once more.

      “Huh? Elly, what’s wrong?”

      “Ah… It’s nothing.”

      Meanwhile, as they resumed walking, Sera glanced at Elly and asked, but Elly simply shook her head.

      
        …I… I wanted to at least say hello too…
      

      Eri glanced toward Hugo’s party, feeling a bit disappointed that she hadn’t been able to exchange greetings. But in the end, she could only swallow her feelings, realizing that they hadn’t even noticed her presence…

      ***

      After quickly leading the students back, Yujin exchanged a few brief words with Reina before leaving the area immediately. Since professors were generally free to do as they pleased as long as they handled their lectures properly, Reina had no reason to stop him.

      Of course, it wasn’t as if she had intended to follow him right away. But still… a certain thought lingered in her mind.

      
        Could Han Yujin be planning to eliminate that man?
      

      She couldn’t shake the thought that Yujin had moved quickly to eliminate the unfamiliar man—someone who had acted as if he knew Yujin well, yet was not part of Hugo’s party.

      Of course, that might not have been the case. But if it was, then something that could have been an important clue would be lost, which only made her feel increasingly uneasy.

      
        No, it’s fine. I’ve already placed someone on Hugo’s party.
      

      It wasn’t as if she had done nothing to prepare.

      She had already instructed the investigator she had previously tasked with tracking Hugo’s party to continue following them.

      Since she had planned to ask Mirien, the elf and scout of Hugo’s group who had been acting suspiciously, about Yujin anyway, she decided not to hurry and just wait…

      ***

      Meanwhile, Yujin arrived at Mary’s inn, a place he hadn’t visited in a while.

      As he pushed open the door and stepped into the first floor of the inn, he spotted Mary standing in her usual place. She looked the same as ever. But somehow, it felt like it had been a long time since he last saw her.

      “Welcome— Oh! Yujin, welcome! Feels like it’s been a while!”

      “Haha, hello, Mary. Have you been well?”

      “Oh, of course! My husband’s back and helping out, so things have been a little less busy. Oh, and did you know? Hugo’s group is here, along with another friend of yours.”

      “Yes, actually, that’s the reason I came by today.”

      “Then go on up. I gave your friend a room on the second floor. Hugo and the others stepped out to settle things at the guild, so you’ll have time to talk. Oh, and the room number is 205!”

      “Got it.”

      Yujin silently thanked Hugo’s party for their consideration. He thanked Mary before heading upstairs.

      After making his way to the second floor, Yujin knocked on the door of Room 205 and spoke.

      “Raid Leader? Are you inside?”

      “You’re just getting here now?!”

      
        Bang!
      

      With a loud voice from inside, the door suddenly swung open. Lee Han-cheol stood there, his face full of questions, and immediately spoke to Yujin.

      “Hey, hey, what the hell is going on? Why are you here…?”

      “You seem quite worked up, but rather than standing around, let’s go inside and talk. There’s no need to be in such a rush. We have plenty of time.”

      First, Yujin calmed Han-cheol down. It was clear that he was overwhelmed by the frustration of not knowing what was going on, but there was no need to hurry. Taking the time to talk things through wouldn’t change anything.

      “Ah… yeah. Sorry. I guess getting thrown here has me all kinds of confused.”

      Han-cheol scratched his head awkwardly at Yujin’s words and stepped back into the room.

      “Alright, like you said, let’s talk inside.”

      “Then, excuse me.”

      Following Han-cheol inside, Yujin glanced at the two chairs and the table between them. Naturally, Han-cheol took a seat.

      “Have a seat. Let’s talk properly.”

      “Understood.”

      With that, the two sat across from each other, the table between them.

      Yujin felt an odd sense of novelty. He hadn’t expected to see his raid leader again like this.

      Meanwhile, Han-cheol, looking slightly conflicted, finally opened his mouth.

      “First of all… Ah, now that I’m trying to start, I don’t even know where to begin.”

      Still unable to sort through his tangled thoughts, he scratched his head furiously and mumbled. Yujin spoke up.

      “Take your time. Or would you rather I start with a question?”

      “Yeah, that’d be better. Maybe listening to you will help me get my thoughts in order.”

      “Understood. In that case…”

      After a brief moment of thought, Yujin turned to Han-cheol and asked,

      “Raid Leader, how exactly did you end up here?”
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      “How I ended up here, huh…”

      At those words, Lee Han-cheol frowned slightly before he began to speak.

      “You probably have a vague idea since you were dropped here too, but I guess it’s because of that game after all.”

      “……”

      “This might turn into a bit of a long story, but I think I need to start with this… First of all, after you disappeared, things were a bit hectic in the guild for a while.”

      Lee Han-cheol scratched his head roughly as he continued.

      “Of course, having casualties in a gate isn’t all that uncommon. But having only one person go missing without even a single battle? That was clearly suspicious. On top of that, the type of gate was completely different from anything we’d seen before, so the association even got involved and conducted their own investigation. There was nothing inside. Just a single door and once someone entered it, that person disappeared while the rest of us were thrown out of the gate… It was a bizarre gate in many ways.”

      Was that so? Yujin hadn’t expected his disappearance to be investigated all the way at the association level. Though in truth, the focus was probably more on the strangeness of the gate itself rather than on his disappearance.

      “If gates like that keep appearing, then people who go in to clear them will just keep disappearing, right? Awakened individuals are a valuable human resource, so I’m sure there was a strong desire not to lose them so meaninglessly. Not that there was anything anyone could actually do, though.”

      “When you say there was nothing you could do…”

      “The gate closed and vanished immediately after we were ejected from it. So the so-called investigation only involved things like conducting mana wave scans at the location where the gate had been. In the end, we couldn’t find a single clue.”

      “Hmm…”

      “Luckily, our guild had an official license, or we might’ve been completely ignored by the association for making baseless claims without evidence. Worse, rumors might’ve spread that we were trying to cover up a team member’s disappearance in some shady way.”

      “?

      When he heard that, Yujin tilted his head, finding something odd. He asked,

      “You said there was no evidence? But isn’t it mandated by awakened-related laws that gate raids be recorded on video? Our raid team also recorded every gate clearance, didn’t we?”

      What happens inside a gate is unknown to anyone except those who enter it.

      Because of this, many influential figures who were concerned about the potential rise in crime within gates had proposed a law mandating that all gate raids be recorded on video and submitted to the Awakened Association.

      In practice, those who violated this rule were never granted clearance to raid gates again by the association. And in cases where footage was inevitably lost or the recording failed, a thorough review and verification process was required.

      For that reason, guilds with official licenses never disobeyed this rule. Lee Han-cheol, hearing this, frowned slightly but nodded.

      “Yeah… that’s right. We did submit our footage as well, and the association confirmed it. The problem was… about 30 to 40 minutes after we entered the gate, the video began to cut out. After a while, it just showed a screen full of static with nothing but loud crackling noises.”

      “……”

      “Because of that, the loss of footage became a point of concern, and we had to go through a review and verification process of our own… but, well, that part we managed to get through safely. It’s not really important to the current situation, so let’s move on.”

      It was clear they’d gone through a tough time over the video issue, but just as Han-cheol said, it wasn’t relevant right now, so Yujin decided to move on and nodded.

      Han-cheol continued.

      “Anyway… since the investigation became impossible, the whole case ended up in a dead end. The association couldn’t publicly acknowledge a new type of gate without solid evidence… and your disappearance was quietly buried.”

      “That’s… a strange feeling.”

      The fact that his disappearance had been quietly swept under the rug by society stirred a subtle emotion within Yujin. Though it wasn’t strong enough to make him feel anything in particular.

      It wasn’t as if Yujin was some great figure whose disappearance would spark a massive investigation with crowds rallying to uncover the truth. Normally, cases like this were just quietly forgotten, and Yujin thought that was how it should be.

      But apparently, Tiamat didn’t think so.

      [How cruel. They didn’t even try to properly search for you? Just buried the case without a second thought? What do they take my child for…]

      Her cold voice was laced with blatant displeasure. She seemed even angrier than Yujin himself, the person actually involved.

      
        You don’t need to be that upset, Tia. Over 300,000 people die on Earth every day. One person going missing quietly is perfectly normal.
      

      [But still…]

      
        I’m fine, though, aren’t I? Doesn’t that make it all okay? Besides, honestly… I was a little relieved. If my disappearance had caused a bigger stir, I think I would’ve felt like I was causing unnecessary trouble.
      

      [……]

      While Yujin and Tiamat were having their conversation, Lee Han-cheol bowed his head to Yujin.

      Seeing this, Yujin ended his talk with Tiamat and turned to Han-cheol.

      “…Squad leader?”

      “First of all, I’m sorry.”

      Lee Han-cheol continued speaking and his expression was filled with genuine remorse.

      “Still, I was the Squad leader, and it was me who decided we should keep moving forward…”

      “……”

      “I was the one responsible for your disappearance, but in the end, I couldn’t take responsibility in any meaningful way. I’m truly sorry.”

      After hearing those words, Yujin stayed silent for a moment, then spoke to him.

      “Please raise your head, Squad Leader.”

      “But…”

      “I don’t particularly hold any hard feelings toward you. Honestly, I’m grateful just for the fact that you feel that way.”

      “……”

      “And in the end, I’m alive and well right here. So doesn’t that mean it’s all fine?”

      Yujin shrugged as he continued.

      “Besides, what could you have done back there, really? You’re a complete outsider when it comes to anything outside of awakened-related work.”

      “That sounded kind of like an insult….just me?”

      “Of course not. I only meant to say that I have absolutely no intention of blaming you.”

      In truth, Han-cheol had been nothing more than a combat-type awakened. He had no means of searching for the missing Yujin nor any ability to help in that regard. So really, what could he have done?

      Even if he’d wanted to take responsibility, the most he could’ve done was offer something to Yujin’s surviving family. Except Yujin didn’t have any. In many ways, there had been nothing he could do, and that helplessness had probably weighed on him.

      On top of that, the whole thing had happened because of his own decision to push forward. Knowing he was a person who took responsibility seriously, Yujin could understand the emotional burden he must’ve carried.

      And…

      “I don’t think your decision back then was wrong. In a situation where there was nothing to gain, we suddenly had a real chance of getting results. So making that call wasn’t unreasonable at all.”

      “……”

      “So please, don’t let yourself be burdened too much by what happened to me.”

      “…Thank you.”

      At those words, Han-cheol looked up; his face was noticeably more at ease. Yujin asked,

      “So, what exactly happened after I went missing that led you all the way here?”

      “Ah, right. That’s what we were talking about. Ahem, well, first off, our guild couldn’t exactly suspend operations just because one person went missing, right? After we resolved the issue with the lost footage and a few other things, we resumed our activities.”

      “Of course you did.”

      This was the kind of field where people died. It was no different from being a mercenary. A guild couldn’t just shut down its operations because one person went missing.

      “So I resumed leading the First Combat Unit and began tackling gates again… and one day, while clearing a gate, I started feeling a strange sense of déjà vu.”

      “Déjà vu?”

      “Yeah. The exact same kind of déjà vu I felt when you disappeared.”

      “……”

      “It wasn’t exactly the same situation as when you disappeared. On the other side of the gate was a grassland, and there were monsters too. But… as we went about clearing the inside of the gate, I kept feeling this growing sense of unease. Like…”

      “Like the kind of unease you’d feel in a dungeon from Labyrinth Academy?”

      When Yujin cut in, Han-cheol clapped his hands and said,

      “Exactly! That’s the feeling! But if you could tell, does that mean you also…?”

      “I guess so… I didn’t say anything at the time, but do you remember the door I saw just before I crossed over to this place? The one beyond the gate? Do you remember the writing on it that I read out loud?”

      “Ah, yeah. I remember. I definitely asked how you could read it, and you said you didn’t know.”

      “At the time, just like you said, I brushed it off and claimed I wasn’t sure. But in reality, I had read a phrase that was written on the door to a trap room. The very same one I encountered during my last playthrough of Labyrinth Academy. And the door itself looked exactly like the one I’d seen in the game.”

      “Damn…”

      Hearing that, Han-cheol let out a dry laugh. Then, as if something had just clicked for him, he looked like he’d come to a realization and said,

      “Wait a second. Come to think of it, didn’t you say you fell into a trap room and ended up in Tiamat’s Tomb?”

      “Yes.”

      “…Then, did you actually fall into Tiamat’s Tomb? See, I ended up on the 10th floor the last time I entered because of a quest.”

      “Just like you said, when I came to, I was in the tomb.”

      “Damn…”

      Hearing that, Han-cheol looked like he suddenly had a lot of questions he wanted to ask.

      However, Yujin’s questions hadn’t ended yet. He asked,

      “So, what happened next? I didn’t hear anything after the part where you said you felt something was off.”

      “Right, of course. At the time, I couldn’t just stop progressing because of that strange feeling, so I kept going. And… eventually, I ran into the boss.”

      At the end of every gate, there was always a boss that served as the core of the gate. Defeating the boss caused the gate to gradually collapse, and the mana stones or items it dropped were incredibly valuable, making it a fight one couldn’t afford to avoid.

      “But the boss I encountered… felt really familiar. You know how the Labyrinth has a master guarding every tenth floor? I ran into exactly that kind of guy.”

      “…What do you mean by that?”

      “The Orc Chieftain… The very monster I used to see in the game appeared right in front of me!”

      The master of the tenth floor in the Labyrinth was a being known as the Orc Chieftain. It was an entity that, for something located near the upper floors, boasted formidable strength. And it was said that such a being had appeared inside the gate before the 1st Raid Unit.

      “Of course, he wasn’t that difficult an opponent. I mean, we had gathered the best of the best. Not the largest squad, sure, but everyone in the 1st Unit could hold their own, right? Somehow, we managed to take down the Orc Chieftain. But then…”

      “But then?”

      When Yujin asked again, Han-cheol’s expression hardened as he continued.

      “The moment I picked up the magic stone, something appeared in midair. It looked like a black hole, or maybe a portal.”

      With those words, Han-cheol began to recount the scene, as if reliving the moment in his mind…
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        – Krrroooaaaarrr…”
      

      A huge green monster let out its final death cry and collapsed.

      Its face resembled that of a pig, but its body structure was more like that of a human. It was a bipedal creature. It looked exactly like the embodiment of the term “muscle pig”.

      An orc.

      Looking down at it, Han-cheol had felt a strange unease.

      
        What the hell… No matter how I look at it, that’s the Orc Chieftain…
      

      In modern-day Earth, where gates had begun to appear and strange monsters emerged, orcs themselves weren’t exactly rare monsters.

      However, while the orcs that had appeared through gates so far had always looked like primitive beings devoid of intellect, no more than common savages, this one had been adorned as though it belonged to some kind of tribal civilization.

      Of course, it was still more or less savage in appearance, just slightly more elaborate, but the important thing was that this appearance had felt strangely familiar to Lee Han-cheol.

      The Orc Chieftain. An early-stage boss monster that appeared on the tenth floor of the Labyrinth in the game he played, Labyrinth Game.

      And now, that very monster he had only seen as a graphic on a screen had manifested in real life, standing right in front of him.

      
        Am I imagining things…? No matter how you spin it, there’s no way a game monster would show up in reality…
      

      Of course, even in this Earth where the concept of the mystical had become reality, the idea that a game monster had leaped into the real world was just too absurd. So Han-cheol had convinced himself that there was no way that could be true.

      “Squad Leader! Is something wrong?”

      “…Ah.”

      Even so, the strange sense of déjà vu he’d felt ever since stepping into this place hadn’t gone away. He wore a troubled expression and simply stared blankly at the magic stone left behind by the fallen Orc Chieftain.

      When one of the squad members asked with concern, Han-cheol finally snapped out of it, shook his head, and said,

      “It’s nothing! This one was clearly the boss, so with that, the gate-clearing operation is officially complete!”

      “Yes, sir! Then, great work, everyone!”

      “Good job!”

      Only then did the team members, visibly relaxing a bit, begin preparing to leave the gate. Han-cheol too had picked up the magic stone left behind by the Orc Chieftain and was just about to head out when—

      
        Woooooooom——!!
      

      “….…!”

      When he bent down to pick up the magic stone, it suddenly began to turn black.

      No….more precisely, a black hole-like void began forming at the center of the magic stone.

      
        Kwooooooooom——!!
      

      It continued to grow in size until, before long, it swallowed Han-cheol’s arm, which had been holding the stone.

      “Wh-What the hell?!?!”

      Startled, Han-cheol tried to pull his arm back and step away, but it was no use. No matter how hard he pulled, as if his arm were about to be ripped off, it only felt like he was being sucked in even more. In fact, he was literally being pulled in, little by little.

      “Th-This is crazy!”

      At first, overwhelmed by the sudden turn of events, he was simply confused. But it was only then that he realized something was seriously wrong, and a curse escaped his lips. The other team members, finally sensing that something was amiss, turned to look in Han-cheol’s direction.

      “L-Leader?”

      “W-What is that?!”

      “Squad Leader!”

      Some were visibly confused by the sudden situation, while others tried to rush toward Han-cheol.

      He shouted urgently,

      “Don’t come!”

      “Wh-What?!”

      “I said don’t come! No matter how hard I try, I can’t get out of this! Even if you come, there’s nothing you can do!”

      By now, the black hole had grown so large that it was about the size of his entire torso. With his upper body already halfway sucked in, he shouted,

      “It’s still getting bigger. Get as far away as you can! Now!”

      “B-But…”

      “That’s an order, damn it! Get out of here, all of you!”

      He was an A-rank Awakened who had passed through countless gates. He was even a squad leader who led other Awakened from the front.

      He’d never really been called the sharpest tool in the shed, but at the very least, when it came to reading a situation, he was quicker and more clear-headed than anyone. Otherwise, it would’ve been impossible for him to serve as a leader.

      And in that moment, he judged that it was already too late for him. No matter how much he struggled, even as an A-rank Awakened, he couldn’t break free, and half his body had already been swallowed. It would’ve been unforgivable to drag others down with him like a drowning man, just for the slim chance of survival.

      Since there was no way of knowing how far this thing would grow, he decided that getting the rest of the team to safety had to come first. When he shouted, the others could only hesitate.

      Han-cheol found it frustrating. Seriously, couldn’t they tell just by looking that this was no ordinary situation? Why weren’t they running?

      Even as he thought, “Guess I didn’t live my life completely wrong,” he couldn’t understand why they were still hesitating after seeing him like this. Then, the answer came to him almost immediately.

      
        Ah… right. If they go back without me, my brother might take it out on them.
      

      Han-cheol’s older brother was the guild master. And those people were guild members.

      What would his brother think if the guild members came back out of the gate without his younger brother? Even Han-cheol himself didn’t think those guys had a bright future ahead of them.

      At best, they’d be kicked out of the guild. At worst, word would spread that they abandoned their squad leader, and it might become hard for them to continue as Awakened. Maybe even worse than that. His brother had no shortage of influence.

      As he felt more and more of his body being pulled in, urgency surged within him. Still, he left behind what might be his final words.

      “Screw it. Hey! Tell my brother this! Tell him his little brother was doing his job as an Awakened and that days like this can come! I don’t have a will, but he can take care of my stuff! The password to my account is 4813, so make sure you tell him properly! If any of you try to take it, I swear I’ll haunt you!”

      “S-Squad Leader!”

      “Just make sure he knows it’s my last message! If you do, he won’t make your lives hell in this world, so don’t screw this up! Got—”

      Just as he was about to yell “—that?!” he was completely swallowed by the black hole.

      
        Schlurp…
      

      And then, as if it had finished its task, the black hole that had devoured him slowly faded away and began to vanish.

      The team members who remained could only stand there, blankly staring at the spot where he had disappeared.

      ***

      And now.

      Han-cheol scratched his head as he finished telling Yujin the whole story.

      “So yeah… that’s how it happened. I got sucked in, and before I knew it, I’d ended up on the tenth floor of the labyrinth.”

      “That’s exactly what I’d expect from you, Squad Leader. But I’m sorry to throw cold water on your noble gesture of thinking about your squad members… Normally, do people include their bank account password in a final message? If the account holder dies, it just gets passed on to their spouse or next of kin.”

      All he managed to do was put himself at risk of losing his assets by blurting out his bank account password to the entire squad.

      Of course, just knowing the password doesn’t mean anyone can immediately withdraw money from the account. They’d still need to go through identity verification and such. Still, it was undeniably a risky move.

      When Yujin pointed that out, Han-cheol grumbled.

      “Then what was I supposed to do? There’s no clear way to prove it’s my last will and testament to my brother.”

      “And that’s why you went with your account password?”

      “I was panicking at the time and wasn’t thinking straight. When you say ‘will’, you naturally think of inheritance, so the account password just came out. I wouldn’t have done it like that if it were now. Besides, I don’t think it’ll be that big of a problem.”

      Han-cheol wasn’t exactly a thoughtless guy.

      The squad members he led were an elite group, and they were people who’d already had a taste of money in this line of work.

      Rather than risk being completely kicked out of the industry for hiding the fact that he’d shared his account password as part of his final words to his brother, it made more sense for them to be honest and continue making a living.

      After all, to keep that a secret, more than ten people would have to come together and agree to split the money. And would they all really agree to give up their jobs as Awakened just to divide Han-cheol’s assets? In his view, no way.

      Whatever thoughts they might be harboring on the inside, he was confident that his final message would reach his brother, the guild master, intact. And once it did, his brother would take care of everything from there. He was meticulous enough to run a guild without a hitch after all.

      “If it’s my brother, something like a leaked account password is nothing he can’t handle.”

      “Yeah, if he’s the guild master, that much is probably no big deal.”

      Han-cheol brushed it off casually, and Yujin nodded in agreement.

      Then, he went on to ask him a question.

      “But Squad Leader… is that really all?”

      “Huh?”

      “You got sucked into that hole and suddenly ended up on the tenth floor of the labyrinth—…s that seriously all there is to it? Nothing else happened?”

      “……..”

      At those words, Han-cheol frowned again and fell into thought. He asked,

      “So, judging by that question, it seems like you went through something a little different… am I right?”

      “Yes. Of course, since the circumstances that led to us getting separated were a bit different, I wouldn’t blame you if that’s all it was, but…”

      “What happened?”

      Han-cheol asked. Yujin shrugged and continued speaking.

      “I kept walking through the darkness, on and on, when suddenly a light in the distance began to shine through me. Then, without warning, the ground gave way and I fell. When I came to, I was in this world.”

      “…Ah.”

      At that, Han-cheol also seemed to recall something.

      “Come to think of it, mine was kind of similar. I was actually falling downward the whole time from the start, and then something like a meteor came crashing down toward me, hit me in the head, and passed by. I blacked out, and when I woke up, I was on the tenth floor of the labyrinth.”

      “Hmm…”

      It was likely that whatever pierced through Yujin was something similar. But even with that, they still lacked enough information.

      
        Tia, what do you think?
      

      […Hmm. For now, it doesn’t seem like there’s anything wrong with either of you, as far as I can tell…]

      Tiamat tilted her head for a moment in thought, then offered her speculation.

      [It might just be that some sort of information was simply imprinted onto your souls. Think about it. Despite coming to another world, neither of you had any trouble communicating with the people here, right? If it was just information like a language system being imprinted, then it wouldn’t be strange that neither you nor I noticed it. It wouldn’t have a major effect on the soul.]

      
        Hmm…
      

      That did make a lot of sense. Come to think of it, since arriving here, the only time Yujin had used Korean was while speaking with the squad leader just now.

      The language, which should have originally sounded like an alien tongue from some faraway place, now flowed from him as naturally as his native language. So perhaps, just as Tiamat had said, that really was the case.

      [Of course, I can’t be certain. I do think it’s most likely that only the language system was imprinted onto the soul, but there could be other effects I haven’t fully identified yet.]

      
        I’ll keep that in mind.
      

      Yujin understood her words and nodded inwardly. Meanwhile, Han-cheol spoke up.

      “By the way… is it okay if I ask you a few questions now?”

      It seemed he had been organizing his thoughts while listening to Yujin’s story. Yujin nodded.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Whew, alright… first off…”

      Han-cheol took a deep breath, then asked Yujin,

      “Hey, did you get plastic surgery?”

      “……?”

      And with that, he threw out a question so unexpected that Yujin was completely caught off guard.
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      “That’s a really unexpected question. Is it something important?”

      Yujin asked. He felt baffled for the first time in a while.

      Sure, even after arriving in this other world, he had gone about life without much tension or concern about the situation, but still….Han-cheol, of all things, had chosen to bring up cosmetic surgery instead of the many other important questions he could’ve asked.

      “No, but honestly, it’s been bugging me since the moment I saw you. You definitely look better than you did back on Earth.”

      “That’s a rather creepy thing to say for what’s supposed to be a compliment.”

      “Anyway, so did you actually get some work done or what? What the hell happened in this world that made your face look so divine?”

      So that was the real question.

      Apparently, the change in Yujin’s appearance had been bothering Han-cheol, but ultimately, he seemed more curious about what had happened to Yujin since coming to this world. As expected, Han-cheol continued.

      “I actually heard a few things from the members of Hugo’s party, you know? Stuff like how your skills are suspiciously good, how you supposedly sliced a demon clean in half, or even…what? That you invented some kind of space-time magic? What the hell have you been doing since you got here?”

      “……”

      At those words, Yujin fell silent for a moment. Of course, explaining what he had been doing since arriving here wasn’t difficult. The question was how much of it he could or should share.

      He did have a favorable impression of Han-cheol and trusted him to some extent. After all, Han-cheol was the only one in the guild he could consider even remotely close, and as the squad leader, he had a strong sense of responsibility, which had earned Yujin’s respect.

      Still, trusting him completely was a different matter.

      Yujin believed that in human relationships, shared interests were crucial.

      If the interests aligned, you could even join hands with an enemy. But if they didn’t, you could part ways with a lifelong friend.

      And since he had no idea what Han-cheol’s thoughts or goals were, revealing everything outright would be reckless. So Yujin decided to ask one thing first.

      “Before I answer that, I’d like to ask you something first, Squad Leader.”

      “What is it?”

      “What is it that you ultimately want to do? Do you have a goal in this world, or is there something else on your mind?”

      At those words, Han-cheol stared at Yujin for a while. Then he asked,

      “Are you testing me?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      At Han-cheol’s words, Yujin nodded calmly and confirmed without hesitation. Seeing that, Han-cheol scratched his head and began to speak.

      “Well… when you answer that confidently, I really don’t have anything to say. Something about this feels serious, but honestly, I don’t have any particular plan. I mean, I do have a goal, though.”

      “And that goal is?”

      “Obviously, it’s to return to Earth.”

      It was the most expected answer, and Yujin, having anticipated it to some extent, looked at Han-cheol without much reaction.

      Han-cheol continued.

      “There are still things I’m responsible for… and my brother’s still on Earth. If I were dead, it’d be one thing, but since I’m alive like this, I’ve got to at least try to find a way back.”

      “So it is that, after all.”

      “What about you?”

      At that, Han-cheol asked Yujin in return. Yujin shrugged his shoulders and replied.

      “To be honest, I don’t particularly care if I can’t return to Earth.”

      From Yujin’s perspective, it was only natural.

      A life with no family, no lover, not even anyone he could truly call a friend.

      For Yujin, who had nothing left behind on Earth, there was no burning desire to return. If there was anything at all, perhaps it would be his parents’ graves.

      Besides, now that he had become a transcendent being, with more than enough time granted to him, there was no urgent need to find a way back. Of course, at the very least, he thought it would be good to return once. Before his parents’ graves disappeared from the Earth.

      “I see… well, I get it.”

      Even though Han-cheol didn’t know that Yujin had become a transcendent, he still understood the fact that Yujin held little attachment to Earth. Han-cheol knew Yujin to a certain degree, after all.

      There wasn’t anyone waiting for him, and there was no particular reason he had to return. Naturally, it made sense for him not to care much.

      Understanding this, Han-cheol muttered bitterly.

      “Then I guess I’ll have to be the one to find a way back to Earth on my own…”

      “There’s no need for that. I’ll help you find a way back, too.”

      “…Huh?”

      At those words, Han-cheol’s eyes widened. He stared at Yujin.

      “…Didn’t you say you didn’t have much attachment to Earth?”

      “Of course, I don’t have much attachment left, but it wouldn’t hurt to at least find a way back to Earth.”

      “…If you’re saying that because of me, there’s really no need.”

      Han-cheol wondered if Yujin was saying that for his sake, so he said as much, but Yujin simply shrugged.

      “Well, it’s true that I said I’d look for a way back partly for your sake, Squad Leader. But my parents’ graves are still on Earth, so I was thinking of finding a way back at least once, somehow.”

      “…You’re talking like it’s some simple thing, and it’s giving me a bit of cognitive dissonance. Do you really think going back to your original world is that easy?”

      “It won’t be that easy, of course, but I’ll have to give it a try somehow.”

      “……”

      Still unaware that Yujin was a dragon, Han-cheol looked at him in disbelief, but Yujin continued to face him with a shamelessly confident expression.

      Unable to hold back his curiosity any longer, Han-cheol finally asked.

      “No, seriously, how are you even planning to do that?”

      “I’ll have to do some research in my own way. I haven’t figured anything out yet, so I can’t give you a definite answer on how I’ll do it.”

      “……”

      Han-cheol was left speechless. He stared at Yujin who spoke as if finding a way back wouldn’t be all that difficult, despite knowing absolutely nothing. But only for a moment.

      “Are you seriously saying this?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Hah…”

      With a look of disbelief in his eyes, he asked Yujin,

      “Are you really the Yujin I knew? The guy who always insisted he couldn’t even do the things he could do, just to get out of working…”

      “Come on, when did I ever slack off? I just didn’t do it because I really couldn’t.”

      “This shamelessness… yeah, it’s definitely you.”

      With a hint of hope in his eyes, he looked at Yujin.

      “You really think you can do it?”

      “If I truly thought it was impossible, I wouldn’t have given you false hope in the first place. Of course, I still can’t say for sure whether it’s really possible.”

      “Now I’m suddenly dying to know. Where exactly is all that confidence coming from?”

      “Actually, I was planning to tell you anyway.”

      “Huh?”

      Yujin did, to some extent, want to maintain a connection with Han-cheol, and he also hoped to receive some help from him. So he decided to reveal what needed to be revealed.

      When Han-cheol tilted his head in confusion and looked back at him, Yujin spoke.

      “Squad Leader, the truth is… I’m a dragon right now.”

      ***

      “Phew, finally done with the settlement.”

      Meanwhile, Hugo’s party, who had gone to the guild for settlement,

      They had just finished and were now heading toward Mary’s inn.

      “Think it’s okay if I order a drink for the first time in a while?”

      “As long as you promise not to overdo it. And I’m speaking by human standards, of course.”

      “Tch.”

      Crom clicked his tongue at Hugo’s response. But from Hugo’s perspective, it couldn’t be helped; he simply couldn’t afford the cost of a dwarf’s drinking habit.

      “This is exactly why we should be brewing our own alcohol. Buying it outside is just way too much of a hassle.”

      “Just keep it within reason, Mr. Crom. I’m not saying you can’t drink at all.”

      “Jeez, tsk. Expecting me to measure my drinking by human standards is just way too strict! Don’t you think it’s unfair? I am a dwarf, you know.”

      “Then let’s have you cover the drink bill, Mr. Crom. I won’t even touch the stuff.”

      “You stingy bastard. Keep that up and you’ll go bald in no time.”

      Grumbling nonstop, Crom stomped ahead, while Hugo gave a bitter smile and glanced to the side.

      “Mirien, is something bothering you?”

      “…Not really. It’s nothing.”

      Hugo, sensing that something seemed to be troubling the usually quiet Mirien, had asked her a question. But Mirien only shook her head and gave a short reply.

      He had thought their relationship had deepened after what happened last time, but was there still some distance between them? Or maybe it was a personal matter she was hesitant to talk about.

      Whatever the case, Hugo felt a bit awkward. He scratched his head and spoke in a low voice.

      “If something’s bothering you, you can tell me anytime. We’re teammates, after all.”

      “…….”

      At his words, Mirien fell silent for a moment. Then, thinking of Yujin’s face, she turned to Hugo and opened her mouth to speak.

      “…Then, Hugo, do you happen to…”

      She was just about to ask how much Hugo trusted Yujin—

      “May I interrupt for a moment?”

      “!”

      “?!”

      Someone suddenly spoke to them. As the two turned toward the voice, they saw a woman standing in the shadows of a dark alleyway, as if trying to stay hidden.

      “…Professor Reina Sahart?”

      Hugo recognized who the woman was and murmured her name.

      As expected, it was Reina Sahart.

      A professor of magical studies at the academy, and someone who was at least somewhat familiar with Hugo’s party.

      Hugo asked,

      “What brings you here? More importantly, why are you in a place like that…?”

      “I had to sneak out, so I’m not exactly free to move about openly. More importantly, may I have a word with you, Miss Mirien?”

      Reina responded to Hugo’s question with a hint of urgency, then turned to Mirien and asked.

      Sensing that something was off, Mirien’s expression stiffened, and Hugo also took on a slightly more serious look as he spoke.

      “What business do you have with Mirien?”

      “I just have a quick question. It won’t take long. Could you spare a moment of your time?”

      “……”

      At that, Mirien briefly glanced at Hugo. He hesitated for a moment with a thoughtful expression on his face, then turned to her and said,

      “What do you want to do? If you want to hear what the professor has to say, I won’t stop you. But if not, I won’t just stand by as the leader.”

      “……”

      Somewhat reassured by his words, Mirien turned to Reina. There was a hint of desperation in her demeanor; it wasn’t something easy to ignore.

      After a moment of thought, Mirien finally spoke to Reina.

      “All right. If it’s just for a moment…”

      “Thank you so much. Then, please, this way.”

      Reina visibly let out a breath of relief at her response and turned around. Mirien looked back at Hugo for a second.

      He gave a nod, and Mirien nodded back before following Reina.

      And so, Mirien stepped deeper into the alley.

      While Hugo waited outside, Mirien and Reina positioned themselves further inside, just the two of them, and began their conversation.

      “What is it you wanted to ask?”

      “…Professor Yujin.”

      “!”

      In response to Mirien’s opening question, Reina spoke.

      At her words, Mirien flinched and froze, but Reina continued.

      “You know something about him, don’t you?”
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      “Hey! Why’d you suddenly stop walking?”

      Meanwhile, Crom who had been walking ahead of Hugo and Mirien realized at some point that he was the only one moving forward and had turned back.

      “…Huh? Where’d the pointy-eared one go?”

      Then, spotting Hugo standing alone in front of the alley as if waiting for something, Crom’s expression stiffened and he asked him.

      To that, Hugo replied,

      “She went into the alley for a moment.”

      “What? All of a sudden, why?”

      “…Do you remember Professor Reina Sahart, whom we met during the academy student escort request last time? She suddenly appeared and said she had something to discuss with Mirien privately, so they headed into the alley. Mirien accepted, and I’m waiting here.”

      “……”

      Crom paused for a moment, trying to recall who Reina Sahart was, and then spoke as if it had come back to him.

      “Oh, that human woman who looked all uptight… Why’d she suddenly show up?”

      “…I’m not sure either. She did seem rather serious… but I felt like it wasn’t my place to interfere.”

      With those words, Hugo glanced into the alley with a somewhat uneasy expression.

      “…I hope nothing’s wrong.”

      ***

      “……”

      Mirien remained silent with her lips tightly closed after hearing Reina’s sudden question.

      At first glance, she appeared calm, but her pupils were trembling uncontrollably. It was clear she couldn’t hide her agitation.

      Seeing her reaction, Reina became even more certain. Mirien definitely knew something about Yujin.

      “Please, won’t you tell me? What is it that you know about him?”

      “…I… I don’t really understand what you’re talking about. Why are you suddenly asking about Mr. Yujin…?”

      However, in response to Reina’s question, Mirien only turned her head away hesitantly, as if trying to avoid answering.

      She clearly seemed to know something, but she was reluctant to speak about it.

      No, more than just hesitation….it was as if she had sealed her lips as if it were a taboo. Reina saw through it; Mirien had her own reasons why she couldn’t speak about Yujin.

      The only problem was that Reina didn’t know exactly what those reasons were, and pressing her blindly could lead to trouble.

      Frankly speaking, if there was something like a magical geas placed on her, even just speaking about what she knew of Yujin’s secret might kill her. And if something like that were to happen, it wouldn’t just be Mirien in trouble. Reina herself would be caught up in the aftermath.

      In that case, it was better to…

      “All right. Then you don’t have to say anything. Just listen to what I have to say for a moment.”

      Reina was now certain that Mirien knew something about Yujin. But if there was some kind of circumstance preventing her from talking about it, then asking directly was not an option.

      However, judging by the reaction Mirien showed when Yujin was mentioned, Reina figured that a passive reaction to topics related to him was still within a safe range.

      
        Then I’ll just bring up what I know and observe how she reacts.
      

      It was unfortunate that she couldn’t extract information directly, but if Mirien was truly bound by some circumstance, there was no helping it. If she was this hesitant even with Yujin absent, then it meant she was tightly bound to something.

      So for now, Reina had no choice but to take this approach.

      “Miss Mirien, Professor Yujin is currently under suspicion of being a dark mage.”

      “!”

      At those words, Mirien flinched. She swallowed hard. Had she anticipated this to some extent?

      Watching her reaction, Reina continued.

      “Right now, he is scheming something within the academy, and to some degree, he has colluded with the higher-ups… of the academy leadership.”

      Reina’s expression darkened for a moment as she thought of Ines, the headmistress of the academy, but she quickly composed herself and brushed it off by vaguely referring to her as merely a “higher up in the academy”.

      After all, she couldn’t possibly say outright that the headmistress of the academy was being manipulated at will by Yujin.

      The same went for the claim that he was plotting something behind the scenes. Revealing that the imperial princess was being consumed by a demon and that Yujin intended to exploit it was far too dangerous a truth, and for that reason, Reina hadn’t even told Elly. Of course, it was only natural that such information couldn’t be shared with a student like Elly.

      In any case, after hearing everything, Mirien’s expression stiffened. She glanced at Reina briefly, and a conflicted look crossed her face.

      Judging by the fact that she didn’t seem particularly shocked by Yujin’s alleged collusion with the academy’s leadership, perhaps it wasn’t all that surprising to her, considering the Yujin she knew.

      Before long, Mirien finally opened her mouth.

      “Why… are you telling me all this?”

      Mirien still played dumb, at least for now. But Reina responded calmly.

      “Because I’m convinced that you know something.”

      “……”

      “I understand that you may have your reasons for not being able to speak about Professor Yujin. But I hope that at least what I’ve said today will stay with you.”

      With those words, Reina decided to step back for now. Hugo was probably waiting for her outside, and she had a feeling that getting any detailed information out of Mirien wouldn’t be easy.

      Just as she was about to leave…

      “…Professor, are you free sometime soon?”

      Mirien suddenly asked a question. At that, Reina turned to look at her.

      “…What do you mean?”

      “…I just came back from the labyrinth, so I’ll have some free time for the next few days. If you’d like, we can set up a time and talk then… whenever it’s convenient for you.”

      “……”

      At that, Reina spoke with a serious expression.

      “The day after tomorrow, around one o’clock. Would that work for you? I’ll leave word at the Adventurers’ Guild about the location.”

      “…Yes, that works.”

      Mirien nodded in agreement at those words, and Reina lowered her head and spoke.

      “Thank you very much. Then I’ll take my leave.”

      With that, Reina disappeared into the alley.

      “…Phew…”

      Watching her go, Mirien let out a sigh of relief and briefly wore a troubled expression.

      
        Is this really the right thing to do?
      

      She was recalling something Yujin had said in the past.

      
        – Let’s keep what happened today just between the two of us.
      

      Breaking that promise was what this would amount to. If that happened, what would become of her?

      Fear came first, but she soon shook her head.

      
        The water’s already been spilled.
      

      Thinking that, she stepped out of the alley.

      “Oh, you’re back?”

      “…Are you okay?”

      As she emerged, Crom and Hugo were waiting for her. It seemed they had stayed nearby.

      Among them, it was Hugo who asked if she was all right, and she nodded in response.

      “…Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “…Good, that’s all that matters.”

      With those words, Hugo walked ahead. The fact that he didn’t ask what they had talked about made her feel unexpectedly grateful.

      “So? What did you two talk about?”

      “…Shut up.”

      Of course, there was no reason to feel any gratitude toward Crom.

      In any case, feeling the tension from moments ago fade away, she felt a sense of relief as she headed to the inn with the two of them.

      ***

      Meanwhile, on the second floor of Mary’s Inn…

      “…What are you suddenly talking about?”

      The first reaction Han-cheol showed to Yujin’s claim that he was a dragon was exactly that.

      The look on his face, like Yujin had eaten something bad and was now spouting nonsense, was truly something.

      
        Well, I figured it’d be like this.
      

      Yujin hadn’t expected Han-cheol to accept it right away anyway. It was just something he brought up to get it out of the way.

      Since Han-cheol would find out eventually, Yujin didn’t bother trying to prove anything and simply continued.

      “Squad leader, more importantly, let’s make a deal first.”

      “What? Out of nowhere…?”

      “I’ll do everything I can to help send you back to Earth. In return, you just have to share with me the things you learn while playing the game.”

      “……”

      “You know far more about the Labyrinth Academy than I do Squad leader. So while you’re here, just pass that information on to me. I’ll take care of researching how to get you back to Earth.”

      Han-cheol responded to Yujin’s sudden proposal in a confused tone.

      “Look… to be honest, this is all happening so fast I can’t keep up. First you say you’re a dragon, then suddenly you change the subject and want to make a deal… What kind of conversation is this supposed to be?”

      “Haha, yeah, I guess I did rush through it a bit. Still, it’s not that complicated.”

      Yujin said this and continued speaking to Han-cheol.

      “It’s a simple exchange. You give me information, and I’ll research a way to get you back to Earth. That’s all.”

      “I get that, but… how exactly are you planning to…”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry about the details just yet. So, what do you think? Want to make the deal?”

      “……”

      At those words, Han-cheol hesitated with a conflicted look, then gave a small nod.

      “Well… I guess it doesn’t really matter. Sure, let’s make a deal. Honestly, I’m more comfortable with that than having you help me for nothing.”

      “Great. In that case…”

      Yujin cleared his throat briefly, then opened his mouth.

      
        [From this moment forward, we shall proceed with the contract.]
      

      “!”

      As the incantation was spoken, the air grew heavy. For a moment, Han-cheol felt as though his very soul was being constricted.

      [First, I, Yujin, will search for a way to return Han-cheol to Earth. Second, in return, Han-cheol shall provide me with the information I require. This agreement shall remain in effect until both parties consent to its termination.]

      Having said this, Yujin turned to Han-cheol and continued speaking.

      [Do you agree to these terms?]

      “Uh, uhh…”

      Without even realizing it, Han-cheol nodded in agreement.

      
        Wooooong!
      

      Mana stirred and seeped into both Han-cheol and Yujin.

      Han-cheol felt as though invisible chains were binding him in place.

      “Th-This feels weird…”

      “It’s proof the contract has been properly established. The sensation of being bound will disappear soon, so there’s no need to worry too much.”

      At those words, Han-cheol stared blankly up at Yujin.

      “…What are you, really?”

      “Like I’ve already told you.”

      At that, Yujin smiled faintly and shrugged.

      Han-cheol’s expression twisted into one of bewilderment, as though nothing about the situation made sense.
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      “I don’t even know what’s what anymore…”

      Han-cheol let out a sigh and looked at Yujin with eyes full of confusion, but Yujin ignored that gaze and spoke.

      “Well, anyway, shall we sort out the situation a bit? We’ll be facing the members of Hugo’s party soon, and it’ll be easier if we’re on the same page beforehand.”

      “Haa… Yeah, let’s do that.”

      Han-cheol was aware that it was about time for Hugo’s party to return. He nodded, and Yujin asked him a question.

      “First… let’s figure out how the two of us know each other. As for me, the story is that I’ve been living away from the world, completely ignorant of how things work, and arrived at the labyrinth city without knowing anything. That’s why I said I didn’t know anyone. What about you, squad leader?”

      “I said… I was just a nobody doing mercenary work, got totally drunk, blacked out, and when I woke up the next day, I was in the labyrinth.”

      “And the reason for going with that story?”

      “Honestly, it just seemed like the best cover… When I first met Hugo’s party, I didn’t know what was going on and acted kind of crazy. I also reacted like someone who had just realized he was in a labyrinth. So I figured it would sound more believable if I played the part of a fool who stumbled into the labyrinth without even knowing what it was. Compared to that, the whole ‘got drunk and woke up here’ setup felt more convincing.”

      Strictly speaking, it wasn’t all that believable. Waking up in a fully armed state inside a labyrinth just because you drank too much the night before? What kind of person gets blackout drunk and ends up in a dungeon like that?

      “But surprisingly, Crom actually believed it… Said he’s had moments like that too.”

      “…I see.”

      Still, it was hard to argue when someone actually bought the story. Anyway, Han-cheol continued.

      “Anyway, that’s how I glossed over who I am… but the important part comes next. Honestly, the reason I ended up joining Hugo’s party is kind of because of you.”

      “Are you talking about me?”

      At Han-cheol’s claim that he joined Hugo’s party because of Yujin, Yujin tilted his head slightly. Han-cheol nodded.

      “Yeah, I overheard the people in Hugo’s party talking about you and realized you were here too. At first, I was planning to find my way out of the labyrinth on my own, but once I knew you were here, I changed my mind a bit and decided to go along with Hugo’s group.”

      “I see. So, what’s the important part?”

      Up to this point, it simply sounded like the story of how Han-cheol ended up joining Hugo’s party. It was hard to say it was anything particularly important.

      However, Yujin had already started to pick up on the context. After all, the topic they had originally been discussing was…

      “It’s nothing big, really. Hugo, the party leader, just asked how I came to know you. That’s when I actually heard about your backstory too. That you came here alone, having left the secular world behind with no ties or acquaintances. So he was curious how we ended up knowing each other.”

      It was all about how Yujin and Han-cheol would explain the circumstances of their acquaintance.

      Yujin asked,

      “So how did you respond?”

      “I just glossed over it and said we helped each other out a bit. Of course, considering how much I freaked out when I realized you were here, I don’t think he fully bought that story.”

      “Then I suppose we’ll need to set the story straight now.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much. It’s not like we can go around saying we’re from another world.”

      Even if they did say they came from another world, who would believe it? And even if someone did believe it, that could be an even bigger problem. Once word got out, attention would start coming in from all sorts of directions.

      That kind of attention would be very different from what Yujin was receiving as a public figure now. The current attention Yujin received came from a place of admiration as someone who had achieved a legendary feat. But interest in an otherworlder would more likely be mixed with fear, curiosity, and even hostility.

      It could easily spiral into political or religious complications. Neither of them wanted anything to do with that.

      “Let’s do it like this. You were out on some external subjugation mission when you happened to run into me on my way to the labyrinth city. I helped you out, and from there, we got to know each other. That should be good enough, don’t you think?”

      “Hmm… There’s a little snag, but maybe it’ll work?”

      “What’s the snag?”

      “Well… when I realized you were here, I kind of screamed in front of Hugo’s party, asking why you were here…like you were someone who absolutely shouldn’t be. And then when we actually met here, I made a big fuss again, asking what you were doing here. If we’re just casual acquaintances, that kind of reaction doesn’t make much sense, does it?”

      “Let’s just brush that off casually. Say it was something personal. That shouldn’t be too hard to sell, right?”

      “Mm… yeah, okay. Let’s go with that.”

      Han-cheol nodded, agreeing to the suggestion…

      
        Knock knock.
      

      “Hey! Sorry to interrupt, but Hugo’s group just got here! If you’re still talking, make sure you pass the word along!”

      Marry soon let them know that Hugo’s party had arrived.

      ***

      “Ah, you’re here!”

      Yujin and Han-cheol came down to the first floor. There, they came face to face with Hugo’s party, who had already settled in.

      “Did you two have a good talk?”

      “Thanks to your consideration, everything wrapped up well. I really appreciate it.”

      Yujin responded warmly to Hugo’s question and took a seat, with Han-cheol sitting down beside him. Crom spoke up.

      “So what were you two talking about? You both look like you’re from the East. Were you reminiscing about your hometowns or something?”

      “It wasn’t anything special. Since we already knew each other, we just caught up a bit.”

      “Is that so? Now that you mention it, you said you two knew each other from before. How did that happen? To be honest, last time you made it sound like you didn’t know anyone, so I was confused. But now it seems like that’s not the case.”

      “Well… to be exact, it’s not like we’ve known each other for a long time. I met Mr. Han-cheol while I was on my way to the labyrinth city, and he was out on an external request. Since we’re from the same region, we naturally hit it off and became close.”

      Given the current situation, Yujin deliberately avoided calling Han-cheol “Squad Leader” and referred to him as “Mr. Han-cheol” instead.

      Hugo spoke.

      “When you say ‘hit it off’…”

      “…If I had to explain, it’s more like we became close because I received help from him.”

      Han-cheol also felt it would be awkward to stay silent, so he added a few words. Hugo replied.

      “Help, huh… Come to think of it, you mentioned before that you helped each other out.”

      “Yes. So…”

      Han-cheol paused for a moment in thought. Now that he considered it, he hadn’t clearly established what kind of external request he had been on when he met Yujin, according to their story. That caused him to momentarily lose his words, but…

      “…It was because of a dark mage.”

      He quickly searched his memory for some in-game lore, thinking about what would make a mercenary turn down the safer, more profitable labyrinth jobs in favor of an external request. That’s the phrase he came up with.

      “!”

      At those words, Mirien flinched slightly, but since the others were also looking at him with mild surprise, no one noticed her reaction.

      “A dark mage, you say?”

      “Yes. As you know, external requests aren’t usually handled by guilds; they’re more like favors done through personal connections, right? I got such a request from someone I knew. They said there was some strange curse going around their village and asked me to look into it… It was someone I trusted, so I went ahead and took the job.”

      “Ah…”

      “But there really was a curse spreading in the village. From what I investigated, it didn’t seem like it was the lingering grudge of someone who died unjustly or anything like that… so I suspected it might be the work of a dark mage and looked into it. And it turned out to be true.”

      “Weren’t you in danger?”

      “Well, dark mages are inherently sinister by nature, so of course it was dangerous. But just then, Yujin happened to show up in the village, apparently passing through and looking for a place to stay… and he ended up helping me as I was preparing to take down the dark mage. In the end, we drove the mage out, completed the request… and since Yujin was also from the same continent, we became somewhat close.”

      “That’s fortunate.”

      “Very fortunate, indeed. I never expected we’d run into each other again in a labyrinth like this. When I first heard he was in a place like this even though he always claimed to live by the motto of ‘safety and comfort first’, I was honestly speechless.”

      “Hahaha.”

      Yujin just laughed awkwardly and shrugged his shoulders.

      “I heard labyrinths aren’t as dangerous as people think, though.”

      “That depends on the person. Weren’t you always going on about retiring before thirty and living a peaceful life?”

      “Hahaha, the two of you really do seem quite close.”

      Watching the two of them, Hugo laughed and gave a nod as if he now had a general understanding.

      “At first, I thought there might be some complicated backstory. When I asked Han-cheol how he came to know Yujin back then, he kind of dodged the question. So when I asked again this time, I wondered if I’d made a mistake…”

      “Ah, it’s just… it felt a little awkward at the time, so I sort of mumbled my way through it.”

      “I see.”

      Hugo nodded, but Yujin looked at him for a moment before discreetly sending a telepathic message to Han-cheol.

      [It seems like the squad leader’s brief moment of hesitation just now, and the way Hugo reacted….he doesn’t seem to fully believe what you said.]

      
        Whoa! What was that?!
      

      Of course, Han-cheol had been momentarily startled. Naturally, though, he didn’t show it.

      [Well, don’t be too surprised. You know telepathy, right?]

      
        Since when did you learn something like that…? No, never mind. More importantly, you think he doesn’t believe us?
      

      [Well, you handled it pretty smoothly, but it’s not like the lie was completely undetectable. Hugo’s surprisingly perceptive, so it wouldn’t be strange if he picked up on something.]

      
        Ugh…
      

      [Still, he didn’t really seem like he was trying to dig deeper. He may have sensed that we meant no harm. Anyway, squad leader.]

      At that point, Yujin seemed to want to steer the conversation elsewhere and asked Han-cheol a question.

      [Your explanation about the external request came out much more naturally than I expected. Did you really make it up?]

      Yujin was honestly quite surprised. Even though it was clear they were lying, Han-cheol’s explanation about the external request had been surprisingly detailed and flowed without hesitation. Did Han-cheol have a hidden talent for lying?

      But Han-cheol gave an unexpected answer.

      
        Oh, that? It’s not exactly a lie. That’s actually from a real quest in the game.
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 67: What the Hell Are You Talking About?

      
        An actual quest storyline…
      

      Since Yujin wasn’t all that familiar with the game Labyrinth Academy, he was genuinely surprised by Han-cheol’s words.

      A quest… in this place that had already become another reality… Yujin suddenly wondered if the quest Han-cheol mentioned might actually exist here.

      “By the way, I’m a bit surprised. I heard you vanished after pulling one over on the Mage Association, and now here you are, suddenly working with an academy professor.”

      At that point, Hugo shifted the subject. Yujin snapped out of his thoughts and responded to Hugo.

      “Haha, well, after that incident, I was scouted… and somehow ended up being appointed as a professor at the academy. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to let you know.”

      “Wait, you became a professor?”

      But it wasn’t Hugo’s party that reacted to that. It was Han-cheol. And Yujin suddenly realized.

      
        Oh, right. Come to think of it, I never told the squad leader that I became a professor.
      

      Yujin quickly explained.

      “Yes. I assume you’ve already heard that I established the field of space-time magic… Because of that, the academy had been keeping an eye on me and decided to scout me. I must’ve forgotten to mention it.”

      “What the…”

      Han-cheol looked as though he didn’t even know where to begin. Yujin spoke to him via telepathy.

      [Sorry for telling you just now. It sort of happened that way.]

      
        Sort of happened?? You’re talking like you found a coin on the street or something!
      

      [Well, it’s not that big of a deal, right? Didn’t you at least hear that I developed space-time magic when you got news about me?]

      
        I mean, yeah, but that sounded so unreal I didn’t quite believe it… But this is real???
      

      Han-cheol looked somewhat confused, but on the other hand, Hugo’s party seemed to accept it rather easily.

      “A professor at the academy… I can see why the academy would want to recruit someone like you. Still, it’s a bit surprising that you accepted, Mr. Yujin.”

      “I was simply curious. The opportunity came up, and I had no real reason to turn it down.”

      Yujin shrugged in response to Hugo’s comment. At that moment, Crom made a somewhat unexpected remark.

      “Speaking of being a professor… That female professor who was walking around with you earlier actually came looking for us.”

      “?!”

      At those words, Mirien flinched and turned sharply toward Crom. Yujin glanced at her briefly, just for a moment, then turned to Crom and asked,

      “Are you referring to Professor Reina Sahart?”

      “Ah, yeah, that was her name.”

      “Hmm… I thought she said she’d be stepping away for a bit, but I guess she came to see you all… Did she say anything?”

      “Not really? Seemed like she had a one-on-one chat with that pointy-eared girl, away from the rest of us. I don’t know what they talked about.”

      “Is that so?”

      Mirien shot Crom a furious glare as if she wanted to punch him right then and there, but Crom seemed completely oblivious to the look she was giving him.

      Of course, she couldn’t keep glaring for long. The moment Crom spoke, the eyes of everyone present, including Yujin, turned toward her.

      Yujin spoke.

      “Are you perhaps acquainted with Professor Sahart on a personal level?”

      He asked with the same unreadable, smiling expression as always, and Mirien froze. Her face went pale as she was struck speechless.

      
        Wh-What do I do? Is he suspecting me right now?
      

      No matter how she looked at it, he definitely was. He was suspicious of her; there was no doubt about it.

      In that instant, the memory of being blackmailed by Yujin after she had first tried to blackmail him flashed through her mind. She struggled to force herself to speak.

      “W-Well, that is…”

      “Alright~ Food’s here! Talking’s great and all, but let’s eat first!”

      Just then, a savior appeared. Right on time.

      Mary, the owner of the inn, appeared before the group, carrying food.

      When she set the dishes on the table, Hugo clapped his hands and spoke.

      “Why don’t we eat first, just like Aunt Mary suggested? I was getting a bit hungry anyway.”

      “Oh, sounds good.”

      Crom agreed immediately with an indifferent expression and Yujin also nodded.

      “Let’s do that. Mr. Han-cheol, you should eat, too. The food here is quite excellent.”

      “Uh… right.”

      Still dazed by the fact that Yujin had developed space-time magic and even become a professor at the Academy, Han-cheol nodded and picked up his utensils.

      Mirien felt somewhat relieved… but now that Yujin had begun to suspect her, she feared her safety might be in danger.

      And so, for Mirien, the meal continued in uncomfortable silence…

      ***

      After various conversations, the discussion with Hugo’s party did not last long once the meal ended.

      Yujin had only stepped away briefly, so he couldn’t stay much longer, and Hugo’s group had just come out of the labyrinth and were exhausted.

      Before long, they exchanged farewells and parted ways.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you today, Mr. Yujin.”

      “Likewise, Mr. Hugo. Let’s meet again sometime.”

      “Haha, of course.”

      “Don’t forget about me! And stop by our dwarven workshop sometime soon!”

      “Of course, Mr. Crom. You too, Miss Mirien…take care.”

      “…Yes.”

      With that, Yujin finished his conversation with Hugo’s party, and Hugo turned to Han-cheol one last time.

      “And Mr. Han-cheol, thank you for everything in the labyrinth. I’ll bring your share of the reward soon.”

      “Ah, understood. More than that, I was just glad to be part of it.”

      “Haha, I’m glad to hear that. Well then, we really should get going.”

      And so, Hugo’s party departed, leaving only Yujin and Han-cheol behind. Han-cheol let out a sigh.

      “Geez, now it really feels like something big has passed.”

      “Well, we managed to get through it somehow. By the way, what do you plan to do now, Squad leader? Setting aside our deal, you’ll have to find a way to live here on your own.”

      “That’s true. Still, the best option would probably be to keep going in and out of the labyrinth. I started to get a feel for it around the 10th floor, and with my current skills, I think I could manage the mid-levels if I form a party.”

      “Is that so?”

      Since Yujin was still a newbie at the Labyrinth Academy, he didn’t know much about the mid-levels. But Han-cheol was different.

      “Believe it or not, in the game, I was so bored that I did nothing but grind through quests. I’m what you’d call stagnant water. I know exactly what the mid-levels are like, so my judgment is based on solid experience. You can trust it.”

      “If that’s the case, then it sounds like you’ll be fine.”

      One way or another, Han-cheol was an A-rank Awakened and a veteran who had served as a guild raid leader for a long time. Having led teams for so long, he had excellent judgment and a solid sense of self-awareness.

      On top of that, since he clearly had accurate information about the mid-levels, his judgment seemed trustworthy enough.

      “Of course, I’ll need to form a proper party… but I guess it’d be hard to ask you, huh? I mean, you’re an academy professor now.”

      Now that he had come to terms with the fact that Yujin was an academy professor, Han-cheol said this with a hint of regret. Yujin simply shrugged.

      “It can’t be helped. I might be able to join occasionally if you call on me, but staying on as a regular party member would be difficult.”

      “Yeah, I figured… No, but seriously, how did you end up becoming an academy professor anyway?”

      “I told you, didn’t I? I was scouted.”

      “And you just up and accepted it, huh… Well, whatever. In any case, the fact that you became an academy professor does make things easier in some ways.”

      “Hmm? What do you mean? Easier how?”

      At that, Yujin tilted his head in confusion, and Han-cheol responded as if it should’ve been obvious.

      “What do you mean, of course it’s because of the main story. The academy storyline that plays out early on at the Labyrinth Academy is super important, right?”

      “……”

      Come to think of it, the game did seem to have a main storyline. The problem was that Yujin always skipped the story and spent all his time diving into the labyrinth, so he didn’t really know much about it.

      Han-cheol seemed to pick up on that, and a strange expression crossed his face.

      “You didn’t watch the story at all, did you?”

      “I barely watched it, to be honest.”

      “……”

      At those words, Han-cheol fell silent for a moment, staring blankly before closing his eyes and rubbing the bridge of his nose.

      “No, yeah… this is exactly the kind of guy you are. Now that I think about it, I should’ve known back when you never once brought up the game’s story.”

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, it’s not that you did anything wrong. I’m just… momentarily at a loss for words, seeing the consequences of a story-skipper right in front of me.”

      “……”

      When Yujin went quiet, Han-cheol continued in a somewhat lighter tone.

      “Labyrinth Academy really is a roguelike game where you mostly run the labyrinths, but there are also outside quests like the one I mentioned, and there’s a main storyline too. And that main story? It’s seriously important. If you mess it up, it can lead to the destruction of humanity.”

      For something said so casually, the content was incredibly serious.

      Yujin asked,

      “…It’s really that bad?”

      “Yeah, it’s that bad. The destruction actually gets reflected in the game. NPCs and people all die and disappear, and they don’t show up in the game anymore. When that happens, you have to start all over from the beginning.”

      “Well, that’s just…”

      Thinking back on how he’d been living so carefree, completely unaware that destruction was drawing near, Yujin felt a strange mix of emotions. He asked,

      “So then, what should I do first? As I said earlier, I honestly don’t know anything about the main story.”

      At those words, Han-cheol stroked his chin for a moment, as if organizing his thoughts, before he spoke.

      “First… do you happen to know Elicia, the princess of the Arcedium Empire? If you don’t, this explanation is going to get a lot longer.”

      “…I do know her.”

      Of course he did. She was under his care as her personal doctor, and more than that, she was a girl who seemed to harbor something like romantic feelings for him.

      When he answered that, Han-cheol nodded and said,

      “That’s a relief. Then let me ask. Are you also aware that the princess is being slowly corrupted by a demon?”

      “…Yes.”

      “That’s why the dark mages are targeting her. Before long, they’ll launch a terrorist attack on the academy and try to kidnap her during the chaos. So first, we need to prepare for that—”

      “Ah, about that…”

      Yujin spoke up, feeling like he couldn’t just let that part slide.

      “Actually, I already sent Her Highness the Princess back to the Empire.”

      “…What?”

      At those words, Han-cheol blinked blankly and stared at Yujin.

      And Yujin could only give a vague, sheepish smile.

      A long silence followed.

      “…What the hell have you been doing?!”

      Han-cheol clutched his head and let out a cry of despair.

    

  
    
      Chapter 68: Good Material Part 1

      “What the hell is this…”

      Han-cheol couldn’t hide his disbelief and rubbed his forehead. He spoke.

      “What? You sent the princess back to the Empire?”

      “That’s how it turned out.”

      “What do you mean, ‘that’s how it turned out’, you bastard! You’ve completely thrown off the entire main storyline! No, before that….what the hell did you even do? How does one even send the princess back to the Empire? That route was never supposed to exist!”

      Han-cheol looked utterly flustered, as though he were having a panic attack. Yujin just awkwardly averted his gaze and scratched his cheek.

      “Well… it’s kind of complicated to explain, so it’s hard to put into words.”

      More precisely, it was something he was reluctant to talk about. No matter how you looked at it, saying he had to send her away because her feelings for him had become too intense just felt… wrong on so many levels.

      “This is driving me nuts…”

      Han-cheol ran a hand down his face and let out a sigh. Yujin gave a bitter smile and said to him,

      “Anyway, in this case, does that mean we don’t have to worry about a terrorist attack on the Academy anymore? That is, assuming their only target was Her Highness the Princess. I wouldn’t know beyond that.”

      “Technically, yeah… but now who knows what’ll happen to the imperial family.”

      Who knows what’ll happen to the imperial family… At those words, Yujin tilted his head slightly and asked,

      “Hmm… I heard dark mages usually hide themselves and stay well out of sight. Are you saying they’re bold enough to attack the imperial family now?”

      “Of course, normally it wouldn’t make sense for dark mage factions to go after the imperial family… But then again, the same goes for the Academy. Since you’re a professor now, you must at least know the name of the Academy’s headmistress, Ines Karandar, right?”

      Another familiar name popped up unexpectedly. Yujin nodded at the mention.

      “…I do. She’s the one who scouted me, after all.”

      Yujin too had seen that person briefly within the game. Han-cheol spoke.

      “She is one of the top-tier powerhouses among mortals. Even if a bunch of dark mages swarm her, she can wipe them out with ease. As long as someone like her is standing guard, a terrorist attack on the Academy is even harder than one on the imperial family. More than that, the Academy isn’t just defended by Ines Karandar. There are plenty of other strong individuals around, especially among the professors. Of course, not all of them share the same ideals or sense of camaraderie, but as long as they belong to the Academy, they are bound to respond if the Academy comes under attack. Honestly, launching a terrorist attack on the Academy might be harder than one on the imperial family.”

      “Is it really to that extent?”

      To be honest, as someone who had become a Transcendent, Yujin had never really felt that Ines was all that powerful, so it didn’t quite sink in. But Han-cheol firmly nodded.

      “Of course, without the Headmistress, the Academy would be weaker than the imperial family in some ways. Even so, it’s not a place that could be attacked lightly. Well, in the original story, a terrorist attack did end up happening, though.”

      At that point, a question occurred to Yujin, and he asked Han-cheol.

      “Hmm… If the main story going off track could lead to the end of the world, then that would mean the terrorists succeeded if the player didn’t intervene, right? But from what you’ve told me, it doesn’t sound like something the dark mages could pull off on their own.”

      “You’re absolutely right. That’s why the dark mage faction chose to strike when the Headmistress wasn’t present. And also…”

      “Is there a mole?”

      “…Exactly.”

      When Yujin picked up on it so quickly, Han-cheol gave a nod.

      “Well… it doesn’t seem so strange, actually. The fact that Her Highness the Princess was being consumed by a demon was top-secret information. The moment that leaked to the dark mages, it was only natural to assume there was a traitor or someone leaking information. And if the objective of the Academy terror attack was to secure the princess, then they’d definitely need someone who knew the Academy inside and out.”

      “Exactly. But now… things had gotten complicated. Like you said, if the princess returned to the Empire, then not only would the story go off track, but I also know far less than I used to. Just interfering with the imperial family is difficult in itself.”

      “……”

      “The imperial family is already having a hard time dealing with the princess and has become extremely sensitive to any outside interference. And that’s not the only issue. It’s also becoming harder to grasp the movements of the dark mages. Now that they have no reason to be involved with the Academy, it’s impossible to predict what they’ll do. Will they target the imperial family instead? Or come up with some other plan? To be honest, I don’t even know if there’s a traitor in the imperial family or not. After all, the princess’s storyline ends with the Academy attack. Whether the terrorist attack succeeds or fails, the princess ends up being consumed by the demon either way.”

      “…Is that so?”

      At those words, Yujin asked again in a slightly quieter voice. Han-cheol nodded.

      “Yeah. Even if you successfully stopped the terrorist attack and prevented the princess from being kidnapped, the dark mages would have already put their schemes into motion, and by that point, the princess would’ve been devoured by the demon anyway. Then a boss battle would open, and you’d have to subdue the princess alongside other powerful characters. That was the main storyline, and honestly, the only real way to deal with her. If you failed to stop the terrorist attack, she’d be kidnapped and fully awaken as a demon, and 70% of humanity would be wiped out. So if the attack wasn’t stopped, and you looked ahead to what would happen later, there is no way to prevent humanity’s destruction. Honestly, if it hadn’t been for a newly awakened Transcendent, it wouldn’t have just been 70%… the entire mortal race would have perished. According to the game’s lore, a Transcendent isn’t something mortals can even begin to challenge.”

      “……”

      As Yujin listened, two things struck her more clearly than ever.

      That he had gained the power to destroy an entire world of mortals if he wished, and that the story of the imperial princess, if left to unfold as originally intended, was fated to end in tragedy.

      That realization left a slightly bitter taste.

      It was as if the story was saying that mortals were so weak that even a single Transcendent could bring them to the brink of destruction and that unless a godlike being intervened to twist fate itself, the princess’s tale could only end in sorrow.

      And the fact that he himself was no different from such a godlike being was not a pleasant one.

      It felt as though the story was declaring that no mortal strength alone could ever overcome such things.

      “Anyway… the bottom line is, now that the princess has returned to the imperial family, even I don’t know what will happen to her. I don’t even know whether there’s a traitor in their ranks or not. And if that’s the case, I can’t say whether a terrorist attack will happen, or if something entirely different will occur.”

      “I see.”

      “This is tricky… Let’s do this. At the very least, you’re better at thinking things through than I am, so I’ll pass along as much information about the main story as I can. As for me, I’ll focus on growing stronger through labyrinths and quests first.”

      It seemed Han-cheol had decided to focus on what he could do, rather than waste energy on things he couldn’t yet understand. It was a wise decision.

      Yujin asked,

      “And after that, what do you plan to do?”

      “You said you’d look into a way for me to return to Earth, so I’ll trust you on that. In the meantime, I’ll do what I can on my end. I can’t afford to die before I even get the chance to go back.”

      A fair point. Yujin nodded, then asked,

      “In that case, is there anything I should prioritize learning? I mean, out of the main story information.”

      “Ah, well, I’m not sure how useful it’ll be right away… but I should start by telling you about the traitor among the dark mages inside the Academy.”

      “A traitor, huh…”

      Indeed, having that knowledge would definitely help when it came time to act. Yujin asked,

      “Then who is the traitor?”

      “I wonder if you’ll recognize the name. To be honest, she doesn’t have much significance early in the game. It’s Linne Eneria, the alchemy professor at the Academy. Do you know her?”

      “Ah.”

      Yujin recalled the conversation he’d had with Linne, the alchemy professor Han-cheol had mentioned earlier.

      
        So she was the mole.
      

      He hadn’t sensed any demonic power from her, but it seemed she had literally just been a supporter of the dark mages.

      When Yujin nodded, Han-cheol spoke.

      “Ah, so you’ve met her. Anyway, she’s the dark mages’ collaborator. Try to make good use of that. You’re good at that kind of thing, aren’t you?”

      “If someone heard that, they’d think I enjoy manipulating people.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “That’s a serious accusation.”

      Yujin genuinely didn’t enjoy manipulating people. He only messed around now and then for fun.

      “Ugh, fine… Anyway, for now, she’s the only one you really need to watch out for. Oh, and the All-God Cultists… ah, maybe that’s not urgent just yet.”

      “What’s the issue with the All-God Cult?”

      Caught off guard by the sudden mention of the All-God Cult, Yujin asked. After a brief moment of thought, Han-cheol replied.

      “Mhmm… I’ll tell you about that next time. No matter how I look at it, it’s going to be a long story, and with the main storyline already twisted, I can’t say for sure how things will go. In short, the information is a bit unreliable. For now, let’s focus on what’s immediately in front of us.”

      “Well… if that’s the case, I understand.”

      If the information had become uncertain due to distortions in the main story, then maybe it was better not to hear it just yet. Accepting that, Yujin gave a nod.

      “Then… are you heading back to the Academy now?”

      “I probably should. The only thing on my schedule today was the lecture inside the labyrinth, so I’ve got plenty of time…”

      As Yujin said that, he casually gave Han-cheol a once-over, scanning him from head to toe. Han-cheol spoke up.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I was just thinking… maybe I should give our squad leader some proper gear.”

      “…All of a sudden?”

      “It’s not exactly a sudden thought, though.”

      For the time being, Han-cheol would be going in and out of the labyrinth, focusing on his growth. It seemed necessary to equip him with some quality gear to help shorten that process.

      “Come to think of it, Mr. Crom did ask me to stop by the Dwarven workshop once.”

      Recalling Crom’s words, Yujin opened up his subspace.

      
        Swoosh.
      

      Then he lifted up something that had long been forgotten… It was the horn of Encheos, the demon Yujin had captured in the labyrinth.

      […Huh! Wh-What is the matter…?]

      Encheos who had been silent for a long time asked nervously. He was startled by Yujin suddenly seeking him out.

      “…Looks like I’ve got just the right material.”

      Yujin looked down at him and quietly smiled to himself.

    

  
    
      Chapter 69: This Damn Life

      Yujin had first decided to take care of equipping Han-cheol, so he headed to the dwarven workshop.

      Of course, there were also the pieces of equipment he had brought from Tiamat’s tomb, but regardless of their quality, there was no way to know whether they would suit Han-cheol or not. So, it seemed necessary to have something custom-made.

      
        If it’s equipment infused with a demon itself, its performance should be guaranteed enough…
      

      With that in mind, Yujin headed to the dwarven workshop that Crom had mentioned, bringing Han-cheol along.

      At first, he wondered where he might find the workshop, but surprisingly, there was only one dwarven workshop in the Labyrinth City, so it didn’t take long to locate it.

      It also helped that the workshop, while singular, was enormous and stood out easily.

      In any case, even though Yujin managed to find the dwarven workshop, there was still one thing bothering him.

      It was how the people of this world might react to crafting and using equipment made from the body parts of a demon. The equipment that were clearly evil in nature.

      If things went beyond simple rejection and someone actually reported him for trying to use such materials, it could become a bit of a problem. So Yujin hesitated for a moment…

      “Hmmm… This is a very powerful material. It’s got my blood boiling.”

      “There’s no issue with it?”

      But when he actually showed one of the dwarves at the workshop the horn of Encheos, far from being repulsed, the dwarf’s blood boiled with excitement.

      He was one of Crom’s acquaintances and the moment Yujin mentioned he’d been sent by Crom, the dwarf immediately recognized him and welcomed him.

      
        – Hahaha! Crom may be a reckless bastard, but he’s still one of our kin. If you saved him, then of course you’re a benefactor to us too!
      

      Even as he called Crom a reckless bastard, the fact that he referred to Yujin, who had saved Crom, as a benefactor of their kin showed just how strong the dwarves’ sense of kinship was.

      When they first met, the dwarf had looked grumpy and clearly irritated, but now it seemed that was just his default face.

      Especially when he saw the horn of Encheos just now, his eyes had lit up like stars. Just like in the usual fantasy stories where people go crazy over rare materials.

      In any case, when Yujin looked at the dwarf in front of him and asked if there would be any problems, the dwarf instead tilted his head in confusion.

      “Problem? What kind of problem are you talking about?”

      “Well, as you can see, this is a demon’s horn. Isn’t it natural for items related to demons to be something people are a bit reluctant to handle?”

      To be precise, Yujin had been concerned that because anything demonic tended to be taboo, trying to craft gear using a demon’s horn might be outright illegal or at least something people would reject. However, the dwarf chuckled and replied.

      “Did you crawl out of the early days of the Labyrinth or something? Sure, that might’ve been true in the past, but not anymore.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Well, it’s true that anything infused with demonic power, including body parts of demons, usually isn’t something you want to mess with lightly. Even now, dark magic and most things associated with demons are still considered taboo… but since quite a bit of time has passed since the Labyrinth first opened, things have changed a bit.”

      “What exactly has changed?”

      “That would be the rewards you get from the Labyrinth’s trials, wouldn’t it?”

      The dwarf shrugged his shoulders and continued.

      “As you probably know, the ones who mostly administer trials in the Labyrinth are demons. And what do they usually hand over when someone clears their trials? More often than not, it’s something infused with their own energy. Sure, every now and then, they might give out artifacts imbued with divine power stolen from other Transcendents or relics containing mana or aura, but more than half the time, it’s something tainted with demonic power.”

      “So what you’re saying is…”

      “Exactly. Since the rewards are from inside the Labyrinth, we have to find some way to use them, right? And if we just leave them lying around, unused, and some accident happens, that’d be a disaster. What if a dark mage steals it? Or worse, if the demonic power matures and goes berserk on its own… Either way, for those reasons, processing materials with demonic power into usable equipment is no longer banned in this era. Of course, there’s a rule that says only certified experts can handle such materials to make sure they don’t harm the user… but come on, who are we? We’re dwarves. The race of craftsmen. There’s nothing we can’t handle.”

      Feeling the intense pride in the dwarf’s words, Yujin nodded to himself inwardly. And then, the dwarf continued speaking.

      “Well, that may be true, but still, carrying around a demonic sword imbued with a demon’s energy is undeniably seen as ominous in many ways. Places like the All-God Church still frown upon it, and the taboo against demons remains strong. So in many cases, people end up selling these materials to the All-God Church, the Mage Association, or to some school’s magic tower for profit.”

      At that point, Yujin tilted his head slightly. Something struck him as a bit odd.

      “Even if the All-God Church wants to isolate items infused with demonic power, do the Mage Association or magic towers accept them too? I thought research into demonic power and dark magic was usually forbidden.”

      “They don’t ban research aimed at countering demonic power or dark magic. Of course, who’s to say for sure? They might claim they’re developing magic to resist demonic power, but behind closed doors, they could very well be secretly researching dark magic…”

      The dwarf shrugged as he spoke. It wasn’t a biased or discriminatory remark; it genuinely seemed like something he believed could be true.

      “Honestly, isn’t that how it is? It’s the same with us dwarves, but no one can deny that curiosity is part of a mortal’s instincts. And if someone claims to pursue truth or knowledge, like a mage does, they’re probably even more prone to it, not less. Don’t you think?”

      “You’re absolutely right.”

      Indeed, the dwarf had a point. Mortals are naturally curious about the unknown, and that curiosity often leads to trouble. Who knows….perhaps there really are scholars from some school or even members of the Mage Association secretly researching demonic power or dark magic.

      “Well, in any case… there’s nothing for you to worry about. Processing a demon’s horn into equipment isn’t exactly prohibited.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “So, what kind of equipment are you looking for? I heard you’re a mage…”

      “Ah, actually, it’s not for me. It’s for this person here.”

      Only then did Yujin bring over Han-cheol who had been staring in awe at the huge dwarven workshop completely entranced.

      “Squad Leader, time to snap out of it.”

      “…Ah, no, Yujin. Are you serious? I’m really going to be using a weapon made by a dwarf?”

      Even so, as Han-cheol still hadn’t snapped out of it, Yujin spoke up, and Han-cheol still seemed dazed by the fact that he would be using a weapon made by a dwarf.

      The dwarf looked Han-cheol up and down, as if scanning him, and spoke.

      “Hmm, this fellow here? At a glance, he looks like a warrior… So, what kind of equipment are you looking for?”

      “H-Huh? Ah, yes… Well, the thing is…”

      Han-cheol scratched his head awkwardly, stalling for a moment to think about what he actually needed.

      He tried recalling his game knowledge, thinking about where that horn could be put to use… and then turned to Yujin with a question.

      “Hey, Yujin. What kind of effect does that horn have? I mean, it’s a demon’s horn, so it must contain some kind of power, right? I figured it’d be better to craft equipment that fits that.”

      “Oh, you mean its effects.”

      At that, Yujin stared intently at Encheos’s horn for a moment.

      <Encheos>

      <Description: A horn containing the lower-ranked demon, Encheos. Though among Transcendents it holds a low rank, it undeniably possesses demonic power.>

      <Abilities: Allows the use of surrounding demonic power, as well as mana. Demonic power regenerates slowly over time. Can push regenerative abilities to the extreme through mana.>

      Yujin relayed the information that appeared before his eyes to Han-cheol. After hearing it, Han-cheol fell into thought.

      “Hmm… Seems like it’d be best used for either armor or a shield…”

      After a brief moment of consideration, Han-cheol finally spoke.

      “My armor’s been lacking lately anyway, so let’s go with armor. Can you make plate mail?”

      “Plate mail, you say? Well, it’s doable, but it’ll take some time. A horn of this size alone isn’t enough to make a full set of armor, so I’ll need metal of matching grade to go with it… That means the cost’s going to be pretty steep. Of course, since you’re a benefactor to my kin, I’ll give you a good deal…”

      “Ah, if you need metal, I can provide the materials myself.”

      “Huh?”

      
        Rumbleeeee—!!!
      

      Yujin immediately opened a subspace and dumped out all sorts of minerals he had brought from Tiamat’s tomb. The dwarf’s eyes widened in shock at the sight.

      “Th-This is…”

      “I’m no expert when it comes to mining or minerals, but… will this not suffice?”

      At those words, the dwarf examined each of the minerals and dropped his jaw.

      “Wh-What in the world…! This includes not just mithril, but orichalcum and adamantium too? These are rare minerals that you’d only find if you went deep into the lower levels of the labyrinth…!”

      “Is it not enough?”

      “Not enough? It’s more than enough! With this much, we should be the ones bowing down and begging to work on it!”

      The dwarf shouted excitedly, then gave a big thumbs-up.

      “Leave it to us! Even if we have to pull all-nighters, we’ll make it a masterpiece!”

      “That’s a relief. As for the cost…”

      “We’ll think about that after it’s made… Since you’re providing all the materials, the price won’t be anything crazy. If need be, we can just cover it using whatever’s left over from the minerals!”

      “In that case, let’s do that. I’ll be counting on your craftsmanship.”

      “Ah, of course!”

      After chatting a bit more, Yujin decided it was time to leave. Han-cheol who was caught off guard was about to leave as well when…

      “Hm? Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Eh? Oh, I just…”

      “It’s your armor we’re making. We need to check your measurements! Come over here!”

      With the dwarf insisting that there was no leaving without getting his measurements taken, Han-cheol had no choice but to be dragged away. Watching this, Yujin spoke up.

      “Then, I’ll see you next time, squad leader.”

      “Uh, yeah…”

      Han-cheol, still dazed, was pulled along by the dwarf and had no choice but to respond to the farewell.

      
        …What the hell is going on?
      

      Suddenly being given gear made by a dwarf out of demon horn left him completely stunned. On top of that, the materials were apparently things like mithril, orichalcum, and adamantium.

      He found Yujin even more of a mystery than before.

      Meanwhile…

      [Dammit… Dammit… How did I end up like this…]

      Encheos, who was just moments away from becoming the material for Han-cheol’s armor, muttered in despair with a groan.

      He wanted nothing more than to break loose and go on a rampage, Yujin be damned, but…

      
        – If you cause any unnecessary trouble, things will become extremely unpleasant.
      

      Because of the warning Yujin had given him with a smile before they arrived, he couldn’t do anything. If he did, he’d truly be erased.

      [This damn life…]

      In the end, with nothing left he could do but lament his situation, he was simply thrown into the furnace…

    

  
    
      Chapter 70: What on Earth Have You Done?

      [Yujin, could you listen to me for a moment?]

      After leaving Han-cheol at the dwarven workshop, Tiamat who had been silently observing the situation finally spoke up. Yujin nodded.

      “Go ahead.”

      [I’ve been thinking after listening to the conversation you two had. No matter how I look at it, this “transfer” of yours doesn’t seem like something orchestrated by just an ordinary Transcendent.]

      “You think so too?”

      Yujin instantly grasped what Tiamat was trying to say. Apparently, while listening to the conversation between Yujin and Han-cheol, Tiamat had been contemplating the nature of their “transfer” in her own way.

      And now that she had reached her conclusion, Yujin responded as if he had suspected the same.

      [Exactly. From what I can tell, that Han-cheol boy clearly possesses knowledge of the future. That means someone must have had the Authority of Foresight… and to bring a mortal into this world by linking it to another world, they would also need the Authority of Passage or Seizure. On top of that, to interfere enough to create a connection point under the guise of something like “play,” they’d need yet another Authority.]

      “Hmm… Is that something even dragons would find difficult to pull off on their own?”

      [If it were Dragon Word, it could be possible to accomplish all of that. But considering the scale of affecting another world, it’s certainly beyond the capability of a mere individual Transcendent. I said just now that it seemed like the interference only went as far as creating a “game” connection point, but honestly… I think the interference was on a scale large enough to bring massive upheaval to your world.]

      “…What do you mean by that?”

      As Yujin’s expression hardened, seemingly having guessed something, Tiamat responded with a slightly bitter look.

      [What I mean is… I believe the appearance of the gates in your world, and the mysterious phenomena surrounding them, were caused by interference from Transcendents.]

      “……”

      Yujin’s expression vanished. And understandably so.

      With the emergence of gates, a new energy called mana had started flowing into the world, which in turn gave rise to Awakened individuals and those who were not adapted to mana.

      Yujin’s parents had also died as a result of it, so there was no way his heart could be at ease.

      Tiamat, knowing that as well, wore a bitter expression.

      “…Hoo.”

      Yujin let out a sigh and wiped his face, trying to process the shocking truth he had just heard.

      He remained silent for a while, then finally spoke to Tiamat.

      “It’s… a strange feeling.”

      [……]

      “Hearing that my parents’ deaths may not have been the result of a natural disaster, but rather the consequence of some transcendent beings interfering with Earth… for a moment, it felt like my chest turned cold. And now, thinking that I met you because of that… it’s making my head spin.”

      He gave a bitter smile and shook his head. On his face, there was no trace of resentment or hatred.

      Perhaps it was because his bond with Tiamat had become that precious to him. Tiamat sensed that as well.

      “Life really is ironic. I suppose that’s why we can’t go on living while holding onto hatred. Not that I ever intended to.”

      [That means…]

      “You don’t have to worry. At the very least, I have no intention whatsoever of living my life driven by revenge born of hatred. More importantly, is there anything else I should know?”

      Yujin brushed past the topic lightly and turned the conversation back to Tiamat.

      Feeling relieved by Yujin’s calm demeanor, Tiamat began to speak.

      [To be honest, there’s not much I can tell with just this. The only beings currently active as Transcendents are the gods, so all I can say for now is that those with the Authorities of Prophecy and Passage among them are likely to be involved…]

      “That alone is more than enough. If I ever come face to face with those gods later, I can just ask them myself.”

      [……]

      At his mention of meeting them directly someday, Tiamat asked him once more.

      […Yujin, I know it’s a long shot, but do you think your current thoughts might change once you actually meet them face to face?]

      “Well… of course, my thoughts might change once I actually face them in person, but for now, I think I want to forgive them. It’s just… I’m a bit conflicted because I don’t really have a reason to do so.”

      Yujin responded with a bitter smile. And through their connection, Tiamat realized that he genuinely meant what he said.

      Because of that, she decided to set aside her worries about Yujin. If it was Yujin, he would surely handle things in his own way.

      Just as she was quietly feeling relieved, Yujin spoke up.

      “Tia, by the way, aside from that, is there anything else you wanted to ask me?”

      [Hmm? Something I want to ask?]

      “It’s just that, when I was talking with the Squad Leader, I might’ve ended up leaving you out a bit… So I was wondering if there was anything you were curious about from our conversation.”

      [Ah… so that’s what you meant.]

      At those words, Tiamat thought for a moment, then asked Yujin.

      [To be honest, there’s nothing in particular I want to ask at this point. I was able to grasp most of the context and meaning just by listening to your conversation.]

      “Is that so?”

      [Mhmm. Of course, I don’t fully understand everything about Earth, since it’s a completely different world, so I might have a few misconceptions… but I got the general idea, so I’m not too concerned.]

      Tiamat genuinely didn’t seem to have any further questions. Thinking she might not have understood the conversation in the first place may have been a bit of an arrogant assumption.

      However…

      [More importantly… there’s something else I’d like to ask. Yujin, what are you planning to do from now on? From what I’ve heard, if things keep going like this, the mortals will disappear.]

      “Destruction, huh… Well, I definitely don’t want that to happen. I’ve grown attached to this place, and I have no desire to just stand by and watch humanity meet its end now.”

      Yujin said that with a shrug of his shoulders.

      “From now on, I’m thinking of taking a more proactive approach. First, I’ll need to track down Professor Eneria, the Dark Mages’ pawn.”

      [And what about the princess?]

      The conversation turned to Elicia. According to Han-cheol, things had already diverged from the original timeline the moment she crossed over to the Empire. Tiamat’s reaction showed a hint of concern.

      Yujin gave another casual shrug.

      “I’ll have to keep in regular contact with Her Highness anyway… and I’ll come up with countermeasures in my own way. Also, remember what you mentioned before, Tia? The ‘Prophetic Dragon Words’.”

      The Prophetic Dragon Words. Words that, just as the name suggested, allowed one to foresee the future. Hearing Yujin’s subtle implication that he intended to make use of them, Tiamat gave a small nod.

      [That’s right. But Yujin, as I mentioned before, if a Transcendent is involved… the future you see might not necessarily be the absolute truth. For mortals, it can detect their inevitable fate without fail. But when a Transcendent is involved, the vision often ends up being just one possibility among countless others. Especially if another Transcendent who also possesses prophetic power gets involved… it can even turn into a sort of strategic battle.]

      “I know. That’s why I’ll only use it as a reference.”

      Yujin had no illusions that the power of prophecy was some kind of cure-all. As long as it could offer even a single possible glimpse of the future, that was more than enough for him.

      “Besides, at this point, I don’t have any justification to bring Her Highness back to the Academy… and even if I did, it would only make things more difficult for me. So there’s nothing I can do about that.”

      With those words, Yujin began to walk.

      “Since we’ve brought it up anyway, I should probably check in with the Headmistress and see if everything’s been handled properly regarding Her Highness.”

      Yujin muttered to himself, activated the teleportation, and disappeared on the spot.

      ***

      Inside the Academy Headmistress’s office.

      As always, Ines was sitting alone at her desk, working.

      Although the earlier situation with Princess Elicia had left her feeling somewhat uneasy, work still had to be done.

      And so, while she was immersed in her duties…

      
        Knock, knock.
      

      “Headmistress, it’s me. May I come in?”

      “!”

      Suddenly, along with a knock at the office door, she heard a familiar voice.

      Startled, she quickly rose from her seat and replied.

      “Ah, yes! Yujin, please, come in!”

      “Then, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Yujin opened the door and stepped into the office. Though she had been seeing him frequently as of late, Ines still found herself tense every time she faced Yujin. She stood stiffly in front of him.

      Seeing this, Yujin gave a wry smile and spoke.

      “Aren’t you a little too nervous?”

      “Ah, no! Not at all…”

      Ines frantically waved her hands as she replied, but it was clear to anyone that she was visibly nervous. There was no way her words could be taken at face value.

      Yujin let out another wry smile and spoke again.

      “…Well, fine. Let’s go with that. But, as I mentioned before, if you can’t be absolutely sure that it’s just the two of us here, I’d appreciate it if you could work on that attitude of yours a little. Just like a moment ago. What would you have done if I had brought someone else with me?”

      “Ah! I-I’m terribly sorry!”

      “I didn’t say that because I wanted an apology, so please raise your head for now. More importantly, what happened with Her Highness, the Princess?”

      Rather than enduring Ines’s constant, burdensome treatment of him any longer, Yujin decided to cut to the point and ask about the progress of the situation.

      In response, Ines quickly opened her mouth.

      “Ah, regarding Princess Elicia…”

      From there, Ines explained what had happened with Elicia, mentioning that there had been a “slight commotion”, but in the end, she had successfully sent the princess back to the Empire without issue.

      She didn’t even notice Yujin lowering his head deeply and pressing his temple with one hand upon hearing those words.

      After a moment of silence, Yujin finally spoke to the Headmistress.

      “…Headmistress.”

      “Yes, Yujin.”

      “What on earth have you done?”

      “…Eh?”

      Upon hearing those words, Ines let out a sound far too cute for her age and froze completely on the spot.

    

  
    
      Chapter 71: What Was Meant to Happen Has Come

      In the past, Yujin had once given Ines a heads-up, telling her that when Elicia woke up, she should send the princess back to the Empire. He had also told her to make sure his intentions were conveyed clearly during the process but to avoid pushing her too hard.

      Sending Elicia back to the Empire had been an unavoidable choice, as she had become overly dependent on him, and he believed it was necessary to create some distance between them for a while.

      Moreover, precisely because her dependence had grown so severe, he had warned Ines not to pressure her forcefully, thinking that using a heavy-handed approach might only backfire.

      Of course, truthfully, he would have preferred to handle the matter himself. But as a professor rather than a Transcendent, it was impossible for him to arbitrarily send Princess Elicia back to the Empire on his own. And even if he were to meet her face-to-face and ask her to return, it didn’t seem like she would easily listen to him.

      That was why he had asked the Headmistress to take care of the matter. He believed that, given her long years of experience, she would surely handle the situation wisely.

      Of course, he had firmly cautioned her about all of the points mentioned above.

      Yes, it hadn’t been something he mentioned lightly or in passing. He had told Ines very clearly to convey the message that he wasn’t trying to sever all ties with Elicia. He had even gone so far as to give her a means of keeping in touch with the princess. He had practically pleaded with her to make sure that was understood.

      It wasn’t as if the Headmistress was a foolish person, so Yujin had believed without a shadow of a doubt that she would have properly understood what he meant and that she would have handled the matter he had entrusted to her accordingly.

      …And yet.

      
        What am I supposed to do with this?
      

      Yujin pressed both his temples with one hand as he watched Ines fidget awkwardly nearby while stealing glances at him.

      Judging from what he had just heard from her, it was practically the same as if she had carried out, at 200%, exactly what he had told her not to do.

      Not only had Yujin directly told her to convey the fact that he was rejecting Elicia, but he had even gone so far as to subdue her by force when she resisted and lashed out, sending her back to the Empire against her will.

      His head throbbed. Yujin opened his mouth, wondering if she had perhaps ignored even that instruction.

      “Headmistress, by any chance… you didn’t forget to pass along the means of contact as well, did you?”

      “Ah, no! Not at all! I definitely handed over the communication crystal to the imperial officials who came to escort Princess Elicia, telling them it was a way to contact her personal physician! I even made sure to tell them to pass it on to the princess once she regained consciousness!”

      “……”

      Well, if that was the case, then at least that part was a relief. The problem, however…

      “If you handed the means of contact not directly to Her Highness, but to the imperial officials who came to fetch her, wouldn’t it naturally end up being reported first to someone like His Majesty the Emperor? And wouldn’t he be the one to contact me first?”

      From Yujin’s perspective, if he were the Emperor, and someone capable of curing his terminally ill daughter had suddenly appeared and taken charge of her treatment, he would obviously want to verify that person first. That was only natural.

      Especially since Yujin had even provided a direct means to contact him. There was no way the Empire wouldn’t reach out first. The Headmistress gave a nod.

      “Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what will happen.”

      “……”

      Ines didn’t seem to think that receiving contact from the Emperor would be much of an issue. Seeing that, Yujin let out a sigh and ran a hand down his face.

      Well, of course, it wasn’t like Yujin himself thought he could avoid getting entangled with the Emperor forever, either.

      The Emperor had not given up, even though his daughter was being consumed by a demon. From an emperor’s standpoint, it could only be seen as the height of foolishness.

      Transcendents, by their very nature, usually stood in a position revered by mortals. Needless to say, there were the gods who, after their victory in the Great War, watched over mortals from above. There were also the dragons, who, as the lords of magic, had spread the power of magic to humankind, and the giants, a warrior race who had created the power of aura and the very concept of martial arts …all of them were objects of reverence among mortals.

      Even those who had been defeated in the Great War were no exception. There was no place in the world where mortals dared to look down on them.

      However, demons were different.

      They had always brought great chaos to the world, delighting in destruction and disorder. What they considered to be mere “harmless pranks” were, from the perspective of poor and helpless mortals, disasters in every sense of the word. Mortals had been endlessly sacrificed and made to suffer for the sake of the demons’ cruel games.

      To beings who regarded mortals as nothing more than convenient insects or toys to amuse themselves with, the only emotion mortals could possibly feel toward them was fear.

      Even now, when all demons had either died or been sealed away in labyrinths after the Great War, nothing had changed. In fact, with the demons no longer able to directly threaten mortals, the fear toward them had long since evolved into deep-seated hatred and loathing.

      Except for certain kinds of people like dark mages, no mortals recognized demons as transcendent beings worthy of reverence. On the contrary, anything related to demons was more often treated as a taboo.

      From the standpoint of mortals, anyone being consumed by a demon was nothing more and nothing less than a danger that had to be eliminated immediately and cut away like a festering wound.

      Even for the imperial family, protecting a princess who was undergoing such a thing in real time carried an enormous risk. If the truth were to come to light, it would be enough to put the very existence of the imperial family in jeopardy.

      Politically, their enemies would seize upon this fact and relentlessly drag down the authority of the imperial family, while public sentiment would plummet into the abyss.

      And that wasn’t all. It was highly likely that other nations and powers would not merely express concern, but would come to view the Empire who was protecting a princess being consumed by a demon as an enemy. The Church would be particularly likely to do so.

      With the Pope and most of the Saints and Saintesses currently away on an expedition to the Demon Realm, the only reason the Pantheon Church hadn’t directly attacked the Empire over this issue was because the Saintess of Purification had lent her support to the moderate faction. But once this expedition was over, and the news reached the ears of the Pope and the other Saints and Saintesses, the situation would become far more chaotic than it was now.

      Specifically, rumors about the ‘princess being consumed by a demon which had so far been kept under the strictest secrecy would start to spread.

      That alone would stir unrest among the people, and even the moderate faction within the Pantheon Church would be forced to lower their stance somewhat, mindful of public opinion. After all, not even they could afford to turn the people against them over a single imperial princess.

      In the end, unless the imperial family “took care of” the princess as soon as possible, they would gradually become isolated and lose their authority. Not only would other powers refuse to support the Empire, but even within the Empire itself, no one would side with the imperial family, which might as well be seen as protecting a demon.

      Could the Emperor possibly be unaware of this? Of course not. From an emperor’s standpoint, the wisest course of action would be to quietly dispose of the princess and bury the truth along with her. It might be heartless as a father, but it was the natural choice as an emperor.

      And yet, the Emperor had not chosen that path. As a father, he had been searching for a way to save his daughter.

      That being the case, it was only natural that he couldn’t help but take an interest in Yujin, who had appeared claiming he could treat his daughter. No, rather than mere interest, it was inevitable that he would want to thoroughly investigate everything about Yujin. It was only natural.

      Ines knew this as well. She understood that sooner or later Yujin would inevitably become involved with the Emperor. That was probably why she didn’t really see it as a problem, even though she was aware that the means to contact Yujin that had been given to the princess could end up in the Emperor’s hands.

      No, more than that, there was a high chance that Ines had already informed the Empire about Yujin when she sent the princess back. One of the reasons she was returning Elicia in the first place was because they had found a possible solution to her problem, and thus there was no longer any need for her to remain at the Academy.

      The main reason, of course, was Elicia’s excessive obsession with Yujin, but if they hadn’t even found a clue toward solving her problem, they wouldn’t have been able to send her back like this in the first place.

      As a result, it was highly likely that information about Yujin had somehow found its way to the Emperor’s ears. Of course, it was unlikely that sensitive details such as the fact that Yujin was a Transcendent, along with his various other secrets had been leaked. But even apart from that, from the Emperor’s point of view, this was not the kind of information he could simply accept at face value. He would probably suspect it again and again.

      A mere mage claiming he could treat his daughter, who was being consumed by a demon? What method was he using? Was that method really safe? Wasn’t there something suspicious about it? Was this person truly someone who wished to solve her problem? Was this really a problem that a mere mortal could resolve? Or was he perhaps a swindler…

      From the Emperor’s point of view, there were surely countless things to question, and Yujin was fully aware of that. That was why he had already thought that he would end up having a conversation with the Emperor sooner or later. In fact, Yujin considered it fortunate that the Emperor hadn’t rushed over to him right away.

      So, it wasn’t really a problem if the means of contacting him, which he had handed over to the princess, ended up in the Emperor’s hands. The real problem was…

      “If the means of contact that was supposed to go to the princess ends up with His Majesty the Emperor, I have a feeling Her Highness the Princess will be anxious until she actually receives it.”

      “……”

      Yes, that was the real problem.

      It was one thing for the means of contact to end up with the Emperor. But if the item, which had been given to reassure Elicia, ended up in the Emperor’s possession, there was a high chance that Elicia who was already pushed to her limits by the harsh treatment she had received would become even more mentally exhausted during that time. Since she was completely unaware that such a means of contact even existed.

      From Yujin’s point of view, that was the biggest issue. When he said that and stared intently at Ines, she awkwardly averted her gaze and opened her mouth.

      “Th-Th-That’s…”

      Just as Ines was desperately trying to come up with some sort of excuse—

      “…Wait a moment.”

      Yujin sensed something and opened a subspace. He took out a small, round sphere. Ines, while feeling somewhat relieved, also tensed slightly as she asked him cautiously.

      “Sir Yujin, that is…?”

      “…It’s a message transmitted from the communication crystal I handed over to Her Highness the Princess.”

      “!”

      At that, Ines flinched, and Yujin let out a sigh as if thinking “So it’s finally come”, before channeling his mana into the sphere.

      
        Wuuuuung—
      

      […I see. It’s working. Are you Yujin?]

      And then, the crystal ball displayed the image of a middle-aged man with a stern and imposing expression.

      “…Your Majesty the Emperor.”

      Yujin greeted him with a bitter smile as if thinking “Speak of the devil and he shall appear.”

      The Emperor had contacted him.

    

  
    
      Chapter 72: Conversation With the Emperor Part 1

      It had happened not long ago.

      Julius von Arcedium, Emperor of the Arcedium Empire, had received a message from Ines Karandar, the Headmistress of the Academy and one of the most powerful beings among mortals.

      “…You’re saying you’re going to send her back to the Empire.”

      [That’s right.]

      The content of the message was that she intended to send back his daughter, Imperial Princess Elicia. Upon hearing those words, the Emperor’s expression darkened.

      It had nothing to do with how casually Ines spoke. After all, she wasn’t someone affiliated with the Empire. She was the matriarch of the Karandar family, a force that could rival any nation, and one of the transcendent beings known as the Great Witches.

      She had absolutely no reason to show deference to the Emperor. She had been such an existence long before the Emperor was even born.

      Of course, that didn’t mean the Emperor’s status was so low that he would need to show her deference either, and so, naturally, the two of them had come to maintain a relationship of speaking on equal terms. In any case, it had nothing to do with their manner of speech.

      Thus, there could only be one reason why the Emperor’s expression had darkened.

      “Your words have changed. Didn’t you accept my request without hesitation before?”

      He had asked her to protect his daughter at the Academy and help her search for answers within the labyrinth.

      The Emperor had made that request to Ines, and she had gladly accepted it.

      Of course, neither of them had been unaware of the risks involved in accepting Elicia, who was being consumed by a demon, into the Academy. And while Ines cared deeply for her students, that didn’t mean she was in a position to grant such a request for free. Thus, the Emperor had been forced to make many concessions to her.

      That was how Elicia had ended up being sent to the Academy. And yet, now Ines was suddenly saying she would send her back to the Empire.

      Given that he had been clinging to the faintest sliver of hope to begin with, the Emperor could only interpret this sudden notice of her return as Ines giving up on Elicia. And in truth, there really was no other reason to send her back.

      When the Emperor asked her, assuming that the situation must have changed so drastically that the Academy could no longer protect her, Ines shook her head.

      [It seems you are misunderstanding something. I am not sending Princess Elicia back to the Empire because I have given up on her.]

      She had not given up on Elicia.

      That was what Ines said. But the Emperor couldn’t help but furrow his brows.

      Then for what reason was she saying she would send his daughter back to the Empire?

      “…What do you mean by that?”

      [I have found a way to save your daughter. Simply put, I am sending her back because there is no longer any need for her to stay at the Academy.]

      “……!”

      And then came the shocking, joyous news.

      When Ines told him that she had found a way to save Elicia, the Emperor remained blankly silent for a moment, then, unable to believe what he had just heard, asked again.

      “…Is what you’re saying really true?”

      The very fact that he wasn’t reacting more intensely could be considered remarkable. That was how surreal the situation felt to the Emperor.

      It was only natural. Up until now, even maintaining the current situation had been an overwhelming struggle, and now, out of nowhere, someone was telling him that hope had become reality.

      [Yes, do I look like someone who would lie about such a thing?]

      “…How… did you really find a way in the labyrinth?”

      […That’s not it.]

      Ines shook her head at those words. The Emperor asked,

      “Then what is it? Are you saying there’s another way to drive out the Demon’s Seed?”

      […Driving it out is practically impossible.]

      But the words Ines spoke were far from what she had said earlier about having found a way to save her.

      The Emperor frowned and asked,

      “Driving it out is impossible? And yet you say there’s a way?”

      […Frankly, I don’t know if you’ll be able to accept it from your position.]

      And then, Ines began to explain to the Emperor how she intended to save Elicia.

      Hearing her explanation moment by moment, the Emperor instead fell silent with a calm expression.

      […It’s strange.]

      And by the time Ines had finished speaking, he closed his eyes tightly and finally opened his mouth.

      “So… you’re saying I have to turn my daughter into a demon?”

      [To be exact, she must become a demon while maintaining her sense of self.]

      “……”

      The Emperor fell silent once more, then asked Ines,

      “How in the world did you come across such a method? Why would you even choose such a method in the first place? Are you telling me that’s how my daughter can be saved? And you expect me to believe that right now?”

      [First of all, this method is not something I discovered. Second, there is no other way besides this one. Third, setting aside the additional complications, Princess Elicia can be saved for certain through this method. And fourth, though I doubt anything I say will convince you, if you wish, I am willing to stake my name on it and swear.]

      “……”

      At Ines’s calm reply, the Emperor had no choice but to fall silent again.

      Then, something about Ines’s response caught his attention, and he asked,

      “If this isn’t a method you discovered… then who on earth did?”

      […That…]

      Ines hesitated for a moment at that question.

      But soon after, she began to speak…. about the reason behind everything that had happened…

      ***

      After hearing Ines’s story.

      The Emperor eventually accepted Elicia’s return, and Elicia, who had been subdued by Ines, was brought back to the Empire while still unconscious.

      There were many outstanding mages within the Imperial Palace as well, so using teleportation and other means, they swiftly returned to the Empire. And then, the Emperor…

      “…Are you telling me the Great Witch passed this on?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty. She said it was a means of communication with the princess’s attending physician and asked that it be given to Her Highness once she wakes.”

      The Emperor accepted the means of communication with Yujin, which Ines had entrusted to the servant dispatched for Elicia’s return.

      Looking at it, the Emperor’s gaze grew calm.

      
        The attending physician… is it.
      

      Naturally, the Emperor had already heard from Ines about Yujin’s existence.

      A mage who had sealed the demonic energy within Elicia and found a way to save her.

      Up until now, the Emperor had only known him as a pioneer who had suddenly appeared and established the system of space-time magic.

      A means of communication with such a man…

      “…Very well. You may leave.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty!”

      As he watched the servants withdraw, the Emperor who was left alone in the audience chamber after they disappeared quietly stared at the communication crystal.

      “……”

      Gazing at it in silence for a while with his eyes subdued, he soon imbued the crystal with his energy…

      ***

      And now.

      Yujin stared intently at the communication crystal, feeling that the inevitable had finally arrived.

      The Emperor, staring just as intently at Yujin, was the first to speak.

      [You don’t seem particularly flustered.]

      “Since I’ve become deeply entangled in Her Highness the Princess’s problem, I’ve already prepared myself for the consequences. On top of that, it seems the Headmistress has already informed you about me as well, so I figured you would reach out to me sooner or later.”

      [Is that so. If you’ve already heard from the Great Witch, this will save us some time. Then Sir Yujin must already know what it is I want to say.]

      With a stern expression, the Emperor asked Yujin.

      [You claim you can save my daughter.]

      “I intend to do everything within my power to make that happen.”

      [And that result… is this? Turning her into a demon?]

      It seemed the Emperor still couldn’t accept that method. It wasn’t particularly strange. After all, demons were beings of that nature.

      That was why Yujin answered firmly.

      “The answer I can give is practically set in stone, Your Majesty. At least from my perspective, this is the only way. And that’s precisely why I’m doing everything I can to minimize any side effects.”

      [Your method is no different from traveling from a death sentence to life imprisonment.]

      The moment she became a demon, she would be shunned by all beings. No….beyond that, the entire world would come to regard her as an enemy.

      If Elicia were to undergo her transformation into a demon, she might be able to protect herself to some extent, having become a transcendent being… but in turn, she would find herself isolated from the world.

      She would escape death, but she would be distanced from life as it was.

      And so, when the Emperor spoke those words, Yujin calmly replied.

      “You’re free to frame it however you like, but I don’t see it that way. Is there any other choice available to Her Highness besides this?”

      […….]

      The Emperor said nothing and simply fixed his gaze on Yujin. If it had been an ordinary person, just the thought of being stared down by the Emperor would have brought on overwhelming tension and fear. But Yujin was different.

      Receiving that gaze without the slightest flinch, Yujin spoke.

      “It’s far too late to be talking about a perfect solution. Her Highness’s body is already no different from that of a demon, and not even a transcendent being could reverse that now. Are you, Your Majesty, intending to block the only path left to save Her Highness?”

      […And how am I supposed to trust you?]

      The way the Emperor addressed him had changed. From “sir” to “you”. His eyes were now unmistakably filled with fury.

      Perhaps, as a father, that was only natural. After all, how could he entrust his daughter’s fate to someone whose true identity and intentions were completely unknown?

      And so…

      “I’ll leave that judgment to Your Majesty.”

      […What did you say?]

      “You’re welcome to observe the treatment process, and I have no objection to assigning people to watch over me. I’ll simply do what I must.”

      Yujin spoke calmly as he faced the Emperor.

      “I have not the slightest hesitation. Earning Your Majesty’s trust is not within my control. Whether you choose to trust me or not…. that is entirely up to Your Majesty.”

    

  
    
      Chapter 73: Conversation With the Emperor Part 2

      [……..]

      Hearing Yujin’s audacious remark, the Emperor fell silent for a moment, as if at a loss for words.

      Normally, one would feel uncomfortable when even an Emperor remained silent, but Yujin didn’t particularly care. On the contrary, he welcomed the silence, hoping it meant the Emperor was giving the matter serious thought.

      No matter how overwhelming the Emperor’s authority might be, the Imperial Family was currently bearing a considerable risk. After all, they were hiding the fact that an Imperial Princess was being consumed by a demon.

      At that moment, the Emperor was, in many ways, walking a tightrope. If this truth were to be revealed, it would not only deal a severe blow both domestically and internationally but might even lead to the downfall of the Imperial Family altogether.

      To make matters worse, there wasn’t even a sign of improvement in the situation. And in such a circumstance, if the Emperor were to recklessly cling to the sudden possibility that had appeared, that was not something Yujin would have wanted to see either.

      
        In the end, the conclusion of this matter is to have Her Highness’s existence acknowledged by the world.
      

      After transforming Elicia into a demon, the goal was to have her existence accepted by the world.

      That was by no means an easy task. Hatred and loathing toward demons were already deeply rooted in this world.

      Solving this perception issue was, in truth, nearly impossible. There had been countless atrocities actually committed by demons, and neither the nature nor the essence of demons was something likely to change.

      In such circumstances, in order to have her accepted by the world, an enormous power or authority was necessary.

      Naturally, the authority of a mere single nation wouldn’t suffice. The cooperation of countless forces would be required. And the Emperor had to be the one standing at the very center of it all.

      If the very person who was supposed to lead this effort had carelessly entrusted his daughter’s treatment to a suspicious man who had suddenly appeared, then Yujin would have, in turn, found the Emperor himself suspicious.

      In fact, aside from boldly claiming he had nothing to hide, Yujin hadn’t proven anything to the Emperor. Ultimately, Yujin had yet to answer any of the most important questions. What kind of being he was, what his true purpose was, or whether this method could really save Elicia without fail.

      And so, if the Emperor had hurriedly entrusted Elicia to him, Yujin would have only found the Emperor more suspicious.

      In conclusion, this was the truth: Yujin, in his own way, was also measuring whether the Emperor was a worthy partner for proper cooperation.

      It wasn’t that Yujin doubted the Emperor’s character. From the very beginning, the fact that the Emperor was trying in every possible way to protect Elicia was enough to tell Yujin that the man genuinely wished to save her.

      As the Emperor, Elicia was undeniably a dangerous variable that could not be left within the Imperial Family. The most appropriate course of action would have been to eliminate her immediately and quietly cover up everything related to the princess. Yet, the very fact that the Emperor had not done so made it clear enough that he truly cared for Elicia.

      Even so, what Yujin wanted to know was whether the Emperor was truly someone who could be of help.

      The Emperor absolutely must not simply entrust Elicia to him. At the same time, he must not stubbornly reject Yujin’s help or cling blindly to his own methods.

      What Yujin wanted was for the Emperor to accept his help only after taking everything into careful consideration, based on reasonable grounds of his own. Or, if the Emperor could not find sufficient grounds to accept Yujin’s help, then at the very least, he should prepare some form of safety measure while boldly betting on even the slightest possibility.

      If that was impossible… then regrettably, Yujin had no intention whatsoever of discussing cooperation with the Emperor.

      Fortunately, however, the man who had risen to the rightful position of ruler over a nation did not betray Yujin’s expectations.

      The Emperor, who had been silently staring at Yujin all this time, finally opened his mouth.

      [Quite bold, I must say. And what is the basis for that confidence of yours?]

      The basis of his confidence… At those words, Yujin paused to think for a moment before shrugging his shoulders and opening his mouth.

      “Ultimately, it’s because the risks I bear aren’t all that great. When there’s little danger involved, anyone can speak boldly. Whether it’s the truth or a lie.”

      It was an answer with a hint of falsehood. A reply that didn’t quite reflect his true thoughts.

      And at those words…. at Yujin’s claim that his risks weren’t that great, the Emperor narrowed his eyes.

      [And why do you think that? If everything you’ve said turns out to be a lie, do you really believe I would simply sit back and do nothing? Even then, you claim there is no risk?]

      It sounded like he was venting his anger at Yujin, yet his voice remained incredibly calm and composed. Yujin too replied in an equally calm tone.

      “Unfortunately, Your Majesty is not in a position to do that right now. Unlike me, who can simply walk away from this matter with Her Highness the Princess, Your Majesty can never be free from it once the issue with Her Highness comes to light. After the situation with Her Highness escalates, would Your Majesty even have the leisure to concern yourself with me?”

      [There are countless ways to drag you into this. Thanks to your schemes, the princess has been possessed by a demon. Shaping public opinion like that is by no means a difficult task.]

      In reality, Elicia had indeed brought out a demon’s seed from the labyrinth and was gradually being consumed by the demon. However, regardless of the truth, once Elicia’s problem grew larger, it would certainly not be difficult to drag Yujin into it just like that.

      Of course, Yujin was well aware of that much.

      “That may be true. But is that truly the situation Your Majesty wishes to see unfold?”

      […….]

      “This is, in a sense, a balance, Your Majesty.”

      Yujin half-closed his eyes slightly and continued.

      “I know very well that the person who most wants to keep the problem with Princess Elicia from becoming public is none other than Your Majesty. The method of ‘dragging me in’ that Your Majesty just mentioned would only be effective once the situation with Her Highness has already blown up. But Your Majesty has no intention of letting things reach that point.”

      […….]

      “Of course, let’s assume for argument’s sake that I really am a fraudster and that Your Majesty wishes to punish me over this matter before the problem with Her Highness comes to light… Even so, I’m sure that, at this point in time, Your Majesty would want to avoid causing any sort of disturbance within the Imperial Family. Considering the current situation where even hiding Her Highness has been difficult enough, creating such noise would be an extremely risky move. No, even before that, if Your Majesty were to take action against me, wouldn’t there also be concerns over how I, knowing the truth about Her Highness, might react?”

      Let’s say Yujin really was a fraud, and the Emperor, enraged by that fact, wanted to punish him.

      But Yujin was already a well-known figure. He was the founder of space-time magic and a mage whose skills surpassed even those of a great archmage. Would it really be such a simple matter for the Empire to move against someone like him?

      Of course not. It would inevitably cause a public stir. And the Imperial Family, already walking a dangerous tightrope and struggling to conceal a major weakness, could hardly afford even the smallest of disturbances. Moreover, if Yujin were to go so far as to reveal what he knew, an even greater catastrophe would unfold.

      “For me, even if I really am a fraud, the risks aren’t all that great. At most, the best Your Majesty could do would be to send assassins after me. And I have the capability to handle that level of threat on my own. At that point, wouldn’t you say I truly have very little to lose? Don’t you think so?”

      [……..]

      At those words, the Emperor fell silent for a moment before finally opening his mouth.

      [It’s been quite a long time since I’ve felt this thoroughly cornered.]

      “Is that so?”

      At those words, Yujin raised his eyes slightly, as if he found the situation rather interesting. After all, the ruler of an entire nation and not just any nation, but an empire grand enough to be called such had just admitted that he was in a thoroughly weak position.

      Of course, both the Emperor and Yujin had known from the very beginning. They had always been aware of who was the weaker party and who held the position of power in this conversation.

      And yet, there was only one reason they had continued this exchange.

      As he had mentioned earlier, the Emperor had not disappointed Yujin.

      With a gaze that grew even clearer, the Emperor looked straight at Yujin and began to speak.

      [That’s why I was able to feel a little more certain.]

      [Checks, deceptions, schemes… those are the tactics of the weak, used against opponents who are equal to or stronger than themselves. A true powerhouse has no need to resort to such actions when dealing with someone utterly beneath them.]

      [Of course, that doesn’t necessarily prove that you have no ulterior motives. In fact, this could very well be another calculated move to gain easier access to the Imperial Family.]

      [Even so, you haven’t once tried to control this situation from the position of an absolute superior. You’ve done nothing but observe and measure me.]

      [Perhaps that’s why I feel all the more keenly aware that I am the weaker one here.]

      Having said that, the Emperor continued, directing his words toward Yujin.

      [In truth, the Great Witch has already vouched for you. She told me that you are someone more than worthy of trust and that I could believe in you. I’ve never seen her speak of anyone like that before.]

      “…I see.”

      At those words, Yujin casually glanced over at Ines. And at that look, Ines flinched slightly and lowered her head.

      [Besides, if you’d intended to pull something on the princess, it would have been far more convenient to keep doing so secretly at the Academy. And yet, you sent her back to the Empire… That too added to my assessment that you were, to some extent, someone worthy of trust. The reason I went as far as to contact you like this was because I wanted to judge you for myself. Regardless of the Great Witch’s guarantee or your own actions.]

      “It did feel like you were testing me from the very beginning.”

      [Did it? If that displeased you, I apologize.]

      To think a ruler of a nation would say something like that so easily. Yujin found it oddly striking as he opened his mouth to respond.

      “Not at all. I was the same way, and I’ve also behaved in ways that were rude in many respects, so if anything, I should be the one apologizing. I’m sorry.”

      [In that case, let’s consider the matter settled and leave it at that.]

      The Emperor let out a small chuckle and nodded. Seeing that, Yujin decided to go ahead and ask, just to confirm.

      “So then, what is your impression of me now, after speaking with me directly?”

      [To be honest… I still don’t really know.]

      The Emperor unexpectedly gave such a reply. For a moment, he turned his gaze to the side, as if staring off into empty space.

      [Your very existence is shrouded in mystery. And you haven’t given me any answers to those mysteries.]

      “……”

      [But what I can say for certain is this. I am currently in a thoroughly inferior position, while you hold the dominant one. And given that dynamic, there aren’t many reasons for someone like you to bother deceiving me.]

      With a long sigh, the Emperor continued speaking.

      [So… may I ask this of you? Something regarding my daughter.]

      At those words, Yujin fell silent for a moment.

      He couldn’t make a promise along the lines of “I’ll definitely succeed.” The Emperor wouldn’t expect that kind of answer either. That’s precisely why—

      “I will do my best.”

      That seemed to be the right answer. The Emperor let out another small chuckle and bowed his head.

      [I offer you my sincere gratitude.]

      And with that, the audience with the Emperor came to an end.

    

  
    
      Chapter 74: Conversation With the Emperor Part 3

      Right after the conversation with the Emperor, Yujin took some time to briefly explain the treatment he was carrying out to the Emperor.

      Since the Emperor was, after all, Elicia’s guardian, Yujin thought he should at least know the details of what was being done.

      And after listening to him, the Emperor could not hide the complicated look on his face.

      [I had already heard about it to some extent… but now that I’m actually hearing the words that turning my daughter into a demon is the only way, I cannot help but feel incredibly conflicted.]

      “Spilled water cannot be gathered back into the cup, and a being that has broken out of its egg can never return to it. And Her Highness, the Princess, has already halfway broken out of her shell.”

      [….…]

      Upon hearing those words, the Emperor’s expression sank a little. He murmured with a sigh.

      [A being that has broken out of its egg can never return to it… Yes, I suppose you’re right. It seems everything is already too late.]

      “……”

      [My daughter… Elicia is a pitiful child.]

      The Emperor let out a bitter lament in front of Yujin.

      [Simply because she was born into the Imperial Family, she experienced tragedy at an age when she knew nothing of the world. And from that moment on, she closed off her heart and relentlessly drove herself forward… only to end up on the verge of being devoured by a demon… What a wretched life she’s lived.]

      Strictly speaking, the sight of the Emperor speaking like this was not a sight that a ruler should show before an outsider like Yujin. Even if Yujin knew everything about the Imperial Family’s situation and stood in a position to help the Emperor, that didn’t change the fact.

      As someone who should not easily expose his vulnerabilities as the ruler of a nation, the weakness the Emperor was showing now… Yet, in the figure of a man who seemed to have aged several decades in an instant, Yujin simply watched in silence.

      And facing Yujin who quietly watched him, the Emperor soon let out a bitter smile and waved his hand.

      [That was discourteous of me. I’ve shown an unseemly side of myself in front of an esteemed guest. Please forget what I just said.]

      “I shall do so.”

      Perhaps it was because even the Emperor himself lacked composure. To think he would utter such a lament in front of Yujin, whom he had only met today.

      That was why Yujin showed consideration for the Emperor. And the Emperor, recognizing that, offered his gratitude without resistance.

      [Thank you.]

      “I will do my utmost regarding Her Highness the Princess’s matter. Of course, since the method involves awakening her as a full-fledged demon, it may not be entirely agreeable to you…”

      […Of course, I do have some reservations about that part, but I have no intention of arguing further. More than anything, after hearing the method you proposed to save my child, this thought occurred to me.]

      “What thought is that?”

      [Perhaps the reason we couldn’t find a way was because we were trying to find a perfect solution.]

      “……”

      [Because we wanted everything to proceed without a hitch, we hoped for a miracle and clung to what was essentially a hopeless wish. As an emperor, and more so as a father, I’ve been indecisive and utterly incompetent.]

      The Emperor spoke those words with a hint of self-mockery. Yujin looked at him for a moment before opening his mouth.

      “That’s what makes us human, isn’t it?”

      […Human, you say.]

      “I hope you won’t misunderstand me. I didn’t mean that in any negative sense. The essence of Your Majesty’s choice, after all, came from a desire not to give up on anything.”

      He had wished to save his daughter Elicia while also hoping that the process and the outcome would remain free of any flaws.

      That could certainly be seen as greed… but Yujin, at the very least, wanted to see it this way.

      “I think that heart of not being able to let go of anything is profoundly human. Whether that’s seen as negative or positive.”

      […..…]

      Upon hearing those words, the Emperor let out a brief hollow laugh. He spoke.

      [There probably aren’t many who could say such a thing to me, an emperor, unless they were transcendent beings. Let alone say it so boldly and directly to my face. At the very least, you are the first.]

      “Is that so?”

      At the word “transcendent,” Yujin gave a wry smile inwardly. He thought that his identity might be revealed.

      [Other races and especially elves might be an exception. They’re a species with quite a strong sense of disdain toward humans, after all. Still, among humans, you are the first.]

      “I see.”

      [How many people could speak as though defining an emperor as merely a single human being?]

      The Emperor gave another wry smile as he said that. Watching him, Yujin opened his mouth to speak.

      “Isn’t it because one is a person before being an emperor?”

      [That way of thinking feels rather refreshing to me. Of course, in truth, many may think as you do. But the fact that you can speak it aloud so confidently before me…that’s what sets you apart.]

      The Emperor let out a quiet chuckle and straightened his posture. From the man who had just moments ago appeared rather easygoing, the dignified bearing of a sovereign ruler began to emerge.

      [That is precisely why my curiosity about you has only grown. From what I can tell, you’re neither ignorant of worldly etiquette and norms, nor are you particularly naïve. And yet, in many ways, your words and actions defy convention.]

      “……”

      [Of course, I don’t intend to pry. I’m hardly in a position to do so right now. There’s just one thing I’d like to ask.]

      “I’m listening.”

      [Why do you help my daughter?]

      “……”

      [It’s a question I’ve had ever since I began to get a read on you through our conversation. Even as you assist her, there’s no sign that you expect anything in return. Yet for a mere act of goodwill, isn’t it far too great in scale? This isn’t the sort of kindness one could dismiss as simple charity.]

      Yujin fell silent at those words. Why was he helping Elicia…

      “It began with the simple thought of helping a struggling student. As a professor. It was more of a sense of obligation than anything else.”

      [……]

      “That thought hasn’t changed much, even now. But…”

      [But?]

      As Yujin trailed off, the Emperor countered with a question. Yujin paused for a moment at those words.

      Certainly, in this world, Han-cheol who knew far more than he did had once said this.

      No matter what the player did, it was impossible to change the ending where Elicia would either be devoured by the demon or die.

      As if it were a predetermined fate, those words had never sat well with Yujin.

      “Now… I simply wish for Her Highness the Princess to overcome her misfortune and find happiness. If I had to put it in words… I suppose it comes down to self-satisfaction.”

      […And why is that? What does that child’s happiness have to do with you, that you would find satisfaction in it?]

      “Probably nothing in particular. But isn’t that just how self-satisfaction works in the first place?”

      [……..]

      “Of course, I understand that it’s not an easy thing to accept. To think that my reason for being involved in saving a princess of an empire amounts to something as trivial as that. But, just as Your Majesty is to me, Her Highness is a student before she is a princess and a person. I merely took on the duty of helping a student as a professor, and lent a hand to a person as another person… it’s nothing more than that.”

      Looking the Emperor straight in the eye, Yujin continued.

      “I did it because it was something that ought to be done because it was something I could do. Nothing more than the most natural course of action… that’s all there is to it. Does that answer your question?”

      [……..]

      The Emperor, who had been staring blankly at Yujin for a moment, soon closed his eyes briefly.

      […To be honest, it’s not an easy answer to accept. Once you rise to a position like this, such ‘natural courses of action’ tend to become very faint, you see.]

      “I understand.”

      [I don’t know… I just don’t know… Even after hearing your answer, it feels like I’m left with even more questions. And yet, it doesn’t feel like you’re lying either.]

      The Emperor gave a bitter laugh. It seemed that understanding a man like Yujin would not be so easy after all.

      [Still, I understand what you’re trying to say. At the very least, I can tell that you have no ulterior motives. And that, in turn, is what makes you hard to grasp.]

      “Is that so?”

      [Those who want something are easy to deal with. But what about those who want nothing? That too is a perfectly logical concern.]

      “Hmm…”

      [Which is why I must ask…. is there truly nothing you want from me? A relationship in which one side receives help unilaterally, without offering anything in return, is ultimately not good for either party.]

      Relationships, by nature, are built on mutual exchange. A one-sided relationship, where only one party gives or receives, cannot last long and may even give rise to conflict.

      The problem, however, was that Yujin fundamentally had little need for the Imperial Family’s help, and entering into a mutual relationship with them at this point would mean taking on a certain amount of risk for Yujin.

      “Are you trying to draw me in properly?”

      […I won’t deny it.]

      Previously, Yujin had told the Emperor that the risks he was taking weren’t all that great.

      In reality, he had no intention of going that far. If he really wanted to, Yujin could distance himself from the situation in Elicia and still come out relatively unscathed.

      And as Yujin had said, he wasn’t involved in this matter because he expected something from the Imperial Family, but rather out of a sense of duty and personal satisfaction. This, from the Emperor’s perspective, likely made the whole situation all the more unsettling.

      That being the case, the Emperor might have thought it worth considering the idea of forming an actual relationship of mutual exchange with Yujin.

      After pondering for a moment, Yujin spoke.

      “For now, I’d like to hold off on giving an answer. It’s not that I’m unwilling to take on the risk…. it’s simply that I truly have nothing I wish for at the moment.”

      […I see.]

      “In that case, may I ask one favor instead? It concerns Her Highness, the Princess.”

      [And what would that be?]

      At that question, Yujin paused for a moment before replying.

      “…I would like Your Majesty and the rest of her family to spend more time with her.”

      ***

      TN: This was the latest chapter updated by the author for quite a while. I will keep translating tho. When the author decides to continue.
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