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There was no romance in the life of a baron’s heir.

A rural territory in the periphery, so remote its existence was questionable to those in the central regions.

Under a cloudless sky, the windmills of the mills spun vigorously, and cows and goats grazed in the vast pastures.

Thwack. Thwack.

Across the way, in the forest, the village men were busy logging.  

Boisterous laughter carried on the wind, likely triggered by another one of Robert’s good-natured jokes.

The days in this small territory were the very definition of a peaceful, slow life.

Even so, Simon was quite content with his life here.

“Simon, what do you think is the most important virtue a lord should possess?”

Lost in thought for a moment, Simon’s father, Richard, who was walking beside him, posed the question.

Startled by the sudden inquiry, Simon quickly racked his brain.

“Um…tolerance?  Perhaps.”

Richard smiled warmly.

“Not a bad answer.”

“Then what’s a good answer?”

Richard slowly raised his arm and placed his hand on his chest.

“A passionate heart.”

Simon blinked at the unexpected response.

“…What?”

“Just as the leaves change their clothes with each season, the virtues required of a lord also change according to the situation.”

Richard smiled, gently stroking Simon’s hair.

“A lord must be able to be a friend, a parent, even a villain.  But a lord who treats people with a passionate heart gains the power to convey sincerity in any situation.  That’s the bond between lord and vassal.”

“My Lord!”

Richard and Simon turned their heads.  

Several grown men were carrying a large log on their shoulders, their expressions strained with the effort.

“We apologize for interrupting your walk! If it pleases you, could we ask for ‘that’?”

“Gladly. Charles.”

Simon glanced at his father with a slightly nervous look.

Richard Polentia was an ordinary country lord, but he had one unique characteristic.

“Step back, Simon.”

Closing his eyes, Richard recited a few spells quickly and quietly, then opened his palm. 

A dark mass of light floated up into the sky, transforming into the shape of a magic circle.

Simon glanced around warily. 

As the magic circle began to activate, the surrounding trees and bushes rustled.

‘Here it comes!’

The ground undulated, turning into a black swamp, and arms erupted from it, waving as if yearning for the sun.

Each of these arms was devoid of flesh, composed entirely of white bone fragments.

Undead.

Monsters with a blind aggression towards the living.

However, in this territory, a situation completely opposite to that common knowledge was unfolding.

Click.

Click, click, click.

Skeletons, rising from the ground, rushed over and began to support the log the men were carrying.

“Thank you, My Lord!”

The villagers, far from being afraid of the skeletons, were beaming, their faces expressing relief.

“Keep up the good work.”

Indeed.

Simon’s father was a necromancer.

***

It had been quite some time since necromancers ruled half the world.

It began with the Talhern Empire.

When the Emperor of Talhern, seeking to escape the necromancers’ influence, sent an army of 50,000 to their headquarters, ‘Kizen,’ Kizen dispatched only ten necromancers.

A mere ten.

And here, a historical event known as the “Rose Retreat” took place.  

The 50,000 troops marching towards Kizen turned around and returned to the imperial capital.

All of them, transformed into undead.

The capital of Talhern was devastated, and the Emperor surrendered to Kizen.

Afterward, the throne of Talhern was occupied by the ‘once Emperor,’ a rotting corpse.

The imperial officials bowed their heads to the lump of flesh, and tens of millions of imperial citizens were subjected to the puppet show of a decaying corpse for thirty years.

A brief glimpse into history, demonstrating the power and terror of a necromancer.

The necromancers, having emerged as the dominant force of the era, gradually expanded their power and now exerted their influence over half the continent. 

The other half was held by their only rivals, the ‘Priests.’

Decades had passed since the 100-year war between these two sharply opposing forces.

The continent was enjoying a somewhat precarious peace.

‘…Though, that’s probably irrelevant to our territory.’

To Simon, this history of war felt like a tale from a distant land.

If he were to list the most significant recent events in ‘Leshill,’ the territory he would one day rule, they would be the healthy birth of two calves to Charles’ long-barren cow, and Calon’s forehead needing three stitches after slipping while wiping the floor with straw.

Simon chuckled to himself as he arrived at the manor.

Ah, of course, the term “manor” was just what the villagers politely called it. 

In reality, it was just an ordinary wooden house.

While even poor lords maintained some semblance of a fortress, citing the dignity of their position, Richard, the lord of Leshill, was remarkably modest.

Creak.

“Mom, I’m home.”

As he opened the door and entered the house, the comforting scent of wood filled the air.  

The crackling sound of firewood burning in the fireplace echoed through the room.

“Simon! You’re back?”

A woman with graying hair, wearing an apron, popped her head out from the kitchen. 

It was Anna Polentia, Simon’s mother.

“Yes, I just helped with the logging in the village.”

“Have you eaten?”

“…I ate lunch earlier.”

“I baked some bread with the leftover dough, so spread some jam on it and eat.”

She must have been possessed by the ghost of a mother who starved her child to death. 

Anna, his mother, had an insatiable need to feed everyone around her at every opportunity.

Pretending not to hear, Simon pointed to a tray on the dining table.

“Mom, what’s this?”

“It’s water infused with Rehak mushrooms.”

Rehak mushrooms were poisonous mushrooms often found in the southern mountains. 

Simply placing them in water caused a green, oily substance to float to the surface.

Eating them would cause a week of suffering from stomach aches and diarrhea, but in Anna’s hands, the story was different.

She approached, rolling up her sleeves, and placed her hand over the Rehak mushroom-infused water.

Woooong!

“Wow!”

Simon, who was watching, let out a small exclamation.

As a white light flickered from her hand, the poison began to neutralize. 

The floating green impurities disappeared like a painting, leaving only the nutrients of the mushroom.

The white aura emanated from her body as she purified the poison. 

This power, commonly known as “divine power,” was the symbol of a priest.

Indeed.

Simon was born between a necromancer and a priest.

Simon hadn’t heard the full story of what happened between his parents.

He only knew that the two had shared a forbidden love, the kind found only in fairy tales, and he was the result.

“Simon!”

Anna’s voice called from the kitchen, where she had returned at some point.

“I baked an apple pie, so come eat!”

“…Alright, alright.”

***

Another day passed, as usual. 

Simon dragged his weary body to bed.

Leshill was quiet today, and it would be quiet tomorrow as well.

He fell asleep, firmly believing that this peaceful daily life would never change.

However,

Flutter!

Change had already begun.

A letter, flown in from outside the window, slapped against Simon’s face.

“Ugh.”

Simon lifted his arm, peeled it off, and opened his eyes.

“Hello?”

At the unfamiliar voice, Simon blinked.

Someone was sitting by the window, bathed in the melancholic moonlight.

The girl, with beautiful, long silver hair that reached her legs, exuded an otherworldly, almost mystical aura.  

It was as if a forest fairy had just stepped out of a fairy tale.

“It’s time.”

Her voice, sweet as honey, woke him up.

After a moment of stunned silence, Simon quietly pulled the covers over his head.

“Don’t pretend you didn’t see me!”

The girl, with a frustrated expression, climbed down from the windowsill.

“I saw you! Get up, quickly!”

At her insistent shouts, Simon reluctantly pulled back the covers and sat up groggily.

“…How did you get here? Are you lost? Where’s your mom?”

The girl sighed softly, then smiled again, seemingly regaining her composure.  

The moonlight streaming through the window made her silver hair shine even more brilliantly.

“I came to the right place. I came to see you, Simon Polentia.”

Simon’s eyes widened in surprise.

She knows my name.

“…Me? Why?”

“Read the letter.”

Her voice was unusually solemn for her age.

Simon carefully broke the seal and opened the envelope.  

He heard the rustling sound as a folded, stiff piece of paper came into view.

Burst!

“Simon!”

“Simon! What was that noise?”

The door flew open, and Richard and Anna rushed in.  

Their eyes met those of the silver-haired girl.

“Ah…!”

“Lady Nephtys!”

As if they weren’t strangers, the couple’s faces lit up.  

The girl smiled and waved.

“Long time no see! Richard, Anna!”

The three began to chat excitedly.  

Simon, suddenly feeling left out, watched them.

His father, Richard, wore a boyishly excited expression, and his mother, Anna, was already bustling about, preparing to make a meal.

“Simon. Greet her properly.”

Richard said.

“It’s Lady Nephtys Archbold.”

Wait a minute.

That name sounds familiar…

Nephtys Archbold.

Nephtys Archbold.

No way…could it be?!

‘Nephtys Archbold of Kizen!’

The apex of all necromancers, the ruler of Kizen.

The mastermind behind the “Talhern Incident,” the one who turned an emperor into a corpse puppet.

The 300-year-old Witch of Death.

That’s who this girl is?

‘Then what’s this?’

Simon pulled out the letter, with his trembling hands.

“I’ll formally extend the offer. Simon Polentia.”

The girl’s voice echoed in Simon’s ears like a song as he read the letter.

[Kizen Admission Letter – Simon Polentia]

“Come to Kizen.”
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After Nephtys left, Simon had to endure the busiest week of his life.

Even his usually laid-back father, Richard, acted as if possessed.

His piercing gaze and sharp demeanor made it impossible for Simon to whine like a child and ask, “Do I really have to go to Kizen?”

Richard cast a spell on Simon’s body. 

He called it creating a “Core,” but Simon didn’t understand anything other than the excruciating pain.

After three days and nights of relentless work establishing the Core, Simon boarded a carriage with Richard.

It was an incredibly large and luxurious carriage, unsuitable for their territory’s modest circumstances. 

Simon gaped at the unfamiliar comfort of the cushions.

“Be safe, Simon.”

Anna, who had somehow managed to load the carriage with two weeks’ worth of packed lunches, waved tearfully.

“If you ever feel like you can’t take it anymore, come back to Leshill anytime.”

Richard, a notorious wife-lover, scolded her, asking what kind of thing that was to say to a child taking his first steps into the world.

Simon, who had never seen his parents argue in his life, realized that his everyday life was truly beginning to change.

“Then, we shall depart.”

The coachman pulled the reins, and the carriage wheels began to roll.

Thus began the adventure of Simon, who had lived his entire life in Leshill.

Of course, it was far from a relaxing carriage ride. 

Inside, Richard gave Simon a crash course in dark magic.

“Try breathing.”

The instruction to breathe meant using the “breathing technique” Richard had taught him.

Simon inhaled deeply, drawing the magical power from the atmosphere into his body. 

It wasn’t difficult, as he had practiced countless times.

“Now, slowly move your internal mana and pass it through your Core.”

Richard assisted, placing his hand on Simon’s chest. 

Simon carefully channeled the river-like flow of mana through the Core below his heart.

Something was different. 

The previously formless mana felt more viscous and solid.

“Now, guide the mana to flow through your arm. Yes, just like that, release it out of your hand.”

With the sensation of blocked veins bursting open,

Black liquid, like beads of sweat, appeared on Simon’s palm.

As Simon blinked, looking down at his palm, Richard smiled warmly.

“Well done, Simon. This is ‘Jet Black,’ the source of a necromancer’s power.”

According to Richard, there was a time when knights and wizards ruled the continent.

Of course, they were now overshadowed by the necromancers, who had become the dominant force. 

Knights couldn’t overcome the necromancers’ sheer numbers, and wizards were outmatched in casting speed and destructive power.

“The biggest difference between a wizard and a necromancer is the presence of ‘Jet Black.'”

Richard extended his left hand. 

Blue mana billowed like heat haze above his palm.

“Mana has the properties of a gas. Its low density makes it difficult to bind, and it tends to disperse into the atmosphere.”

This time, he extended his right hand. 

A viscous black liquid welled up like a spring and flowed down his palm.

“On the other hand, ‘Jet Black’ has properties closer to a solid or liquid.  Composed of dense magical power, it’s easy to bind and freely change its shape.”

The viscous black liquid flowing down his palm suddenly surged upwards.  

It coalesced in mid-air, transforming into a flower, a wave, a snake flicking its tongue, and even a rotating windmill.

“Wow…!”

As Simon gasped at the sudden, dazzling display, the Jet Black reshaped itself into a “magic circle.” 

From the black magic circle, constructed with numerous runes, a red light leaked out, as if a bomb were exploding.

A chilling sensation ran through him, making his hair stand on end.

Something, something amazing was about to…!

Crack!

Richard clenched his fist, and the magic circle shattered. 

The falling ashes gradually disappeared.

“Those who wield power based on this Jet Black are called necromancers.”

Simon nodded, mesmerized.

“There’s not much time, so I can’t teach you everything. Let’s focus on practicing the basics of extracting ‘Jet Black’ from your Core for the remaining time.”

“Yes, Father!”

Practicing generating Jet Black was more fun than he expected.

At first, it was just a drop forming on his palm, but over time, the size grew, and the shape changed.

With such visible progress, Simon became engrossed in his practice, losing track of time. 

Richard, pleased with his son’s rapid progress, guided him carefully, ensuring he didn’t become impatient.

‘…Monstrous progress.’

Richard didn’t show it, but he was inwardly astonished.

From simple emission to shape-shifting in just three days.

This was truly abnormal.

Considering that it took an average person anywhere from six months to two years to achieve shape-shifting, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say Simon was born for Jet Black.  

Even as his own father, he felt chills run down his spine while teaching him.

In truth, Richard was already aware of Simon’s talent. 

He had merely been waiting for the right time to create the “Core.”

Exploding talent in a time when one’s ego and emotions are not fully formed is poison. 

Richard, more than anyone, regretted his tyrannical childhood, and he didn’t want to pass on that mistake to his son.

But now, finally, the time had come for Simon’s talent to blossom. 

The entire continent would be astonished by this child’s emergence.

The mere thought of it sent shivers down Richard’s spine, making it difficult for him to sit still.

“Father! Look!”

Simon raised his palm, where Jet Black flickered like a flame. 

Richard observed it with a serious expression.

“Dark blue. A beautiful Jet Black with a hint of blue.”

“I-Is that good? Am I a rare case? Am I talented?”

“It’s just cool, that’s all.”

“…….”

Simon, with a dejected expression, resumed his practice. 

Richard turned his head, barely managing to suppress his rising grin.

‘Managing my expressions isn’t easy either.’

Time flew by quickly.

From Simon’s perspective, a week passed without him even realizing it.

And then.

“This is as far as I can go with you, Simon.”

Richard’s sudden announcement made Simon’s heart sink.

“I thought you were taking me all the way to Kizen.”

“I’m sorry, but your father has reasons for not being able to set foot in the Dresden Kingdom. From here on out, you have to make all the decisions and move forward on your own.”

A sudden, intense pressure weighed down on him, making him gulp. 

Having lived in Leshill for 17 years, it would be a lie to say he wasn’t afraid of this change.

Then, Richard tightly grasped Simon’s hand.

“I guarantee you, son. You’ll do better than anyone. And,”

Richard smiled warmly.

“I’m truly proud of you.”

Hearing his father’s approval for the first time, Simon felt a lump form in his throat.

“I’ll be back, Father.”

After parting ways with Richard, Simon was left alone in the spacious carriage. 

He didn’t waste the remaining time and focused on honing his Jet Black.

Another week passed.

“Wow…!”

He arrived in ‘Langerstein,’ the capital of the Dresden Kingdom.

Simon’s first impression of the metropolis was simply overwhelming.

The uniformly tall and massive buildings, the carriages crisscrossing the roads in a frenzy, and the teeming crowds.  

The sights he was seeing for the first time made his head spin.

“Make way! Make way!”

Simon was startled and stepped back. 

A massive carriage, over five meters wide, was speeding down the steep slope.  

Pulling the carriage was a horse whose body was entirely made of bare bones.

‘Undead!’

Undead were openly roaming the streets in broad daylight.

From simple labor like pulling carriages or rickshaws to handing out flyers in the square.

It was a sight only possible in an era where necromancers were the dominant force.

‘Stay sharp.’

Simon lightly slapped his cheeks and unfolded a crumpled note from his pocket.

[239 Campbell Road, Langerstein SL1E 6AJ.]

[Guide awaiting.]

‘So, I’m supposed to go to this address?’

Simon steeled his resolve.

Whether it was Langerstein or Leshill, it was all just a place where people lived.  

If he went to this address and met the guide who would lead him to Kizen, everything would be resolved.

But just looking at this information gave him no sense of direction.

Eventually, Simon spoke to a blonde woman with her back turned.

“E-Excuse me, may I ask you something, ma’am?”

The moment the woman turned around, Simon was horrified.

One of her eyes was bulging out, dangling precariously.

“What is it, child?”

“…….”

Don’t be surprised. Don’t be surprised.

Simon desperately calmed his racing heart and forced a smile.

“I’d like to go to this address….”

“An address? Let me see.”

Simon broke out in a cold sweat as the dangling eyeball stretched out and scanned the paper.  

Fortunately, he bit his lip hard enough to prevent any sound from escaping.

“Ah, Campbell Road? It’s a famous spot in Langerstein.  Go around that square up there, turn right, and you’ll see an alley paved with golden tiles.”

“Ah…! Thank you so much!”

Simon bowed deeply.

The woman unfolded a fan in her hand, covering her mouth as she giggled.

“Such a polite child, a rarity these days. I wish you luck in Langerstein.”

It seemed like things were going well!

After thanking her once more, Simon strode energetically towards the square the woman had indicated.

‘…….’

And a moment later,

A man who had been quietly observing the whole scene approached the woman and spoke to her, just as Simon had.

***

‘Finally, I’ve reached Campbell Road.’

What was it with this city’s confusing layout?  

After 20 minutes of wandering, Simon finally made it to Campbell Road. 

Just as the woman had said, the tiles on the ground were painted gold.

‘239, 239…….’

He walked along, checking the addresses on each building against the note in his hand, when…

“Excuse me.”

Someone suddenly appeared and addressed him.

It was a bald man with beads of sweat on his forehead. He took out a handkerchief, wiped his forehead, and spoke politely.

“Are you, by any chance, heading to 239 Campbell Road, specifically SL1E 6AJ?”

Simon’s eyes widened.

How did he know the detailed address?

“Ah! Are you perhaps the guide sent by Mr. Howl…!”

The man nodded.

“Yes, I am Mr. Howl’s guide! You hadn’t arrived after some time, so I was searching for you in case you got lost.”

Relieved, Simon replied.

“I’m so glad we finally met. My name is Simon Polentia.”

“I’m Rowley, your Langerstein guide. Now, come this way. You must be tired from your journey, so I’ll show you to your accommodations first.”

Simon nodded and followed him.

“It’s about a 15-minute walk. I’ll take you through the shortcut as quickly as possible.”

“Okay!”

Leaving Campbell Road, they walked through winding alleyways, and Simon looked around curiously.

Houses everywhere he looked.  

They were so densely packed that there was almost no wasted space.

The number of people in this city alone seemed several times greater than the entire population of Leshill territory.

“I was really worried, sir.  It’s dangerous for outsiders to wander around Langerstein alone without a guide.”

Rowley rambled on.

“As they say, you could get robbed blind. The city is swarming with people trying to take advantage of naive travelers. Pickpockets, robbers, unscrupulous merchants overcharging… Once we get to your accommodations, I’ll teach you a few phrases in the Langerstein dialect.  It’s a temporary measure, but it’s better than not knowing anything at all.”

“Aha,”

Simon grinned.

“So, you’re trying to rob me blind too.”

“……!!”

Rowley stopped abruptly.

“S-Sir? What do you mean by…….”

“Your gaze keeps unintentionally drifting downwards.”

Simon said, pointing his index finger.

“You directly fumbled with your lower vest pocket once, checking if something was there, right? Judging by the pocket’s width and wrinkles, it seems like you have something like a knife in there.”

“…….”

Rowley turned to Simon, sweating.

“That’s… Yes, that’s right.”

Click.

He readily admitted it, revealing the handle of a knife in his lower vest pocket.

“Didn’t I tell you? Langerstein is a dangerous place.  In a narrow alley like this, you never know who you might run into….”

“And to top it off, that Mr. Howl I mentioned earlier, I actually made him up.”

Simon chuckled, putting his arm behind his head.

“You immediately bought it when I said I was looking for Mr. Howl’s guide.  Johnson back in Leshill has a prized goat named Howl. Are you running errands for a goat, by any chance?”

“…….”

Rowley’s friendly smile hardened.

“S-So you knew and followed me anyway?  Just who the hell are you?!”
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Click.

Rowley, having revealed his true colors, drew his knife. 

The well-worn blade gleamed sharply.

Swish. Swish.

Simultaneously, two rough-looking men approached from the front, and another from behind Simon.

“…Well, it doesn’t really matter who you are. And the fact that you’ve fallen into a trap remains unchanged.”

With his comrades gathered, Rowley’s expression relaxed as he beckoned with his finger.

“Put everything you have on the ground. Your backpack, clothes, everything, down to your underwear.”

“Underwear too?”

“What’s there to be ashamed of? You can pick out new clothes at the market.”

Rowley pointed to a pile of trash behind them.  

The other gangsters chuckled in agreement.

“Right, that’s a Langerstein specialty. Who knows, you might get lucky and find a box.”

“As long as you cover your vitals, you’ll avoid jail time.”

Simon replied with a bright smile.

“I refuse.”

“…….”

Rowley and his companions’ expressions darkened.

“…This kid.”

“This country bumpkin doesn’t seem to grasp the situation. Do you think we’re joking around?”

The man to Rowley’s right strode towards Simon.

“A brat like this needs to get stabbed to learn his lesson.”

“Hey, wait!”

Ignoring Rowley’s voice, the man lunged at Simon, drawing a dagger from his waist.

Swish.

Simon shifted his center of gravity fluidly, opening his right shoulder.

The dagger sliced through the air, and Simon, spinning to the side, calmly grabbed the man’s wrist.

Crack!

He applied force, bending the man’s wrist in a direction it shouldn’t bend.

“G-Gyaaaaaah!”

Dropping the dagger, the man collapsed to the ground with a horrific scream.

Simon kicked him squarely in the face and said,

“We have them in our territory too. People who mix in with the good villagers and extort protection money and other such garbage.”

“…You, you little bastard!”

Simon brushed off his hands.

“Cleaning up that kind of village trash is the duty of a lord’s heir. Seems like this neighborhood has a lot of them too, so as someone in the same line of work, I thought I’d do some cleaning up.”

“…A noble, huh?”

Rowley raised his arm and signaled. 

Five more gangsters emerged from the end of the alley.

“Then we can’t let you go all the more.”

“…….”

Simon calmly loosened his muscles. 

He had expected only two or three, but they were more numerous and organized than he anticipated.

Facing eight armed men empty-handed.

Even for Simon, this number was honestly a bit overwhelming.

‘I’m sorry, Father.  My arrival at Kizen might be delayed.’

Simon lowered his stance with a serious expression, and the gangsters tensed, gripping their daggers tighter.

A volatile situation.

Just as the fight was about to break out, anyone could have lunged at any moment…

“Found you!”

The voice of a third party, someone who shouldn’t be in this alley, echoed. 

Everyone’s gaze shifted towards the source of the sound.

Step. Step.

Someone was emerging from the dark shadows of the alley.

A girl with jet-black, glossy hair, a face that still retained a youthful air, and crescent moon earrings as red as blood.

Simon guessed she was around his age or a few years older.

‘And what’s this now?’

Rowley bit his lip at the appearance of the third party.

What was the guy blocking the rear doing? He was nowhere to be seen.

“…This doesn’t concern you. Get lost.”

Despite Rowley’s warning, the black-haired girl scoffed, as if amused.

As she approached, the gangsters nervously stepped back.

An instinctive, primal aversion and fear.  

They couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason, but this girl exuded a dangerous aura.

“Don’t be scared.”

Rowley spoke as the gangsters began to waver.

“It’s 8 to 2. We’ll take care of this quickly and leave Langerstein before the guards arrive.”

Hearing this, the girl smiled faintly.

“8 to 2? I don’t think so.”

Rustle. Rustle.

As if responding to the girl’s movements, the trash piles and bags scattered throughout the alley stirred as if alive. 

Bone fragments emerged, tearing through the bags.

“Do you guys know?”

Click. Clack.

The bone fragments began to fit together. 

Bones of different sizes and types creaked, gradually forming bodies.

“That the building up ahead is a bone shop?”

Rowley and his companions paled.

At that moment, the same word flashed through everyone’s minds.

‘…Necromancer!’

Click! Clack!

In an instant, over twenty skeletons surrounded the gangsters.  

Frozen in terror, the gangsters couldn’t even breathe.

“Cough!”

“Gasp!”

The approaching undead embraced the gangsters with their arms and legs, immobilizing them.

The undead rattled their bony hands across the gangsters’ faces or gripped their chins.

“What shall we do?”

The girl smiled seductively.

“My children need new friends.”

Click!

Click!

The skeletons clicked their jaws and palates in agreement. 

Some gangsters foamed at the mouth, while others felt their pants becoming damp.

‘…Amazing.’

Simon was also astonished. 

Although their construction was inferior to Richard’s skeletons, the ability to repair the bone fragments scattered around and create over twenty instant undead was impressive.

“W-We didn’t recognize you, Necromancer-nim! Please, have mercy on us!”

Rowley trembled, bowing his head. 

The girl uncrossed her arms, her expression becoming slightly serious as she asked,

“State your affiliation.”

The skeleton holding Rowley began to slowly scratch his neck with its bony hand. 

As five trails of blood trickled down his neck, Rowley squeezed his eyes shut and shouted,

“Clayven! Clayven gang!”

“Ah, I’ve heard of them. Quite a large organization for just picking the pockets of poor outsiders.”

She placed her hands on her hips and declared in an icy voice,

“Tell Clayven himself. From his hideout, with his head on the ground and his hands behind his back, he will crawl to the guards and surrender.”

Rowley’s face turned white.

“P-Please, have mercy…!  Just turn me into an undead instead!”

The girl’s expression twisted fiercely.

[Are you ordering me around?]

Rowley’s body stiffened in fear at the otherworldly voice.

She exhaled softly and returned to her normal voice.

“Sending decoys won’t work. If his face isn’t sufficiently ground when I check, then in the name of Kizen, I will erase your entire organization from existence.”

The moment the name “Kizen” was uttered, all the gang members paled and lowered their heads. 

Rowley, seemingly resigned to his fate, replied,

“…I understand.”

“Get lost.”

As the skeletons retreated, the gangsters fled as if they had been waiting for the opportunity.  

Watching their retreating figures, she clicked her tongue.

“Thank you for your help.”

Simon bowed his head in gratitude. The girl finally turned to Simon, as if just noticing him.

“Simon Polentia, right?”

Fortunately, there was no hostility in her tone as she smiled and asked. 

Simon quickly nodded.

“Yes, that’s right. If you don’t mind, may I ask who you are…?”

“Who else would I be? I’m your real guide.”

Simon’s eyes widened.

Then, this person was…?

At that moment, she grabbed his wrist and pulled him along.

“Let’s go, Mom’s waiting.”

“…Mom?”

***

“Mommy!”

Behind Langerstein’s main square,

The girl who had brought Simon was squatting, diligently wiping cream from a child’s mouth.

The child whined and turned their head away, but the girl’s hands were firm.

“I told you to wait patiently! You always get lost!”

“But! They were giving out free ice cream samples in the square!”

And the identity of the child being scolded and having their mouth wiped by the girl was none other than Nephtys Archbold, the apex of all necromancers and ruler of Kizen.

The Witch of Death walking around with ice cream smeared on her face… Simon was extremely bewildered.

And what bewildered him even more was that the girl who had saved him was calling Nephtys “Mom.”

They were mother and daughter? No matter how he looked at it, they looked like sisters at most.

And if he had to choose a mother, rather than the 10-year-old child-like Nephtys, the girl would be…

“Simon?”

The girl was looking at him.

“You just had a weird thought, didn’t you?”

“N-No.”

The girl glared suspiciously at Simon, then turned away haughtily.

…Her intuition was sharp.

“You’ve had a long journey, Simon!”

Nephtys trotted over to him.

Although she appeared as an innocent child, her true identity was a monster among monsters, having lived for over 300 years and plunged the world into terror. Simon politely bowed.

“I greet the master of Kizen.”

“Whoa, you don’t have to be so formal.”

She chuckled and waved her hand dismissively.

“It’s our first time seeing each other since Leshill.  Did you learn anything from Richard?”

“Ah, yes! A little, but…”

Simon immediately extended his palm.  

Activating his Core, he channeled his mana and extracted Jet Black.

The Jet Black immediately flowed through his arm and onto his palm.

Swoosh.

Simon’s unique Jet Black, with its slight blue tinge, flickered like a flame.

Nephtys and the girl simultaneously stepped closer and their eyes widened. 

Seeing them like this, they did seem like mother and daughter.

“Wow.”

Their eyes sparkled, gazing at it as if appreciating a beautiful work of art.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen Jet Black with a blue hue.”

“But it still has the properties of mana. The flickering like flames means it hasn’t fully transitioned from its gaseous state.”

“He needs to learn how to use his Core more effectively.”

The two exchanged brief comments and nodded.

“That’s enough, Simon.”

Simon deactivated his Jet Black and stood up straight.

“No need to be so impatient.  Kizen is a ‘school,’ after all, so you’ll be able to learn much more.”

“Yes, I’ll keep that in mind!”

“Then, Lorain?”

Nephtys patted the girl’s bottom and said,

“Please take care of our new student.”

“…Mom always makes me do all the work.”

The girl pouted and grumbled, but Nephtys turned away without acknowledging her.

“I’m going to have one more ice cream and then return to Kizen!  See you later!”

“Oh, honestly! Mom!”

With that, Nephtys disappeared as if fleeing, leaving the two alone in the square.

Sighing softly, the girl turned to Simon.

“Can’t be helped.  I’ll introduce myself again.  My name is Lorain Archbold. I’m a student at Kizen, just like you.”

“I’m Simon Polentia from Leshill! It’s a pleasure to meet you again!”

“Good. We’ve lost a lot of time, so let’s get going.”

“Where are we going?”

Lorain brushed back her hair and replied,

“It’s a new semester, isn’t it? We’re going shopping.”
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Simon and Lorain returned to Campbell Road.

As it turned out, Campbell Road was a street that catered to necromancers.

The deeper they went, the more explicit the displayed items became.  

Skulls, monster corpses, and even some still-pulsating organs were bottled and sold.

Simon felt like he had entered a different world, far removed from the one he knew.

“Do you know when the most exciting time in all of school life is?”

Lorain, walking beside him, asked.

“Uh, um… I don’t know?”

“It’s before school starts, when you’re excitedly shopping for uniforms, textbooks, and supplies!  Right now is the most enjoyable time, so enjoy it, Simon.”

She smiled slightly.

“Once you enter Kizen, it’ll be truly hectic.”

“…Haha.”

Their first stop was a bookstore.

While Kizen’s admission and tuition fees were free, textbooks, naturally, had to be purchased individually.

“There are quite a few books to buy. Do you still have your admission letter?”

“Yes! Here.”

Inside the envelope, besides the admission letter, was a list of necessary supplies.

Lorain glanced briefly at the book list, returned the letter, and said,

“I’ve memorized it. This way.”

As Simon followed her, something heavy suddenly landed in his arms.

He quickly reached out to catch it, finding a terrifyingly thick book.  

The title on the cover read, 

[Introduction to Summoning – by Ellic Moore Trimble].

‘Summoning?’

Before Simon could process it, another book landed on top. 

This time, it was [Necromancy].

‘Th-This is heavy too!’

Lorain continued pulling books from the shelves.

[Curseology], [Hematology], [Divine Defense], [Magical Combat], and more piled up.  

Simon’s arms trembled.

“Lorain! You don’t mean we learn all of this in our first year, do you?”

“Of course not.”

She turned around and smiled brightly.

“We’re Kizen, you know? Mastering this much in the first semester of the first year is basic.”

“…….”

“Here, catch [Toxicology] too!”

…He was already starting to miss Leshill.

While frantically selecting books, she dashed off, saying she would find the Jet Black Mechanics book.

Left alone for a moment, Simon looked around.

‘Come to think of it…’

Most of the people in the bookstore were around his age.

Judging by the [Introduction to Summoning] and [Necromancy] textbooks they were holding, they were undoubtedly Kizen’s incoming students.

It was the first time he had been in a place with so many people his age. 

In Leshill, the only peers he knew were Calon, a year older, and Sophia, two years younger.

A new life with classmates of similar age. 

Simon was gradually starting to look forward to school life.

“Okay! I’m coming!”

“?”

While he was distracted, an unfamiliar female student ran past him. 

Simon narrowed his eyes, observing her movements.

For a split second, her body veered towards him.

‘What’s this?’

There was no reason to let her collide with him, so Simon sidestepped to avoid her.

“…Ah!”

She crashed into a bookshelf, and the books piled on top wobbled precariously.

This was dangerous.

Reacting instinctively, Simon jumped in and shielded her.

Crash!

The books tumbled onto Simon’s back.

It hurt.  

A pain like a rock hitting his back.

The girl, looking up at Simon with a startled expression, quickly bowed her head.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Because of me…!”

“No, I’m the one who should be sorry. I was standing in the way, lost in thought.”

Simon forced a smile.

“More importantly, let’s put these back. I think we’ll get in trouble.”

“Oh, yes!”

They hurriedly picked up the fallen books. 

The girl handed him the books from the floor, and Simon, on tiptoe, placed them back on the shelf.

A clerk, alerted by the commotion, came over to see what was happening, but seeing them putting the books back, thankfully left without a word.

‘This is the last one.’

While Simon put the last book back in its place, the girl was organizing his scattered books.

“Y-You’re a Kizen enrollee too, right?”

She must have seen his textbooks. 

Simon nodded, and her face brightened.

“I-I’m an enrollee too! My name is Cindy Vivace! What’s yours?”

“Simon Polentia.”

“I see, nice to meet you!  Actually, I’m from Shahed in the north, so I don’t have any close friends, and I was a little nervous.”

Simon nodded.

“We’re in similar situations.”

“I-If you don’t mind, Simon…”

Cindy blushed, tapping her index fingers together.  

Then, in a barely audible voice, she asked,

“Could we… acknowledge each other… at school later?”

As if it were such a big request.

Simon chuckled softly.

“Of course. I’ll ask first.”

“Thank you!”

She jumped to her feet.

“Then I’ll be going now! My dad’s waiting outside.”

“Okay.”

“See you later at Kizen!”

She waved and walked away.

“Wait a minute, Cindy.”

“Huh?”

She turned around. Simon was holding something up.

“My wallet. Aren’t you going to return it?”

In Simon’s hand was Cindy’s wallet.

In an instant, her previously innocent eyes sharpened.  

Her pupils narrowed vertically, like a cat’s.

‘No way.’

Cindy quickly checked her pocket.  It was empty.

“…Ha.”

She had been completely fooled.

Smiling, she turned back to Simon.

“I was so confident I wouldn’t get caught, since I used necromancy to swipe it. How did you know?”

“Well, you know, my wallet suddenly started floating.”

Cindy strode over and looked Simon directly in the eyes.

“You just noticed? Don’t lie. You’re aiming for the Necromancy major, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know yet…”

“I knew it!”

Cindy’s eyes sparkled.

“Kizen is on a different level, after all! Wow, what am I going to do?  It’ll be full of kids like you, right? Ah, I’m so excited for school!”

‘…Isn’t this pickpocket a little too brazen?’

She grinned and pulled Simon’s wallet from her pocket, tossing it to him.

“If we’re both Necromancy majors, we might see each other for all three years, right? Let’s have a bloody competition, Simon!”

She seemed like the type who rarely listened to others.

As Simon sighed softly, about to return her wallet, Cindy waved her hand dismissively.

“Forget it. I lost this match, so consider it spoils of war.”

She was strangely cool about it.

Simon was starting to think the rumor about necromancers lacking sanity was true.

“I look forward to it.  Let’s acknowledge each other when we see each other at school!”

Waving, Cindy walked towards the wall of the bookstore and disappeared right through it.

‘…….’

It felt like a storm had just passed.

Staring blankly at the wall where Cindy had vanished, Simon opened her wallet.

It contained only a few coins.

‘Such a show-off.’

Simon chuckled.

“Simon!”

Just then, Lorain returned, her black hair swirling around her.

“Apparently, they’re all sold out of Introduction to Jet Black Mechanics! They said they’ll have more in stock in two hours, and they’ll deliver it to our accommodations along with the other books then.”

“Oh, that’s great!”

Lorain playfully nudged Simon’s arm.

“But who was that girl just now?  Have you already made a friend?”

Simon sweated nervously, avoiding her gaze.

“S-Something like that.”

“Hehe, why are you stuttering? Don’t tell me you’ve already exchanged hearts?”

They almost exchanged wallets, that was for sure.

“Anyway, since we’ve arranged for the books to be delivered, let’s go. There are plenty of other places we need to visit.”

“Where are we going next?”

“A bag store.”

Did he have to buy a new bag too?

Simon looked at the backpack he was wearing.

“The one I’m using now isn’t bad.”

“Huh?”

Not understanding what he meant, she blinked, then burst out laughing.

“Ah-ha-ha! That’s so cute. You really are a country bumpkin.”

“Ahem.”

Embarrassed, Simon blushed.

“When necromancers talk about bags, they usually mean ‘Magical Inventory.’ Or more simply, subspace.”

Simon’s eyes widened.

“So, we’re going… to buy subspace?”

***

A large building located a few blocks from the bookstore.

Simon and Lorain were led to the basement. 

After passing through several layers of security dark magic, they entered a dimly lit underground showroom.

“…Wow.”

The entire space was filled with backpacks, pouches, briefcases, and other similar items.

Long coats, pocket watches, even carriage wheels and live lizards.

Items of unknown purpose hung on the walls or floated in the air, held by magical effects.

“Welcome, Lady Lorain!”

An old woman in a luxurious mink coat appeared from the stairs.

She was thin, with a sharp, discerning look, and adorned with expensive gold jewelry.

Lorain waved cheerfully.

“It’s been a while, Stephanie.”

Stephanie rubbed her hands together and smiled.

“What brings our VVIP here without any notice? You bought a bag last month…”

Lorain lightly placed her hand on Simon’s shoulder.

“Today, I’m here to look for a bag for this friend.”

“Ah!”

Stephanie suddenly appeared in front of Simon. 

He had to pull his head back slightly to avoid the old woman’s hooked nose.

“A Kizen enrollee! Welcome! Necromancers are always our shop’s most valued customers.”

“N-Nice to meet you.”

“Then, what kind of product would you like to see?”

Lorain answered for him.

“The best, and the most expensive.”

“Unbelievable!”

Stephanie exclaimed.

“This way, our two VIPs!”

Stephanie led them to another room. 

The items here weren’t hanging on the wall but were displayed in glass cases.

Stephanie tapped a display case with her finger, and the glass vanished as if it had evaporated.

“Try this on, sir.”

She handed him a navy blue glove with an elegant pattern.

As Simon carefully put it on his right hand, he felt an incredibly luxurious, almost comforting sensation.

“This is a product made by ‘Ellen Baiter,’ the legendary subspace artisan. Would you mind touching any wall with your finger and drawing a square?”

Simon nodded and did as instructed.

Swish!

A hole opened in the wall.

As Simon peered inside in astonishment, a vast space unfolded before him. 

It was large enough to fit an entire house.

‘This is subspace!’

While Simon marveled inwardly, Stephanie continued her explanation.

“As befits Ellen Baiter’s masterpiece, the storage space is a whopping 8,000 UB!  Moreover, as long as you’re wearing the glove, you can summon the subspace anytime! Truly a revolutionary product in the world of inventories!”

“…Hmm.”

Lorain, however, seemed unimpressed.

“It looks convenient, but needing a wall to open the subspace is a significant limitation. In actual combat, there are many cases where you fight in open fields with nothing around.  And since Simon is a beginner necromancer, he doesn’t need such a large capacity.”

“That’s a valid point.”

“Do you have anything smaller, something simpler to use, even if it has less capacity?”

Stephanie grinned and walked away without a word.  

She then removed the glass from a display case at the very end.

“This product hasn’t even been released to the public yet.  The latest creation from ‘Gellen Eclipse,’ considered the next generation’s leading artisan!”

She carefully held up a ring. 

It was primarily silver, but it shimmered with violet and green depending on the angle of the light.

“Please try it on, sir.”

“Ah, yes!”

Simon carefully put on the ring. The subtle prismatic colors were beautiful.

“The usage is simple! Just channel your Jet Black into the ring.”

Simon did as instructed. 

The ring absorbed the Jet Black like a sponge, changing from silver to a dark blue.

“How does it feel?”

“…I feel something like a handle under the ring.”

“It’s working properly! Think of it as a lever and pull it.”

Simon gripped the imaginary handle and slowly pulled it back.

Then…

Clank!

With a sound like interlocking stones, a vertical opening appeared on the floor. 

White vapor-like substance flowed out from the gap.

“…Wow!”

Simon’s heart began to race. This time, even Lorain looked slightly impressed.

“The storage space is 4,000 UB, half of the previous product, but it’s far superior in terms of practicality! The subspace opens from the floor and isn’t affected by slopes or uneven surfaces. The space inside is enchanted with seven spells, including a first-rate preservation spell and a temperature control spell.”

“What about the ejection function?”

Lorain asked.

“Of course, it has that! Let’s try a demonstration.”

Looking around for a suitable object, Stephanie spotted a deflated rabbit doll lying in a corner.

“Huh? Why is this doll here?”

“My mischievous granddaughter often comes to play at the shop.”

Stephanie chuckled wryly and tossed the doll into the subspace.

“You said you were a new student, right? You’ll need a lot of practice to use the ejection function in actual combat. Now, try to circulate the subspace’s magic power, as if you’re enveloping the object…”

Simon circulated the magic power as instructed, enveloping the rabbit doll.

It wasn’t difficult. 

Perhaps because the ring was in contact with his body, the subspace’s mana moved as freely as his own.

“…Just enveloping the object automatically activates the internal ejection spell. Now, release the mana enveloping the object, as if flicking it away!”

Whoosh!

The rabbit doll shot out of the subspace. It flew in a gentle arc and landed upright on the floor.

Stephanie and Lorain gasped.

“Excellent, sir!”

“You’re good! Are you sure this is your first time?”

His heart was pounding so hard that he could barely hear their voices.  

He was starting to understand why subspace was an essential item for a necromancer.

Simon imagined himself opening his subspace and summoning undead in the near future.

“Simon, do you like it?”

Lorain approached, smiling. Simon snapped back to reality and nodded repeatedly.

Of course, he liked it. He had never wanted something so badly before.

But…

Simon’s gaze shifted to Stephanie.

“…How much is this subspace?”
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Simon had exactly 20 gold coins.

It was no small sum, even pushing Richard’s limits, but if it wasn’t enough…

“Since you’re Lady Lorain’s guest, I’ll be upfront with you, no discounts,”

Stephanie said politely.

“5,000 gold coins.”

“…What?”

Simon felt his world crumble around him.

That was Leshill’s budget for several years…

“I’ll pay.”

Lorain took out her wallet.  

A bright smile spread across Stephanie’s face, and the two began to move towards the counter.

“Wait a minute!”

Simon exclaimed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Y-You don’t have to do this! It’s 5,000 gold coins! I can’t accept such a huge gift!”

Lorain tilted her head.

“Didn’t Mom tell you? She’s buying this for you.”

“…Lady Nephtys?”

“Yeah. What did she say again?”

Lorain put her finger to her lips, lost in thought for a moment.

“I don’t know the details, but Mom said she owes your parents a great debt. She said it’s something the adults have agreed upon, so you don’t have to feel burdened.”

“Oh…”

After some back and forth about whether or not he should accept it, Simon finally agreed to receive the subspace.

“Thank you, sir! And miss! Please visit us again!”

Stephanie and the staff bowed deeply as Simon and Lorain left the store.

Back outside in the sunlight,

Simon stared, mesmerized, at the gleaming ring on his finger.

‘This is mine.’

He was so happy he could barely contain his expression.

“That happy?”

“…Haha.”

Simon chuckled awkwardly.

“I’m so indebted to you. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay Lady Nephtys…”

“Don’t worry about it. If there’s anything our Mom wants, I think it’s for you to do well at Kizen.”

“Yes! I’ll do my very best!”

Their shopping spree with Lorain continued.

They purchased not only necessities like stationery, notebooks, and lighting for his future life but also skeleton sets and various potion ingredients and stored them all in his subspace.

Lorain explained that while he could buy ingredients in the town adjacent to Kizen, they were much more expensive there.

“Simon! Let’s go do that!”

“…Is dart throwing also part of the entrance preparations?”

“It’s just for fun!”

Although she occasionally got sidetracked… she was still a competent guide.

“Then I’ll light it now.”

“Okay! Now’s the time!”

At the Langerstein observation deck, Simon and Lorain released their sky lanterns simultaneously.

The people around them were also releasing lanterns. 

The night sky was painted in a dazzling crimson, a beautiful spectacle of lights unfolding.

People, caught up in the atmosphere, cheered and clapped, and couples began to kiss as if on cue.

“This is ‘A Thousand Lights,’ a must-see tourist attraction in Langerstein.”

Lorain put her hands on her hips and smiled confidently.

“What do you think, Simon?”

“Can I be honest?”

“Of course.”

Simon, his eyes fixed on the lanterns adorning the night sky, replied,

“I’m just thinking there are a thousand suckers spending 200 silver on flammable paper…”

“…….”

She looked at him, dumbfounded.

“You’ll fit right in at Kizen.”

“Thank you. I’ll do my best…”

“That wasn’t a compliment!”

Their final destination was a restaurant with a view of the ocean.

Luxurious chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, sparkling tableware, and waiters in ties and uniforms serving them.

It was Simon’s first time in such a restaurant.

The food was exquisite.  

The moment the glistening steak entered his mouth, his body trembled with indescribable bliss.

Moreover, when he turned his head, a picturesque night sea unfolded, and the sound of crashing waves filled his ears. 

It was a near-perfect setting.

“You handle the fancy cutlery well. A noble is a noble, after all.”

Lorain smiled, resting her chin on her hand.

“My father was strict about etiquette.”

“You learned well. Oh! Just in case you didn’t know, about 30% of Kizen students are commoners.”

She wiped her mouth with a napkin and continued,

“You can’t pull rank on anyone. Kizen has a strict meritocratic culture, and even a duke’s daughter would bow her head to a senior commoner.  It’s best to think of everyone as equal first-year students.”

Simon nodded, saying he would keep that in mind.  

He had always gotten along well with everyone in Leshill, regardless of whether they were barons or commoners, so he wasn’t worried about that.

“Tomorrow’s the entrance ceremony. Ask me anything you’re curious about.”

“Um… Ah! I met a fellow enrollee this morning, and we talked about majors.”

“Majors? Good question.”

Lorain smiled and continued,

“There are nine subjects in the first semester of the first year, right? From the second semester, you can choose the classes you want to take, and when you become a second-year, you have to choose a major.”

“I need to quickly figure out what I’m good at.”

“Exactly!”

Her eyes gleamed like a strategist’s as she twirled her fork.

“Even in the first semester, it’s good to decide on your specialty in advance and focus on studying that.  Students with clear specialties are popular in group classes.”

“I’ll definitely keep that in mind.”

“Do you have a major in mind?”

Simon recalled the events of the morning.  

The bone fragments emerging from the trash pile and assembling themselves into undead.

The sight was so striking that it was deeply etched in his memory.

“…I think I’m a little interested in Summoning.”

“Summoning is good! You’re aiming for the orthodox path.”

Lorain talked about various subjects, and Simon listened intently, with shining eyes.

They connected well.  

Of course, Simon was mostly listening, but Lorain also appreciated his attentive attitude.

Even after dinner, they continued their conversation and moved to a nearby pub for a second and third round of drinks.

It was Simon’s first time drinking alcohol.

He hesitated at first, being underage, but Lorain said drinking was allowed for Kizen students.  

Still, since tomorrow was the entrance ceremony, they only drank until they both felt a pleasant buzz.

Their conversation stretched on, and Simon finally arrived at his accommodations a little past midnight.

“Thank you for escorting me, Lorain.”

“No problem, it’s nothing.”

“Well…”

Simon blushed, scratching his head.

“I should be the one escorting you…”

“Huh?”

Lorain blinked, confused, then smiled mysteriously.

“You’re aware of that, huh?”

“…Ahem.”

“I appreciate the thought. Langerstein is a complicated city.  Never mind escorting me, you’d probably get lost trying to get back to your accommodations on your own.”

He couldn’t deny it.

“Go inside and get some rest. If I hear you were late because you were hungover, Mom will kill me.”

“Yes, thank you for today! I really enjoyed it.”

Simon bowed his head deeply.

It was more than just enjoyable.  

Simon felt like he would never forget his first day in Langerstein.

Lorain, who was walking away waving, suddenly stopped and turned to Simon.

“Oh! Simon, I have a confession to make.”

“Yes?”

Lorain, uncharacteristically shy, tucked her hair behind her ear.

“I didn’t mean to deceive you, but I somehow missed the timing to tell you. Well…”

“…?”

As their eyes met, she winked playfully.

“Actually, I’m a first-year student too!”

“…W-What?”

“So, let’s drop the formalities when we meet at school. Bye!”

She waved and disappeared into the darkness.

“…….”

Simon stared blankly at the spot where she had vanished, then chuckled and entered his accommodations.

***

Morning arrived.

Lorain had told him to rest well, but Simon couldn’t sleep properly due to his excitement and anticipation for his new life. 

He woke up early, got ready, and left his accommodations.

Lorain was taking a different route to Kizen, so Simon had to find the meeting place on his own.

Of course, he had the location firmly memorized.

The spot visible from the restaurant he had visited with Lorain yesterday.  

The pointed piece of land jutting out towards the sea.

As he approached the meeting place, the number of people on the street gradually increased. 

Most of them were children around his age, each with their own unique characteristics.

A fairy student applying makeup while walking, a male student carrying twenty swords as if his entire body were a storage space, and a female student strolling leisurely with a large case bigger than herself strapped to her back.

‘I’m the most normal one here, after all.’

Simon thought to himself as he walked, but in reality, everyone there was thinking the same thing.

He soon arrived at the meeting point.  

Kizen’s dispatched minions were controlling the area, and a ship was docked at the edge of the protruding land.

Presumably, they would be taking this ship to Kizen.

“Please hurry. We will be departing for Kizen shortly!”

Simon joined the line and waited to board the ship.  

One peculiar thing was that the hull was facing the land, not the sea. 

He couldn’t understand why.

“Please present your admission certificate.”

It was Simon’s turn. He presented the letter he had prepared.

The minion checked the letter and the list in his hand, marked it with a quill, and returned it.

“Mr. Simon Polentia. Confirmed.”

“Thank you.”

As Simon, having successfully passed through, was about to board the ship…

“This is wrong!”

A loud protest erupted from the line next to him.

“I’m candidate number one, and you’re saying there isn’t a single spot left?”

“I apologize, but Mr. Lucius is not on the admission list.”

“Damn it, are you going to handle things this way? Contact Kizen! There must be some mistake!”

A small commotion broke out beside him.  Several students boarding the ship murmured.

“It’s an annual event.”

“There are always those who can’t accept the results.”

“Candidate number one?  He’s a bit pitiful.  Heh.”

The students chuckled and boarded the ship.

Crack!

As if foreshadowed, trouble finally erupted. 

The agitated Lucius pushed the minion to the ground.

“I am Lucius Karol, heir to the Earl of the Dresden Kingdom! This is an order. Contact Kizen headquarters immediately!”

“Please leave. Mr. Lucius is not on the admission list.”

The minion repeated the same words in a firm tone. Lucius, his face red with anger, grabbed the minion’s hair.

Murmur. Murmur.

The atmosphere grew tense. 

Students stopped and watched, some even channeling their Jet Black.

Just as Lucius, his eyes bloodshot, raised his right arm…

Grab.

“Stop it.”

Lucius’s head snapped around. 

Simon, who had moved behind him unnoticed, was holding his arm.

“Who are you? Let go of me!”

“…….”

Simon smiled and tightened his grip.

Crack!

“Aaargh!”

Lucius screamed and writhed in pain from the unbelievable force.

There was no way a pampered noble boy could withstand Simon’s strength, honed by years of hard labor on the territory.

Push. Push.

Lucius’s body was gradually forced down until he was kneeling on one knee. 

Finally, his left hand, which was gripping the minion’s hair, loosened its hold, and Simon released his right arm.

Lucius scrambled back, then, his face still red, clutched his wrist and shouted,

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?! Damn it, do you want to die?!”

Swish!

When Simon didn’t respond, Lucius drew the sword from his waist.

The murmuring grew louder as the situation escalated.

“What’s going on here?”

At that moment,

A man approached from the ship.

He had a pale face, like a patient battling illness, hollow cheeks, gray hairs scattered throughout his hair, and yellowish hands.

The students gasped softly when they saw him.

“P-Professor Silage!”

“…Silage is a faculty member! As expected of Kizen.”

Even the arrogant Lucius flinched and backed away as he approached.

Silage slowly surveyed the scene.

A minion lying on the ground with disheveled hair. 

A student who had intervened. 

And a noble shouting about being candidate number one.

Silage looked at Lucius with an indifferent expression.

“Any last words?”
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“D-Don’t be ridiculous! Contact Nephtys right now!  How dare you treat me like this…! ”

Poof.

Lucius vanished from existence.

A few drops of what appeared to be blood splattered onto the ground.

That was all.

Everyone stared, mouths agape, blinking in disbelief.

“There’s no time. All enrollees, board the ship.”

Silage said, turning around with his hands clasped behind his back.

“You too.”

“…….”

Simon nodded silently and headed towards the ship.

The atmosphere among the enrollees was frozen in silence after the incident.  

However, some students, unable to contain their excitement, whispered among themselves.

“That was Hemomancy dark magic!”

“I’m aiming for Curseology, but I was momentarily tempted.”

“First-years can take that professor’s class, right?”

As Simon walked towards the ship, he glanced at Silage. 

Silage was also looking at him.

Their eyes met, and Silage smiled.

“Don’t worry. I didn’t kill him.”

“…Ah, yes.”

As Simon boarded the ship, Silage said,

“Everyone, fasten your seatbelts.”

Silage waved his hand in the air.  

A reddish, bubble-like membrane expanded, enveloping the entire ship.  

Simon watched curiously.

‘How are we going to get to Kizen on this ship?’

The bow was pointed towards the land, not the sea. 

He wondered if they were going in reverse, but then a minion, who had been communicating with someone, reported to Silage.

“Professor, we’ll arrive in five minutes.”

“Guide it as planned.”

The murmuring among the students grew louder. 

A massive spray of water was approaching from the horizon.

Whoosh!

The spray grew larger and larger, and a moment later, an indescribably enormous whale emerged.

“Whoa!”

The whale opened its mouth wide, swallowed the ship whole, and descended into the ocean.

***

The ‘Abyssal Whale,’ an aquatic undead that obeyed Kizen’s commands.

It roamed the world’s oceans, devouring the ports of cities designated by Kizen.

However, once a year, it performed the task of transporting Kizen’s new students, who weren’t permitted to teleport, to the school.  

Simply put, it was Kizen’s high-speed ‘transport.’

Despite being inside a whale’s belly, the interior was quite warm and comfortable. 

Kizen minions residing within the whale boarded the ship, attending to the new students and providing them with food.

The atmosphere soon lightened, and everyone chatted excitedly about their future school life.

“You were amazing earlier.”

Simon was talking to the student next to him.

The green-haired boy with a prominent forehead introduced himself as “Rowen Oscar.” 

He was so sociable that he had already made friends with several people before approaching Simon.

“You know, it was a tense atmosphere, and you ran over there and grabbed his wrist like that!”

“It was nothing special.”

Simon replied nonchalantly, cutting his fish steak.  

The flesh sliced easily, and he drizzled lemon juice over it.

As Rowen chattered and Simon nodded along, Rowen suddenly clapped his hands and asked,

“By the way, what did you take for the entrance exam?”

“Entrance exam?”

Simon tilted his head, puzzled.

“Was there such a thing?”

“Of course! Everyone takes it to enter Kizen! I, for instance, did shape-shifting with Jet Black…”

As Rowen seamlessly transitioned into talking about himself, Simon remained lost in thought.

An exam? He had no recollection of taking any such test.

‘If I mention this carelessly, won’t it cause problems with fairness?’

He had already received an item worth 5,000 gold coins; he couldn’t burden Nephtys any further.

Rowen, having finished his exaggerated heroic tale, asked excitedly,

“What about you?”

“Uh, um… Mine was similar to yours. Jet Black shape-shifting.”

“Oh, what a coincidence!”

“Everyone, take your seats. We’ll be arriving soon.”

Silage’s voice echoed. 

The students, who had been gathered in noisy groups, quickly returned to their seats.

Arriving so soon after departing?  

A wave of nervousness washed over him.  

Simon fastened his seatbelt and straightened his clothes.

Silage, who had come up to the deck, spread the reddish membrane over the ship, just like before, and then the whale’s belly began to fill with water.

“Hold on tight if you don’t want to fall.”

Since Silage said this with a chilling smile, Simon gripped the handle of the seat in front of him with all his might.

Whoosh!

Like a dam bursting, the water, having filled to the brim, erupted with tremendous force. 

The students screamed as the dizzying speed made them feel weightless.

A bright light appeared at the end of the dark tunnel, and the ship shot out of it in an instant.

Whoosh!

They were outside.

Thousands of meters above ground, where the land looked like a toy.  

The ship was riding the water spout propelled by the Abyssal Whale.

The force of the water spout gradually weakened, and the bow pointed downwards. 

The students screamed in terror.

Now, they were falling.

“Gasp!”

Simon clung to the seat in front of him.

The surroundings whizzed past as they plummeted downwards. 

His clothes flapped wildly in the wind.

Scratch.

Silage nicked his index finger with his fingernail. 

A drop of blood was absorbed into the membrane surrounding the ship, and their descent gradually slowed.

When Simon cautiously opened his eyes, the ship was descending slowly, like a hot air balloon.

“Whoa…!”

The students gasped.

Beyond the blue horizon, the sun, painting the world in orange hues, presented a breathtaking sunrise. 

Below the ship, the landscape of ‘Locke Island,’ where Kizen was located, unfolded.

A lush jungle, a smooth expanse of wilderness, a waterfall cascading with fallen leaves, and snow-capped mountains. 

All four seasons could be seen at once on this island.

“Rowen! Wake up!”

“…….”

Of course, most of the students, including Rowen, were still huddled in their seats or retching.

The ship, slowing its descent like a deployed parachute, finally landed safely on the ground.

Sighs of relief erupted from all around. 

Some students immediately ran to nearby trees and vomited.

“Disembark and form four lines.”

After a quick headcount, Silage led the students away.

Kizen was an enormous castle, its scale difficult to comprehend. 

A giant gatekeeper opened the castle gates, and they entered after passing through several layers of security dark magic.

Besides Simon’s group, who had arrived via the Abyssal Whale, there were other enrollees who had arrived through different routes. 

They all looked exhausted, suggesting their journeys were also dynamic.

“We’ll be moving quickly. This way, please!”

Minions waiting inside the castle swiftly guided them. 

The students were immediately led into a nearby building, where they received their uniforms and were separated by gender into changing rooms.

“Please change into your uniforms within five minutes and gather outside.”

Everything here was swift. 

Simon, swept along by the atmosphere, quickly changed into his uniform.

‘Even Kizen’s uniforms are stylish.’

The sleek black pants, tailored to fit perfectly, resembled a suit more than a uniform.  

It fit snugly but didn’t hinder his movements at all.

He put on a white shirt and a reddish tie, then donned a stylish jacket with the Kizen emblem.

He approached the mirror.

‘Wow.’

Was this what a good suit fit felt like?  He looked incredibly dashing in his new attire.

The design was a mix between a uniform and a suit, stylish enough to attend a banquet.

Elated, Simon turned around, admiring his new look.

“Look! The jacket is enchanted!”

“The uniform doubles as combat gear.  They say it’s tougher than most armor.”

Hearing the voices from outside the changing room, Simon ran his hand over the jacket.  

A faint magical power emanated from the fabric, confirming it was indeed enchanted.

Just how expensive was this? It was practically like wearing gold.

“Two minutes until assembly!”

At the minion’s urging, Simon quickly put on his shoes and went outside.

The students, changed into their Kizen suit-uniforms, were admiring themselves in the mirrors with beaming faces.

“Please come out now! We’ll be moving!”

Simon and the male students emerged from the changing room, and the female students emerged from the opposite side.

Both groups paused almost simultaneously, as if on cue. Simon was no exception.

‘…The girls’ uniforms are prettier.’

A stylish black jacket with the Kizen logo, a white blouse and a thin tie peeking from underneath, and a skirt that reached just above the knee.

The female uniform was also a blend of school uniform and suit, tailored to fit each student perfectly. 

It gave them a slightly more mature look.

“Male and female students, please form two lines and proceed to the main auditorium.”

Perhaps because they were all impressed by each other’s appearances, a strange atmosphere flowed between the two groups as they walked to the auditorium.

They stole glances at each other’s attire while walking, quickly averting their gaze when their eyes met.  

Whispers about who was handsome and who was pretty already filled the air.  

Simon thought, so this was what school life felt like.

They descended the stairs and finally entered the main auditorium where the entrance ceremony was being held.  

Many students were already seated, and Simon’s group was among the last to arrive.

“Simon! Is this real? We’re at Kizen! Wow, I can’t believe it!”

Rowen, who had somehow found him again after they separated at the changing rooms, started chattering. 

Simon looked around and asked,

“Are all these people enrollees?”

“Of course! There are 1,000 first-year enrollees!”

Simon’s jaw dropped. It was far more than he had imagined.

“And there are about 300 second-years, and less than half that number of third-years, I heard.”

“…What?”

“You know what that means, right?”

Rowen chuckled darkly.

“Only the top 30% of these 1,000 students can advance to the second year.  That’s how fierce the competition is.”

A survival competition at school?

It didn’t make sense to Simon. 

Just how intense could it be for 700 students to be forced to leave school?

While he was pondering this, the minions directed all the students to their seats.

Rowen quickly scanned the surroundings and began pointing out various individuals to watch out for.

“Serene Aidark!  She enrolled this year, as expected. The official heir of the Ivory Tower.”

In the direction Rowen pointed, Simon saw a girl with platinum blonde hair and a cold demeanor.

“All the promising figures from renowned families are here! Darwin Carradine! Jay Sanders… Wow! Who’s that?”

“Where?”

“Look behind you.”

Simon turned around and saw someone particularly striking.

A massive male student, over three meters tall.  

The unfortunate students sitting behind him were craning their necks with pained expressions.

“Chatel Maer.  A giant hybrid.”

“…He’s big.”

“He’ll probably go for the Magical Combat major. Who can stand up to that physique?”

Rowen shook his head.

“And… Heh.”

Rowen’s lips curled upwards as he looked to the left.  

Not only Rowen, but many others were looking in the same direction.

A girl with black hair and crimson eyes, sitting calmly.

“Without a doubt, she’s the top student this year. Lorain Archbold.”

Simon flinched but nodded nonchalantly.

“I thought she’d be a ‘special admission’ since she’s Lady Nephtys’ only daughter, but I heard she took the entrance exam with decent scores and got in normally.”

“Really?”

“She might not be the valedictorian or salutatorian, but I think everyone knows. She’s the best among this year’s enrollees.”

Simon agreed. 

He had witnessed her skills firsthand, so he knew better than anyone.

Just then, a man’s voice echoed from the podium.

“We will now begin the entrance ceremony!  All students, please rise from your seats.”

A man who appeared to be the emcee proceeded with the event.

As expected of Kizen, the proceedings were brisk, efficient, and to the point.  

The vice-principal’s speech and the administrator’s explanation of the rules were also concise and informative. 

It was quite convenient for the listeners.

The biggest cheers erupted when the faculty members appeared.

Top-class necromancers, like Silage, who were still active in the field. 

They were such prominent figures that even Simon, who was unfamiliar with continental affairs, had heard of them.

The students’ reactions were almost fanatical as their idols appeared before them.

While Rowen beside him was foaming at the mouth and shouting, Simon carefully observed the faculty members.

“Lady Nephtys isn’t here.”

Rowen chuckled at Simon’s murmur.

“Would that great necromancer appear at a mere first-year entrance ceremony? You’ll be lucky to even catch a glimpse of her when you’re a third-year.”

“…Is that so?”

He doubted Rowen would believe him if he said that very person was wandering around Langerstein lost, with ice cream smeared on her face.

“Next, we will have the student representative oath.  All students, please rise from your seats.”

Finally, the last part of the entrance ceremony.  

Simon rose from his seat.

According to Rowen, the student representatives were supposed to be the top male and female students from the first-year class.

“The students whose names are called, please come to the podium.”

The emcee said, unfolding a document.

“Special Admission Number 2. Serene Aidark.”

A huge cheer erupted. 

The girl with platinum blonde hair rose from her seat and walked forward.

Whispers of “Ivory Tower heir” rippled through the crowd.

“And Special Admission Number 1.”

As the emcee spoke again, the murmurs abruptly ceased.

“Simon Polentia.”
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Silence descended upon the auditorium.

‘…Did they just call my name?’

Simon felt his mind go blank.

“Student Simon Polentia. Are you here?”

Simon swallowed hard and rose from his seat. 

The gazes of a thousand peers focused on him.

“Who is he?”

“I have no idea.”

“He’s number one?”

It was his first time in such a crowded place, his first time receiving so much attention.

Simon gulped and walked to the podium, standing next to Serene.

“Phew.”

As Simon exhaled slowly, the emcee approached and patted his shoulder.

“Don’t be nervous. Just read what’s written here.”

“Yes, I understand.”

Serene was looking at him. She nodded, and Simon nodded back.

They both raised their right hands simultaneously.

“We swear.”

“We swear.”

Then, the voices of 998 other students echoed from behind, reciting the same oath.

“We, the incoming students…”

“We, the incoming students…”

Simon’s head spun as he spoke.

He wasn’t sure if he was speaking correctly, or even what he was saying. 

He just followed Serene’s voice, doing his best to read each word clearly.

And so, on the very first day of school,

Simon caught everyone’s attention.

***

“No way! Whoa! You were Special Admission Number 1?”

Rowen exclaimed excitedly as soon as Simon returned to his seat.

Simon tried to explain the situation, but the tight class schedule began, and they had to move to their classroom immediately.

Despite it being the first day of school and the entrance ceremony, there were no breaks. 

The first class started right away.

Simon was assigned to Class A. 

The first semester of the first year was conducted without majors, with a total of 14 classes.

Initially, over 60 students attended each class, but this number often halved later on, and class mergers were common.

Simon didn’t know anyone in Class A.  

Not Lorain, not Rowen, only Cindy Vivace, whom he had met at the bookstore, greeted him with a “Hey! Special Admission Number 1!”

Still, since it was a new class and everyone was awkward, Simon managed to blend in.

‘The first class is Curseology.’

Simon settled into a seat in the back row, took out his textbook, and looked up. 

He saw the students who had been looking back at him quickly turn away.

Simon smiled wryly and pretended not to notice.

Creak!

The classroom door finally opened, and the professor entered.  

A roar of cheers erupted from the students who recognized him.

“Bahil Amagar!”

“Really?”

Some people still pictured necromancers as shadowy figures hiding in the dark, fiddling with corpses.

But that was an outdated image.

Modern necromancers, now mainstream, had a smart, practical, stylish, and trendy image. 

The image of being rigid and conservative was closer to that of priests.

And Bahil was one of the representative figures of this new generation of necromancers.

Dressed in a white suit from head to toe, Bahil boasted model-like proportions.

Not only was he exceptionally handsome, but he was also a star necromancer in his late twenties, belonging to Kizen’s core force, the “Ravens.”

He was an object of absolute admiration for Kizen students.

Bahil smiled and waved in response to the students’ cheers. 

He heard the squeals of several female students.

“Nice to meet you, new students. I’m Bahil Amagar, and I’ll be in charge of your first-year Curseology class this year.”

Another round of cheers erupted.  

Bahil expertly calmed the students down with a raised hand, then placed his felt fedora on the lectern.

“Shall we take attendance? Since this is the first time you’re all meeting each other, please give a brief self-introduction when your name is called.”

Bahil called out names from the attendance book.

“Jamie Victoria.”

“Yes! It’s an honor, Professor! I also want to follow in your footsteps…!”

Bahil extended his hand to stop Jamie and winked playfully.

“You’re supposed to introduce yourself to your classmates, not to me. Again.”

Chuckles rippled through the classroom.  

Jamie Victoria blushed and said she looked forward to spending the semester with everyone.

After Jamie’s smooth start, everyone gave simple introductions, expressing their hopes for a good semester.

Simon, knowing it wouldn’t be wise to stand out any further in this situation, kept his introduction brief.

Some students appealed to their classmates in preparation for group projects, while others introduced themselves with an air of superiority.

“There are many students with unique personalities. Good.”

Bahil put down the attendance book, rolled up his sleeves, and approached the blackboard.

“Then, let’s begin the class.”

Tap. Tap, tap.

He wrote the two words “Curseology” in large letters on the board. 

He pressed so hard when writing the last character that the chalk broke and flew off.

Bahil picked up a new piece of chalk, seemingly unfazed.

“Let’s start with a fundamental question. Why should we learn Curseology?”

Bahil had a captivating presence from the very first word.  

All the students leaned forward, focusing intently as if they didn’t want to miss a single word.

“Can anyone define a curse?”

A bespectacled female student sitting right in front of Simon raised her hand.

“Claudia Menzies! A curse is dark magic that weakens the opponent while maintaining one’s own strength!”

“Excellent, Claudia.”

The female student blushed at Bahil’s praise.

“However, simply saying it ‘weakens’ the opponent might not resonate with some students.  Alright, let’s assume we have two knights of equal skill.”

Bahil held the chalk like a sword.

“The two knights clash swords and begin a fierce battle. They deplete each other’s stamina, waiting for a mistake or an opening.”

Bahil wrote “Exhaust” on the board.

“After twenty exchanges, neither opponent has fallen.  Then, one knight, with a roar, glares at his opponent with murderous intent.  The other knight flinches involuntarily, his face pale with fear.”

Bahil wrote “Pressure” on the board.

“Finally, a sword grazes the opponent’s shoulder. The opponent starts bleeding, their movements faltering.  One knight gradually gains the upper hand!”

Bahil wrote “Bleeding” on the board.

As the duel between the two knights progressed, more and more words appeared on the board.

All of these words were types of necromancer curses.

The students were on the edge of their seats, and Bahil’s voice reached a crescendo.

“And finally!  The knight decapitates his opponent!”

Bahil lowered his arm holding the chalk, and a deathly silence filled the classroom.

After silently surveying the students, Bahil grinned and wrote the spell “Doom” on the board.

Gasps of admiration erupted from the students.

“Do you understand now? Even the most primal and savage human combat, a simple clash of weapons, is nothing more than a series of steps to weaken the opponent and achieve victory.”

Bahil picked up a new piece of chalk.

“Now, let’s look at a modern necromancer battle.”

He drew a stick figure on the board.

“How does a necromancer defeat this opponent?”

Bahil circled all the curse words he had written so far, then drew a line connecting them to the stick figure.

“Victory.”

“Ah…!”

“Among the various dark magic spells, curses have a simple structure and can be deployed quickly.  They’re efficient enough to completely disrupt the opponent with minimal effort.”

Bahil winked at the male student sitting in the front row and, with a flick of his wrist, cast an exhaustion curse at an incredible speed.

“Gasp!”

The male student slumped in his seat, unable to move, his eyes darting around.

Bahil approached him leisurely.

“This is…”

He then drew the magic sword from the student’s bag and pretended to strike his neck.

“…a modern necromancer battle.”

Oooh!

The excited students jumped to their feet and cheered.

Bahil smiled, bowed in response, and then lifted the curse from the student.

“I don’t know what majors you’ll choose, but I dare say that at least 80% of you will be in my class again in the second semester.  Curses are a highly versatile field of study. While utilizing your specialties, steadily inflict curses on your opponent whenever you have the chance. That will be the most efficient way to secure victory.”

He walked back to the podium.

“Now, let’s talk about something you might find interesting.”

He wrote a new word below “Curseology” on the board.

“Personally, I believe Curseology is the core of modern necromancy.  The reason is…”

He wrote “Priest” on the board.

“…because it is the most effective means of dealing with our main enemy.”

He brought up a sensitive topic right in the first class. 

A strong competitive spirit immediately arose in the students’ eyes.

“Now, let me ask you this. Necromancers have ‘curses,’ while priests have ‘blessings.’ The difference between weakening and strengthening magic.  And here’s the thing…”

Bahil smiled.

“Can anyone explain why curses are superior to blessings?”

The classroom fell silent.

As the students exchanged glances, someone raised their hand.  

It was Jamie Victoria, the first student called during attendance.

Bahil smiled and nodded.

“Jamie Victoria.  Curses have an advantage over blessings in casting speed!  You can stack weakening effects faster on the same target!”

“An interesting point.”

Bahil crossed his arms.

“But incorrect.  When considering casting speed alone, the consensus among scholars is that priest blessings are slightly faster than curses, which need to overcome the target’s ‘resistance.'”

Jamie bit her lip in disappointment and sat down.

“Any other opinions?”

Then, someone raised their arm.

A tall, well-built male student with a strong jawline, thick eyebrows, and sharp eyes.

“Hector Moore.”

“Tell me.”

“Very few people train themselves while in a weakened state.”

It was an enigmatic answer, but a deep smile spread across Bahil’s face.

“Student. What was your name again?”

“Hector Moore.”

“I’ll remember that.”

Ooh!

Envious murmurs rippled through the classroom.

There were a thousand new students. 

Since catching the professor’s eye increased their chances of survival, having their name remembered was a huge advantage.

“Hector is right. This is because weakening magic cannot be countered through training.”

He surveyed the students.

“Everyone trains assuming they are in peak condition. The measure of one’s skill is how well they can perform when all circumstances are within their control.”

The students nodded in agreement.

“Humans are more delicate creatures than they appear, and can be disrupted by the smallest changes.  Simply severing the arm of an archer aiming at you isn’t the only solution. Obstructing their vision with conjunctivitis, inducing motion sickness, confusing their sense of distance, or distracting them with other objects can all cause an arrow that should have hit its mark to miss.”

Bahil smiled.

“Necromancers possess various means of deteriorating an enemy’s condition. But think about it.  When you’re exhausted or suffering from excruciating stomach pain, how many people train to counter curses? They’d rather just take a day off.”

Chuckles rippled through the classroom.

“So remember.  We should focus on finding ways to weaken our opponents rather than strengthening ourselves.”

The students nodded, their quills scribbling away. 

They started taking notes, sensing this was something that might appear on the exam.

“Now, let’s have some hands-on experience with curse magic.”

Simon, who had been diligently taking notes, suddenly looked up.

‘What?  We’re learning dark magic in the first class?’
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Bahil’s assistants appeared and provided each student with a practice set.

On the right was a sand-filled tray with a cactus-like plant, and on the left was a “magic circle frame” resembling a mold.  

It was a magic circle correction tool for novice necromancers.

“It’s embarrassing for a Kizen student to use a correction tool, but it can’t be helped for the first class,”

Bahil said.

“While it’s okay to get a feel for it, relying too much on the correction tool can lead to bad habits, so be careful. Now! Let’s start practicing the exhaustion curse, ‘Exhaust!'”

Bahil kindly explained how to use the correction tool, and Simon followed his instructions.

He gripped the two handles on the correction tool and channeled his Jet Black into them.

The Jet Black flowed through the frame of the correction tool, gradually forming the shape of a magic circle.

“The key is how perfectly you can create the main rune.”

‘Runes’ were essentially characters with magical power.  

By drawing these characters using Jet Black, one could produce magical effects.

Simon focused intently on drawing the main rune and then wrote the activation formula around the circle’s perimeter.

Of course, since he was using a frame, he could draw the magic circle even without understanding its structure.

“Now, those who have finished, try levitating your magic circle.”

Simon gulped and attempted to raise the completed magic circle. 

The dark blue Jet Black magic circle detached from the frame and floated in the air.

‘Wow!’

A real magic circle. 

He had created the same technique his father, Richard, occasionally used!

He wondered if this would actually activate dark magic, but he couldn’t help but feel excited.

Looking around, he saw about half the students in the class had levitated their magic circles.

‘Ah!’

While he was momentarily distracted, one side of Simon’s magic circle liquefied and dripped down.

“I see some students whose magic circles are collapsing,”

Bahil said, as if expecting this.

“This happens when the Jet Black isn’t properly refined or the binding force of the magic circle is weak. Try again.”

Simon gritted his teeth and started over.

“And those who can maintain their magic circles in the air, let’s move on to practical application! Use the curse on the plant in front of your desk!”

The successful students took deep breaths and activated their magic circles simultaneously.

Whoosh!

Black gas shot out from the magic circles, heading towards the cactus-like plants.

Half of the plants remained unchanged, while the other half wilted.

“Congratulations. If there’s a noticeable change in the plant, your magic circle worked correctly.”

“Yes!”

The male student next to Simon pumped his fist.

Simon swallowed his envy and resumed working on his magic circle.

“We’re already seeing a difference. Those who succeeded, practice repeatedly to increase your completion speed.  Those who think they’re fast enough, try creating the magic circle directly in the air without the correction tool.”

Time passed quickly, and Simon experienced his fourth failure.

Creating the magic circle wasn’t the problem; when he levitated it, it turned into a wobbly mess and fell to the ground.

‘What’s wrong?’

Simon grew anxious as more and more students succeeded.

Of course, Kizen was where the continent’s top talents gathered, and most students had prior learning.

It was natural for Simon, who was encountering dark magic for the first time, to struggle, but such rationalization didn’t exist in Simon’s mind.

Why did he fail?

– Your Jet Black still has the properties of mana. The flickering like flames means it hasn’t transitioned from its gaseous state.

– You need to learn how to use your Core more effectively.

The moment he recalled Nephtys and Lorain’s voices from Langerstein, Simon removed his hands from the correction tool’s handles.  

He closed his eyes and focused on the mana within his body.

‘Back to basics.’

He drew mana into his body through his breath and moved it to the Core below his heart.

So far, so good.  

Instead of channeling the mana through the Core immediately, Simon gathered as much as possible in front of it.

‘Ugh!’

A tingling pain shot through his chest, but he gritted his teeth and endured.  

Then, he forced the compressed mana into his Core all at once.

By forcefully injecting a large amount of mana at once, the Jet Black that flowed out from the Core became denser.  

It was a makeshift solution Simon came up with since he hadn’t learned how to utilize the Core properly.

‘Here we go!’

Simon opened his eyes wide and gripped the correction tool’s handles.

The purified Jet Black filled the frame faster than before.  

He quickly finished drawing the rune and formula and levitated the magic circle.

‘I did it!’

It wasn’t collapsing anymore.

Simon moved the magic circle, aiming it at the plant in the sand tray. 

He wanted to succeed in one shot when he felt the right moment.

‘Exhaust!’

He activated the magic circle, and gray smoke shot out from the center of the rune, hitting the plant directly.

With bated breath, Simon observed the plant.

Droop.

The stiff plant wilted.

‘I did it!’

Simon pumped his fist.  

A thrill ran down his spine. He was so overjoyed that he almost shouted in the middle of the classroom.

This was the first dark magic spell Simon had ever cast.

“Alright, that’s enough.”

Bahil clapped his hands.

“Those who haven’t succeeded yet, please practice when you return to your dormitories.”

Groans of disappointment echoed through the classroom.  

Bahil returned to the podium and picked up the attendance book.

“Now!  For the remaining time, we’ll have a practical exercise using the magic we learned today.  The student whose name I call, please come forward.”

A tense atmosphere suddenly filled the classroom. 

The students avoided Bahil’s gaze or pretended to be busy with something else.

Bahil smiled and looked at the attendance book.

“Oh, Special Admission Number 1 is in this class?”

The students turned around in unison.

“Simon Polentia.  Come forward.”

“…Yes.”

He had a bad feeling about this.

Simon composed himself as he walked to the podium.

He had succeeded in the end, so there was no need to be nervous.  

He just had to do what he had done before.

“Now, who would be a good opponent for our excellent Special Admission Number 1?”

The students flinched and avoided Bahil’s gaze.  

Bahil, amused by their reactions, grinned and flipped through the attendance book.

“There are two students with impressive entrance exam scores.”

Bahil pondered for a moment, deciding between the two.

“Hector Moore.  Come forward.”

“Yes.”

It was the large male student Bahil had said he would remember.  

Hector rose and walked to the podium.

The two stood facing each other on the podium.

Simon gulped.  

Seeing Hector up close like this made him seem even larger.

“I’ll explain the rules.”

The assistants placed stand-up desks in front of Simon and Hector. 

On top of them were the Exhaust correction tools they had used during class.

“The only spell allowed is Exhaust.  Cast Exhaust and use it on your opponent! The first one whose knee or buttocks touch the ground loses.”

Simple rules.

Simon steeled his resolve.  

Since he was standing in front of everyone, he wanted to win.

“Professor,”

Hector raised his hand.

“Yes, what is it?”

“I’ll compete without using the correction tool.”

Ooh!

Whistles echoed through the classroom.  

The tension eased, and the students were ready to enjoy the match.

“An excellent mindset.”

Earlier in the class, Bahil had implied his disapproval of using the correction tool.  

Hector, having noticed this, had made a proposal that appealed to Bahil while showcasing his skill and confidence.

Despite his rough, bear-like appearance, he was quite astute.

Bahil turned to Simon.

“What about you, Simon?”

Simon’s lips were dry. 

Everyone in the classroom was looking at him expectantly.

Honestly, it was difficult to refuse the proposal in this atmosphere, but…

“I’ll use the correction tool.”

It was better to face reality than to indulge in childish pride.

It would be worse to accept the proposal and then be humiliated by failing to cast Exhaust even once.

Bahil smiled wryly and looked at Hector, who replied as if expecting this.

“I have no intention of retracting my statement.”

“Very well.”

Hector had seized control of the atmosphere.

The petty Special Admission Number 1 versus the straightforward and confident Hector.

It was obvious who everyone would be rooting for.

“Begin when I give the signal.  I expect a good match from both of you in front of your classmates.”

Hector lowered his stance, and Simon gripped the handles of the correction tool.

“Begin!”

Simon channeled the Jet Black he had prepared into the correction tool.  

The Jet Black quickly spread, filling the magic circle frame.

‘I can do this!’

Perhaps due to nervousness, the Jet Black wasn’t flowing as smoothly as during practice, but he patiently waited for the magic circle to complete.

The main rune in the center of the magic circle was drawn, and he was about to connect the detailed formulas when…

“……!”

His body suddenly felt heavy, and his legs trembled.

‘No way!’

Simon looked up. 

Hector, having already completed his first spell, was grinning triumphantly.

“Oooh!”

“Good job, Hector!”

“He’s really fast.”

Hector, riding his momentum, immediately prepared his second spell, while Simon gritted his teeth, trying to maintain his pace.

‘Even just one hit makes me feel so heavy!’

Cold sweat trickled down his back, and his legs trembled.

Simon could feel firsthand why curses were so threatening and why they were such an efficient means of attack.

‘It’s complete.  Now to levitate it!’

The moment Simon levitated the completed magic circle from the correction tool, one side of the circle collapsed like pudding.

Ugh.

Groans of disappointment rippled through the audience.

Even if he could activate it now, the damaged formula would render it ineffective. 

Simon discarded it without hesitation and started preparing a new magic circle.

‘Ugh!’

Hector’s second Exhaust struck.  

Simon felt his stamina drain, and his body grew heavier.

This was terrible.  

He could barely stand, let alone focus on casting.

His concentration wavered.

The match was one-sided.

Hector mercilessly unleashed his third, fourth, and fifth Exhaust spells.  

Simon’s knees trembled, threatening to buckle.

The students, initially excited by Hector’s relentless assault, now looked at Simon with pity.

‘It’s over. He’s no match.’

‘He can’t even land a single hit?’

‘Is he really Special Admission Number 1?’

Simon, his condition and concentration severely depleted, failed to construct a magic circle twice in a row.

Hector, unleashing his sixth Exhaust on Simon, said,

“Give up.  It’s pathetic.”

Simon gritted his teeth and forced his legs to stay steady.

He absolutely, positively wouldn’t back down like this.

‘Again!’

His third attempt followed immediately.  

Hector sighed and prepared his seventh Exhaust.

‘…Hmm.’

Bahil watched the two students’ battle with his arms crossed.

That boy, Hector, was definitely something special.  

Setting aside his talent for Curseology, he had the mindset of a true student.

He was the type who would survive until the third year. 

Bahil decided he would definitely recruit him.

‘On the other hand, Special Admission Number 1…’

Frankly, he was terrible. 

Prior learning was a given for Kizen students, and some even had practical combat experience.

Yet, this Special Admission Number 1 student lacked basic skills.

As if he was learning dark magic for the first time.

‘Why did Lady Nephtys choose this boy as Special Admission Number 1?’

Special Admissions 1, 2, 3, and 4, who skipped the notoriously difficult entrance exam and were formally invited to Kizen, were all exceptional talents.

Among them, the selection of the “top” Special Admission Number 1 was the sole prerogative of Nephtys, Kizen’s ruler and headmaster, and they had all grown into remarkable figures.

But this student, handpicked by Nephtys, showed no promise.

His only notable trait was his stamina.

Most students would collapse after four Exhaust spells. 

Yet, Simon was still standing after being hit by nine.

He had innate stamina.  

He must have trained his body regularly. 

And judging by how he was still clinging to magic despite struggling to stand, his mental fortitude was also considerable.

But that was all.  

Professor Hongpeng of Magical Combat might be salivating, but Bahil wasn’t impressed.

“Grunt!”

Simon, with wide eyes, levitated his fourth magic circle onto the frame.  

This time, it was properly formed and didn’t collapse in mid-air.

Simon immediately activated the spell. Gray gas shot out and struck Hector.

“……!”

Hector, who was preparing a spell, stumbled.  

His knees buckled momentarily, and he almost lost his balance, but he managed to steady himself by placing his hand on the ground.

‘It finally worked!’

Simon pumped his fist.  For the first time, a look of surprise appeared on Hector’s face.

‘What the… Why is this so heavy?’

Hector had experienced Exhaust through prior learning.

But was this curse always this potent?  

He was almost taken down by a single hit.

Still, the score was 9:1.  

He undoubtedly had the upper hand.

However, having allowed Simon to land a hit, Hector felt an inexplicable anxiety.  

His opponent, clinging to him like a leech, was incredibly irritating.

‘Just fall already!’

Hector focused all his energy and activated his tenth magic circle, which he had levitated in the air.

Thud.

Finally, Simon, having endured ten Exhaust spells, dropped to one knee.

“That’s enough, we have a winner,”

Bahil stepped forward and said.

“The winner is Hector Moore.”

Applause erupted from the students.

Hector wiped the sweat from his forehead and looked around.

He saw Simon, drenched in sweat, slumped on the ground.

‘…….’

He didn’t feel like he had won at all.

When he landed his first Exhaust, Hector knew his opponent was a beginner.

Someone who had never learned dark magic.  

The match should have ended there.

It should have, but…

He just wouldn’t go down.

Even after being hit by nine Exhaust spells, his legs trembling precariously, he managed to complete a spell and land a hit.

‘…What a tenacious bastard.’

Before he grew any stronger.

Before he became unstoppable.

Wouldn’t it be best to crush him while he still could?

Hector seriously considered it.

“Good work, Simon.  You can go back to your seat.”

Bahil snapped his fingers, and the ten stacks of Exhaust curses on Simon were lifted.

The curse was gone, but the exhaustion from enduring it remained.  

He could smell his own sweat.

Still.

‘Phew.’

He had no regrets.  Simon rose to his feet, feeling relieved.

‘That was fun.’

He was glad he came to this school.

“Alright, that’s all for today’s class.”

Bahil immediately dismissed the class.

The students streamed out of the classroom like a receding tide, and Bahil sat down in a chair, leaning back.  

He closed his eyes and remained still, as if meditating.

“P-Professor,”

A female student, after hesitating for a moment, approached Bahil.

“I have a question about the class…”

“Just a moment.”

Bahil opened his palm without opening his eyes.

“Come to my office after all classes are over.  I’ll answer all your questions then.”

“R-Really? T-Thank you so much!”

What a stroke of luck.

The female student, practically squealing with delight at being invited to Bahil’s office, ran out of the classroom.

Bahil watched her retreating figure with narrowed eyes.

‘I need to control myself.’

He almost cursed out loud.

This feeling.

This afterglow.

He didn’t want to waste this moment on such a trivial matter.

Bahil closed his eyes again and savored the memories of the class.

‘…Simon Polentia.’

He was thinking about Simon.

At first, he thought Simon was just a kid with good stamina, but that wasn’t the case.

Probably every student in the class thought Simon was unilaterally crushed 10:1.

But that last Exhaust he landed on Hector.

To a professor’s eye, trained to discern a student’s talent and potential, that single Exhaust cast by Simon was several times, no, dozens of times more valuable than the ten Exhausts Hector had cast.

Simon’s Exhaust replayed in his mind over and over.

‘He’s amazing!’

Bahil grinned widely.

‘I have to get that genius into the Curseology major, no matter what!’

Bahil’s hidden desires began to stir.
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The following classes were also a series of trials.

The second period was Divine Defense, and the third was Hemomancy.  

In each class, the professors called Simon, the Special Admission Number 1, to the podium for a test.

It was an annual event.  

Competition was fierce at Kizen, not only among students but also among professors.

Professors with poor performance were dismissed even mid-semester. 

Their salaries fluctuated based on their results, as did their influence within Kizen.

Therefore, professors tried to secure as many major students as possible, especially the outstanding ones, whom they tried to recruit as direct disciples.

As part of this effort, they tested the abilities of the top students in the first class, and it was natural for Simon, as Special Admission Number 1, to be called to the podium.

In both classes, Simon had to face a female student named “Meilyn Villenne.”

She was the top student in Class A, and one of the highest-ranking students among all first-years. 

In terms of written exams, she was practically the top student in the entire school.

There was no way Simon, who had just begun learning dark magic, could win against her. 

While he managed to land a hit against Hector, he couldn’t even put up a fight against Meilyn.

The professors tilted their heads at this unexpected situation, and the students in Class A finally realized Simon was a beginner.

‘Ugh…’

He had endured three classes without a break.  

Fortunately, the next class ended a little early, giving him some time to rest.

Simon slumped face down on an empty table in the cafeteria.

‘The classes are interesting, but they’re incredibly tough.’

He hadn’t realized school could be this exhausting.  

The fight with Hector had taken a lot out of him.

Simon groaned and rested his head on his arm.

“Hello.”

As he was catching his breath, someone spoke to him.

He looked up and saw a short-haired blonde male student with sunglasses perched on his forehead, grinning.

“I’m in Class A with you.  I’m Rick Hayward.”

“…Simon Polentia.”

They shook hands briefly.

“You’re already famous.  I hear your name being mentioned in other classes.”

Simon shrugged.

“Probably because the Special Admission Number 1 bubble is about to burst.”

“Hahaha!”

Rick laughed heartily and plopped down in the seat across from Simon.

“Actually, you’re the normal one. It’s only the first day of school, and everyone’s making such a fuss.”

“Thanks for saying that.”

Rick clasped his hands together, his expression turning slightly serious.

“You know, Hector is already forming his own faction.”

“…Faction?”

“He made quite an impression in the first class. It’s natural for people to flock to him.  He’s also the eldest son of an influential family, so he’s popular among the noble students.”

Simon rested his chin on his hand, looking sullen.

“I’m not interested.”

“Hey, hey, listen. ‘Politics’ are important at Kizen! What do you think will happen if Class A falls completely under Hector’s control?  If Hector targets someone, that’s the end for them.  You’ll have trouble even finding group members for projects.”

That changed things.  Simon sat up straight.

“You seem to have a good grasp of the situation. Why aren’t you with Hector, then?”

Simon’s pointed question seemed to hit a nerve, as Rick’s expression faltered.

‘He’s sharper than he looks.’

Rick chuckled awkwardly and scratched his head.

“Actually, I’m a commoner. From a merchant family.”

He stood up and bowed deeply in a formal manner.

“I apologize if a commoner like myself has been disrespectful, My Lord.”

“…Don’t do that. I heard everyone’s equal as first-years at Kizen.”

Rick smiled in satisfaction and sat back down.

“That’s true, but there are some who insist on flaunting their noble status.”

“At least I don’t.”

“Good to know.  Actually, I have a proposition for you.”

Rick extended his hand.

“Join my faction, Simon.”

“…?”

“Whether your skills are lacking or you’re called a bubble, the fact remains that you’re Special Admission Number 1.  Things like prior learning progress might seem significant now, but they’ll eventually even out. Lady Nephtys must have brought you in as a special admission for a reason. You have value.”

Simon smiled.

“Forget about factions and all that.”

“…?”

Simon extended his hand towards Rick’s outstretched hand.

“How about just being friends, as equals?”

Rick chuckled.

“…Wow, that sounds incredibly cheesy.”

He never thought there would still be someone at Kizen who wanted to be friends, not “allies” or part of a “faction.”

Honestly, it was corny.

Cringeworthy, even.

Nevertheless, amidst the calculating individuals, Simon’s approach felt refreshingly different.

Rick reached out and grasped Simon’s hand firmly.

“I suppose a bit of sentimentality isn’t bad once in a while.”

“…Haha.”

For Simon, befriending a student who was knowledgeable about Kizen and had political savvy wasn’t a bad idea either.

After their brief handshake, they stood up. It was time to head to the next class.

“What’s the next class again?”

“Hold on.”

Rick took out a notebook from his pocket and opened it.

“Ah, Summoning.”

A spark ignited in Simon’s eyes.

***

Simon and Rick arrived at the classroom on time.

Unlike the awkward atmosphere of the first class, the students were now chatting with their new friends, and the mood was much more relaxed.

As Rick had said, four male students were gathered around Hector, laughing and talking boisterously. 

When Simon passed by, they snickered.

“Oh, look, it’s Mr. Special Admission Number 1.”

“The biggest bubble in Kizen’s history.”

“Does it make sense that this guy beat Serene, Chatel, and Lorain?”

They were mocking him, but Hector, at the center of the group, remained silent. 

He simply glanced at Simon before turning away.

“Don’t mind them, Simon,”

Rick said.

“There’s no need to listen to those windbags.”

Simon sat down impassively and took out his Summoning textbook from his bag.

“I’m looking forward to this.”

“…Huh?”

“The Summoning class.”

Simon’s eyes were shining.  He didn’t seem bothered by their taunts at all.

Rick chuckled.

‘He really is different.’

A moment later, the bell rang, signaling the start of class. 

The students hurried back to their seats.

Shuffle. Shuffle.

The sound of shuffling feet came from outside the classroom.

All the professors they had seen so far, including Bahil Amagar from Curseology, were incredibly impressive.  

The students waited with anticipation, wondering who would enter.

Click.

The classroom door finally opened, and a man in his early thirties entered.

He had messy hair, as if he had just woken up, a scruffy beard, a loose shirt and shorts, and worn-out slippers.

Simon wondered if a random neighborhood uncle had wandered into the wrong classroom.

The other students felt the same way.  

After seeing the neat and smart attire of the previous professors, this was a bit of a shock.

The professor shuffled to the lectern in his slippers.

“I’m Aaron Deia, and I’ll be teaching Summoning this semester.”

His languid voice echoed through the classroom.

Aaron walked to the blackboard and slowly wrote the word “Summoning.”

He had one hand in his pocket and was writing with the other. 

His back exuded an air of utter indifference, but some female students whispered excitedly, as if finding it cool.

“Summoning is the root of necromancy, its very history.  Scholars may try to deny it, but it’s hard to dispute that our origins lie with gravediggers, tomb robbers, and necrophiles.”

Aaron chuckled darkly and put down the chalk.

“Anyway, if you have ears, you’ve probably heard various things about Summoning.  That it’s outdated, that it’s undervalued, that it’s difficult to learn and has too many handicaps.”

Some students nodded in agreement.

“All those prejudices you’ve heard…”

Simon felt his heart begin to race.  The other students gulped, waiting for Aaron’s next words.

“…are mostly true.”

“…?!”

Simon couldn’t believe his ears.

What did this Summoning professor just say?

Aaron continued his explanation in his languid voice.

“In the classes you’ve attended so far, I imagine you’ve heard about how great our majors are, why you should take them. I personally disagree.  We should clearly explain both the advantages and disadvantages so that students can make informed choices.”

Aaron walked back to the blackboard and picked up a piece of chalk. The students picked up their quills, ready to take notes.

“The first disadvantage of Summoning.”

Simon smiled wryly.

He was starting with the disadvantages?

“Summoning is expensive.”

Aaron wrote the words on the board and turned to face the students.

“I’m not kidding.  However much you imagine, Summoning requires even more materials.”

A sudden silence fell over the classroom.

“The material costs for Summoning alone can exceed the combined costs of all other subjects.  Of course. Are you going to kill your classmates, raid villages, and hunt down animals every time you need to create a skeleton or a zombie? No. These days, necromancers use skeleton sets or specially treated corpses that can be directly turned into zombies.  Moreover, most of these undead are disposable.”

The expressions of some students darkened, especially the commoners.

“There are many cases where the cost of materials consumed in battle exceeds the reward for the mission.  If you’re planning to major in Summoning, give up on making money. And second…”

Aaron wrote the next words.

“Heavy reliance on summons.  Well, this is also obvious. Summoning is about fighting with summons.”

Aaron raised his chalk-holding arm and circled the word “reliance” several times.

“If the summons are destroyed, the summoner’s combat power decreases by more than 80%.”

“…….”

“Especially these days, many summoners use customized, semi-permanent undead rather than disposable ones. But what happens if these undead are destroyed in battle?”

Aaron smirked.

“Imagine yourself twiddling your thumbs after losing your summons, while your classmates are spreading out maps and diligently discussing tactics in a real battle.”

Simon was increasingly dumbfounded.

He was going this far?  Was this guy really a Summoning professor?

“And this reliance is directly related to the first disadvantage.”

Aaron drew a line connecting the circled “reliance” to “expensive.”

“Losing their main summons deals a critical blow to a summoner, both in terms of combat power and finances. They’ll have to spend a long time saving money to restore their strength.”

A heavy silence settled over the classroom.

“And finally, the third.”

Aaron wrote the words on the board and grinned.

“This is the most important.”
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“The third disadvantage: Summoning is weak against priests.”

Even Simon couldn’t help but widen his eyes at this.

Conflicts with priests were the most sensitive issue for students these days, and every professor so far had emphasized the advantages of their subject in this regard.

But Aaron was the opposite.

“While I’ve phrased it this way, to be more precise, Summoning isn’t suited for modern warfare itself.”

“…….”

“The time when Summoning truly shines is in ‘all-out war.’ In large-scale battles where tens of thousands clash, summoners finally gain access to an unlimited supply of materials for summoning undead. However, with the current ceasefire agreement, battles are localized skirmishes against priests on missions.  It’s an unavoidable trend of the times that cursecasters and necromancers, who can strike quickly and cleanly without leaving a trace, are in vogue.”

Even as he declared his own specialization outdated, Aaron’s expression remained impassive.

“And it’s also true that summoning magic is weak against priests. Imagine your undead army, created with so much money and effort, crumbling with a single divine spell from a priest.  It’s simply a disadvantageous matchup.”

Aaron put down the chalk and looked at the students.

“There are countless other disadvantages I haven’t mentioned, but the judgment is yours.”

Then, someone raised their hand.

It was the same student who had spoken up first in Curseology class.

“Jamie Victoria! I’m curious about the advantages of Summoning!”

“…….”

Other professors would have been grateful for a student trying to highlight the positives, but not Aaron.

“I don’t recall allowing questions yet.”

Jamie felt a shiver run down her spine. 

The other students, who had been relaxed, straightened up, suddenly alert.

Despite his shabby appearance, Aaron was a first-rate necromancer, a professor at Kizen.

“I-I apologize!”

Jamie bowed her head.

However, as a professor, Aaron had an obligation to answer his student’s question.

He clicked his tongue and spoke.

“The strength of Summoning is numbers.  Aside from fighting alone, you can receive assistance from summons, allowing for diverse tactical deployments even for a solo necromancer. Does that answer your question?”

“Yes!”

Aaron crossed his arms.

“Whether you continue with Summoning in the second semester or choose it as your major is your choice.  But remember this one thing.”

Aaron’s voice became serious.  

He seemed like a completely different person from the one who had been conducting the class so casually.

“Don’t even set foot in this field if you’re not prepared.”

Aaron was truly different from other professors.

“Don’t even think about majoring in this field with a soft mindset, whining, complaining, wallowing in self-pity, and eventually coming to me for major counseling after your second year, saying you have money problems or whatever.”

There seemed to be a certain edge to Aaron’s voice.

Even Aaron’s assistants, standing behind him, sighed quietly.

“Especially if any of you are choosing Summoning as a survival tactic because of its low competition rate, I’ll personally expel you. That’s all.”

He even declared war on the students.

“…Now, let’s begin the class.”

Aaron’s voice returned to its languid tone. 

As he gestured, his assistants quickly moved around the classroom, placing skeleton sets on each student’s desk.

Simon, relieved, looked at the skeleton set on his desk.

Bone fragments neatly arranged in a box.  

Upon closer inspection, he saw that the bones were numbered.

“What you have received are the bones of an ‘Island Ratman.’ It has a skeletal structure similar to a human’s, but it’s simpler and cheaper.  Most beginners in Summoning start with this one.”

A Summoning assistant attached a sheet of paper to the blackboard with a detailed diagram of the Island Ratman’s skeletal structure and the corresponding numbers.

“Let’s begin. Take out the number 1 skull.”

Simon and the other students nervously lifted the skulls and placed them on their tables.

Some female students winced slightly at the gruesome sight, but that was all.  

As expected of Kizen students, there was no hesitation in their movements.

“The skull is pre-assembled.  There’s a space at the bottom where you can insert your hand, and inside the skull is a magic circle correction frame. Insert your hand and construct the magic circle.”

It was true. 

The structure was similar to the magic circle correction tool from the first Curseology class, but this one was carved directly into the skull.

Simon channeled his Jet Black, letting it flow into the magic circle correction frame.

‘Good.’

He was getting used to using the correction tool.

“And when the magic circle is complete…”

“Screams!”

“Shrieks!”

Screams erupted from all directions.

The moment the magic circle was completed, the skull suddenly came alive, its jaw clacking against its palate.

Students dropped the skulls in surprise, some even falling out of their chairs. 

Even Rick, sitting next to him, was clutching his chest and panting.

“I was about to say, ‘Don’t be surprised when the undead activates once the magic circle is complete,’ but I was a little late.”

Aaron chuckled.

Some students glared at him resentfully, but none dared to complain.

Meanwhile, Simon also completed the magic circle in the skull. 

The skull, as if alive, clattered around on the desk.

“Stay still.”

Simon grabbed the skull as it was about to fall off the desk and placed it back down.  

As if understanding his words, the undead became still.

“…Simon, have you handled these things a lot?”

Rick, sitting next to him, looked disgusted, as if he didn’t even want to touch the undead.

Simon shrugged. 

His father was a necromancer, so it wasn’t uncommon for skeletons to be roaming around their house.

“Get used to it. You’re necromancers.”

Aaron continued, putting his hands in his pockets.

“And the magic circle you just activated essentially completes the undead.  Of course, it can’t move without a body.  Now it’s your turn to create the skeleton’s body.”

Aaron tapped the diagram of the Island Ratman’s skeletal structure on the blackboard.

“As necromancers, you must be perfectly familiar with the skeletal structure of the creatures that will become your summons.  While humans typically have 206 bones, the Island Ratman has only 53, so it’s much easier. First, find the number 2 cervical vertebra.”

The students rummaged through their skeleton sets.  

Simon quickly found the bone marked “2.”

“Now, connect bone number 2 to the skull.”

Simon tilted his head.

There were no tools for attaching them. How was he supposed to connect them?

Hesitantly, he brought the number 2 bone close to the skull.

As if drawn by a magnetic force, the bone in his hand trembled, trying to attach itself.  

Simon loosened his grip slightly, and the bone clicked into place with a ‘snap’.

‘Oh, that’s interesting.’

Simon blinked.

“Again, by activating the magic circle, you’ve completed the entire spell that animates the skeleton. And the skeleton has the property of trying to return to its previous form.”

Aaron turned back to the bone diagram.

“Next is bone number 3.”

Simon placed the skull on the desk and carefully connected the bones according to their numbers.

“Continue in the same manner up to number 11.”

“I-I did it!”

“Alright!”

Excited exclamations echoed throughout the classroom.

The bones attached themselves as they were brought close together.  

Simon’s skeleton, now complete up to the neck, bobbed its head up and down as if celebrating.

Simon burst out laughing.

‘This is fun!’

Perhaps because they weren’t human bones, the feeling of discomfort or awkwardness was gone.

It felt like assembling a bone sculpture according to a blueprint, and Simon was completely engrossed in the class.

“Be careful not to confuse the thoracic and lumbar vertebrae. The Island Ratman is a bipedal animal, and completing the spine, which supports the back, is crucial.”

“If the bones are assembled in the wrong order, the movements will be jerky. It will creak, have trouble moving, and malfunction at critical moments.”

“Now, continue up to number 16.”

Many students had been worried because of the atmosphere at the beginning of Aaron’s class, but the Summoning class turned out to be enjoyable.

Everyone chatted excitedly, showing off their creations and asking questions.  

Aaron didn’t restrict the free-flowing atmosphere of the class.

“We’re almost there. Continue up to number 53. Raise your hand if you’re stuck.”

“Professor! I’m having trouble assembling the legs!”

“Wah, Professor! My skeleton keeps running away!”

Simon successfully assembled his skeleton in one go without any setbacks.  

A skeleton slightly shorter than a human stood on his desk, clicking and clacking.

‘…This is the skeleton I made with my Jet Black.’

As he looked at it with a sense of accomplishment, the skeleton tilted its head.

Simon couldn’t help but smile.

“Hey!  Control your summon!  It’s hitting me!”

“I told it to hit you.”

“Kyaa! Look! I can make it dance!”

“…This is kind of cute.”

Cheerful laughter echoed throughout the classroom.  

The students who had successfully assembled their skeletons were busy playing with their summons.

And on the other hand…

“Simon! Please take a look at my skeleton!”

Some students were struggling.  Rick, sitting next to him, was tearing his hair out.

“Why does this thing keep attaching its leg to its arm?!”

Rick’s skeleton had its right leg attached to its shoulder instead of its right arm, and it was hopping around on its one good leg. 

The other students burst out laughing.

“Hmm.”

Simon observed the one-legged skeleton with a serious expression.

“It seems you’ve confused the leg and arm parts. That’s why the skeleton thinks its leg is an arm.”

“I-Is that so?”

“Look. Bone number 21 is a leg bone, not an arm bone.”

“Oh, you’re right! Why do they all look so similar?”

Time flew by faster than ever in the Summoning class.

“That’s enough.  Today’s skeleton assembly ends here.”

Groans of disappointment echoed throughout the classroom.  

Aaron returned to the lectern and picked up the attendance book.

“Finally, we’ll have a participation exercise.  The student whose name I call, please come forward.”

The inevitable moment had arrived.

Simon gulped.

Maybe he could skip it just this once…

“Simon Polentia.  Come forward.”

But there was no escape for Special Admission Number 1.  

Simon stood up with a resigned expression.

“Good luck, Simon.”

Rick slapped him on the back encouragingly.  

A little distance away, Hector and his group snickered.

“And next…”

Everyone avoided Aaron’s gaze, except for Meilyn, who was sitting in the front row and craning her neck forward.

Aside from the pressure, the opportunity to showcase oneself to a Kizen professor was like gold.

However…

“Hector Moore. Come forward.”
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This time, Hector was called.  

Meilyn leaned back with a disappointed pout, and Hector slowly rose from his seat.

Just like in the first class, Simon and Hector stood facing each other. 

An assistant placed a skeleton set in front of each of them.

“We have about ten minutes until the bell rings,”

Aaron said, glancing at his wristwatch. 

He rummaged through his pocket, pulled out a cheap necklace, and placed it around the neck of a skull model on the lectern.

“Use the skeletons to retrieve this necklace. The one holding the necklace at the end of the class wins. You are prohibited from moving yourselves or using other dark magic, but any other actions are permitted.  Now, prepare yourselves.”

Aaron extended his arm.  Both Simon and Hector lowered their stances.

“Begin.”

Simon and Hector simultaneously knelt before their skeleton sets.

‘I can do this!’

Simon’s eyes gleamed as he took out the skull.

‘I can win this class!’

Simon channeled his Jet Black into the magic circle within the skull, awakening the undead.

A black light flickered in the skull’s eye sockets, and it began to clatter as if alive.

‘Let’s assemble the spine in one go. From number 2 to 7…’

Simon looked up at the blackboard.  But then…

“….!”

An assistant, with an apologetic expression, was removing the skeletal diagram from the board.

Aaron spoke.

“No ‘cheating’ is allowed in this match.”

Simon gritted his teeth. 

Hector’s eyes flickered with surprise, but he quickly turned his attention back to his skeleton set.

Simon composed himself and began sorting through the bones.

‘At least the bones are numbered. I just need to assemble them in order from number 1!’

However,

No matter how closely he examined the bones, there were no numbers written on them.

“What you used earlier were materials prepared for the class. The assistants kindly wrote the numbers on them. Commercially available skeleton sets don’t usually have numbers written on the bones.”

Aaron’s calm voice echoed through the classroom.

“I told you, didn’t I?  A necromancer must memorize everything.”

It felt as if the sky was falling.

Simon glanced sideways at Hector.

Hector, who had already completed advanced studies in all subjects, was assembling his skeleton without hesitation, as if he had memorized the order and structure of the Island Ratman’s bones.

‘…Don’t give up.  I’ve assembled one before, so I should remember the order of the important bones.’

Simon found the number 2 cervical vertebra and began assembling his skeleton piece by piece. 

Aaron watched with his arms crossed.

‘Special Admission Number 1 is handling a skeleton for the first time.’

He turned his gaze to Hector.

‘On the other hand, that big guy has memorized the order and structure.  He’s relying on knowledge and memory.’

Aaron had his reasons for covering the skeletal diagram and not revealing the bone numbers from the start.

Of course, this gave those who had done advanced study an overwhelming advantage, but Aaron wasn’t interested in who won.

His goal was to find students with an aptitude for summoning.

‘Hector, was it?  He has the knack.’

While his prior knowledge formed the basis, it was his intuition that allowed him to avoid mistakes at crucial moments. 

When faced with two confusing options, he chose the correct one with a remarkably high probability.

‘As for Special Admission Number 1…’

He was struggling from the very beginning.  

He was making mistakes with the order of key bones, throwing off the overall balance of the assembly.

Judging by the way he was randomly swapping bones, he seemed to be half in panic.

While he didn’t necessarily value advanced study, if one lacked skill, they should at least be well-prepared.

‘Hector seems to be the only promising one in this class.’

Click. Click.

Hector’s skeleton, with both legs already assembled, stood upright.

Applause erupted from around the classroom.  

The self-proclaimed Hector faction, in particular, jumped to their feet, chanting his name.

‘I’m going to win.’

Hector glanced at Simon as he began assembling the arms.

Simon was stuck on the torso, completely panicked.

‘And since I’m winning anyway, I’ll crush him thoroughly so he can never rise again.’

Hector finished assembling the right arm.  

He could have gone straight for the necklace, but he took the time to assemble the left arm as well.

‘I need to make him a laughingstock in the class. I need to crush his confidence from being a special admission student, and bring him down to rock bottom.’

He quickly finished the left arm as well.  

Hector had completely assembled a skeleton without even looking at the diagram.

Hector’s skeleton began to move.  

It was a bit unsteady, but it was definitely taking steps forward.

After circling Simon tauntingly, the skeleton picked up the necklace from the model and placed it around its own neck.

Hector flexed his muscular right arm.  

Simultaneously, his skeleton mirrored the action, raising its right arm.  

The students sitting down burst into laughter.

“Five minutes remaining,”

Aaron’s cold voice announced.

“…….”

Simon was still struggling with assembling the torso.

Perhaps due to nerves, or perhaps due to his awareness of his opponent, the order of the bones, which he had almost remembered, vanished from his mind.

‘Calm down.’

Simon put down the bones he was holding.

When he couldn’t recall the order or numbers of the bones from the class, Simon relied on instinct or intuition.

But that led to a conflict between knowledge and intuition, creating a jumbled mess in his mind.

So, Simon decided to give up.

Unless one had a genius-level memory, it was impossible to memorize the precise order of every bone in a single class.

Therefore, he abandoned the knowledge he had learned in class.

‘This time, I’ll go with intuition. I’ll just assemble it however I feel like.’

Simon swept his arm across the skeleton he had been assembling, scattering the bones.  

Surprised gasps erupted from around the classroom.

“Giving up?”

“No skill, no guts.”

“What kind of Special Admission Number 1 is he?”

Simon ignored the comments.  

He didn’t want to have any regrets, not even for a moment, within the given time.

He picked up the number 1 skull.  

And in that brief moment, the common sense and habits he had formed unconsciously urged him to pick up the number 2 cervical vertebra.

‘I’ll do it my way!’

Ignoring the urge, Simon connected bones 5, 7, and 10 to the skull in succession.

“Uh, isn’t that wrong from the start?”

“It’s over.”

Simon gritted his teeth.

There was no need to create the “correct” answer. 

Professor Aaron’s requirement was simply to assemble a skeleton and retrieve the necklace, regardless of the method.

‘I’m running out of time. I’ll simplify the structure by omitting the complex parts.’

‘I’ll build the forelegs around number 20.’

‘Number 27 is crucial, so I can’t omit it.  Instead, I’ll use number 29.’

Aaron, who had been silently observing Simon’s work, widened his eyes.

‘This is…!’

What Simon was creating wasn’t a bipedal Island Ratman.

It was a quadrupedal beast, with both arms and legs on the ground and its upper body lowered.

‘Impossible. Absurd. But…!’

There was no mistaking it.  

The bone structure was similar to that of the “Gray Rat,” a large rat monster found in the major cities of the western continent.

Essentially categorized as the same creature, it was known to be the evolutionary ancestor of the Island Ratman.

‘He’s rearranging the bones to recreate the Ratman’s pre-evolved form?’

Of course, due to differences in anatomical features, ecology, and internal organs, he couldn’t create an exact replica of a Gray Rat.

But what he was creating now was an “undead,” unbound by the conventions of living beings.  

It was possible to animate the bones with dark magic, regardless of whether they fit together perfectly.

‘He attached the number 49 tailbone to the chest.  Ingenious.’

‘How does he know that number 11 and 16 are compatible?’

‘He’s not relying on memorized concepts or knowledge, but on intuitive insight?’

What was being created before his eyes was a defective product, far removed from Aaron’s intended answer.

Nevertheless,

Aaron felt a wave of excitement wash over him.

‘Something’s not right.’

Meanwhile, Hector also sensed that something unusual was happening with Simon.

Simon’s creation, with its arms and legs on the ground and its upper body lowered, was a grotesque skeleton that couldn’t be called an Island Ratman.

But it was definitely taking shape.

“Go, Simon!”

Cindy Vivace suddenly jumped to her feet and cheered in the otherwise silent classroom.

“The form is good!  Finish it, whatever it is!”

Rick was also on his feet, shouting encouragement.

Other students watched Simon’s creation with tense expressions.  

Even Meilyn, the top student in Class A, was leaning forward in her seat.

Hector gritted his teeth.

I’m the one who completed the skeleton.

I did it in the shortest time, without even looking at the diagram.

I’m the protagonist.

So why isn’t anyone looking at me?

Hector grew anxious.

Just like in the first class.

‘I’m not just going to sit here and watch!’

Hector issued a command to his skeleton.  

Aaron had only forbidden them from moving themselves or using other dark magic; any other action was permitted.

Hector’s skeleton started running towards Simon. 

Simon, seemingly oblivious, was focused on his assembly, and shouts of “Watch out!” and “Dodge!” erupted from around the classroom.

Crash!

In the end,

Hector’s skeleton kicked Simon’s skeleton, shattering it.

The skeleton crumbled from the torso, bone fragments scattering into the air. 

The students gasped and jumped to their feet.

‘I won, Simon Polentia!’

Hector, dripping with sweat, grinned triumphantly.

But

‘…Why?’

Simon, as if he had anticipated this, was smiling and extending his right arm.

Something was wrong.

Time seemed to slow down, and Hector’s eyes followed the direction of Simon’s outstretched arm.

Among the bones that had scattered from the kick, he saw an arm bone arcing through the air.

It flew past Hector’s skeleton, performing a simple but precise action.

Snatch.

The arm had grabbed the necklace from the skeleton’s neck.  

Then, as if losing its strength, it fell to the floor.

Everyone gaped.

And at the same moment,

Ding!

The clear sound of the bell signaling the end of class reverberated through the room.

“…….”

“…….”

A heavy silence fell over the classroom.

No one could speak.

Even Aaron stared blankly at the skeleton arm clutching the necklace on the floor.

“T-This is… No!”

Hector cried out in protest.

“Professor Aaron!  You said to retrieve the necklace with the skeleton!  That’s not a skeleton, it’s just a meaningless bone fragment!”

A small chuckle echoed through the room.

Everyone’s gaze turned towards the source of the sound.

Simon, drenched in sweat and sitting on the floor, looked up and met Hector’s eyes.

“I don’t think so.”

Whoosh!

The arm bone holding the necklace flew towards the collapsed torso as if drawn by a magnet.

Click!

Clack!

Snap!

The scattered bone fragments began to reattach themselves to the skeleton’s torso. 

The skeleton staggered to its feet, perfectly recreating its form from before it was shattered.

Hector’s eyes widened in disbelief.

The skeleton, still clutching the necklace, approached Simon.  

It stood on two legs and placed the necklace around Simon’s neck.

Looking at Hector’s dumbfounded expression, Simon grinned.

“Better now?”

Without a moment’s hesitation,

The classroom erupted in thunderous applause.
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The first day for Kizen’s new students was over.

Before leaving for the day, the first-year professors gathered in the lounge, sipping tea and discussing the new arrivals.

“Meilyn Villenne exceeded expectations. She brewed Shanif poison on the first day!”

“Amazing bloodline, isn’t it? All seven of the siblings are exceptional!”

“What about the official heir to Ivory Tower?”

“Ah, Serene?  Need I say more? There was a reason Ivory Tower was so confident about her.”

“And what about Chatel Maer? There’s a prejudice that giant hybrids are lacking in magic compared to their physical abilities, but this one excels in both.”

“Now, Professor, you can’t just steal Chatel away from me, can you?”

“Haha, listen to you.  Already acting like she’s your student?”

“You know pre-assignment contact during the student protection period is against the rules, right?”

The professors exchanged jokes and engaged in subtle power plays as they continued discussing the new students.

“Say, Professor Bahil,”

Professor Bahil, the Curseology professor, who had been savoring his tea with his eyes closed, nodded as if listening.

“You had Class A today, too, didn’t you? How was it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on, stop playing coy. I’m talking about Special Admission Number 1, handpicked by Lady Nephtys herself.”

Bahil placed his teacup on the table and smiled.

“He lost 10 to 1 against another student in my class. I’m not sure if he’s truly talented yet.”

“…Hmm, that’s unexpected.  But he’s Special Admission Number 1, shouldn’t there be something special about him?”

Despite the persistent questioning, Bahil maintained a gentle smile.

“He has good stamina.  He endured nine Exhaust curses in the first class.”

“Oh, nine times?”

“Stamina is an important quality, but it’s a bit underwhelming for Special Admission Number 1.”

Click.

The door to the faculty lounge opened. Professor Aaron, the Summoning professor, shuffled in, his hair still disheveled, his slippers dragging across the floor.

He gave a brief nod to the other professors and headed towards the coat rack to retrieve his outerwear, seemingly uninterested in their conversation.

“Speaking of which,”

Bahil began.

“Senior Aaron, you also had Class A today, right?”

All eyes turned to Aaron.  

He picked up his coat with an impassive expression.

“So what.”

“Special Admission Number 1. What did you think of him?”

All the professors in the lounge were now staring at Aaron expectantly.

An unspoken pressure to spill the beans.

Aaron sighed quietly and replied in his characteristically languid voice.

“An insensitive mediocrity.  He did have some creativity in crafting unique, defective products.”

“…….”

While the other professors murmured amongst themselves, Bahil’s lips curled into a subtle smile.

‘Is he trying to throw us off?’

Bahil, who had often worked alongside Aaron in the field, knew his tendencies better than anyone. 

If he truly disliked a student, he wouldn’t speak so vaguely.

An insensitive mediocrity.

Creativity in crafting defective products.

In a way, it was the highest praise Aaron could give.

‘…This is becoming more and more intriguing.’

A boy chosen by Nephtys and noticed by the fastidious Aaron.

Bahil felt his opinion of Simon solidifying into a strong conviction.

“By the way, Senior,”

If that was the case, the war had already begun.

“What you said last year, about not taking any more direct disciples, is that still valid?”

“…….”

Aaron, who was about to leave, stopped in his tracks.

The other professors stopped talking and looked at him.

A tense silence filled the lounge.

“…P-Professor Bahil,”

A female professor next to him whispered a warning, but Bahil, with a smile, waited for an answer. 

Just as Aaron was about to speak,

Click!

“Hello, everyone!”

A silver-haired girl suddenly burst in.

“Lady Nephtys!”

At her appearance, the Kizen professors, renowned throughout the continent, all bowed respectfully.

“You’ve arrived.”

Bahil, after greeting her with a gentlemanly bow, was the first to approach her. 

He took something out of his pocket and offered it to her.

It was a chocolate ice cream.

Bahil was the only one in Kizen who carried ice cream in a magically refrigerated pocket dimension, specifically for when he met Nephtys.

“Oh, honestly!  Stop treating me like a child!”

She said, snatching the ice cream from Bahil’s hand.

“Preparing a lady’s snack is also a virtue of a gentleman.”

“Hmph, smooth talker.”

Nephtys took a bite of the ice cream.  

Her cheeks flushed, and her expression softened, like that of any other girl her age.

Several professors bit their lips as they watched. 

They couldn’t allow themselves to entertain the blasphemous thought of the great Witch of Death being cute.

“Please, have a seat, Lady Nephtys.”

A professor quickly offered her a chair. 

Nephtys grabbed the armrests of the slightly larger chair and struggled to climb onto it.

“Oof! How were the new students on their first day?”

She asked, eating her ice cream, and the professors eagerly reported their observations.

Instead of focusing on the proven special admission students like Serene and Chatel, they concentrated on the high-performing students like Meilyn and Hector from Class A, and Caez from Class B.

Nephtys listened attentively, nodding her head.

“Good, good!  Report any problems, and since it’s the first day, go home early and rest.”

“Yes!”

“Lady Nephtys,”

At that moment, Aaron, who had been silent until then, spoke.

“I’d like to speak with you privately for a moment.”

The other professors’ eyes widened.

While professors of Kizen’s caliber were allowed audiences with Nephtys, it was unusual for someone to so boldly request a private meeting.

“Sure, fine.”

Nephtys smiled and stepped down from her chair. 

Aaron bowed his head and followed her out.

‘Still as direct as ever.’

After Nephtys left, Bahil sat down again, crossing his legs and smiling.

‘But Lady Nephtys won’t give you any information so easily, Senior.’

***

The first day of school at Kizen was over.

Simon, Rick, and the rest of Class A were led to the dormitory by a servant.

However, a small problem arose.

Because they stayed until the end of the three-hour Summoning class, Class A arrived late at the dormitory, and most of the rooms were already full.

The dormitory rooms were triple occupancy.

Simon and Rick had planned to share a room, but the students who arrived earlier had already taken most of the available spots.

“I-I’m sorry. There are no rooms with two vacancies left on the second floor either.”

The dormitory manager bowed repeatedly. 

Simon waved his hand dismissively, seeing the manager sweating profusely and apologizing despite it not being his fault.

“You don’t have to apologize, Manager.”

Simon felt a bit uncomfortable with the older man being so deferential.

Of course, within Kizen, students held a higher rank than servants.  

Moreover, since most of the students were from prominent noble families, it was natural for the servants to be subservient.

Rick, seemingly accustomed to such situations, crossed his arms.

“I suppose there are no rooms with two vacancies on the third or fourth floor either?”

“…No, the situation is similar on other floors.”

The manager showed them the list for the second floor.  

There were a few rooms with single vacancies scattered here and there, but they were too far apart.

Simon and Rick exchanged glances.

“What do you want to do, Simon?”

“Let’s check the other floors before deciding.”

As they were discussing,

“Move!”

They heard a thud, and the manager fell, knocked over by a suitcase. 

A student with brown hair, pulling a cart, frowned.

“What are you doing? I said move!”

“I-I’m sorry!”

The fallen manager quickly bowed her head, while the student’s friend snickered. 

The brown-haired student inspected his suitcase and grimaced.

“Seriously. You dented my suitcase. What are you going to do about it?”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

“Sorry my ass. Come with me, now.”

Just as the manager, head bowed like a criminal, was getting up,

“Excuse me,”

Simon stepped forward.

“I was talking to her.”

“…What?”

The manager’s eyes widened. The brown-haired student scoffed.

“And I clearly saw you bump into her on purpose.”

Rick smirked and stood beside Simon.

“…Are these bastards crazy? Who the fuck do you think you are?”

“Hey, hey, wait a minute!”

The friend quickly grabbed the brown-haired student’s shoulder and whispered in his ear.

“That’s him!  Special Admission Number 1, the one who gave the student oath in the auditorium!”

“…Huh?”

The student’s expression turned ashen as he scrutinized Simon’s face.

His eyes darted around nervously, and he turned to the manager and said,

“A-Ahem! Be more careful next time! Let’s go!”

Rick burst into laughter as they hurried away. 

Simon chuckled and offered his hand to the fallen manager.

“Are you alright?”

She blushed as she took Simon’s hand and stood up.

“Th-Thank you for helping me.”

“It was nothing, don’t worry about it.”

“My name is Lena! If you’re going to check the upper floors, I can guide you. I might be of some help.”

“Oh, would you?”

And so, the three of them went upstairs together. 

Lena quickly gathered information from other managers and led them straight to the fourth floor.

“There’s only one room left with two vacancies on the fourth floor!”

Lena said as she ran. Simon and Rick followed closely behind.

“There’s a vacant room?”

“Yes, you’re in luck! Room 409 was originally a quad, so it’s spacious, has a great view, and it’s close to the central staircase. It’s a prime spot! I never imagined there would be two vacancies there.”

They arrived in front of room 409.

Lena checked the names on the door and,

“Oh….”

Her face fell.

“What’s wrong?”

She turned to them, forcing a smile.

“L-Let’s just go somewhere else. Rooms 412 and 413 only have one vacancy each, but they’re next to each other…”

“Is there a problem with this room?”

At Simon’s question, Lena nodded slightly with a grim expression.  

She pointed to the nameplate on the door.

“…Kajann Edvalt. He was here last year, too.”

Rick’s eyes widened.

“That’s impossible, this is the first-year dormitory, right?  The second-years won’t arrive until next month.”

“Kajann is repeating the year.  He caused some serious trouble and had to repeat the first year.”

“Hmm.”

That didn’t sound right to Rick either.

Kizen didn’t hesitate to expel students.

Usually, those who caused trouble or failed academically were expelled without a second thought.  

Repeating a year was unusual.

Simon asked again,

“What was the reason for his repeating the year?”

“I’m just a dormitory staff member, so I don’t know the details. But he’s notorious among the staff for causing trouble… There were many incidents where his roommates ended up with bruises, or begged to switch rooms.”

There was a reason why this room had two vacancies. 

Rick, slightly intimidated, glanced at Simon.

“Simon, let’s just find another room…”

“I’ll just go in and say hello. That should be fine, right?”

Simon knocked on the door and entered. 

Rick, alarmed, followed him inside.

As Lena had said, the room was quite spacious, having originally been a quad. 

There were two double beds, two single beds, and individual desks and wardrobes.

The window offered a view of Kizen’s buildings, the mountains, and the valley below. 

It truly was a prime spot, as Lena had described.

And there, on the top bunk of a double bed, lay someone completely covered by a white blanket.

“Wait, Simon!”

Rick whispered.

“You heard what Lena said!  He’s probably got a temper!”

Simon took a deep breath and spoke.
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“Hello, senior. I apologize for disturbing you while you’re sleeping.”

“…….”

There was no reply. Simon tried again.

“We’d like to share this room as well, if you don’t mind.”

“…….”

Still no response. 

Lena, who had followed them in, trembled and clutched Simon’s sleeve.

“L-Let’s just go back, Simon.  He’s just as I said…”

Just then,

Bloodshot red eyes glared at them from within the opening of the blanket. 

Rick gulped, and Lena stumbled backward in fear.

“…Freshmen.”

Finally, the blanket was thrown back, and a man sat up with a rustle.

“Today was the entrance ceremony… Time flies, doesn’t it?”

He was lean, but his muscles were well-defined.  

Sharp eyes. 

And a vivid scar bisecting his bloodshot right eye.  

Numerous smaller scars littered his bare torso.

Dangerous.

That was everyone’s first impression. 

As he glared, Rick and Lena grabbed Simon’s arms from both sides.

“…Don’t call me senior. I’m a first-year too.”

“Then, Mr. Kajann…”

“Just call me Kajann.”

He brushed his hair back, revealing his fierce gaze.

It was the look of someone who would stab you to death without a second thought, a look that didn’t belong on a teenager.

“I don’t know how long you’ll last in this school, but remember two things. First, mind your own business. Second, don’t make noise before I fall asleep. Once I’m asleep, you can dance, sing, whatever you want.”

“…Ah! So, you’re giving us permission?”

“Permission or not, there are no empty rooms, so someone was bound to come in eventually.”

Kajann lay back down and pulled the blanket over himself.

“…….”

After a moment, they heard the even sound of his breathing as he fell asleep.

Simon and Rick exchanged glances and stepped out of the room. 

Lena, the last to leave, carefully closed the door behind her.

“We’ll take this room.”

They decided on room 409. Lena asked with a worried look.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, we’re sure. He doesn’t seem like a bad person.”

Lena nodded and marked the list. 

She then placed their nameplates in the case on the door.

“Then, it’s settled for room 409! Later, if anything… If he does anything to you, please let me know. I’ll report it to the dormitory supervisor immediately.”

“Yes, thank you for your concern.”

After parting ways with Lena, Simon and Rick unpacked their belongings, each taking a bed. 

Rick chose the one closer to the door, while Simon took the inner bed, closer to Kajann.

There were occasional noises as they unpacked, but Kajann remained asleep as if dead. 

They only heard his soft breathing.

“Is he really not going to wake up?”

Suddenly emboldened, Rick dropped a textbook on the floor.

It landed with a thud, but Kajann remained undisturbed.

“…He said we could dance or sing after he fell asleep.  He meant it.”

“He doesn’t seem like a bad guy.”

Feeling more at ease, they finished unpacking.

“Simon! Let’s go take a shower.  I saw a bathhouse on the second floor on the way up.”

“A bathhouse?”

***

It was Simon’s first time in a public bathhouse.

The facility, which could accommodate over a hundred people at once, gleamed with gold tiles on the floor and walls, and hot spring water flowed into the baths.

Simon tried the shower stalls, marveling at the water cascading from the ceiling at the push of a button, and soaked in the bubbling hot water, relaxing his tired muscles.

“Ah, this is amazing.”

As he was leaving after his bath,

Simon, a towel draped around his neck, walked up the stairs with a relaxed expression. Rick chuckled.

“First time I’ve seen someone so amazed by a shower stall.  Did you live in a mountain or something?”

“Something like that.”

Simon replied, rubbing his wet hair with a towel.

“Haha, even so, try to control your ‘ooh’s and ‘aah’s next time you push the shower button.  Word travels fast around here.”

“Was I really that bad?”

“You were something else.”

They returned to their dormitory room.

Kajann was still asleep in the same position, as if time had stood still.  

Looking out the window, they saw that darkness had fallen.

Feeling drowsy after his shower, Simon lay down on the soft bed.

A sigh of contentment escaped his lips. 

It felt as if all the happiness in the world was concentrated here.

“Ahh, I’m glad I came to Kizen.”

Rick chuckled at his words.

“Everyone wants to come to Kizen.  Of course, whether we can stay here depends on our grades.”

“I heard there are only 300 second-year students.”

“That’s right.  Right now, it’s the student protection period, so the professors are going easy on us, but soon enough, it’ll be expulsion for failing grades, expulsion for lack of potential, expulsion for breaking the rules. Life at Kizen is survival of the fittest.”

Rick put his arm behind his head and looked up at the ceiling.

“Just surviving the first year opens doors to most places. If you can overcome the insane competition and graduate… then you become one of the movers and shakers of the continent.  Anything is possible, except maybe royalty.  Well, no, maybe a Kizen graduate could even snag a princess from a smaller kingdom?”

Simon chuckled.

“Do you want to become a noble?”

“Not really. Of course, being a noble would be convenient and prevent people from looking down on you, but that’s not my ultimate goal.”

“Then what is your goal?”

Rick made a coin shape with his fingers.

“This.”

“…….”

For a simple statement like “I want to make money,” Rick’s expression seemed unusually complex.

Since they had only met today, Simon decided not to pry.

While Rick was lost in thought, Simon channeled mana into the ring on his finger.

The ring turned black, and Simon pulled on the setting. 

A subspace opened up on the floor, and an Island Ratman skeleton set popped out.  

These were the class materials he had bought on Campbell Road.

“Whoa! What was that?”

“Subspace.”

Simon replied briefly and sat down in front of the skeleton set.

He opened the case and took out the packaged bones. 

Running his fingers over their surface and sniffing them, he confirmed they were thoroughly sterilized and clean. 

A bone diagram was also included.

Rick made a face.

“…Still studying after classes are over?”

“Just… I don’t want to forget that feeling.”

The match against Hector in Summoning class.

So much had happened at once that Simon wanted to recreate that wondrous feeling.

First, he channeled Jet Black into the magic circle on the skull, awakening the undead.

Click. Clack.

The skull’s jaw clacked against its palate, as if alive.

Undead born from summoning magic recognized the user of Jet Black as their master.

Simon slowly closed his eyes, increasing his synchronization with the undead. 

Countless thoughts filled his mind.

‘This time, I’ll rely solely on my intuition.’

Simon picked up bones 5, 7, and 10 and attached them to the skull.  

The bones snapped into place effortlessly, a satisfying sensation.

He built the spine, formed the torso, and connected the legs. 

Rick watched, open-mouthed, as Simon attached the bones with practiced ease.

“…Done!”

After 30 minutes, he had recreated the irregular, quadrupedal skeleton from class.

However, unlike during the class, it took much longer, and the legs seemed problematic, its gait awkward and unnatural.

It was a matter of focus and concentration.

Assembling the skeleton in a comfortable environment without stress didn’t yield the same results as under pressure.

Still, Simon was satisfied with having recreated it.

Simon stroked the undead skull and said,

“Sorry.”

Then, he exerted force on his fingers and broke the skeleton’s torso.

Crash!

The assembled bones scattered, landing on the bed, desk, windowsill, and even inside the wardrobe.  

Rick exclaimed in surprise,

“What are you doing?  It’s a waste to break it after all that effort…!”

Simon closed his eyes and focused. Sweat beaded on his freshly washed hair.

Skeletons formed through summoning magic possessed the ability to restore their previous form.  

Its official name was “Restoration,” but in the field, it was also called “Attraction.”

Simon sensed the Jet Black contained within the 53 bones scattered throughout the room.

‘Restore!’

As Simon opened his eyes, the scattered bones flew towards the skeleton’s torso and reassembled themselves.

It took 30 minutes to create it initially, but it took only 15 seconds to reassemble it back to its original form.

Simon exhaled and opened his eyes.

“…Still freaking awesome, even after seeing it again.”

Rick muttered with a chuckle.

The restored skeleton approached Simon and nuzzled its head against his leg affectionately.

Simon smiled and stroked the undead.

He then proceeded to assemble a standard Island Ratman skeleton according to the diagram.

Instead of simply following the numbers on the diagram, he contemplated why bone 11 should follow bone 10, and why the assembly order was established this way, jotting down his insights in a notebook.

This order was the standard, established by necromancers over a long period.  

But countless trials and errors must have led to this standard.

Every action had a reason and a meaning.  

Every time he realized this, a thrill ran through him, and he felt grateful for the knowledge and efforts of his predecessors.

Simon tried swapping bones 25 and 31.

“How’s this?”

He experimented.  

The skeleton, moving its arm, shook its head with a clicking sound.

He learned that even if a more logically sound arrangement existed based on human anatomy, there was a more effective arrangement for undead movement.

“…Hmm.”

Rick, who had been dozing off, rubbed his eyes and sat up.

“Still at it? You’re really into Summoning.”

“Yeah, it’s fun.”

A smile spread across Simon’s face.

“I can’t wait for the next class.”

Rick yawned and climbed back into bed, but Simon’s night wasn’t over yet.  

He opened his Introduction to Summoning textbook and began his research in earnest.

‘The basics of undead.’

Simon was still thirsty for knowledge.

The skeletons his father used to help the villagers.

The skeletons Lorain used to subdue the gangsters.

What was he lacking compared to them?

Click!

Clack!

Snap!

He continued his contemplation and repeated the assembly process. 

He could now restore the skeleton in 10 seconds, down from 15.

But this time, something was different.  

After over 70 reassemblies, dark blue Jet Black emanated from the skeleton’s eye sockets.

This hadn’t happened during class.

Hiss.

The skeleton, its eyes burning, turned its head and looked at Simon.

“…….”

Simon met the skeleton’s gaze.

Simon’s first day at Kizen continued late into the night.
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The next morning, Simon’s new day at Kizen began.

Three classes were scheduled for today.

The professor in charge of the first class, Jet Black Mechanics, was a middle-aged man named Eric Aura.

His distinguished wrinkles, neatly trimmed beard, stately appearance suited for a business suit, and the relaxed demeanor that came with age made him instantly likeable.

“Jet Black is the foundation of a necromancer.  Its importance cannot be overstated.”

Eric led the students with practiced ease.

His explanations were easy to understand, and his solutions were clear and concise. 

While he lacked the flashy techniques of Bahil from Curseology, his class was refreshingly straightforward.

Before they knew it, the entire class was captivated by Eric’s lecture.

How does Jet Black bring about the miracle of dark magic?

The flow of Jet Black.

Understanding runes.

The mechanics of magic circles.

“The origin of runes can be traced back to the ‘Eternally Burning Flame’ of the Del Temple.”

Eric didn’t stop at simple theoretical explanations.

“People didn’t question why the flame of the sacred fire never went out. They considered the very act of doubting a divine miracle to be blasphemous.”

Sometimes, he delved into history to explain runes.

“Eventually, they noticed that the ashes falling from the sacred fire formed shapes resembling ‘letters.’ And they were astonished by the truth that mere letters could achieve the same miracle as the burning sacred fire. This is the origin of runes.”

Eric drew ancient runes on the blackboard and explained how wizards and necromancers had refined them through research.

Then, he seamlessly transitioned into explaining the mechanics of modern magic circles.

Why does this magic circle work?

Why doesn’t this magic circle work?

Eric meticulously dissected and explained the magic circles.  

Simon, who had been drawing magic circles with his correction tool without much thought, finally began to understand their mechanics.

As Simon diligently took notes and kept up with the lesson, the bell signaling the end of class rang.

“That’s all for today.”

Eric announced the end of the class.

“I have an assignment for you for next time. Choose a non-functional magic circle from among those you’ve learned, and submit your proposed modifications, calculations, and formulas used to make it functional.  The three students I call will present their work in front of the class.”

Perhaps because Jet Black Mechanics was a required course, Simon was spared from being called to the front this time.

He inwardly rejoiced.

“Wow, this class is so difficult.”

Rick, his face etched with exhaustion, stretched as they left the bustling classroom.

“It feels like I’m studying arithmetic with my dad again. Can’t we just memorize and use the magic circles like we usually do?  Why do we have to know every little detail about how they work?”

“I thought it was fine,”

Simon said, crossing his arms.

“I didn’t understand half of it, but I liked that he explained everything step by step, starting with the fundamentals.”

“You love everything about Kizen.  You were even scratching the bath soap with your fingernails because you thought it was so amazing…”

Simon nudged Rick in the chest with his elbow. 

Rick stumbled back with a yelp, but his laughter didn’t stop.

“Ack! You were scared of the bubbles in the bath and asked if it was okay to go in! Pfft!”

“I’m going ahead.”

Simon grumbled and walked away. 

Rick quickly apologized for teasing him and followed.

Class A had to prepare for their next class without a break.

After a 20-minute walk, they arrived at their next class location: a desolate field on the outskirts of Kizen.

“There’s no one here.”

“Oh, look over there…!”

As the Class A students chatted amongst themselves, a cloud of dust rose from the forest.

Rumble, rumble, rumble!

The ground shook as if an earthquake was occurring.

What approached was a herd of dozens of hippos.

The students gasped and stepped back.

“Ahaha! Hello, freshmen!”

A man riding on a hippo came into view.

He had dark skin, thick lips, a slender build, short limbs, and was barefoot. 

He skillfully brought the herd to a halt in front of the students and jumped down.

“Professor Hongpeng has decided that today’s class will be held on Mount Locke!  Now, everyone, get on a hippo!”

Professor Hongpeng Tun Sokum Marlat, the Martial Combat professor, was a known eccentric at Kizen.

Although Kizen had provided her with a research lab and a residence, she preferred to wander around Locke Island, living and camping outdoors.  

Because of her tendencies, most of her Martial Combat classes were held outdoors.

“…You want us to ride those things?”

A male student grimaced at the hippos standing there, snorting.

“Hey, servant! Shouldn’t you at least put some blankets on those beasts?”

The man smiled and approached the student.

And then,

“Aaargh!”

He lifted the student into the air with one hand, gripping his face.  Surprised cries erupted from the other students.

“W-What are you doing?”

“How dare you treat a Kizen student like that!”

A murderous aura emanated from the man, who was smiling innocently.  

The students who were about to protest hesitated and stopped.

“Why are the freshmen these days so clueless?  You should address me as Assistant Teacher, not servant.”

The male student, finally realizing the situation, quickly yelled,

“Aaargh!  S-Sorry, senior!”

If he was an assistant, there was a high probability he was a former Kizen student.

Furthermore, as a close aide to the professor, he was definitely not someone a freshman could afford to disrespect.

“Not senior, Assistant Teacher.”

“Sorry, Assistant Teacher!”

Simon shook his head at the commotion.

“Why are they acting like that?”

“They’re nobles,”

Rick shrugged.

“They’ve been pampered and treated like royalty, so they’re used to treating everyone like their servants. This kind of thing happens a lot at the beginning of the semester.”

Simon nodded, finding the explanation perfectly reasonable.

A moment later, the assistant, his innocent smile restored, waved his arm.

“Well, we’ve lost some time. Everyone, please mount your hippos!  Three students per hippo!”

The students quickly climbed onto the hippos.

Simon hopped on with practiced ease, while Rick struggled, slipping several times before finally managing to climb up.

“Whew, this is tough even before the class starts.”

Behind Rick, who was wiping his sweat with his sleeve,

Simon noticed a female student hopping up and down, struggling to get on.

“Is everyone on?  Then let’s depart!”

The student’s expression became desperate at the assistant’s words.  

Simon kindly extended his hand towards her.

“Need a hand?”

“Oh…! Thank you.”

She approached him with a look of relief and took his hand.

Simon pulled her up, and she landed lightly on the hippo’s back.

“Alright, let’s go!”

As soon as the student was on, the assistant kicked the hippo’s hindquarters.  

The lead hippo started running with a roar, and the rest of the herd followed.

The student, having barely made it on, sighed in relief and turned to Simon.

“Thank you for helping me!  I’m…!”

She was about to introduce herself, but the sudden increase in the hippos’ speed interrupted her. 

The other students, looking scared, clung tightly to the hippos’ backs.

The ride wasn’t comfortable, with vibrations shaking their entire bodies.

A student shouted,

“A-Assistant Teacher! I’m going to fall! What should I hold onto?”

“Anything.”

“It’s too fast!”

“Persevere!  Overcome it with your willpower!  This is also part of your training!”

The assistant, balancing on two legs, raised his right arm.

“Of course, if you fall and get trampled by the hippos, you’ll die, right?  There are always one or two accidents every year.”

“…What?”

The students couldn’t believe their ears.

“Hold on!  Hold on tight!  A student who can’t even ride a hippo has no place at Kizen!”

“Whoa, whoa!”

“Mommy!”

“Hey, stop!  Stop this fucking thing!”

“Hahahaha!”

It was a journey of madness.

***

They finally arrived at their destination.

A clearing in the middle of the mountain, surrounded by lush trees.  

The sun shone brightly in the center of the forest, as if welcoming them, and the chirping of birds and the buzzing of insects blended harmoniously like music at a concert.

It was an incredibly beautiful place.

“Gasp… Gasp… Fuck…”

“Ugh, gasp…”

Of course, that was if one was in a state to appreciate the scenery.

All the students were sprawled on the ground, exhausted. 

The hippos had returned to the foot of the mountain, and the assistants were offering water bottles to the collapsed students.

‘What is this?’

Simon took a sip.  It had a strange taste.

Sweet, with a slightly spicy aftertaste.  

But as soon as he drank it, his thirst was quenched, and his fatigue disappeared.

The other students gradually regained their composure.

Flap, flap, flap!

A flock of white birds flew overhead. Everyone blinked, watching them.

“Welcome to my domain, everyone!”

Simon turned his head.  

Beyond the soaring birds, a tall woman was walking towards them, arms outstretched.

She had tanned skin, a toned physique with visible muscles, and her hair was styled in an unusual way, twisted into thick cords.

The students scrambled to their feet.

‘That’s…’

Hongpeng Tun Sokum Marlat.

The legendary necromancer who single-handedly fought the “Kundar Hydra,” a colossal undead monster that had devastated four territories, severing its 100 heads over five days and achieving a dramatic victory.

Hongpeng was scouted by Kizen after that battle and had been teaching Martial Combat ever since.

She was eccentric, but her skills were undeniable, which was why the school tolerated her eccentricities.

Flap!

Forest birds landed on her outstretched fingers.

“Now, everyone, get up.”

Her pronunciation was slightly off, as if she wasn’t entirely fluent in the common tongue.

“Line, up, in, four, columns.”

“…?”

As the students stood there, bewildered, Hongpeng’s assistants, seemingly accustomed to this, stepped forward and said,

“Please line up in four columns.”

“Quickly, now.”

The students formed lines, looking perplexed. 

Hongpeng stood at the front, with assistants positioned on either side of the lines.

“Then, let’s, begin.”

Wait, when does the class actually start?

Just as Simon thought that, Hongpeng started running.  

The students at the front hurriedly followed, and a sudden running exercise began.

“A healthy body, houses a healthy, spirit! The foundation of Martial, Combat requires, strong physical strength!”

Her pronunciation was awkward, as if she had only recently learned the common language, but her message was clear.

As she increased her pace, the students at the front struggled to keep up.

Simon, running in the third row, watched her movements with admiration.

‘Amazing.’

He had never seen anyone run like that.

The angle of her feet, the movement of her muscles, the swaying of her shoulders and torso. 

It was flawlessly smooth and picturesque.

They all had two arms and two legs, but why did she seem like an alien from another dimension?  

Her movements were so perfect they felt unnatural.

“Gasp! Gasp!”

“Huff!  Puff!”

As everyone ran breathlessly, Hongpeng slowed her pace slightly and began her lecture.

The basics, the spirit, the significance of Martial Combat.

In short, Martial Combat was a class that taught combat techniques utilizing Jet Black to enhance one’s physical abilities to the extreme.

Upon reaching a certain level of mastery in Martial Combat, one could manifest “Black Clothing,” a garment formed from flowing Jet Black, a symbolic technique of Battle Necromancers.

Many male students romanticized this technique, and it wasn’t uncommon for them to choose Martial Combat as their major for this reason.

“Many, trees.  Be careful!”

The running continued through dense foliage and trees. 

The four columns broke formation as the students dodged trees, each following Hongpeng in their own way.

While most of them scrambled through the bushes, a few students climbed up and ran along the branches.

These were all aspiring Martial Combat majors, eager to showcase their skills.

An assistant climbed up a tree and gave them a thumbs-up. 

The aspiring students beamed.

“I envy the Martial Combat guys. Oof!”

Rick grumbled after running face-first into a tree trunk.

‘Hmm.’

Simon observed them intently.

He found himself quite interested in this combat-focused, physical dark magic.

“Ugh!  Gasp! Hey, Simon! Are you okay?”

Rick asked, his face red. 

Simon blinked and replied,

“Huh? Oh, I’m fine.”

“Gasp!  Huff!  How can your stamina be…! Cough, cough!”

“Doesn’t everyone do this much running?”

Simon considered traversing the treacherous southern mountains of Leshill a casual stroll.

While even the assistants were sweating, Simon’s expression remained relaxed.

‘This class is fun too!’

As Simon enjoyed the physical class like a fish in water, Hongpeng watched him with a glint in her eye.
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The run along the steep mountainside continued for over 30 minutes.

As Simon and the other Class A students breathlessly followed Hongpeng, the path suddenly ended.

In front of Simon were two cliffs, with a valley stream rushing between them, churning white foam.

“You’ll need, to use Jet Black, to leap across, the valley ahead.”

Hongpeng’s words filled some of the students with dread.

“Y-You want us to jump over that?”

“It’s alright.  It just requires a little technique. Just like generating Jet Black on the ground, this time, you’ll emit it from the soles of your feet.”

She leaped into the air as a demonstration.

Black smoke exploded from beneath her feet with a ‘bang’, and she performed a double, then a triple jump in mid-air. 

Gasps of admiration echoed around them.

“You don’t even need to jump that high.”

She landed with a somersault and continued,

“Just as you push off the ground, release the Jet Black you’ve gathered in your feet, like a burst.  It’s the feeling of stepping on Jet Black and leaping upwards.”

Hongpeng, at the front of the group, ran ahead and leaped off the ground.

With a ‘whoosh’, she soared several meters into the air, easily clearing the valley and landing on the other side.

“Come on over!”

She laughed and waved her arm.

The students behind her hesitated.

While the valley wasn’t particularly deep, no one wanted to be the laughingstock by falling in at the beginning of the semester.

The more cautious students slowed down, while the confident ones ran forward with shouts.

“Hyaaaaa!”

Whoosh!

They jumped.

A faint trace of black smoke could be seen trailing from their feet.

Three out of five landed gracefully, one tumbled on the ground, and the last one, lacking momentum, barely managed to grab the edge of the cliff.

“Well done!”

Hongpeng approached and pulled him up. 

The male student climbed up the cliff with an embarrassed smile.

“Your timing for releasing the Jet Black was a little late. Try it faster next time!”

“Thank you, Professor!”

The other students followed, leaping across the valley.  

Living up to their reputation as Kizen students, all twenty of them succeeded. 

Simon, watching from behind, grew slightly anxious.

‘The feeling of stepping on Jet Black, the feeling of stepping on Jet Black…’

“You seem to be overthinking it, Simon.”

Rick said, casually waving his fingers.

“I’ll go first!”

He turned and ran, then leaped into the air with his knees tucked to his chest.

“Whoa!”

The girls cheered, and Rick grinned. However, the cheers weren’t directed at him.

Rick looked up and saw Hector rotating in the air, a meter above him.

Whoosh!

Hector landed smoothly, his feet sliding slightly on the ground.

A perfect landing.

“Excellent!”

Hongpeng beamed and gave him a thumbs-up.

Hector returned the gesture and bowed politely.

“Nice, Hector!”

“As expected!”

He then high-fived his faction members who had already crossed.

“…I just can’t stand that guy.”

Rick muttered, his face covered in dirt after his less-than-graceful landing.

“Oooooh!”

A second wave of cheers erupted from behind.

Rick and Hector turned around in surprise.

‘What the…!’

Simon was flying.

Simon was soaring through the air, the soles of his feet pointing towards the sky.  

Then, his body arched, his legs dropped, and he descended, scraping the ground in a backward motion.

Whoosh!

He flew past Rick and Hector and came to a stop in front of a nearby rock.

“Very well done!”

Hongpeng clapped her hands in delight.

‘That bastard…’

Hector’s face contorted in annoyance. 

Simon bowed to Hongpeng and returned to the other students.

Rick, who had been leaning against a tree, trying to look cool, held out his hand. 

Simon grinned and high-fived him.

‘He’s finally starting to show what he’s capable of.’

‘Is he a Martial Combat major?’

The students murmured, and Hector’s expression darkened.  His plan was falling apart.

“Now! The rest of you, jump!”

The pace picked up after that.

Unlike their initial hesitation, most of the students succeeded, with only two failing.  

However, the assistants, who had been waiting discreetly by the valley, caught them, preventing them from falling into the water.

“Hmm.”

Rick was writing something in his notebook. Curious, Simon asked,

“What are you doing?”

“Group project recruitment list.  It starts next week, so I need to start preparing.”

The notebook was filled with the names of notable Class A students, their strengths, personalities, and other details.

To Simon, Rick seemed different from the other students.

While most of them were struggling to keep up with the classes, Rick seemed preoccupied with observing others.

“So, what do you think so far?”

“Our class is generally high-level. Everyone’s good, but…”

Rick closed his notebook and shrugged.

“She seems a bit lacking. I think she might drop out once the protection period ends.”

Simon followed Rick’s gaze. 

It was the female student he had helped onto the hippo earlier, being carried up the cliff by an assistant.

“Is everyone, here? Then let’s move, to the next area!”

As soon as all the students had gathered, Hongpeng started running again without a break.  

The students, startled, followed her.

‘Haha! What is this?’

It was different from the classroom lectures.  It felt like a truly dynamic class.

After running for another 20 minutes, they emerged from the forest and reached an open hillside.  

The gentle slope made it easy to pick up speed.

As everyone followed Hongpeng,

Rumble, rumble, rumble!

The same scene from just a few hours ago repeated itself.

The same herd of hippos was charging up the hillside from the opposite direction.

“Uh, uh oh?”

“They’re coming this way! P-Professor?!”

But Hongpeng was gone.  So were the other assistants.

The students stopped in confusion, but the approaching hippos showed no sign of slowing down.

‘This is dangerous!’

Simon stopped and focused. A hippo was charging straight towards him.

‘The feeling of stepping on Jet Black!’

Thud!

Simon leaped into the air, and the hippos thundered past below, kicking up dust. 

Several other students were also airborne, just like Simon.

‘I’m falling!’

Simon shifted his weight and landed in an area with fewer hippos.

As soon as he landed, he had to roll and dodge to avoid being trampled.

“Ugh!”

Two more hippos were heading straight for him.

Simon pushed off the ground and jumped again, just in the nick of time.

‘I almost died.’

The fear of death sent chills down his spine and jolted him awake.

Simon turned around, wiping his sweat.

‘This can’t be part of the class, can it?  There’ll be casualties at this rate…!’

His eyes widened.  

He had expected chaos, but the situation was completely different from what he had imagined.

A female student had cast an exhaustion curse, causing the hippos to collapse in front of her, forming a wall.

A male student had dug a hole in the ground using dark magic and was lying in it.

Other students were riding on the hippos, cheering, while some had created ropes from Jet Black and climbed up trees.

Everyone was escaping the danger in their own way.

“Kyahahaha!”

Cindy Vivace was floating in the air using necromancy. Simon finally realized.

‘I’m in no position to worry about others.’

His worry had been misplaced.  And he had to compete with 1,000 students like these.

“You okay, Simon?”

Rick, who had climbed a tree using a Jet Black pole, jumped down.

“Don’t worry too much. Those hippos are all under Professor Hongpeng’s control. Some students collapsed, and the hippos avoided them.”

“…Oh, is that so?”

It was common knowledge that Hongpeng possessed not only Martial Combat skills but also the power of a druid bloodline.

The assistants, descending from the sky, clapped their hands and shouted,

“Alright, alright, no time to rest!  Get up!”

“The hippos will be changing direction and coming back down soon!  Everyone, get up!”

The students, hearing the word “hippos,” scrambled to their feet.  

An assistant pointed downwards.

“The professor is already waiting below! Let’s move!”

Another sprint began.

After passing through the dense trees, they reached a picturesque hillside covered in colorful flowers.  

Hongpeng was waiting for them on the flat ground below, waving her hand.

“No more obstacles!  Full speed ahead to the professor!”

“Wooo!”

The students cheered and ran down the flower-covered hill. Simon and Rick also ran down the slope excitedly.

The wind blowing from the opposite direction cooled their sweat. 

Dandelion seeds danced in the wind, and leaves fluttered down like snowflakes. 

Simon felt a strange sense of liberation as he descended the hill.

“We’re here!  Now, break time!”

Hongpeng shouted.

The students collapsed on the ground, and the assistants, seemingly prepared, distributed drinks.

Laughter and chatter filled the air as the tension eased. 

The excited students recounted their heroic tales from earlier.

“Oh, look over there!”

“Food!”

Kizen servants arrived with a food truck. Everyone’s eyes lit up.

“Originally, you were supposed to eat after class, but I contacted Kizen because I thought the students might be exhausted.  Is that alright?”

“Kyaa!”

“You’re the best, Professor!”

It was time for lunch.

The menu was a high-protein meal centered around meat.

Kizen’s food was famously delicious, and the portions were generous.  

There was even soy meat for vegetarians.

Everyone took their food and sat down on the grassy field, enjoying their meal with a view of the mountains and lake.

Simon and Rick found a spot under the shade of a tree.  

The outdoor meal after the strenuous exercise tasted especially delicious.

“Man, there’s no professor like her.”

Rick, like the other students, seemed to have fallen under the spell of Hongpeng’s class.

“Using her class time to feed the students, that’s unheard of at strict Kizen.”

Simon nodded in agreement, smiling.

“But it’s a bit different from what I heard.”

“What is?”

“I heard Professor Hongpeng is actually a very typical Kizen professor.”

Rick looked confused.

“Professor Hongpeng, the nature-loving, pure-hearted one? Nah, whoever told you that is wrong.  Dead wrong.”

Simon blinked.  Lorain had told him that herself.

Clap, clap.

Hongpeng clapped her hands, gathering the students’ attention.

“Students!  Finish up. We’ll be leaving again in 10 minutes.”

The assistants jumped up and shouted,

“Departure in 10 minutes!”

“Finish your meals and get ready!”

The assistants relayed Hongpeng’s message.  

The relaxed students hurriedly cleaned their trays and started to prepare.

“We’re doing it again?”

“I thought we’d just rest and ride the hippos back.”

The students gathered, murmuring. 

Simon watched the assistants busily moving around and thought,

‘I think this is where the real class begins.’
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Once the students had assembled and lined up, the assistants approached. 

They fastened plain, unadorned white bracelets onto each student’s wrist.

Simon moved his arm; the bracelet felt quite heavy.

“Channel your, Jet Black into, the bracelet.”

At Hongpeng’s instruction, the students, without suspicion, channeled their Jet Black into the bracelets.

“Huh?”

“Wh-What’s happening?”

Suddenly, the students’ bodies buckled downwards.

“You all know the Exhaust curse, right?”

Hongpeng smiled, placing her hands on her hips.

“The next course is over there.”

She pointed to the same steep hill they had just descended.  

An assistant stood at the top, waving a flag.

“You’ll climb to the top of the hill while under the Exhaust curse.”

The students’ faces paled.

‘Holy shit, wait a minute…’

‘This isn’t right, is it?’

But no one dared to protest against a Kizen professor. 

Hongpeng chuckled.

“Get ready. I’ll be checking to see who falls behind.”

The students, finally grasping the situation, stood at the starting line, their faces grim.

Simon, waiting his turn, was already sweating profusely.  

Just getting to the starting line with the curse was difficult enough; the thought of climbing that steep hill filled him with dread.

“Alright.  Go!”

At Hongpeng’s shout, all the Class A students started running.

At first, they tried to maintain their composure by walking upright despite the weight of the curse, but as the incline steepened, it became impossible.  

Nobles and commoners alike were forced to crawl on the ground.

“Gasp! Gasp!”

“Ugh!”

Gasps and groans of pain echoed around them.  

Covered in dirt, they had no choice but to push forward, under the watchful eyes of Hongpeng and the assistants.

‘Hoooo…’

Simon pushed himself forward, his hand, bleeding from scrapes against the rocks, gripping the ground.

Each step was heavy.  His vision blurred, and the sky turned yellow.

‘I will do this.’

Forget advanced studies; this was a test of pure physical strength and willpower.

If he fell behind his peers here, he would never catch up.

Simon pushed himself, forcing his body to move even as others rested.  

He set his own pace and refused to compromise.

His arms trembled uncontrollably, but he kept moving.

He could see the summit.  

The assistant and Hongpeng stood at the top, where the flag marking the finish line fluttered in the wind.

‘Just a little further!’

Simon was in the lead.  

He wasn’t far ahead of Rick and the others, but he was definitely ahead of the rest of Class A.

And there was one other person beside him.

Hector was climbing the hill at almost the same pace as Simon.

‘…Damn it, you again.’

Hector gritted his teeth as he looked at Simon.

He was sick of him.  

Simon had been a thorn in his side since the first class.

Hector was even using his own methods to lessen the effects of the Exhaust curse, yet Simon, climbing with pure physical strength, was his equal.

His pride wouldn’t allow him to lose.  Hector’s fighting spirit surged.

The incline grew steeper as they approached the flag.  

The two front-runners, Simon and Hector, increased their pace, widening the gap between them and the others.

“Keep going!”

Hongpeng shouted, pumping her fist.  

The assistant clapped his hands in encouragement.

‘I’m in first place!’

‘I’m going to win!’

Just as Simon and Hector stretched out their arms,

Step.

Someone stepped over their arms and walked past.

Unlike the two, who were covered in mud, she was pristine, her sky-blue hair flowing as she walked gracefully in her skirt.

Meilyn Villenne, the top student of Class A.

She was the first to reach the summit.

“Congratulations. You’re the firstm student to arrive.”

“Thank you, Professor.”

The assistant beside her marked her name on the list. Simon and Hector, stunned, froze for a moment.

“How did you do it?”

Hongpeng asked. Meilyn looked up and replied,

“I calculated the resistance formula and dispelled the curse.”

Simon felt as if he had been hit on the head with a hammer.

Instead of struggling with brute force, there was a way to dispel the curse!

“Good job.  Now, rest.”

Meilyn politely accepted the drink offered by the assistant and sat down in the shade of a tree.

Once again, she was in first place.

“Professor Hongpeng!”

An assistant ran up the hill.

“We have an injured student!  It seems like a minor ankle injury.”

“I’ll go take a look.”

She glanced at Simon and Hector and then followed the assistant down the hill.

“…Unbelievable.”

As soon as Hongpeng was gone, Hector, having finally completely dispelled the curse, stood up. 

Simon’s eyes widened in surprise.

Hector strode up the hill and reached the summit.  He received his drink and looked at Meilyn.

“Hey,”

She turned to him.

“What was that about dispelling the curse during Martial Combat class?  Do you know how much I suffered because I couldn’t do that?”

“So what?”

Meilyn scoffed, unimpressed. Hector smirked.

“Well, I guess a sheltered little miss like you wouldn’t understand the ways of the world.”

“…….”

Her eyebrows twitched.

“Are you picking a fight?”

“I’m not picking a fight; I’m stating facts.  They can’t evaluate our grades during the student protection period anyway.  The key is to impress the professor with our diligent attitude.  Your stunt just now might have earned you a mark from Professor Hongpeng, but it definitely won’t get you any points.”

Her gaze turned sharp.

“What a twisted personality. Why are you picking on me? Are you that upset about being second?”

“I’m telling you not to ruin Class A’s lessons. And let me tell you, I don’t even care about you.”

Hector turned away. 

Gasping for breath, Simon finally made it to the top.

The assistant smiled and handed him a drink.

“Simon Polentia.  Third place.”

“Th-Thank you.”

Exhausted, Simon stumbled over to the shade of a tree and collapsed.  

He gulped down the drink.

“…….”

“…….”

Meilyn and Hector’s gazes lingered on him for a moment.

The three of them rested in silence under the shade of the tree.

***

As time passed, the other students gradually reached the summit.

Even those who had struggled with the climb due to lack of stamina were able to make it as the curse’s effects gradually wore off.

“I-I think I’m going to die, Simon.”

Rick had finished in a relatively high position, but soon joined the group of students vomiting nearby. 

Simon went over and patted him on the back.

Except for a few who had collapsed from exhaustion, everyone had reached the top, but the fatigue from the class was immense.

As the students lay there, unable to move, Simon wondered how they were going to get back to Kizen.  

If they had to ride the hippos again, half of Class A would probably be left behind.

Fortunately, Hongpeng had contacted Kizen and obtained permission to use a temporary teleportation magic circle.

“Yay!”

A magic circle appeared, and all they had to do was step on it to return to Kizen. 

The servants who had brought the food had arrived using the same method.

Relieved, the students stepped onto the magic circle. 

Simon and Rick, waiting in line together, also stepped onto the circle.

Woong!

A dark light from the magic circle enveloped Simon’s body.

He felt a floating sensation as the teleportation began.

Thud!

He felt a sudden blockage.  

Simon crashed to the floor, feeling a sharp pain as he hit something.

“…Huh?”

He looked up. His surroundings had changed.

Rick, who had been with him on the magic circle, was nowhere to be seen.  

Simon was alone inside a small cabin.

‘This isn’t Kizen, is it?’

Simon got to his feet.

The cabin had a cozy atmosphere, similar to his old home in Leshill.  

But this place felt smaller and wilder.

The walls and floor were made of rough, unprocessed wood, a hammock instead of a bed, animal fur instead of a carpet, and cured game hung drying in the sunlight on one wall.

Click.

The cabin door opened, and a tall woman entered.

“I apologizem for startling you, Simon.”

“Professor Hongpeng!”

She smiled and gestured for him to sit.

Simon sat down, bewildered, and she served him tea. 

She briefly explained what had happened.

There had been a suspicious formula embedded in the teleportation magic circle.  

Upon investigation, her assistants had discovered a formula that redirected specific individuals based on their Jet Black signature, and Simon was the target.

“Do you have any idea who would do such a thing?”

Simon shook his head, having no clue.

Hongpeng hummed and crossed her arms.  

Unlike Simon, she seemed to have a suspicion.

“So, I interfered with the magic circle and redirected the coordinates to my home.”

“Ah…”

“Protecting students from unknown threats is also part of my job. And,”

Her eyes twinkled.

“I also wanted to talk to you privately, Simon.”

“…Me?”

“Normally, contacting students during, the protection period is against the rules, but considering the circumstances, it seems someone, has already broken them.”

Her usually cheerful expression turned serious.

“Simon Polentia, how would you feel about majoring in Martial Combat?”

Simon’s eyes widened, and she continued,

“If you’re willing, I’d like to take you on as my direct disciple.”

“…Ah!”

A direct disciple.

Students personally mentored by Kizen professors.

A professor could have three direct disciples per grade level, and a student could only learn from one direct professor.

The benefits of being a direct disciple at Kizen were countless.  

Above all, the professor provided dedicated 1-on-1 guidance, making it a highly coveted position.

Professors approached the selection of direct disciples with great care, as it directly impacted their own achievements and there were limited spots.

Yet, Hongpeng was offering Simon the position on the first day of class.

“I… I don’t understand.”

Simon was flustered.

He was incredibly grateful for the offer, but he didn’t think he had shown anything special in her class.

He had simply followed the lesson like the other students, and he had even been beaten by Meilyn and Hector in the final hill climb.

Furthermore, it was only his second day at Kizen.  

Hongpeng would have the chance to meet many more students.

He was confused, regardless of whether he wanted to accept the offer or not.

“Students may look at rankings, but I look at talent.”

Hongpeng took a sip of her tea and continued,

“When you leaped…across the valley earlier, the way you controlled your, Jet Black propulsion… That was your, first time, wasn’t it?”

How did she know? Simon nodded, surprised.

“Even so, your jump, was the highest, in Class A.  This is beyond, talent or luck.  And you also, demonstrated your stamina, and perseverance in the, hill climb.  Do you need, more praise?”

“…….”

Simon gulped.

He still found it hard to believe, but he couldn’t deny the words of a Kizen professor.

“That stamina, that mental fortitude, and above all, that incredible talent with Jet Black.  If you join Martial Combat, your talent will truly blossom.”

Hongpeng’s face turned serious, her grip on her teacup tightening. 

Her pronunciation of the common tongue became much clearer.

“I’ll make you stronger than anyone, even stronger than me, within a few years.”
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“…….”

Simon pondered.

He understood that Hongpeng’s offer to be her direct disciple was sincere.  

But what about his own feelings?

Majoring in Martial Combat.

Hongpeng’s class had undoubtedly been enjoyable.

The outdoor curriculum, the continuous stream of challenges, the outdoor meals, and the intense competition.

There were difficult moments, but he could endure them if he considered them all part of the training to become stronger.

However,

“Thank you for your generous offer, but… to be honest, I’d like to decline.”

Simon stood up and bowed.  

Hongpeng didn’t seem surprised and simply nodded.

“May I ask why?”

“There’s another field of study I’d like to pursue more deeply at the moment.”

“Hmm.”

Her eyes crinkled into crescents.

“Alright.  I appreciate you being upfront with me so I don’t have any lingering regrets.”

“…Ah.”

“But that doesn’t mean I’m giving up on you, Simon.”

“What?”

Her brown hair fluttered gently in the wind.

“There’s still a year left before you have to declare your major, right?  I’ll work harder to change your mind.”

Simon was speechless.  Why would she go to such lengths for him?

“And, personally, I’ve become curious to see how far you can go.”

She stood up and waved her hand. 

A Jet Black teleportation magic circle appeared on the ground.

“It’s alright if you’re not my disciple.  If you ever need my help, don’t hesitate to come find me.”

“…Thank you, Professor.”

“I’d appreciate it if you kept this matter a secret.  You can go now.”

Simon bowed deeply once more and stepped onto the magic circle.

Whoosh!

Simon vanished, and the wind blew, rustling the decorations in the cabin.

Hongpeng sat down on the creaky wooden chair, with a light smile on her face as she looked out the window.

“Professor Hongpeng!”

The door burst open, and an assistant rushed in.

“How did it go?  What about Simon?”

She smiled and shook her head.  

The assistant’s face crumpled, and he bit his lip.

“How dare he refuse your offer…!”

“It’s alright, Brad.”

She patted the assistant’s shoulder gently and looked out the window.  

Brad fumed.

“I don’t understand why you’re so fixated on that student!  Wouldn’t it be better to offer the position to Hector, who’s more talented in Martial Combat?  There are four other aspiring Martial Combat students with plenty of potential…!”

“A genius,”

She said quietly.

“I’ve seen many geniuses at Kizen, but I’ve never seen ‘that kind of genius’ before.”

“…What?”

She just smiled without answering.

***

Simon was the last student from Class A to return to Kizen.

He was exhausted from the strenuous class, but fortunately, there were still more than two hours left before the afternoon class.

He returned to the dormitory, dropped off his mud-caked uniform for the servants to launder, and headed to the bathhouse to wash up.

“Simon!”

He ran into Rick at the bathhouse.  

Rick had arrived a little later than Simon and seemed strangely excited.

“Hehehe! You won’t believe what happened to me!”

“What is it?”

Rick glanced around and whispered conspiratorially,

“I stepped onto the teleportation magic circle, and suddenly, I felt something block me with a bang! When I came to my senses, I was in Professor Bahil’s research lab!”

Simon blinked.

“Professor Bahil from Curseology?”

“That’s right!”

“Did anything happen there?”

“He just made me clean.”

“…….”

Simon chuckled wryly.

“I heard about this from older students!  Teleport scouting!  Professor Bahil picked me, right?  Am I going to be a direct disciple?”

Simon turned his head, sweating nervously.

“Th-That might be the case.”

“Holy shit, to be connected to such an influential figure at Kizen!  You know what being a direct disciple means, right?  Your school life will be a breeze!  They say disciplinary actions and expulsions are often overlooked depending on the professor’s favor!”

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard all year.”

Simon and Rick turned their heads at the sudden interruption. 

Hector and two of his faction members were standing there.

“A talentless commoner like you, a direct disciple of Professor Bahil?  Even a dog would laugh.”

His friends snickered. 

Rick slowly stood up, with a smile playing on his lips.

“Oh dear, seems like the young master is a little jealous.  Everything has to be about you, doesn’t it?  Upset that Professor Bahil took notice of me instead of you?”

“…….”

Hector took a step closer.  

He was tall and bulky, his body rippling with muscles.

“Watch your mouth, merchant scum.”

“And because I’m merchant scum, I know your kind all too well.”

Rick sneered, flicking his wrist.

“I heard you badmouthed Meilyn in Martial Combat class too. You think you’re the only one with problems in the world?  You’re just a piece of shit too, you know.  Acting like graduating from the Moore family’s education is some kind of achievement.”

Infuriated, Hector lashed out with his right arm. 

A Jet Black magic circle formed on his palm, and Rick’s body slammed against a pillar.

“Ugh!”

“Lowly scum like you should know what not to say.”

Hector’s eyes were bloodshot as he swung his arm sideways.

“Just die here, you bastard.”

Crack!

It was a curse. 

Rick clutched his throat in pain, and the surrounding students gasped and stood up.

“Ugh, kh!”

Even in pain, Rick grinned and flipped Hector the bird. 

Hector’s face hardened.

“C-Calm down, Hector!”

“Hey!  Isn’t this crossing the line?  Using curses outside of class…!”

His two friends tried to intervene, but Hector shoved them aside with an irritated wave of his hand.

Just as Hector was about to draw another magic circle on his other palm,

“……!”

A foot suddenly appeared in front of his face.

Crack!

Hector barely managed to block the blow with his crossed arms. 

He slipped on the wet floor and fell to one knee.

The impact disrupted the curse he was casting, and Rick, freed from the pain, coughed and stumbled back.

Thud.

Simon landed, his eyes blazing with anger.

“So, you finally decided to show up.”

Hector grinned and stood up.  

He emitted Jet Black from both hands, and Simon channeled his own Jet Black into his ring, grasping the imaginary lever.

Just as the situation was about to explode,

Crash!

A bucket flew towards Hector’s feet and shattered, sending fragments flying.

Hector and Simon flinched, and the other students screamed in surprise.

“…Shut up.”

Whoosh!

A man sitting in the bath stood up.  

Countless scars, horrific to behold, covered his back as water streamed down his body.

“Do you all want to die?”

And Simon knew him.  Simon’s eyes widened.

‘Kajann!’

It was the very same person who lived in Simon’s room like a mouse.

“…Kajann Edvalt.”

Hector lowered his arms and looked at him.

“I heard the rumors, but you’re still clinging to this school?”

Kajann cracked his neck without a word. 

Each crack was unnervingly loud, a sound one wouldn’t expect from a human body.

“Hector!”

“B-Be careful.  That bastard’s lost it.”

His friends rushed forward and stood in front of Hector, as if to protect him.

However,

“Let’s go.”

Hector’s words were unexpected. His two friends looked at him in confusion.

“You’d better behave yourselves too.  There won’t be a second time.”

Hector strode out of the bathhouse.  

His friends, momentarily stunned, followed him as if fleeing.

“Rick!”

Simon rushed to Rick’s side.

“Are you okay?”

“It’s nothing.”

Rick chuckled.

“The curse he used on me was just for show.  Like that bastard has the guts to do anything.”

Whoosh.

With the situation resolved, Kajann returned to the bath and closed his eyes. 

The other students in the bath discreetly moved away from him.

Simon stood up and said,

“Kajann, thank you for…”

“You’re noisy too,”

He said without turning around.

“Get out.”

“…….”

Simon smiled faintly.

He felt reassured that Kajann wasn’t a bad person after all.

***

Despite the minor incident, everything ended without any major problems.

Rick revealed that he had provoked Hector intentionally, hoping to get him disciplined.  

However, since Simon had attacked Hector, both of them would be penalized if disciplinary action was taken, so he abandoned his plan.

Simon, feeling embarrassed after hearing this, apologized. Rick laughed brightly.

“It’s much better that you stepped in!  It felt so good seeing you kick Hector.”

He had partly provoked Hector out of frustration, and since it was the student protection period, any disciplinary action wouldn’t have any significant consequences.  

Hector would have known that as well.

When they finished showering, their clean uniforms, laundered with cleaning magic, were waiting for them in front of their room.

They quickly changed and attended their last afternoon class without any further incidents.

By the time they finished their schedule, it was already getting dark. 

Simon and Rick were on their way back to the dormitory after dinner.

“Ahhh! Finally, the weekend!”

Rick shouted, stretching.

“Simon, what are you going to do this weekend?”

“Weekend? I don’t have any plans.”

“Come on, you can’t do that!  How you spend your weekends at Kizen is really important.”

“You seem to have plans.”

Rick nodded.

“My weekend schedule is actually more important than my weekday classes. I’m going to Rochester.”

Rochester, Kizen’s subsidiary city.

A medium-sized city frequented by Kizen staff, students, and servants.

It was known as a haven for necromancers and a student city, filled with numerous restaurants, inns, and necromancer-related shops. It was also common to see Kizen students working part-time jobs to earn money for class materials.

Especially on weekends, the city was flooded with students, and for Kizen students, “going out for the weekend” usually meant going to Rochester.

“What are you going to do in Rochester?”

“Business planning,”

Rick replied seriously.

“The allowance Kizen provides isn’t enough to live on. And I’m not exactly a top student who can get a scholarship.  I need to start making use of my skills.”

Simon nodded.  

It was a characteristically proactive move from Rick.

“Simon, you should also find a way to earn some money.  The professors providing materials is only for the student protection period.  The monthly allowance isn’t enough to cover the exorbitant cost of Kizen’s classes.  That’s why older students all have their own sources of income.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

Having to be self-sufficient financially outside of classes made life at Kizen even more challenging.  

Since Simon was interested in Summoning, which required expensive materials, he needed to come up with a plan.

“Hehe, or you could wait until I’m settled in Rochester.  I might be able to get you a job.”

“No. I should earn the money I need myself.”

“…Oh, you’re quite meticulous about money.”

Rick snuck off to Rochester before entering the dormitory, saying he had to prepare for tomorrow’s schedule.

Leaving Kizen on weekdays was prohibited, but due to Kizen’s relatively liberal atmosphere, it wasn’t a big deal as long as you didn’t get caught.

Simon entered the dormitory alone.  

He bought some snacks from the store to enjoy the weekend mood and returned to his room.

He had intended to thank Kajann properly if he was there, but Kajann was out.

Left alone, Simon sat on the floor and opened his snacks.  

It was a box of six fluffy mini chiffon cakes.

He popped one into his mouth.

It was delicious.  

He savored the rich buttery flavor, chewing contentedly, when…

“…….”

He felt a gaze.

Simon cautiously turned his eyes towards the window.  

He saw a girl hanging from the windowsill, blinking at him.

‘L-Lady Nephtys…?’

This was the fourth floor.
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Finding it awkward to continue ignoring her, Simon turned his head towards the window. 

The girl’s face quickly ducked down.

“…….”

Did she not want to be seen?

Simon turned back and took out another chiffon cake.  

The girl’s face slowly reappeared in the window.

Blink, blink.

The girl’s blue eyes blinked.  

The blinking sped up each time the chiffon cake neared Simon’s mouth.

Simon chuckled inwardly and spoke.

“Lady Nephtys, why don’t you come in and have some?”

At his words, the girl popped her head in.

“Ah, how did you know? Is it okay?”

As if she had been waiting for the invitation, Nephtys hopped through the window and knelt down in front of the chiffon cakes, looking up at Simon with wide eyes.

She looked like a puppy wagging its tail expectantly, and Simon couldn’t help but smile.

“Of course. Help yourself.”

“Hehe, thanks!”

She picked up a chiffon cake with her delicate hands and started eating, making little “nom nom” sounds.

Watching her small cheeks puff out with each bite, Simon felt a strong urge to pat her head, Kizen ruler or not.

“Would you like some of this too?”

Simon took out more snacks he had bought from the store, and Nephtys’ eyes sparkled each time.

“This is great!”

She mumbled through a mouthful of jam sandwich.

“They never let me eat sweets at home!”

“…Ahaha.”

Simon found himself having a dessert time with the great necromancer, a figure most people would be lucky to see even once in their lifetime. 

They shared snacks and chatted about various things.

From thanking her for the subspace ring, to talking about Lorain,

The conversation naturally shifted to school life.

“This is your first time at school, right? How is it?”

“It’s fun!”

Simon replied instantly.

“The professors are amazing, my friends are nice, the classes are interesting… I think I’m surprisingly suited for school.”

She smiled brightly and nodded.

“Ahh, this is nice.  Talking with you like this at Kizen reminds me of Richard.”

“My father?”

“Yes! Your father was a Kizen student too. Didn’t you know?”

This was news to Simon.  

She chuckled and wagged her finger.

“Richard was something else. Unlike you, who’s so well-behaved, he was a troublemaker, a legendary problem child.”

“…My father?”

Simon’s jaw dropped.

His calm and strict father, was a troublemaker in his school days?  

He couldn’t picture his father as a mischievous child.

“But he was also incredibly smart. He caused all sorts of trouble while always staying one step ahead of the professors. I can’t count how many times I had to drag him back after he skipped class and tried to run away.”

“…I-I can’t believe it.  Did my father graduate from Kizen?”

She shook her head.

“No. He dropped out in his second year.”

“…Oh.”

“He suddenly declared the school too confining and left.  There had never been a student like him at Kizen.  Richard was a special case in many ways.”

Nephtys placed her hands on the floor and looked up at the ceiling.

An expression of deep, wistful emotion, unlike her youthful appearance, flickered across her face.

“Yes, I was young back then, too.”

“…….”

Simon wanted to comment, but he held back, sensing it wasn’t the right time.

“Anyway!  There’s probably not a single place in Loch Island that Richard hasn’t explored.  If you look closely, you might find traces of your father all over the school!”

“Ah! That would be interesting.”

She stood up and dusted off her clothes.

“Well, I have evening plans, so I have to go!  I might get in trouble if I’m late. Hehe.”

“Already?”

Simon blurted out his disappointment, surprising himself.

He had enjoyed her company so much that the time had flown by, and he had unknowingly revealed his true feelings.

“We’ll see each other again soon, Simon.”

Nephtys smiled.

“Thanks for the snacks! Bye!”

Just as Nephtys was about to hop back out the window, a small note fell from her clothes.

Simon picked up the note and rushed to the window.

“Lady Nephtys! You dropped this…!”

Whoosh.

She was already gone without a trace.

Simon scratched his head and examined the note.

“Judging by the circumstances… this must be for me.”

He muttered to himself and sat down on the bed. 

He unfolded the note.

It was a map.

The map led through Kizen and pointed to a location outside the academy, marked with a skull symbol.

A skull? Shouldn’t a destination be marked with a treasure chest or something?

Simon examined the map carefully.  

There was no other information besides the destination.

Why had Nephtys given him this map?

‘If you look closely, you might find traces of your father all over the school!’

Simon clenched his fist, with his mind made up.

He decided to leave first thing tomorrow.

***

The first weekend morning at Kizen dawned.

Since the location marked on Nephtys’ map was a forbidden forest, Simon decided to leave when it got dark.

Rick and Kajann had already left early, and Simon was immersed in his Summoning textbook, catching up on his studies.

He tried to study other subjects, but he couldn’t concentrate.

Since he had to choose a main subject before the upcoming group project, Simon decided to dedicate this weekend to Summoning.

‘Differences between Skeletons and Zombies. First, obedience to commands. Skeletons are generally obedient to a necromancer’s commands, but zombies rely on instinct and have amplified hatred for the living, making them difficult to control.’

‘The next stage after zombies is ghouls.  Their numbers are small, but they are incomparably stronger than zombies.  Wow, they can jump up to 300 meters in a single leap?’

‘There’s also something called a Patchwork Golem!  When can I make one of those?’

He hadn’t realized studying could be this much fun. 

Time flew by, and Simon felt a pang of regret each time he checked the clock.

After spending the entire day studying Summoning, as the sun began to set, Simon finally made his move.

He wrote “Rochester visit, 1 night 2 days” in the dormitory’s overnight register.

Rustle.

He left through the Kizen main gate and arrived at the forbidden forest as darkness fell. 

The reason Kizen forbade entry into this forest was simple.

‘Monster infested area.’

There were monsters in the Leshill mountains too, but it was unknown what kinds of monsters roamed Loch Island.

Simon walked cautiously.

‘A stream flows to the east, and Kizen’s walls are visible to the west. Okay, I’m on the right track.’

He checked the map carefully as he walked, and so far, everything was going smoothly.

But as he ventured deeper into the forest, animal cries became more frequent, and he started seeing animal droppings. 

He poked them with a branch; they were wet and mushy, indicating recent activity.

‘…I kind of want to go back.’

It would be a lie to say he wasn’t scared, but Simon steeled his resolve. 

He walked as quietly as possible, even if it meant moving slower.

And then.

-Grrrr.

A growl came from nearby.

Simon froze, covering his mouth and crouching down.

His eyes, adjusted to the darkness, caught a dark figure standing in the shadows of the trees.  

It sniffed the air, its nose twitching.

‘A monster.’

The monster’s head turned.  

Its eyes glowed in the darkness, staring at Simon.

Clack!

‘Fast!’

Simon quickly reached for the dagger at his waist.  

Eyes gleaming in the darkness, a silver streak shot towards him with a ‘whoosh’.

Simon drew his dagger and swung it towards the streak.

Clang!

Metal clashed against metal, and Simon fell backwards.  

Another swipe of claws left long gashes in the tree where he had been standing.

‘A werewolf!’

Encountering one was practically a death sentence for ordinary people. 

Fortunately, it wasn’t fully grown, as its size was relatively small.

‘If this was before I entered Kizen, I would have run…!’

Simon gripped his dagger and stood up.  

He channeled Jet Black into his ring with his left hand and pulled the imaginary lever.

Click.

A subspace opened on the ground, and bones emerged from within.

‘Restore!’

The scattered bones began to assemble themselves around a skull in an orderly fashion. 

Soon, two complete skeletons stood before Simon.

‘Alright!’

Simon clenched his fist.

His first time using necromancy techniques in actual combat.

It felt incredibly reassuring.  

Beyond the increase in fighting power, the mere fact that he wasn’t alone gave him a sense of relief.

In the blink of an eye, it was a 3-on-1 situation. 

The werewolf flinched at the disadvantage in numbers but bared its fangs, showing its willingness to fight.

Clang. Clang.

Simon pulled two worn short swords from his subspace.  

The skeletons caught the swords as they flew through the air.

-Kyaaa!

The werewolf lunged, and the battle began.

Slash!

A long gash appeared on the werewolf’s abdomen from a skeleton’s sword strike. 

But the werewolf kept charging and swiped at the skeleton’s torso with its right arm.

Bang!

Half of the skeleton’s bony torso was shattered in a single blow. 

Simon, connected to the undead, felt a sharp pain in his head.

But seizing the opportunity, the other skeleton circled around and thrust its short sword into the werewolf’s exposed flank.

-Kyaaa!

The werewolf howled in pain.  Simon thrust his right arm forward.

‘Restore!’

The shattered bone fragments trembled and then reassembled themselves as if time was rewinding.  

The restored skeleton immediately plunged its short sword into the werewolf’s chest.

“Now! Charge!”

The two skeletons, swords still embedded in the werewolf, dragged it forward and slammed it against a tree.

Thud!

The tree shook violently, and leaves rained down.

‘Now’s my chance!’

Simon, dagger in hand, rushed forward. 

The werewolf, pinned against the tree, swiped wildly, shattering the skeletons, but

Thud!

Simon’s dagger plunged into the werewolf’s neck before the skeletons completely fell apart.

A gruesome sensation of flesh and muscle tearing ran up his arm, but this was a life-or-death situation.

Simon tightened his grip on the dagger’s hilt.

Crack. Crack.

Finally, the werewolf went limp. 

Simon, breathing heavily, stumbled back and fell on his backside.

‘…T-That was close.’

His lips trembled from the lingering tension of the battle.

‘No time for this.  I need to clean up.’

He couldn’t risk attracting other monsters with the commotion and the smell of blood.

Simon struggled to his feet and attempted a ‘Restore.’ One skeleton was too damaged, but he managed to get the other one barely functional.

He stored the restored skeleton in his subspace and continued walking.

‘Come to think of it, this was my first battle since entering Kizen.’

In just three days, Simon’s combat abilities had significantly improved.

Just how much stronger could he become if he endured a year, no, three years here? 

He couldn’t help but wonder.

After walking for another 20 minutes,

‘This is it.’

He arrived at the location marked with a skull on the map. 

He looked around; there was nothing but an empty clearing.

The only unusual thing was that no trees or plants grew in this spot.

‘I should probably dig, right?’

Simon opened his subspace and took out the shovel he had borrowed from the dormitory gardener.

He caught the spinning shovel with a flourish and started digging.

Thud! Thud!

His digging was remarkably skillful.

It didn’t take long.  The shovel hit something hard.

Simon crouched down and brushed away the dirt.

‘Stone floor.’

It was a floor made of a peculiar dark stone.

As he cleared away the dirt, he noticed a depression in the center of the floor, shaped like a human hand.

He placed his right hand over it; the size was roughly the same.  

But it probably wasn’t a relic that opened with just a touch.

Simon closed his eyes, activated his Core, and emitted Jet Black from his palm.

Woooong!

As Simon’s Jet Black flowed into the handprint, the floor lit up.  

Then, with a ‘crack’, the floor opened.

‘Stairs!’

A staircase leading downwards appeared.

A triumphant smile spread across Simon’s face.

What secrets lay hidden down there?  

Why had Nephtys led him to this place?

His heart pounding with anticipation, Simon began his descent.
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Simon took two lanterns from his subspace. 

He kept one and placed the other in the skeleton’s hand.

“Let’s go.”

The skeleton led the way, and Simon followed.

Inside the ruins, there was only darkness. 

The chill of the stone floor seemed to seep into his feet and legs.

There were no railings, so he moved cautiously, aware that a fall would be fatal.

‘This is…’

As he descended the stairs, he noticed unreadable characters carved into the walls.

But somehow, they looked familiar.  

Had he seen them recently?

Simon racked his brain.

‘That’s right, ancient runes!’

They were similar to the ancient runes Eric had explained in Jet Black Mechanics class.

So, were these ancient ruins? Why were they near Kizen?

With countless unanswered questions swirling in his mind, Simon continued his descent.

Thud.

Finally, he reached the bottom of the stairs. 

He had descended quite deep; even when he shone his lantern upwards, he couldn’t see the ceiling.

He needed to widen his search area.  

Simon summoned a second skeleton, gave it a lantern, and instructed it to explore.

Simon also walked around, shining his lantern. 

Ancient runes covered the walls and floor.

‘With this many runes…’

The ruins themselves were a giant magical device.

Click! Click!

The skeleton signaled that it had found something. 

Simon hurried over.

‘What’s this?’

There was an altar in the middle of the rune-covered ruins, and on top of it lay a skull.

Simon placed his lantern on the altar and carefully touched the skull.

‘…….’

An unknown thrill ran up his arm.

Simon’s knowledge of the undead was limited, but he instinctively knew.

That this was the skull of an ancient and terrifyingly dangerous undead.

Simon carefully lifted the skull.

Clatter!

“Whoa!”

As he lifted the skull, bones rained down from the ceiling.  

Simon quickly stepped back to avoid them.

“That surprised me.”

The skeletons approached and shone their lanterns on the floor.  

Simon stared at the scattered bones and picked one up.

“…Number 2?”

He muttered to himself and attached it to the base of the skull.

It fit perfectly, like a puzzle piece.

“…….”

A strange excitement began to build within him.

He wanted to assemble this undead.  

He didn’t know how it would react when it awakened, or if it would harm him.

Nevertheless, if there was ever a time to take a gamble, he felt it was now.

Resolute, Simon placed the skull back on the altar, placed his hand on the handprint beneath it, and channeled his Jet Black.

Woooong!

“Ugh!”

He had only channeled a small amount of Jet Black, but it felt like all the Jet Black in his body was being sucked into the altar.

The altar glowed with a dark blue light, and a faint blue flame flickered in the skull’s eye sockets.

‘Hmm.  Is it not complete yet?’

Simon brought the number 2 bone closer to the skull.

Click!  

It attached itself like a magnet.  

The ‘attraction force,’ characteristic of skeletal undead, was at work.

‘Good.’

Simon placed the skull down and began working in earnest.

As if possessed, he assembled the bones, the sensation more satisfying than ever.

Cervical, thoracic, lumbar, sacral, and coccygeal vertebrae connected in sequence, forming the spine.  

He attached the scapula, clavicle, and humerus to the front, adding ribs to assemble the torso.

He picked up the hip bone and attached it below the coccyx, forming the pelvis.  

Femur, tibia, and patella connected, gradually shaping the legs.

‘All that Summoning studying this morning paid off!’

He wasn’t 100% sure, but this skeleton had the bone structure of a ‘human.’  

Simon’s intuition, combined with his knowledge of Summoning, allowed him to assemble the bones without hesitation.

But this skeleton was incredibly tall.

Simon, who had been kneeling while assembling it, had to crouch, then stand, then stand on his tiptoes, and finally climb onto the altar to continue his work.

It would have been helpful if the skeleton could have bent down, but it didn’t listen to his commands. 

It stood up on its own as soon as its legs were complete.

‘I should have assembled the arms first!’

Simon struggled to complete the arms.  

He stepped back and admired the skeleton with a sense of accomplishment.

“Wow…”

A massive skeleton, over two meters tall, stood before him. 

It was an awe-inspiring sight, but it still remained motionless.

“Now what do I do?”

As Simon pondered with his arms crossed,

Whoosh!

A brilliant moonlight poured down from the ceiling like a curtain of light.

The moment the moonlight illuminated the skeleton’s skull, the flames in its eye sockets flared up like torches.

[Ha. Haha! Hahahahahahaha!]

The ruins shook with a booming laughter.  

The runes on the walls peeled off, forming a stream and wrapping around the skeleton like silk.

The runes were being absorbed into the skeleton’s bones.

[Finally! Finally, I have returned!]

Simon covered his ears at the resounding cry.  

Jet Black surged from the skeleton’s body like raging waves.

[Who has awakened me?!]

The skeleton’s head creaked as it turned. It saw Simon standing against the wall.

Thud. Thud.

The massive being approached Simon. It lowered its head and observed him from close range.

Simon struggled to suppress a scream.

[State your name, human.]

“S-Simon Polentia.”

The skeleton’s skull tilted.

[You are a Polentia…?]

HAHAHAHAHAHA!

A booming laughter echoed through the ruins. Simon broke out in a cold sweat.

[Could it be! Are you a descendant of Richard?!]

“No,”

Simon said, calming his racing heart.

“I am his son.”

[HAHAHAHAHAHA! Yes! Yes! That’s it!  I thought the Jet Black felt familiar!  Only Richard could awaken me!]

The skeleton turned its back.  A shadowy cloak-like substance fluttered around it.

“…Who are you?”

Simon asked. The skeleton stopped and turned around, grinning.

It was strange that a skeleton could have an expression, but it definitely did.

Its jaw moved, its nose twitched, and its burning eyes held intense curiosity.  

It was almost like a living human.

[I am Pier. The Legion’s administrator.]

Pier said.

[I once ravaged the continent alongside your father, Richard!]

Simon’s eyes lit up.

This was his father’s undead!

Pier laughed heartily and leaned closer, continuing,

[Before that, I have a question. Who led you here?]

His voice was sharp.

Feeling like he was being tested, Simon gulped and answered.

“Nephtys Archbold.”

[Ah.]

Pier’s mouth curved upwards.

[Hehehe, so that’s how it is! That woman would do something like this! Good!]

Whoosh!

A fierce wind, like a storm, swept through the ruins. 

Light flooded the ruins, and the very air seemed to scream.

[Make a contract with me, Simon Polentia! And lead the ‘Legion’!]

His father’s undead spread its arms wide and shouted.

[The Legion will become your will and crush all who stand in your way! All things in the world will kneel before you and bow their heads!]

His excited voice resonated through the ruins.

[However, you will inevitably walk a blood-soaked path!  That, too, is your destiny! Son of Richard, are you prepared to lead the Legion?!]

Simon bit his lip, with his face troubled.  Pier circled him and chuckled.

[Are you afraid? Terrified? What are you pondering in your mind before this power, boy?!]

It was his father’s power, but it was still an unknown entity.

Simon didn’t know what the Legion was, what the blood-soaked path meant, the terms of the contract, or what handicaps it might have.

However,

“I have a question.”

Instead of an answer, a question came.  Pier’s face contorted in displeasure.

[Speak.]

“I don’t know what use you are. Is this Legion strong?”

Pier stopped abruptly.

[Ha. Hahahaha! Pfft!  Khahaha! Hahahahahahaha!]

Boom!

The air vibrated, and dirt rained down from the ceiling.

Usefulness?  He dared question his usefulness!

This boy wasn’t lost in wonder and fear.  He dared to ‘evaluate’ the Legion!

[A splendid question, human!  Strong, you ask? Shall I demonstrate by crushing this Kizen if you wish?]

Groooooan!

Eerie cries of the dead echoed from all directions.  

It was a terrifying sight, but Simon’s expression remained unchanged.

[Good! I shall answer your question!]

Pier withdrew his power and spoke.

[Your father once disbanded the Legion! And I was sealed here!  And with you awakening me, the administrator, the Legion has experienced its ‘first moment’.]

“First moment.”

[Indeed! But if we gather the scattered forces of the Legion and restore its former power…]

Pier’s mouth curved into a smile.

[No one on this continent will be able to stop you.]

“Alright.”

Simon nodded.

“I accept the contract.”

[Khahahaha!]

Pier wrapped his arms around Simon’s waist and leaped onto the altar.

[Place your hand on my ‘Core’!]

Pier’s rib cage opened, revealing a pulsating mass of Jet Black magical power, beating like a heart.

Simon placed his hand on it without hesitation.

[Once this contract is complete, your life will change completely!  Are you not afraid?!]

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,”

Simon said calmly.

“If you truly are my father’s army, it’s only natural that I take command.”

[HAHAHAHAHAHA! Good! That’s the spirit!]

Outwardly, he was a calm, humble, ordinary boy, but flashes of a conqueror’s qualities shone through.

‘You raised a fine son, Richard! This boy is different from you!’

His current mastery of dark magic seemed low, but he possessed tremendous potential.  

And unlike Richard, his ego and emotions were well-balanced, a mentally complete being.

Pier was quite pleased with this boy.

[We shall now proceed with the contract! Don’t die, Simon Polentia!]
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How much time had passed? Simon’s consciousness slowly began to return.

[Oh ho, you’ve come to your senses!]

And the first thing he saw upon opening his eyes was a tall skeleton with burning eyes. 

Simon abruptly sat up.

“…Pier! Wh-What happened?”

[The contract was successfully completed. Feel the change in your body!]

Simon blinked and placed a hand on his chest.

‘My Core…!’

His Core had grown larger. 

Not only that, but the Jet Black, which had been a burden even in small amounts, now felt as comfortable and soothing as water.

He felt as if something fundamental had changed within him.

[Congratulations on becoming one of the seven ‘Legion Commanders’ in the world, boy!]

Pier grinned.  

Simon attempted to stand, but a wave of dizziness washed over him, forcing him to cover his forehead with his hand.

[Don’t overdo it! Your body has undergone a tremendous transformation.]

“Yes, sir.”

During the contract ritual, Simon had nearly fainted several times.

The horrible feeling of his body being filled with an unknown foreign sensation, the agonizing pain—he had even considered biting his tongue off to end it.

‘I won’t be able to move for a while. I’m stuck here for the night.’

Simon sighed softly and looked at Pier.

“I have a question, Pier.”

[Speak, boy!]

Pier crossed his arms and spoke solemnly.

“What is a Legion?”

[…….]

A heavy silence fell over the ruins.

[What?! You made a contract with me without even knowing that?!]

“Yes.”

He had entered this place because Nephtys, his father’s comrade, had told him about it, and he had met and taken in Pier, his father’s undead. 

That was all.

Pier laughed in disbelief.

[It seems it will take some time for me to fully understand you, human!  Fine. I’ll explain!]

Pier’s gaze turned serious.

[Before that, how much do you know about the undead?]

“Um… as much as a Kizen first-year freshman.”

[Ha! A freshman dared to come here alone!  You’re truly Richard’s son!]

Pier began his explanation.

According to him, the undead in this world were classified into three categories.

The first was Summoned Undead.

All the undead controlled by necromancers fell into this category. 

They were artificially created from corpses through dark magic and moved according to the necromancer’s commands. 

They disappeared when the dark magic wore off or after a certain amount of time.

The second was Natural Undead.

These were undead that spontaneously generated, independent of necromancers or dark magic.  

These were the type generally known to people and were feared throughout the continent for their blind hatred and extreme aggression towards the living.  

They fell under the “monster” category designated by humans.

And the third was…

[The Legion!]

Pier raised his voice.

[The Legion exists right in the middle of ‘Summoned Undead’ and ‘Natural Undead’! They are Natural Undead, capable of independent action with their own Cores, but they also obey the commands of a necromancer and a higher being, like Summoned Undead!]

“Legion-type Undead…”

Simon murmured, slowly nodding.

[There are only seven Legions in this world. In other words, there are only seven necromancers who can control a Legion.  Including you, boy!]

Pier’s story was a series of surprises.

Ordinary Summoner necromancers typically led undead units at the platoon level.

Some necromancers commanded company-sized units, and high-ranking necromancers, like those at Kizen, could manage battalion-level operations, albeit inefficiently.

The reason for this limitation in numbers was that the undead led by necromancers were all “Summoned Undead.”

Summoning and controlling them consumed both Jet Black and mental energy.

However, Legions, which operated on their own magical power, were completely free from these limitations.

[There is no limit to a Legion!  Whether it’s a hundred thousand or a million, you can command an infinite number!  If you’ve ever heard tales of a necromancer leading a massive undead army, it must have been the story of a Legion Commander!]

“Ah…”

Simon was both thrilled and bewildered.

He, one of only seven necromancers in the world, capable of commanding a limitless army?  

It was hard to believe.

[Have I answered all your questions?]

“Yes.”

[Good! The contract has been successfully completed, and we’re in this together, whether we like it or not.  Shall we discuss our future plans?]

“Alright, Pier.”

Pier, who had been sitting slouched, straightened his posture.  

Seeing this, Simon also sat up straight.

[We’re both in unique situations, aren’t we?]

“Yes, I’m enrolled at Kizen.”

[Any thoughts of leaving Kizen?]

“Not at the moment. It would go against my father’s wishes, and more importantly, I still have much to learn at Kizen.”

[Hmm, good! I agree that Kizen has its uses!]

Pier tapped his forehead with a bony finger.

[Now, let’s address the Legion’s unique circumstances.]

“You mean the fact that the Legion was disbanded?”

[That’s a given. If the Legion hadn’t been disbanded, you wouldn’t have made a contract with me in the first place.]

The blue flames in Pier’s eye sockets intensified.

[Currently, we are the common enemy of all necromancers. You could say we’re wanted.]

“Why is that?”

[Because of the sins committed by the former Legion Commander, your father, Richard.]

Simon’s body trembled slightly.

His father’s sins?

[Richard committed an unforgivable sin in the world of dark magic.  The Legion, as his accomplices, also aided in that sin.]

“What exactly was this unforgivable sin…?”

Pier closed his eyes.

[Betrayal.  Richard loved a Priest.]

“Ah…”

Simon felt as if he had been struck by a hammer.

To hear this story here?

[At the time, the 100-year war between necromancers and Priests was ongoing. A very sensitive period!  Nevertheless, to protect the Priest he loved, Richard gave the Legion an order.  He ordered us to attack his fellow necromancers who had come to kill her.]

Simon gulped.

[There were many casualties. An extermination order was issued for Richard and the Legion, and it remains in effect even now, after Richard disbanded the Legion.  That’s why the Legion cannot reveal itself publicly.]

“I understand.”

After hearing Pier’s story, Simon felt an even stronger sense of responsibility towards the Legion.

He felt it was his destiny, as the son born between Richard and Anna, to accept Pier and the Legion and bear their burden together.

[Boy, you don’t need to feel guilty!]

Pier grinned, his jaw stretching wide.

[The Legion moves solely according to the Legion Commander’s will!  Richard’s Legion and Simon’s Legion are different.  The necromancers probably understand that.]

“Then…!”

[But you’re not a complete outsider; you’re Richard’s son. The elders have no choice but to be suspicious. And above all…]

Pier poked Simon’s forehead with a bony finger.

[What do you think the other necromancers will do when they hear that a mere Kizen first-year has acquired a ‘Legion’?]

Simon’s eyes hardened.

He wouldn’t let anyone take his father’s legacy.

“I need to become stronger.”

[Indeed.]

Pier clenched his fist.

[For now, quietly absorb the knowledge of Kizen and grow stronger! The Legion will gradually regain its former glory.  And when the time comes…]

“Yes.”

There was no need for further words.

Simon and Pier nodded simultaneously.

[Returning to the main topic, we’re in a unique situation.  Therefore, as the administrator, I propose a new method of operating the Legion!]

“What kind of…?”

Pier gestured with his arm.

The skeleton Simon had summoned earlier to hold the lantern shuffled over.

“Wait, can Pier control my skeletons too?”

[Of course! We now share the same Jet Black, and all the undead summoned with your Jet Black belong to the Legion. You, as the Legion Commander, are the primary commander, and I am the secondary commander. However…]

Pier stroked his jaw.

[This undead hasn’t undergone the ‘Legionization’ process yet.]

“Legionization?”

The skeleton approached Pier. 

Pier reached out and placed his hand on the skeleton’s skull.

Whoosh!

Simon’s characteristic dark blue Jet Black surged like flames, lifting the skeleton into the air.

The Jet Black swirling in the air was sucked into the skull, forming a sphere like a ‘brain.’

A moment later, the skeleton fell to the ground.

[This is a Legionized undead!]

The skeleton slowly began to rise.  

Its appearance was unchanged, but the same dark blue flames as Pier’s flickered in its eye sockets.

Simply put, the Legionization Pier spoke of was the process of a “Summoned Undead” becoming a “Natural Undead.”

These undead, now possessing their own Cores, were no longer limited by summoning time and could exist indefinitely without Simon’s intervention.

“But it’s quite noticeable.”

[Indeed.]

Simon frowned.  

If he brought these to Kizen, they would be discovered immediately.

[Therefore, there’s no need to Legionize all your undead!  Unless it’s an undead that has existed for a long time like me, common sense dictates that Summoned Undead are more efficient in combat. Boy! You should continue using Summoned Undead as usual.  When a skeleton’s duration expires, or it becomes too damaged to use, bring it to me.  I’ll Legionize it and station it here.]

“Ah, that’s a good operational strategy!”

Ordinary undead like skeletons and zombies were typically disposable, but Simon could now permanently store them like in a warehouse.

Furthermore, Legionization could regenerate them, unless they were critically damaged.

[So, become stronger, boy! The stronger the undead you can summon, the stronger the Legion becomes!]

“Of course.”

Simon then incorporated the two skeletons damaged in the fight with the werewolf into Pier’s forces.

The Legionized skeletons’ behavior patterns also changed.

Previously, they would stand motionless like puppets without Simon’s commands, but now they scratched their heads or randomly ran around, exhibiting animalistic behavior.  

However, they would quickly come running when Simon called.

This was proof that the chain of command was functioning correctly.

Even after their serious discussion about the Legion’s operation ended, the night was still long.

Simon and Pier, sitting face to face, began to chat.

[Boy, how long has it been since you entered Kizen?]

“It’s been three days.”

[I see. Just be patient a little longer!  After a bit more time, even first-years can receive ‘missions’ from Kizen. You can travel all over the continent, including Loch Island, using teleportation magic circles!]

Pier grinned and continued,

[I’ll go with you then!  You’ll be able to freely utilize the Legion without worrying about being noticed!  And under the guise of missions, we can gather the scattered remnants of the Legion across the continent!  They’ll all gladly serve under you, as Richard’s son!]

Simon’s eyes widened in surprise.

“You know a lot about Kizen, Pier.”

[Hehehe, of course! I’ve watched your father’s entire Kizen life! He was a notorious troublemaker at Kizen.]

This corroborated Nephtys’ statement. 

And a wistful expression crossed Pier’s face as he spoke of Richard.

[Yes, those were the good old days.]

This sentiment also echoed Nephtys’.  

Simon cautiously asked,

“…Don’t you resent my father, Pier?”

[Resent? Resent? Hahahaha!  Such a weak emotion as resentment doesn’t exist in the Legion!  The Legion moves according to the Legion Commander’s orders. Even if your father chose a Priest and used us as pawns, we would gladly accept his commands! That is the Legion!]

Pier paused mid-sentence and stroked his jaw.

[But if his son repeats the same bullshit, I might get pissed. Don’t you think?]

“…Ahaha.”

Simon talked with Pier late into the night.  

They discussed many topics, but the stories about his father were the most memorable.

They were much more explicit than what he had heard from Nephtys.

[Why would I hide anything? Your father was a legendary scumbag!]

Pier guffawed.

[He would throw the underwear of a girl he had just picked up yesterday in front of other girls who liked him, just to toy with them!]

“…….”

Simon’s eyes narrowed.

“Are you exaggerating just because I haven’t heard this before?”

[…Exaggerating?  Khahahaha! I’m only telling you the milder stories, considering Richard’s reputation! Do you know how many women he made cry? Enough to fill several carriages!]

That couldn’t be true. Simon shook his head in denial.

[Yes, that legendary scoundrel…]

A strange undertone crept into Pier’s voice.

[That scumbag who even made the Kizen faculty speechless…  After meeting a certain woman, everything changed.  He became a completely different person.  It wasn’t the kind of change you could simply explain with ‘the power of love’ or something like that. It was as if…]

Pier’s voice abruptly stopped. He turned and stared at Simon.

[Wait, wait, wait! Why didn’t I think of this before?]

“What is it?”

[You said you were Richard’s son, right?  Then could it be…?!]

Simon smiled.

“Yes, my mother is Anna Polentia.”
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[Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!]

Pier recoiled from Simon in alarm.

[This is horrifying! A son born between my friend and his enemy! How could this…?!]

This was the first time Simon had seen Pier so flustered.

Suddenly feeling mischievous, Simon cleared his throat and imitated Anna’s voice.

“Honey, dinner’s ready!”

[Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh! Stop! Stop it! Nightmares! Nightmares are coming back! Get out of my head!]

Simon clutched his stomach and laughed at Pier’s distress.

He had avenged himself for having to listen to his father’s embarrassing past, which he hadn’t wanted to know in the first place.

And somehow, he felt that he would get along with Pier even better from now on.

“I look forward to working with you, Pier.”

[Don’t smile like Anna! Damn it!]

“Hahaha!”

***

The next morning dawned.

Until the afternoon of the last day of the weekend, Simon stayed with Pier, learning about the operation of the Legion.

[You’re mistaken if you think of the undead as creatures governed by common sense! The reason necromancers sometimes lose control of their undead, leading to incidents of them eating people, is because the necromancers lack a proper understanding of the undead!]

And Pier’s lessons were taught from the perspective of the undead.  

It was a different viewpoint from the Kizen professors, which made learning from him uniquely interesting.

[What drives the undead is a strong death wish! The closest equivalent for humans would be a firm ‘will.’]

Simon tilted his head.

“Will?”

[That’s right! Let me give you an easy-to-understand example. Let’s say you, a Kizen student, encounter an annoying senior.  You think about killing him countless times a day.  Then, the undead beside you will remember that will.]

Simon, who had been nodding along, suddenly felt a chill run down his spine.

“Wait a minute.  Then, could it be…!”

[Indeed. Now that undead will try to devour your senior when you’re not looking!]

Flames swirled in Pier’s eye sockets.

[Even if your negative feelings towards him subside! Even if time passes and the memory fades! The undead will forever seek his life!]

“N-No way!”

Pier chuckled.

[Don’t worry; I’ll tell you about these precautions from time to time! Returning to the main point, the most important thing when controlling the undead is a strong will. Boy!  Order that skeleton standing blankly in front of the wall to attack it!]

“Yes, sir.”

Simon stood up and extended his right arm.

“Attack that wall.”

Click.

The skeleton ran towards the wall and began scratching it with its hands and kicking it with its feet.

[That’s not enough.]

Pier shook his head.

“…Then what should I do?”

[Watch closely.]

Pier’s gaze turned menacing.

[When you give an undead an attack command, regardless of the target, harbor hatred!  A parent’s enemy!  The demon who killed your lover! Hate that wall more than anything in the world! Smash it! Tear it apart! Bathe in its blood!]

The skeleton’s movements, which had been a light tapping, began to change. 

It scratched the wall hard enough to leave marks and slammed its whole body against it.

At the same time, Pier’s voice grew louder and louder.

[Die! Die! Die! Die! You shouldn’t be alive!  You shouldn’t exist! Die a painful death! I’ll tear your limbs apart and feed your guts to the pigs!  I’ll savor each piece of your flesh, chewing it slowly! Die! Die! Die!]

Bang!

Crash!

Boom!

The attacks intensified.  

The skeleton even started bashing its skull against the wall, letting out chilling screams.

Simon’s face paled at the ferocious display.

[Now do you understand, boy?! The stronger the will, the more you can draw out the undead’s latent power and aggressiveness!]

“…By cursing?”

[I was explaining it from your human perspective; the language isn’t important! A first-class necromancer can imbue even the act of chopping wood with a strong will!  And among the same level of will, negative emotions like rage, hatred, and killing intent are more effective on the undead!]

But Simon could barely hear Pier’s voice.

The skeleton attacking the wall was breaking apart, beyond repair.

“P-Pier! At this rate…!”

[Try stopping it. You’re the Legion’s primary commander.]

Simon nodded and looked at the skeleton.

“Stop! Stop it now!”

Bang! Bang!

But the skeleton didn’t stop.  

Even with its skull cracking and its arms dangling, it continued to pound the wall with frantic screams.

“Can’t you hear me?  I said stop!”

The skeleton ignored him completely.  

It even started convulsing, its aggression intensifying.

Pier silently observed.  

It might be a shocking scene for young Simon, but he needed to understand and internalize this lesson.

The power of will, and the weight of a necromancer’s command.

That skeleton wouldn’t stop until it was reduced to dust.

Even if its body crumbled, leaving only its limbs, it would continue to pound the wall until its very existence was erased.

That was the nature of the undead.

“Stoooooop!!!”

Suddenly, Simon shouted, with his eyes wide.

The air vibrated, and the ceiling shook.  

It was a ferocious roar that even made Pier flinch. And then…

Crack!

The skeleton finally stopped.

Its gaze still flickered towards the wall, but it dared not disobey Simon’s command.

“…Hey,”

Simon glared at the skeleton, his breath ragged.

“If you disobey me again, I won’t let you off easy.”

He didn’t want to see his summoned creature mutilate itself any further.

Under Simon’s menacing glare, the skeleton quickly averted its gaze from the wall and stood at attention.

Pier let out a small gasp.

‘…That kid is already using absolute command?’

This wasn’t a level achievable simply by understanding the concept of imbuing will.  

This was truly beyond his expectations.

‘What kind of monster did you raise in that rural backwater, Richard?!’

Simon wiped his mouth with his sleeve and straightened his posture.  

Then, as if nothing had happened, he scratched his head with an embarrassed expression.

“I was terrible, wasn’t I? I couldn’t even control my own undead properly.”

[No, you did well.]

It was a sincere compliment.

[In actual combat, you won’t have time to curse or threaten like that.  Keep practicing so you can control the undead with a single command, imbuing it with your will!]

“Yes, I underst…”

Suddenly, Simon swayed and clutched his forehead. 

A sharp pain throbbed in his head.

[It’s because you exerted too much mental energy.  Necromancers always struggle with mental strain. Make sure to get enough rest!]

“Ugh, yes.”

Not only did he need rest, but he hadn’t eaten anything since last night.

Simon said he should head back to Kizen.

[You’ll need a means of communication when you return to Kizen!]

Pier tossed him a small skull, seemingly conjured out of thin air.

[This is a part of me.  Use this to call me if anything happens at Kizen.]

“Ah, thank you.”

The skull felt soft and pliable.

Simon took a pin from his bag and attached the skull to his uniform, like the other students decorated theirs.  

It wasn’t too gaudy, so it could pass as a fashion accessory.

“Then I’ll see you next weekend, Pier.”

[Heh! I look forward to seeing your progress in a week!]

“Of course!”

Simon gathered his belongings and left the ruins.

***

It was nearing dusk when he arrived at Kizen.

Simon reported his safe return and entered the dormitory.

[Khaha! It’s been a while since I’ve been to Kizen!]

Pier’s miniature skull, attached to Simon’s uniform, wiggled and spoke.  

Of course, only Simon could hear his voice.

[You said the student protection period isn’t over yet?]

“Yes, it ends next week.”

[Excellent! We’ll see a lot of interesting things happen then! Khehe!]

Simon opened the door to room 409 and entered. 

Rick was lying on his bed, and Kajann hadn’t been seen all weekend.

“Oh, Simon! You’re back?”

Rick sat up in bed and his face brightened.

“Hey, Rick.  Did you have a good weekend?”

“So-so.  Since it was the first day, I just met some merchants, secured some investment promises, that sort of thing. How about you?”

Simon placed Pier’s miniature skull on the desk and hung his uniform jacket in the closet.

“I just met someone I know.  I had a decent weekend.”

It wasn’t just a decent weekend.  

This weekend, Simon had become one of the seven Legion Commanders in the world.

Pier’s miniature skull on the desk grinned.

“Glad you had a good time.  Oh!  More importantly, did you see the schedule for next week?”

“No, not yet.”

The Kizen faculty were active necromancers.  

And since the students also had fluctuating schedules due to missions and other activities, the timetable was fluid.

All students had to check the updated schedule once a week.

“Tomorrow, we have ‘Basic Dark Magic’ for both morning and afternoon.”

“Basic Dark Magic…  That’s the class with the group project, right?”

“Right.”

All Kizen freshmen took nine classes.

[Curseology], [Jet Black Mechanics], [Summoning].

[Necromancy], [Hemomancy], [Toxicology], [Martial Combat].

[Divine Defense], [Basic Dark Magic].

Among them, [Basic Dark Magic] was a bit unique, as its professor also became the homeroom teacher for Class A. 

The class was conducted in groups, and it evaluated all eight other subjects.

“I hope Professor Bahil is in charge of Class A.”

Rick seemed to be quite taken with Bahil after the recent teleportation incident.

“Anyway, that’s not the important part.  Looking at the schedule, it seems like we’ll be forming groups for ‘Basic Dark Magic’ tomorrow.  And once the groups are decided, they stay the same for the entire semester.  This is a matter of life or death for our Kizen life.”

“I guess so.”

Group formation for an entire semester.  Undeniably important.  

Simon’s expression turned serious, and he leaned forward.

“We need a really good strategy for group formation.”

Rick’s eyes gleamed.

“First, it’s advantageous if the four group members excel in different subjects, right?  I’m average in everything, but my highest entrance exam score was in Jet Black Mechanics, so I’m aiming for that.”

Simon thought for a moment and said,

“I haven’t taken any exams yet, but… I think I’m best at Summoning.”

“Okay! Then we have one Summoning and one Jet Black Mechanics? The balance is perfect!”

Rick flipped through a notebook containing the profiles of Class A students.

“In that case, our next priority recruit should definitely be a Curseology major.”

“Curseology? Why?”

“Let me explain. Look.”

Rick put down the schedule and took out a notebook and quill from his desk drawer.

“There are subjects with the highest credit weighting at Kizen. They’re commonly known as the ‘Three Pillars of Necromancy.’  Those are Curseology, Jet Black Mechanics, and Summoning.  Students often abbreviate them as ‘Curse, Jet, Summon.'”

Rick neatly wrote down Curseology, Jet Black Mechanics, and Summoning in his notebook and circled them.

Simon looked at the notebook with a thoughtful expression.

“We’ve got ‘Jet, Summon’ covered.  So, we need a Curseology major.”

“As expected of Simon! You catch on quick!  Well, these days, the importance of Summoning has decreased, so some people replace it with Necromancy, calling it ‘Curse, Jet, Necro,’ or even ‘Curse, Jet, Summon, Necro’… but the fact is, these three are the most widely recognized.”

Simon nodded.

“And below the ‘Curse, Jet, Summon,’ there are the ‘Four Major Disciplines.’  [Necromancy], [Hemomancy], [Toxicology], [Martial Combat].  Abbreviated as ‘Necro, Hemo, Toxi, Martial.’ These subjects are also important, but they’re more often chosen as specializations to delve into deeply, rather than being essential for everyone to learn.”

Rick wrote down all seven subjects in his notebook and then added the remaining two below.

“And then there’s the supplementary subject [Divine Defense], and the compulsory subject [Basic Dark Magic].  Together, they’re called ‘Divine, Dark.’  You can’t choose these as majors.”

“I understand.”

Simon counted on his fingers, organizing the information in his head.

“Curse, Jet, Summon. Necro, Hemo, Toxi, Martial. Divine, Dark.  Nine subjects in total.”

“Right.”

“There are four people in a group, right?  If we recruit a Curseology student and complete ‘Curse, Jet, Summon,’ who should we recruit for the last spot?”

“That’s what we need to brainstorm!”

Rick excitedly flipped to the next page of his notebook.

“First, it’s best to avoid Martial Combat students among the ‘Necro, Hemo, Toxi, Martial.’ Martial Combat students tend to be good only at Martial Combat and bad at other subjects.  I checked during Professor Hongpeng’s class.”

“…We need to consider that too.”

“Right.  And generally, Curseology students also have high grades in Divine Defense, and Hemomancy students often have high grades in Toxicology due to the overlap between the two.  We need to figure all this out.”

Simon and Rick spent the rest of the night strategizing their group recruitment plan.

Rick, with his vast knowledge, led the planning, while Simon, who had been listening quietly, occasionally offered insightful points.  

Rick readily acknowledged them and adjusted their strategy accordingly.

As a result,

“Perfect! Then it’s settled?”

“Yeah.”

They had finalized their recruitment targets, ranked from first to tenth, for tomorrow’s group class.
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The recruitment targets for tomorrow’s group class were set, ranked from 1st to 10th.

The 1st priority target was Jamie Victoria.

A promising Curseology student with excellent grades. 

Her energetic and proactive personality was also a plus.

The 2nd priority target was Claudia Menzies.

The ideal candidate, according to Rick, specializing in Hemomancy with a sub-specialty in Toxicology.  

If they could recruit her, their semester would be much smoother.

They had compiled a list all the way down to the 10th rank.

“Even if we can’t get Jamie or Claudia, it’s important to move on quickly to the next candidates without lingering. Oh! And when we recruit them, we’ll emphasize your special privilege as a selling point, okay?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

The two finally went to bed after meticulously planning their strategy.

Simon felt a sense of accomplishment.  

Were there any other groups who had prepared this thoroughly?

He was looking forward to tomorrow’s class.

***

The next morning,

A new week began at Kizen.

The atmosphere in the classroom for the first period, ‘Basic Dark Magic,’ was completely different from the quietness of last week.  

Now that they were familiar with each other, the students were chatting boisterously.

As Simon sat down quietly and took out his textbook, Rick put a hand on his shoulder.

“I just talked to Jamie!  We’ve broken the ice.”

Simon looked impressed.

“You’re really good at this.”

“Hehe, networking is essential in business. This used to be my job, after all.”

Just then, they heard footsteps outside the classroom.  

The students quickly scurried back to their seats.

The moment of truth had arrived.  

They were about to find out who would be Class A’s homeroom teacher.

“Please be Bahil!”

Rick murmured. 

Simon secretly hoped that Aaron from Summoning would be Class A’s teacher.

Hongpeng from Martial Combat would also be acceptable, and Eric from Jet Black Mechanics seemed like he would teach dark magic kindly and patiently.

And the moment the door opened…

“Ah…!”

Everyone’s jaws dropped.

“N-No way…”

Rick’s pupils were shaking like an earthquake.

The professor stepped forward and stood at the podium.

Short, neatly styled hair, a sharp and intelligent impression, and charismatic purple eyes.

The acting headmaster and vice-principal of Kizen.

“My name is Jane Olivia.”

She was the second-in-command at Kizen.

“I hold the title of Vice-Principal, but you can address me as Professor in class.”

Nephtys’ closest confidante and the person who effectively wielded all the power at Kizen in her stead.

She was among the most influential figures among the faculty Simon had seen so far.

“…Why is she teaching a first-year class?”

Rick whispered, holding his breath.

As he said, it was rare for the acting headmaster to teach students directly, and even when she did, it was usually for third-year classes.

“Well, in life, unexpected situations arise, don’t they, Rick Hayward?”

Rick jumped as if he had seen a ghost and sat up straight.

‘H-How does she know my name?’

The back of Rick’s head was drenched in cold sweat. 

Jane turned and looked at the students.

“I’ll be in charge of Class A’s Basic Dark Magic class for this semester. As Rick Hayward just mentioned, I’ve only taught third-year classes until now, so…”

Her eyes narrowed.

“I expect you all to make an effort not to be too overwhelmed by the difference in level.”

Gulps could be heard from all around the classroom.

It was an incredible opportunity to be taught by the vice-principal of Kizen, but the rumors surrounding her prevented the students from feeling completely happy.

Jane was the embodiment of the slang term “Kizen-like” often used among students.

She was known for ruthlessly expelling any student who showed the slightest lack of potential or had an attitude she didn’t like.

Even the “third-years,” Kizen’s prized top students, weren’t safe from her expulsion blade, so it was no wonder the Class A students were already filled with fear.

“Then, let’s begin the class.”

Jane’s voice broke the silence.

“As you all know, [Basic Dark Magic] is a class that covers all eight subjects and supplements the fundamentals of necromancy that the other eight subjects don’t teach.”

At her signal, the assistants distributed thick stacks of paper to the students.

“Before that, you all need to know where you stand in terms of your abilities in the eight subjects.”

Simon and Rick’s shoulders tensed.

A test on all subjects in the first class?! This was completely unexpected.

“You have 22 minutes per subject.  You’ll take four subjects first, then have a 4-minute break before taking the remaining four consecutively.  If anyone is caught cheating, I’ll remember your name and expel you after the student protection period ends.”

There was no time to breathe.

Jane, having effortlessly plunged the students into a pressure cooker, crossed her arms and declared,

“Then, let the test begin.”

***

This was Simon’s first school exam.

It was also one of the most challenging and agonizing three hours of his entire life.

It wasn’t physically demanding, but rather mentally excruciating.

[7. After casting the Paralyze curse, the subject exhibited muscle stiffness and hypertonia, becoming petrified after 20 minutes. Assuming the subject’s mana loss rate is 0, which of the following is the correct combination of the subject’s curse resistance and the additional Jet Black value required for the Paralyze magic circle?]

‘…I have no idea how to solve this.’

It was all Greek to him.

It was clearly written in the common tongue, but he couldn’t understand a word of it.

He felt frustrated.

These questions were meant to be solved, yet he was sitting there blankly while the other students were busy writing.

An unfamiliar sense of helplessness washed over him.

He had been arrogant to think that he could easily adapt to Kizen just because things had been going his way recently and he had acquired his father’s undead Legion.

‘This is reality.’

Since he hadn’t had any prior education, he had to work much harder than others.

Simon’s frustration and resentment grew as he stared at the unsolvable questions.

The three hours felt like an eternity.

“Ugh.”

“That was really difficult.”

After the test, the other students didn’t look too happy either.

Rick handed his test to the student behind him and turned to Simon.

“How was it, Simon?”

Simon gave a wry smile.

“…I really need to study hard.”

“I agree.”

Jane, having collected all the test papers, addressed the students.

“Good work, everyone.  Enjoy your lunch, and I’ll see you in two hours.”

“Thank you, Professor!”

No matter how disheartened they felt, the mention of lunchtime made them jump to their feet.

As the Class A students streamed out of the classroom…

“Let’s begin.”

“Yes!”

Jane and the assistants’ work was just beginning. 

They divided the test papers and started grading them at their respective desks.

Jane was by far the fastest.

Her hands moved with blinding speed and precision. 

The quill moved swiftly from top to bottom, and she immediately moved on to the next page.

“…….”

But at some point, a girl’s face appeared next to Jane’s desk.

She rested her cheeks on the edge of the desk, blinking her large, blue eyes.

“…Why are you here? Lady Nephtys? You must be busy.”

Jane’s voice was cold, but the girl simply smiled innocently.

“Just visiting!”

“…….”

Jane ignored her and resumed grading.

Annoyed, Nephtys swung her legs playfully while clinging to the desk.  

Finally losing her patience, Jane chopped Nephtys on the head with the side of her hand.

“Ouch!”

“Don’t bother me.”

“Waaaaah! Jane always hits me!”

Clutching her head, Nephtys burst into tears and ran to grab the nearest assistant’s sleeve.

The assistant’s face turned pale at the sudden appearance of Kizen’s ruler.

“Sigh.”

Jane sighed.

“Stop bothering my poor assistant and come here.”

“No! No! You’ll just hit me again!”

“Quickly.”

At Jane’s cold command, Nephtys pouted and approached her.

“The rest of you, move to the empty classroom next door and continue grading there.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

As if waiting for those words, the assistants grabbed the test papers and scurried out of the classroom.

Nephtys glared at Jane, her cheeks puffed out.

“Jane! You’ve been so cold to me lately!”

“I’m the same as always.”

“Hmph.  You’ve really changed! When I picked you up from the slums, you were a pure, innocent child, clinging to my hand with frightened eyes, trembling!”

“That pure, innocent child has become this way after being subjected to 24/7 overwork and job stress.”

Jane retorted curtly and handed half of the test papers to Nephtys.  

Nephtys blinked.

“Huh? What’s this?”

“What do you think?  Since you’re here, help me with the grading instead of bothering me.”

“…….”

Finally understanding the situation, Nephtys chuckled nervously and backed away.  

She turned to flee, but Jane was faster, grabbing her and holding her by the waist.

“Wah! No! Let me go! I don’t want to work!”

Jane delivered another chop to Nephtys’ head to subdue her, then sat her down properly and handed her a quill and test papers.

“Jane, do you know this is child abuse and a violation of labor laws?”

“Who’s the damn child here? Just get to work.”

“…Fine.”

For a while, only the scratching of quills against paper could be heard.  

Jane, having finished grading five test papers in no time, glanced at Nephtys.

Nephtys, still pouting, was writing “idiot” on the incorrect answers.

“What are you doing? Don’t be childish.”

Another merciless chop to the head followed.

Nephtys clutched her head, tears welling up in her eyes.

“But! He’s a real idiot! He got the 2nd ingredient question in Toxicology right, but he got the comparison question right below it wrong!”

“Hmm.”

Jane looked at the questions and chuckled.

“He used the formula to solve number 2, but he relied on common sense without thinking for number 3.  It’s a common mistake students make.”

“Idiot, idiot! What’s his name?”

Nephtys flipped the test paper to the front page.

“Huh?”

The name was covered.

“It’s a blind evaluation.  Grading based on names might introduce bias.”

“…You’re going this far for just a test?  Thorough.”

“Even if it’s just a test, there are many interesting samples.”

Jane picked up one of the graded test papers.

“And this is the opposite case of what Lady Nephtys just graded.”

“What is it?”

“He got almost all the basic questions, from 1 to 15, wrong.  But then…”

She flipped the test paper over.

“He attempted question 20, the most difficult one.”

Question 20 on the last page.

The entire page was covered in complex formulas.

“What is all this?”

“Ancient runes from Jet Black Mechanics, instance skeleton formulas from Summoning, and Exhaust calculations from Curseology.”

“…No way?”

Jane smiled and nodded.

“Yes. This student didn’t have any prior learning. He deduced the answer by meticulously combining what he learned in class last week.”

Nephtys read the test paper.

“What? He used a Summoning formula for a Jet Black quantity calculation problem? He assumed resistance is proportional to Jet Black loss rate.”

“Yes.”

“And he got it right?”

Jane shook her head.

“Using the Theron formula, the answer is exactly 1,200,000.”

“Then what answer did this student write?”

“1,200,146.”

Jane’s expression turned deadly serious.

“It’s not the intended answer, but it’s closer to the correct answer.”

Nephtys glanced at the test paper.

She saw that even the strict Jane had marked question 20 as correct.

“Lady Nephtys, I have a question.”

“What is it?”

“Why did you assign me to a first-year class?  And on top of that…”

She peeled off the white paper covering the name.

[Simon Polentia]

“To Class A, where this boy is?”

Nephtys rested her chin on her hand and smiled sweetly.

“Hehe, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Jane sighed inwardly.

‘…That 300-year-old fox.’
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After lunch, the Class A students returned to the classroom for their second Basic Dark Magic lesson.

“What? The results are already out?”

Chaos erupted as soon as they entered the classroom. 

The test results for all of Class A were plastered on one of the walls.

“Wow! They came out fast!”

“Move!”

Stampede!

The students threw down their bags and rushed forward the moment they entered.

Not only their own grades, but everyone else’s were on display.

“Eeeeeeek! 85 points in Curseology!”

“Ugh, Hemomancy is dragging down my average.”

“Should I seriously consider changing my major?”

“See? Didn’t I tell you to put Martial Combat as your fifth choice?!”

“You’re so fake. You were crying about failing Curseology, and now you have 80 points? What the hell?”

The classroom was as noisy as a marketplace.

Simon didn’t want to see his own grades, but he wasn’t foolish enough to avoid reality.

He braced himself and checked his scores.

[Simon Polentia]

Curseology: 40

Jet Black Mechanics: 33

Summoning: 76

Necromancy: 25

Hemomancy: 20

Toxicology: 20

Martial Combat: 43

Divine Defense: 40

‘…As expected.’

He had prepared himself mentally, but the scores were still dismal.

The only consolation was his 76 in Summoning.  

It seemed like his weekend studying had paid off.

“Simon! Simon! How did you do on the test?”

Rick rushed over and asked.

“76 in Summoning. The rest are a disaster.”

“Wow! 76?”

Rick patted Simon’s shoulder.

“Good job! Honestly, that’s better than I expected, considering you didn’t do any prep work.  It’s much better to have one strong subject than a mediocre average!”

“How about you?”

“My highest is 74 in Jet Black Mechanics, and the rest are average, between 60 and 70.  I think my average will be around 70.”

Simon blinked.

“You’re a good student, too.”

“I just studied enough to avoid getting cut, that’s all.”

Rick shrugged, but his expression hardened slightly.

“Anyway, this is an unexpected development. They revealed everyone’s grades in the first class.”

Rick’s plan was to quickly recruit capable group members while everyone was still in the dark about each other’s abilities.

But now that everyone’s grades were public, other students would choose their group members based on clear, visible criteria.

“E-Everyone!”

The students, overwhelmed by the grade reveal, were out of control.  

The female teaching assistant pleaded,

“Please return to your seats! The professor will be here soon…!”

“Leave them be.”

Click.

Just then, the classroom door opened, and Jane entered.

The students’ chatter ceased abruptly at her appearance.  

However, their eyes were still glued to the grade sheet.

“I’ll give you 30 minutes.”

Jane placed her bag on the podium.

“Check your grades and form groups of four. Unless there are special circumstances, these groups will remain the same for the entire semester.”

Everyone’s expression in Class A turned serious.

Starting right now?

“From now on, Basic Dark Magic will be conducted in groups, and you’ll be given assignments that require teamwork. Individual scores and group scores will be calculated separately.  Of course, even if an individual excels, a lack of teamwork will result in a deduction.”

She adjusted her tie and smirked slightly.

“So, choose your group members wisely.”

Those words flipped a switch in everyone’s minds.

“30 minutes.  Those who haven’t formed groups by then will be assigned to a separate group.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the students erupted in a flurry of voices.

“Jasmine! Who’s Jasmine?”

“That’s me.”

“You have a high score in Curseology! Want to join us? We have Jet Black and Necromancy!”

“Looking for three ‘Curse, Jet, Summon’ members! 60 points or higher!”

“Any groups looking for a top Necromancy student?”

The competition for group members was already fierce.  

Simon and Rick nodded and split up.

‘Rick will go after Jamie, our first priority.’

Simon went to find Claudia, their second priority.

Unfortunately, she was already talking with two other students.  

Judging by their excited expressions, she seemed to have already been recruited.

Rosenthal, their third priority and a Curseology student, was actively recruiting members as a group leader.

Catherine, their fourth priority and a Hemomancy student, was being persuaded by Rosenthal.

Groups were forming one after another in the blink of an eye.

‘This isn’t good.’

Rick, who had gone to find Jamie, was also struggling.

The students with good test scores now held a kind of power.  

They wanted to form groups centered around themselves.

Since every group prioritized the ‘Curse, Jet, Summon’ trio, Curseology students were being snatched up quickly.

This was a crisis.  

Not securing a Curseology student, with its high credit weighting, would leave a significant gap.

‘Stay calm.’

Simon suppressed his rising anxiety and calmly analyzed the situation.

‘It’s still early. No group has four members yet.’

‘It’s not a reconnaissance phase. Everyone’s in a hurry because of the time limit. They tend to join up with anyone who has similar grades or a different major.’

‘Groups are forming quickly among students with mid-range scores, and the top students are observing for now.’

‘Then, what I can do here is…’

Finally, Simon set his sights on a target and made his move.

He walked steadily through the throng of students chatting and negotiating.

Some students tried to talk to him, but Simon politely declined, saying he would talk to them later.

He had only one target in mind.

‘Found her.’

He finally spotted her.

Unlike the other students rushing around, she seemed to exist in a different world.

She sat calmly, arms crossed and legs elegantly intertwined, observing the situation.

The other students around her glanced at her cautiously but didn’t dare approach.

It was understandable. 

Persuading her to join their group with mediocre scores in the 60-70 range was nearly impossible.

Simon boldly seized this moment of hesitation and approached her.

“Meilyn Villenne.”

The top student in Class A.

Ranked 1st in the entire school on the entrance exam.

And the only student with an average score in the 90s on this test.

“I’d like you to join our group.”

Simon had aimed for the top from the very beginning.

The students who had been watching from the sidelines started murmuring.

“Hey, hey, Simon!”

Rick, who had somehow pushed his way through the crowd, was gaping, mouthing the word “reckless.”

The reason Meilyn wasn’t their first recruitment target was because Rick had deemed it impossible to recruit her.

Simon subtly raised his hand as if to say, “Leave it to me.”

“…Ridiculous.”

Her icy gaze swept over Simon’s face.

“Do you think you’re special just because you’re a special admission student?”

Her voice was as cold as a winter wind.

“Special admission is just connections, isn’t it? I only believe in what I see, in concrete numbers.”

Her attitude was firm and defensive.

“And frankly, I don’t think someone with a 30-point average like you is up to par.”

Finally, the cold, hard truth.

But Simon endured it silently.  

The negotiation for the top student had just begun.

First, he cast his bait.

“You’re a bit weak in Summoning. 85 points.”

Her eyebrow twitched.

Summoning was Meilyn’s only subject in the 80s, a sore spot.

But she didn’t flinch, countering his remark.

“Are you in any position to say that?  Even so, my Summoning score is higher than yours.”

Of course, he knew that. Simon took a deep breath.

“I promise.”

“…?”

“One month.  I’ll surpass you in Summoning within one month.”

The murmurs around them intensified, and her eyes widened.

“Are you crazy?  Anyone can make empty boasts like…”

“If I don’t,”

Simon interrupted her.

“I’ll quit Kizen.”

The shocking declaration from the number one special admission student.  

Gasps could be heard from all around.

Never in Kizen’s history had a number one special admission student voluntarily left the school.

Meilyn scoffed, but the corners of her lips twitched slightly.

“Are you really insane? Take it back before you embarrass yourself!”

“I’m just doing what I can.”

Simon spoke calmly.

“…….”

Meilyn bit her lip.

Simon had flipped the script, and the atmosphere shifted subtly.

‘Surpass me? How arrogant and presumptuous.’

Her gaze drifted towards Hector, who was watching from the crowd.

‘But…’

Despite her confrontation with Simon, she had her own calculations.

Meilyn had to maintain her position as the top student in Class A, no matter what.

Her biggest obstacle was Hector. 

He had done well on this test, and he was the type to excel in practical applications rather than written exams.  

Once the upcoming duel evaluations and practical assessments were factored into their grades, she might lose her top spot.

‘So I have to crush him in the group project.’

One concern was that Hector had scored 88 in Summoning on this test, demonstrating his strength in the subject.

It was the only subject where Meilyn was outscored in the written exam.

Therefore, she planned to recruit a Summoning ace to help her in the group project.

However, Hector had acted swiftly and secured Pierre Buckley, the only Summoning ace in Class A with a score in the 90s.

The other Summoning students were mediocre.

Their Summoning scores weren’t significantly different from hers.

Then…

‘…Simon Polentia.’

He hadn’t done any prior studying, but he had decisively defeated Hector in their first Summoning class.  

Like many other Class A students, that image of Simon had left a strong impression on Meilyn.

Meilyn faced a dilemma.

Should she play it safe and recruit another Summoning student with a score in the 80s?

Or should she take a gamble on Simon, the wildcard who had once defeated Hector?

In that sense, Simon’s declaration to surpass her wasn’t a provocation or a bluff.

It was an appeal, addressing the very dilemma she was facing.

It was as if he could see right through her.

“…Sigh.”

Finally, after much deliberation…

Meilyn uncrossed her legs and stood up.

“Can you really keep that promise?”

Simon smiled and extended his hand.

“Absolutely.”

She reluctantly took his hand.

Meilyn, the coveted top student of Class A and the only one with scores in the 90s, had joined Simon’s group.
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Simon and Meilyn’s group was formed.  

Word spread quickly, and the surrounding students began to whisper.

“Wow, those two are in the same group?”

“Special Admission Number One and the top student in Class A? That’s practically an imbalance of power.”

“You never know.  I saw earlier that Simon’s grades weren’t that high.”

While the students who had been watching Simon’s recruitment dispersed to resume their own scramble for group members, a few cautiously approached Simon and Meilyn.

“Is there still a spot open in your group? I’m a Jet Black Mechanics student, would you consider me?”

“Do you need a Martial Combat student by any chance?”

“Simon! Simon! Remember me? We talked in the last class…!”

Simon recoiled in surprise as students suddenly flocked to them.

“Excuse me! Just a moment! Let me through! Thanks!”

Just then, Rick skillfully weaved through the crowd, smiling warmly and waving his hand.

“Sorry, but we don’t have any spots left! The last spot is under negotiation, so honestly, it would be faster to find another group!”

“And who are you?”

Meilyn asked, frowning. Rick confidently puffed out his chest.

“I’m also Simon’s group member! Rick Hayward.”

“What?”

Meilyn turned to Simon.

“Hey, Simon.  This is the first time I’m hearing about this klutz.”

Simon chuckled, scratching his head.

“I told you I wanted you to join ‘our group.'”

“…….”

So there was another one.

Meilyn sighed softly and raised an eyebrow.

“What’s your major?”

“Jet Black Mechanics, 74 points, with an overall average of 70.”

“…Not bad.”

From Meilyn’s perspective, as long as her weakness in Summoning was covered, the other subjects didn’t matter.

With scores in the 90s in all subjects except Summoning, no one could surpass her anyway.

And a 74 in his major with a 70 average meant he was well-rounded in all subjects. 

It wasn’t ideal, but she could accept an all-around player to support her.

“Fine, I understand.”

Meilyn’s easy acceptance made Rick pump his fist. Then he turned to Simon.

“Wow, you’re amazing!”

He looked at Simon as if he were a returning hero.  

The two lightly bumped fists.

“You’re a real problem solver!  You actually recruited Meilyn!”

“It was just good timing.”

“But that promise you made earlier, are you sure about that?”

Simon nodded. 

He figured if he focused solely on Summoning from now on, he could somehow manage by the midterm exams.

“Save your touching bromance for later.”

Meilyn said grumpily, resting her chin on her hand.

“Who are we taking for the last member?”

“We can get anyone we want! Just name them!”

Rick was genuinely confident he could recruit anyone.

Who would refuse a group with Meilyn, the ultimate ace, as a member?

With enough smooth talking, he might even be able to poach students who had already formed groups. 

Of course, that would make enemies for the rest of their school life.

“Hmm.”

Meilyn closed her eyes in thought.

“Our priority is to cover ‘Curse, Jet, Summon.’ I’ll take Curseology.”

“Thanks!  So, any weak subjects among Necromancy, Hemomancy, Toxicology, and Martial Combat?”

“None. I’m good at everything.”

She replied, tucking her light blue hair behind her ear. 

It was a bit smug, but Rick let it slide, blinded by the aura of the top student in Class A.

“But if you had to choose?”

“If I had to choose, it would be good to have a dedicated Hemomancy student since it involves a lot of calculations and takes a long time to solve.”

“Hemomancy? Okay, I’ll get one!  You guys just relax here!”

Rick marched back into the chaotic battlefield of student negotiations.

Simon and Meilyn sat quietly, waiting.

“…….”

“…….”

About ten minutes passed in silence. 

Meilyn, pretending to file her nails to alleviate the awkwardness, glanced at Simon and spoke.

“Hey.”

“…?”

“Simon Polentia, was it? I haven’t heard of you. Which family are you from?”

“A baron family from the Baldwin Kingdom. We manage Leshill.”

She nodded.

So he was from Baldwin.  She had never heard of Leshill.

“What about you?”

Simon’s question made her eyes widen.

“Wait, you don’t know me?”

“No.”

It stung her pride a little, but she couldn’t get angry since she hadn’t recognized his family either.

She forced a smile.

“I’m from an Ivory Tower family.”

Simon recalled what he knew about the Ivory Tower.

The only thing he knew was that the platinum blonde girl who took the oath with him at the entrance ceremony was the Ivory Tower heir.

“Ah, Ivory Tower…  Serene, the Number Two Special Admission student, is…”

“Sorry, but,”

Meilyn’s smile turned chillingly sharp.

“Could you not say anything more than that? Please.”

“…S-Sure.”

She turned her head away coldly.

‘What’s with her?’

Simon was bewildered.  

Meilyn seemed to realize that he hadn’t brought it up intentionally, so she didn’t get angrier, but her expression was clearly uncomfortable.

He must have said something wrong.

‘Noble families are complicated.’

He would just have to learn and be careful.

As Simon mentally noted his new group member’s sensitive topic, Rick returned, striding confidently.

“Been waiting?”

A girl stood beside him.

‘…Huh?’

Simon recognized her.

Short, with a gentle, puppy-like face.  She seemed shy, her gaze fixed on her toes.

He remembered now.  

She was the girl he had helped onto the hippogriff during Martial Combat class because she couldn’t mount it on her own.

“I was wrong.”

Rick said, glancing at Simon and shaking his notebook. 

Then he introduced the girl to the two of them.

“This is Camibarez Ursula.  A Hemomancy student with 87 points.”

87 points!

Meilyn whistled appreciatively, and Simon smiled.

Camibarez bowed deeply.

“H-Hello! I’m Camibarez Ursula!  If my name is too long, you can just call me Cami. I’m still lacking, but I’ll do my best not to be a burden!”

“We’re in the same year, so you can speak casually.”

Simon’s words made her blush.

“…Um. I’m 16, and I just entered Kizen, so…”

Rick chimed in.

“Age doesn’t matter.  I heard there’s even a twenty-year-old in our year.”

“…Oh, okay. I’ll speak casually if you’d like…”

It seemed like speaking casually was actually more formal for her.  

Simon and the other group members decided not to force her.

The four of them, having successfully formed their group, sat around a desk.

15 minutes had passed since Jane’s 30-minute time limit.  

Exactly half the time.

“Haah, I can finally relax!  I thought I was going to get stressed out.”

Rick murmured, stretching. Simon’s head was also throbbing from the intense concentration.

Camibarez, relieved from the stress of group selection, was chatting with Meilyn.

“Wow, it really is you!  The Ursula I know, right?”

“Yes!”

“She’s amazing!”

Meilyn exclaimed.

“Ursula…  That’s the great vampire family!”

Simon looked at Camibarez in surprise.

This girl was a vampire?

Looking closer, he could see her slightly protruding fangs beneath her gentle features.

“I have wings, too.  They’re hidden under my uniform.”

She shifted slightly, and something moved behind her back.

“Are they uncomfortable?”

“They bother me a little, so I asked the administration office to alter my uniform.  I should be able to wear my wings outside my uniform next week.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Rick, who had been listening quietly, crossed his arms.

“But it’s a bit strange. Why wasn’t there any buzz about the Ursula family’s daughter coming to Kizen?”

“Well, that’s…”

She blushed and shrugged. Meilyn glared at Rick and scolded him.

“Hey, you can’t just ask people about that!”

“Huh? What’s wrong with that?”

“Oh, honestly… Are you even a noble?”

“I’m a commoner.”

“That’s why we can’t communicate.”

She crossed her arms and shook her head.  Now it was Rick’s turn to look annoyed.

“There she goes again with the noble pride. What’s it to you that I’m a commoner?”

“Don’t talk to me; you’re annoying.”

“P-Please don’t fight!”

Camibarez cried out.  

As everyone’s attention turned to her, she covered her mouth and lowered her head, realizing she had spoken too loudly.

“I-I’ll tell you… Actually, my…mother is a commoner…”

That one sentence made everything click for Simon.

An illegitimate daughter of the vampire family.

Her father must have been a great vampire from the Ursula family, but her mother was a human concubine.

Simon, born between a necromancer and a priest, understood her situation all too well.

“…S-Sorry.”

Rick scratched the back of his head sheepishly.

“I didn’t mean to pry.”

“No, no, it’s really okay! Hehe.”

“It’s not much of a trade, but since you shared your family background, I’ll share mine, too. I’m the son of the head of the White Ox Merchant Guild.”

Rick said, glancing around expectantly.

Camibarez gasped and covered her mouth in surprise, but the other two had lukewarm reactions.

Simon genuinely didn’t know due to his lack of knowledge, and Meilyn was slightly surprised but turned her head away, unwilling to show it.

“To be precise, I’m the third son out of eight.”

A hint of bitterness crept into Rick’s voice.

“My father intends to hand over the guild to my eldest brother.  All the family’s educational resources are focused on him.  And the rest of us…we’re nothing more than backup plans, used however they see fit.”

“Used however they see fit?”

“Yeah. In my case, I have a talent for dark magic, so they sent me to Kizen. My mission is to understand the needs of dark mages and conduct market research.”

That was why Rick had said going to Rochester on weekends was more important than weekday classes.

“Of course, I haven’t given up yet!  I’ll graduate from Kizen properly, and I’ll build my own large merchant guild in Rochester, one with my name, not the White Ox.  Then maybe my father will see me in a new light.”

Simon grinned.

“That’s awesome.”

Camibarez clapped her hands.

“I’ll be rooting for you, Rick!”

Meilyn grumbled, “Do whatever you want,” but her words lacked their usual bite.

Simon and Camibarez laughed.

“Oh my, you’re all getting along so well already~”

A teaching assistant approached them with a smile. 

As the four of them started to get up, the assistant told them to stay seated and placed a piece of paper on the table.

“You’re Group 7.  Please write your names here and your majors next to them.”

“Okay!”

“And you need to decide on a group name and a leader.”

Simon blinked.

“A group name?”

“Yes, it’s not really important, though. Professor Jane will just call you Group 7.  You still have some time, so take your time and think about it.”

The assistant left, and the four of them exchanged glances. Meilyn spoke.

“I’ll be the leader. Any objections?”

There were none. 

It was no exaggeration to say that Meilyn constituted half of Group 7’s strength.

As the three nodded, Meilyn wrote her name in the leader section with elegant handwriting.

“So, what should our group name be?”

“It doesn’t really matter, so let’s just pick anything.”

Rick chuckled, putting his arm behind his head.

“How about this?  Meilyn Hard Carry.”

Meilyn’s face lit up, and she was about to write it down when Rick yelled that he was joking.

“S-Simon!  Any ideas?”

Rick asked desperately.  Simon replied without hesitation.

“Team Seven.”

“That’s too uninspired!”

“How about this? Pink Rabbit Girls…”

“We’re a mixed group! Think about the guys’ feelings!”

Everyone’s gaze turned to Meilyn again.

Blushing slightly, she cleared her throat and said reluctantly,

“W-Well, isn’t what Rick said earlier okay? Meilyn Hard Car…”

“Let’s just go with Team Seven.”

“Hey!!”

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord


⚙ System Notification ⚙






› Main Quest [God’s Apprentice] Unlocked!

› You have been granted an opportunity by the Arcane God’s to become a Korean Translator for Arcane Translations.

› Do you accept?

›  YES/ NO








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 25 .｡.:✧ Chapter 25 ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Chaos

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

They finally settled on “Team Seven” as their group name and submitted the paperwork.

While the students who had formed their groups chatted comfortably, Simon observed the other students in Class A.

Simon’s group was Group 7, meaning 28 students had formed groups so far.  

The competition among the remaining students was fierce, bordering on cutthroat.

There were almost no students left working individually.  

Most had formed groups of two or three and were trying to recruit the remaining members.

“Wouldn’t it be better to join us? We each have two members…”

“But both of you are Toxicology majors. Why would we join a crappy group like that?”

“Wow, those guys are really bad.  A ‘Jet Black, Jet Black, Jet Black’ combination? What’s the point?”

This was the problem with forming groups based on personal connections or friendships.

While shared interests and majors helped them bond quickly, it was detrimental in group projects.

The [Basic Dark Magic] class evaluated all eight subjects.

It was crucial to have diverse majors within a group, and overlapping majors were a disadvantage. 

This was the main reason why some students still hadn’t formed complete groups.

“I’ll save just one of you from your group.”

A blonde girl stepped forward, snapping her fingers arrogantly. 

She had already secured three group members.

“Get lost!”

“If you hadn’t taken Lucy, we would have already had four members!”

As the other group members growled with displeasure, a girl stepped forward.

“L-Leader?”

“I’m sorry, guys.”

She said without looking back.

“I’m a Hemomancy major. It won’t overlap, right?”

“Welcome aboard!  You’re a quick thinker, aren’t you?  Assistant! We’re registering!”

A group leader abandoned her own team to complete another group of four.

The remaining students trembled with anger and betrayal.

‘…Brutal.’

This was what happened during the student protection period.

Simon was beginning to understand why only three hundred out of a thousand survived.

“No time to worry about others, Simon.”

Rick said.

“If we don’t aggressively push forward, we’ll be left behind.  And being left behind at Kizen means goodbye.”

“I don’t feel sorry for them at all.”

Meilyn blew on her fingernails.

“Lack of effort, lack of preparation, lack of skill. It’s been four days since they entered Kizen. What have they been doing?  If their grades weren’t good enough, they could have found other ways to form a group.”

Rick and Meilyn seemed accustomed to this atmosphere.

The 30 minutes Jane had allotted were finally up.

Eight students remained.  

Two, three, and three, arguing amongst themselves, unable to form complete groups.

“Those who haven’t formed groups, come forward.”

Jane arbitrarily formed two groups.

Group 15: Jet Black, Jet Black, Toxicology, Martial Combat.

Group 16: Jet Black, Jet Black, Jet Black, Martial Combat.

The reason there were relatively more Jet Black Mechanics students left was that it was a required subject, so other students tended to have relatively higher scores in it.

This caused the demand for Jet Black Mechanics students to plummet, leaving them to be picked last.

The students called to the podium hung their heads with grim expressions, while some of the students who had formed groups snickered.

“Wow, Group 16, three Jet Black students? Seriously?”

“Pfft. We probably won’t see them next week.”

“They’re screwed if even one Curseology question comes up.”

The taunts from the other students made the members of Groups 15 and 16 shrink back even further.

Jane, who had also arbitrarily assigned the group leaders, addressed them in a low voice.

“Are you frustrated?”

The students nodded slightly. Some even shed a few tears.

“Just because you had a rough start doesn’t mean you’ll always be behind. Remember this feeling of frustration and work even harder. Even if you’re Jet Black majors, divide the other subjects among yourselves and raise your average above average. Then you’ll see the light.”

The students nodded with determined expressions.

As Groups 15 and 16 returned to their seats, Jane stepped forward.

“Then, let’s start with an important announcement.  Next week, in the first Basic Dark Magic class after the student protection period ends, we’ll be conducting a ‘group practical assessment.'”

Gasps could be heard from around the classroom.

A practical assessment was an exam that directly affected their grades. 

This was where things got real.

“Now, I’ll explain the details of the practical assessment.”

She signaled, and the assistant activated the mana projector.  

A picture of a large monster was projected onto the wall.

“That’s…!”

Simon recognized the monster.

A Cyclops.

A one-eyed, mid-sized monster with immense strength. 

It mainly inhabited the western mountain range of the continent, reigning as the king of the mountains.

“Yes, your opponent will be a Cyclops.”

The students’ jaws dropped.

Wasn’t this a bit too much of a leap?

“I’ll explain the rules.  You’ll enter the Kizen underground dungeon with your group members and work together to defeat the Cyclops.”

Sighs of relief rippled through the classroom at the mention of entering together.

“However, only one student will directly confront the Cyclops. The other three will stand in set positions, supporting their teammate or weakening the monster.  Direct attacks with dark magic are prohibited.”

Murmurs filled the room.

The three members in set positions couldn’t use offensive dark magic. 

So, it wasn’t a true 4-on-1 fight.

Jane continued her explanation.

“Disabling techniques like exhaustion, binding, and blinding are permitted, and attacks that cause minor injuries as a result of these techniques are allowed.  Bleeding from Hemomancy and poisoning from Toxicology are also allowed.  Naturally, attacks from summons are also permitted.”

“However, necromancer ‘direct attack spells’ like Smite from Martial Combat or Blood Arrow from Hemomancy are prohibited. You’ll receive a handout with the exact criteria after class.”

The students nodded seriously.

“The participating member will enter with strong defensive dark magic cast by a Kizen safety officer.  The evaluation criteria are the success of the Cyclops hunt, hunting speed, stability, teamwork and creativity of the group members, and the proficiency of the dark magic used.”

She looked around the quiet classroom and continued.

“You’ll need to push your abilities to the limit this week to prepare for facing the Cyclops. Don’t take any class lightly; master everything you learn and apply it to the practical assessment.  That’s all.  Any questions?”

Numerous hands shot up. Jane pointed to the student in the front.

“Jamie Victoria!  W-We’re not actually going to fight a real Cyclops, are we? I heard Kizen has a virtual combat simulation system, so…”

“It’s a living, breathing Cyclops, freshly caught from the western continent.”

Jane said coldly.

“You’ll have to sign a waiver before the assessment.”

Jamie’s face paled.

“But it will be weaker than a wild Cyclops due to the curses and drugs used for its capture. Next question.”

“Scott Snyder! You said the success of the hunt is part of the evaluation. What happens if we fail to kill it?”

“Failure to hunt results in the lowest possible score, regardless of other criteria. If there are other groups that fail, your ranking will be determined by comparing other evaluation factors.”

A heavy silence fell over the classroom.

“There are three scenarios that result in a failed hunt. First, if the participating member becomes incapacitated. Second, if the professor or safety officer deems the fight impossible to continue.  Third, if any of you raise your hand and declare forfeiture.  Next question.”

The students raised their hands one after another, bombarding Jane with questions, and she answered them all without hesitation.

Since most of the questions were similar, the raised hands gradually went down after five more questions.

“Class A has two more Basic Dark Magic classes this week.  In the first class, each group will present their Cyclops hunting strategy.  In the second class, as Jamie mentioned earlier, you’ll have a virtual combat session with a Cyclops to fine-tune your practical skills. And the third class next week will be the real deal.”

The word “real deal” made the tension in the classroom palpable.  

Jane glanced at her wristwatch.

“For the remaining time, discuss your Cyclops hunting strategies within your groups.  First, decide on the participating member and prepare a strategy that maximizes the support of the other three members.  I’ll be here if you have any questions.”

Jane finished speaking and sat down heavily in her chair.  

The assistants clapped their hands.

“Alright, students! Begin!”

A cacophony of voices erupted.  

Rick and Meilyn leaned towards the table, with their eyes gleaming.

“…Professor Jane, as always.  A real monster fight right after the protection period ends?  Intense.”

Rick said. Meilyn’s eyes sparkled.

“I love it!  My heart’s racing!  Now this feels like Kizen.”

Simon glanced around and said,

“Let’s make a plan quickly.  Anyone want to be the participating member?”

Meilyn shot her hand up, accidentally hitting Rick in the process. 

He yelped, but she didn’t seem to notice and her eyes were still shining with excitement.

“Me! I’ll do it!”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m the strongest here.  Of course, I should do it.”

Rick rubbed his cheek and glared at Meilyn.

“Hey, hey!  This isn’t something we should decide so simply. We need a strategic approach!  From what I can see, this practical assessment is practically tailored for Martial Combat students. Teams with Martial Combat majors have a huge advantage.”

“I agree.”

Camibarez quietly supported Rick’s statement.

“A Cyclops’s attacks are heavy; it’s difficult to block them with defensive dark magic, and it consumes a lot of Jet Black.  Evasion is the best strategy.”

Simon glanced at the other groups.

It seemed like they shared the same thought.  

The Martial Combat students, who had struggled to find groups earlier, were now confidently voicing their opinions.  

Most groups with Martial Combat majors seemed likely to choose them as the participating member.

“No, I disagree.”

Meilyn crossed her arms, her expression calm once more.

“Did you forget? Only the participating member can directly attack the Cyclops. What attack methods do the Martial Combat students have?  Punching wildly with Jet Black-enhanced fists?  How are they going to take down a Cyclops with thick hide like that?”

“Ah…!”

“That’s a valid point.”

As Camibarez and Simon agreed, Meilyn smirked and leaned back in her chair.

“So, Meilyn, do you have a way to attack the Cyclops?”

“Of course, Cami.”

She smiled confidently and opened her palm.

A magic circle formed on her palm, and black flames flickered and rose.  

Camibarez gasped.

“Dark Flare, a Jet Black elemental spell.  This should be enough, right?”

“Amazing!  You can already cast this spell…!”

Rick was annoyed by Meilyn’s constant bragging, but he had to admit, Dark Flare was impressive.

“Then, I’ll explain my plan.”

Meilyn extinguished the black flames and leaned forward.

“I’ll face the Cyclops and burn it with Dark Flare. The three of you will focus on curses!  Keep stacking Exhaust curse stacks to slow the Cyclops down, and I’ll turn it into ashes!”

Rick clicked his tongue and crossed his arms.

“With that plan, you’ll shine, but we’ll be completely useless. You, the curse specialist, are the participating member, and we’re just supposed to mindlessly cast curses behind you?”

“Then what’s a better way? Tell me.”

Rick was momentarily speechless, but he changed his tack and attacked her logic.

“Your plan assumes you can dodge the Cyclops’s attacks while casting Dark Flare.  Are you really sure you can dodge them?”

“Why wouldn’t I be able to?”

“I’ve seen you; your stamina is terrible.  You were panting and trailing behind everyone during running in Martial Combat class, and you couldn’t even jump over the ravine properly, so Professor Hongpeng had to help you.”

Now it was Meilyn’s turn to blush.

“T-That’s true, but…!  No!  Shouldn’t you, the curse specialists, be preventing me from getting hit in the first place? If I get hit, it means your curses are useless!”

“We’re not specialized in curses in the first place!”

As Meilyn and Rick bickered, Camibarez, caught in the middle, fidgeted nervously.

Thump!

The two flinched and turned their heads.

Simon had slammed his hand on the desk, his expression serious.

“Then let’s do this.”
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Simon proposed his idea.

“The problem is that Meilyn can’t dodge the Cyclops’s attacks, right?  Then I can support her with summoning magic.”

“…How?”

“Skeletons. I’ll summon undead to distract the Cyclops.  In the meantime, Meilyn can prepare and attack with Dark Flare.”

There was no doubt that Meilyn’s “Dark Flare” was Group 7’s most effective attack.

And if protecting Meilyn was the issue, Simon could contribute with his Summoning.

Not only could he distract the Cyclops, but he could also use his undead to intercept attacks aimed at her.

“Ooh.”

Meilyn smiled with satisfaction.

“You’re not so bad. Guess even special admissions have their uses.”

“Ugh.”

With a solution in sight for Meilyn’s survival, the most critical issue, Rick had no choice but to accept his role. 

There weren’t any other viable options.

Meilyn turned, her face brightening considerably.

“Cami, what about you? Do you know any binding techniques in Hemomancy?”

Camibarez chuckled, scratching her head.

“Hemomancy is all about versatile, offensive magic…  I think I’d be better off using curses.”

Meilyn nodded with satisfaction and turned to Rick. 

Rick, who had been racking his brains, finally sighed in resignation.

“Exhaust. I’ll practice it for a week.”

“Yes, yes. That’s the spirit!”

Meilyn said triumphantly. 

Simon smiled and tried to appease Rick.

“We haven’t finalized the strategy yet.  We have time until the next strategy presentation class, so let’s keep brainstorming.”

“A-Alright.”

Rick replied, looking at Simon with newfound respect.

Meilyn was the official leader, but it was Simon who was mediating their disagreements and guiding the discussion, all while securing his own advantageous position.

As long as he could protect Meilyn, the core of their offensive strategy, with his undead, a high teamwork score was guaranteed.

As they continued discussing the specifics, the bell rang, signaling the end of class.  

Jane stood up and announced,

“Prepare a 10-minute presentation on your Cyclops strategy for the next class.  Each member’s role and the dark magic used must be clearly stated in your presentation.  That’s all.”

“Thank you!”

Simon’s serious expression finally relaxed.  

The end of class was always a welcome relief, no matter how many times he experienced it.

“Let’s go, Simon!”

Rick said, grabbing his bag.

“Today’s special at the 3rd Hall cafeteria is hamburger steak!”

Simon grinned and stood up.

“Can’t miss a special.”

***

After lunch, Simon and Rick arrived at the Toxicology classroom for their last class of the day.

To be precise, it wasn’t a classroom but the “Toxicology Second Practice Room.”  

Each desk had a large cauldron beneath it.

As Simon and Rick settled into a middle row and unpacked their things,

“Hey! Merchant!”

Meilyn entered the room, her eyelids raised haughtily. 

Camibarez followed behind her, smiling.

“Your information was wrong!  You said there was a hamburger steak special at the 3rd Hall? It wasn’t even on the menu!”

Rick chuckled.

“It sold out in five minutes, so they took it off the menu.”

“…Ugh, annoying.”

“You should have run like crazy through the shortcut like Simon and I did.”

“I don’t know that shortcut! What’s wrong with going together?”

Rick waved his hand dismissively.

“Ew, you want to eat with us? No way. Let’s pretend we don’t know each other outside of Basic Dark Magic class.”

“I don’t want to either.”

Meilyn said, placing her bag next to Simon’s.

“But we can’t avoid each other until the Cyclops practical assessment. Let me make this clear, if you’re uncooperative and drag down my grade, I won’t let you off easy.”

“Wow, scary. What are you going to do?”

When she didn’t answer, Rick leaned closer, pretending to listen intently.

“I’m all ears! What are you going to do?  What? Tell me calmly.”

She growled,

“I’ll curse you!  I’ll fill your room with 100 cursed dolls!”

Rick burst out laughing.

“I think you’ll be caught for trespassing in the boys’ dormitory and end up as a Jane Doe thanks to Kajann Edvalt before you can do that.”

“Who’s Kajann Edvalt?”

“It’s a thing.”

Rick grinned, putting his arm behind his head.

“Who is it?!”

As Meilyn demanded an answer and Rick teased her childishly, refusing to tell, Camibarez and Simon’s eyes met.

She smiled brightly.

“Hello~”

“Hi.”

Soon, other students filed in, filling the room. 

Then the Toxicology professor entered.

“Uh, who’s the class representative?”

The professor’s name was Lang Strauss.  

A thin, elderly necromancer with a hunched back and wrinkled face.

“We don’t have one!”

“Then you’ll do the greetings from now on.”

“Yes, sir!”

Jamie Victoria jumped to her feet.

“Attention! Salute!”

“Good afternoon!”

“Yes, yes. Welcome.”

Lang was the only professor at Kizen who made the students stand at attention and salute. 

He slowly walked to the podium, leaning on his cane.

“Uh…which class are you?”

“Class A!”

“Oh, right. Is this your first class?”

“Yes, it is!”

Lang opened his textbook.

“Uh, then everyone, open your textbooks to page one.”

Then he began to read monotonously from the textbook.

The effect was devastating.  

Within ten minutes, the students’ eyes began to droop.

His droning voice and slow pace were incredibly soporific, almost as if he were emitting sleeping gas.

“Uh, so, Toxicology isn’t just about poisons, you see.  It’s about combining and arranging various drugs-”

Nod, nod.

Rick’s head bobbed downwards.  

Simon chuckled wryly and nudged him awake with his elbow.

Rick startled awake, but to no avail. 

His head drooped again within five minutes.

The tedious theoretical explanation, disguised as textbook reading, continued for 40 minutes.  By then, half the students were slumped over their desks.

Lang looked up.

“Uh, now we’ll be making the Minor Poison Potion from the textbook…”

Finally, the practical portion!  

The dozing students began to lift their heads.

The teaching assistants, finally having something to do, quickly moved around, placing potion ingredients on the students’ desks.

“Uh, then let’s begin…  Let’s see. Potion making requires precise measurement…”

Precise measurement and the order of ingredients were crucial. The students carefully measured the ingredients using the scales provided.

The assistants filled the cauldrons with water, and following Lang’s instructions, the students added “Kurodan Poison Mushroom” and “Frog Tongue” first.

“And next… Cough! Cough!”

Lang suddenly doubled over, coughing violently.

“Cough! Cough! Hack!  Ugh!  Gasp!”

His condition seemed quite serious.

The students’ eyes widened in alarm, and the assistants rushed to Lang’s side.  

A purplish, blood-like liquid was pooling in his coughing hand.

“Professor, you’ve pushed yourself too hard. You should rest.”

An assistant said.  

Lang shook his head, still coughing.

“N-No, I can’t. The class needs me…”

“It’s the practical portion now.  We can supervise the practice session. You need to think about your health.”

After much persuasion, Lang finally allowed himself to be helped out of the classroom by the assistants.

The students blinked, wondering what was going on.

Then a red-haired teaching assistant stepped onto the podium.  

She sighed softly and spotted a male student still dozing.

She casually lifted a heavy textbook with one hand and threw it at the student.

Thud!

The textbook hit the student’s desk, and he jolted awake.

“Everyone, wake up.”

“…?”

“Wake up!”

The startled students scrambled to their feet.  

The red-haired assistant crossed her arms and glared at them.

“How dare you show such disrespect to the professor, Class A.”

“…….”

“Falling asleep during class?  You rotten good-for-nothings, what are you doing at Kizen?!”

Her intensity was overwhelming.

Everyone straightened up, their faces tense. 

She placed a hand on her forehead, seemingly calming herself.

“Let’s show each other some basic respect. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am!”

“Be seated.”

The now disciplined students sat down.  

She sighed and tied her hair back with a ribbon.

“I’m Professor Lang’s assistant, ‘Francesca Belmond.’ I’ll be taking over the class from now on.  We’ll be making the Minor Poison Potion. Close your textbooks.”

The students, looking bewildered, closed their textbooks. 

She picked up a piece of chalk and walked to the blackboard.

“The key to making minor potions isn’t about controlling variables through precise measurements and strict order, but about the alchemist’s adaptability.  Your cauldrons should be boiling by now.  Add Salamander Powder and Barley Powder from the ingredient pouch on your left.”

A student raised their hand.

“How much should we add?”

“It doesn’t matter.  Add as much as you feel is right.”

Following Francesca’s instructions, Simon and the other students added the ingredients freely. 

Soon, Simon’s cauldron turned green and began to emit a bitter smell.

“Now, those whose cauldrons are emitting blue smoke, raise your hands.”

About half the students raised their hands.

“You’ll be making a poison potion with a nerve-paralyzing effect. Next, those with green smoke?”

The rest, including Simon, raised their hands.

“Those with green smoke will be making a poison potion with acute headache and hallucinogenic effects.  It’s effective against mages and necromancers.”

The students blinked and looked at each other. 

This was definitely not in the textbook or any pre-study materials.

She stepped down from the podium and walked among the students, rattling off instructions.

“Those with green smoke, take off your jackets and hang them on your chairs. The assistants will bring you additional ingredients.”

“Now, this is a common step for everyone. Skim the oil that’s forming a thin layer on the surface of the water.  Plant-based fatty acids weaken the potency of the poison.”

“Keep stirring. You have to stir constantly until the potion becomes viscous.  Be careful with the heat; if it’s too strong, the potion might solidify.”

Perhaps it was the contrast to Lang’s soporific lecture, but Francesca’s class felt lively and dynamic.  

She enthusiastically instructed the students, sweat dripping from her brow.

Inspired by her skill and effort, the students’ eyes began to sparkle as they followed her instructions.

“My potion is turning yellow. Is that okay?”

“Excellent.  A slightly yellow hue indicates a high-quality poison potion.  You could even sell that in Rochester.”

A sellable potion!

The student’s face lit up at the unexpected praise.  

Their friends nudged them, offering congratulations.

“C-Catherine Meyer! It was blue smoke at first, but now it’s green!”

“The ingredients at the bottom of the cauldron must have mixed in when you stirred, changing the effect.  You’ll have to switch to the hallucinogenic formula.  Mr. Hesse, please bring the green smoke ingredients here.”

Francesca walked around, checking the students’ cauldrons.  

Then a girl raised her hand.

“Claudia Menzies! Professor, my potion is a little strange…”

Francesca’s expression hardened.  

Claudia, realizing her mistake, quickly covered her mouth.

“I am not a professor, Claudia.”

“S-Sorry, Assistant!”

“Alright, what’s the problem?”

Her anger was fleeting.  Francesca smiled gently and guided Claudia.

After listening to the explanation, Claudia added more Salamander Powder, and Francesca even patted her head, praising her.

“Hey, hey, Simon.”

Rick leaned closer to Simon and whispered,

“I think I understand why old Lang is still at Kizen.  His assistant is incredibly competent!”

“…You’re right.”

Claudia, completely engrossed in Toxicology, even started asking Francesca about majoring in the subject.

Simon watched Francesca with a complicated expression.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, it’s nothing.”

The class was nearing its end.

Francesca gave the students who had successfully completed the potion some free time.  

She then gave the remaining students another chance and guided them through the process.

Simon, having successfully made the poison potion, was flipping through his textbook.

“Simon!  Should we prepare this for the Cyclops fight?  Don’t you think the poison potion will be effective?”

Simon, who had been thinking the same thing, smiled.

[You’ll need to push your abilities to the limit this week to prepare for facing the Cyclops. Don’t take any class lightly; master everything you learn and apply it to the practical assessment.]

He was realizing that every lesson could be applied to the practical exam.

Jane’s teaching methods were truly effective.

“Idiot. That won’t work.”

Meilyn approached them, arms crossed. 

Camibarez stood beside Simon, smiling brightly.

“Minor Poison Potions don’t work on mid-sized monsters.  It definitely won’t affect a Cyclops.”

“Is that so?”

Simon silently continued flipping through his textbook. 

Then his hand stopped on a particular page.

‘Rehak mushrooms as an ingredient?’

It was the mushroom Anna Polentia sometimes used to neutralize poison and cook with.

Simon read the entry carefully.

“Meilyn, what about this?”

“What?”

Meilyn came over and looked at the page Simon was pointing to.

“…….”

After a moment of silence, Meilyn’s eyes widened, and she rushed back to her seat.

“Simon! What page is this?”

“254.”

Meilyn frantically opened her textbook and began reading the entry intently.

“Guys! I think this might work if we can make it!”
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“It works?”

“What kind of potion is it?”

Rick and Camibarez approached, intrigued.  

The page Simon had open described a potion that temporarily paralyzed tendons and contracted muscles.

“It’s called Nervie, I think.”

Meilyn circled the potion’s name.

“Judging by the symptoms, it’s a nerve-paralyzing poison that weakens muscle strength.  It says it’s effective against a wide range of monsters, from small to medium-sized, 3rd-grade and above. Even if it doesn’t have a dramatic effect, it should at least slow down the Cyclops.”

“How do we apply it?”

“Make it drink it or apply it to a wound.  We could injure it and then throw the potion vial at the wound; that should work.”

Everyone nodded seriously.  

It was best to be prepared, anything that could help defeat the Cyclops was worth considering.

“We can reserve a practice room with a cauldron.  The problem is the ingredients…”

Meilyn bit her thumb, studying the list of ingredients in the textbook.

“We can easily get the basic ingredients at Kizen. The tricky ones are Rehak Mushrooms, Blood Slime, and Silk Vines.”

“Let’s see.”

Rick scanned the list.

“If I go to Rochester and do some legwork, I should be able to find them.”

“Really?”

Everyone’s eyes widened. 

Rick nodded confidently.

“Let’s do it. I’ll go to Rochester after class.”

Simon pointed to an item on the list.

“I’ve seen Rehak Mushrooms at Kizen.”

“Huh? Where?”

“The Forbidden Forest.”

He had seen the mushrooms when he went into the forest looking for Pier.  

They were growing in abundance under a large oak tree near the edge of the Forbidden Forest.

Meilyn and Camibarez’s expressions hardened slightly.

“How do you know…?  No, that’s not the point!  Are you planning to go into the Forbidden Forest?”

“It won’t take long. Rick is risking punishment to go to Rochester, so I should at least do this much.  I’ll quickly gather them before it gets dark.”

“Hmm.”

Meilyn frowned.

“Aren’t there monsters there?  Rochester is one thing, but the Forbidden Forest is too dangerous.”

“Then I’ll go with you!”

Camibarez raised her hand. 

Simon looked at her, surprised.

“It’s too dangerous. It’s also against school rules.”

“That’s why you shouldn’t go alone! I can’t let you go into the forest by yourself!”

Camibarez was surprisingly insistent.

Simon hesitated, but he couldn’t come up with a good excuse when a group member insisted on accompanying him for a group activity.

“…If it seems dangerous, we’ll leave immediately.”

“Okay!”

“Great, so we only need to get Blood Slime and Silk Vines in Rochester?  Rehak Mushrooms were the most difficult to find, so this saves me some time.”

“I’ll gather the basic ingredients and wait for you in the practice room.”

Just then, the bell rang, signaling the end of class. 

Francesca, the Toxicology assistant, announced,

“Alright, that’s all for today.”

“Thank you!”

The students streamed out of the classroom.

Team Seven, now with a mission, quickly got to work.  

Rick headed to Rochester, Meilyn to the practice room, and Simon and Camibarez to the Forbidden Forest.

As everyone left the classroom, a student who had been silently lying face down on a desk, concealing their presence, slowly sat up.

Then they walked towards someone.

“Hey, Hector.”

Hector, who was quietly packing his things, looked up.

“I have some interesting information. Want to hear it?”

***

“It’s dangerous to go through the main gate. Follow me.”

Rick led Simon and Camibarez to a stable on the outskirts of Kizen.

“Cabin! Are you there?”

Rick knocked on the stable door.  

A moment later, the door opened, and a middle-aged man with a sun-weathered face peeked out.

“Oh, Rick! Going out again today?”

“Yeah, that’s the plan.  These friends are coming with me today.”

Rick flicked a coin towards the man. 

Cabin grinned and caught it with a practiced move.

“Follow me, customers!”

Simon had wondered why there was a stable at Kizen.  

It turned out they kept not only horses but also large skeletal steeds.

A skeletal horse snorted and looked at them, making Camibarez jump and hide behind Simon.

“Right here. Enjoy your time!”

Cabin led them to a corner of the stable.  

It was a simple area covered with straw, but no horses were there.

“I’ll go first!”

Rick walked towards the wall. 

Suddenly, the straw-covered floor caved in, and Rick disappeared.

“What the? Rick?”

“Over here!” a voice called from below.

Simon and Camibarez exchanged glances and walked to the same spot.

The floor gave way, and they tumbled down a tunnel.

Rick grinned, spreading his arms.

“Welcome to the secret route out of school!”

Simon looked around.

“I didn’t know this place existed.”

“Heheh, it’s a route only a select few know about.”

They could see Cabin covering the hole in the ceiling with straw.

“Now, let’s hurry before it gets any later.”

“Okay!”

“Yeah.”

Rick, Camibarez, and Simon proceeded through the tunnel in that order.  

Rick, in the lead, took out a lantern from his subspace and lit the way, guiding them confidently.

“Watch your head!”

At first, they could walk by just bending over slightly, but the passage gradually narrowed. 

Soon, they had to crawl on their hands and knees.

“…Cami.”

“Yes!”

“Do you want to switch places?”

“Why?”

She turned around, her eyes wide with curiosity.

Simon quickly averted his gaze and mumbled,

“It’s nothing.”

“?”

To avoid a potentially awkward situation, Simon kept his head down and continued crawling.

Rick, who understood the situation, chuckled, but Camibarez remained oblivious, tilting her head in confusion.

They soon reached their destination.

Rick stood up and tapped the ceiling.  

The ground shook and opened like a lid.

He climbed out smoothly and helped Camibarez and Simon up.

“Wow, we’re actually outside.”

They could see the walls of Kizen in the distance.  

Rick closed the lid and covered it with dirt to conceal their exit.

“Let’s split up here. I’m going to Rochester.”

“Okay.”

“Be careful, Rick!”

Rick headed towards Rochester, and Simon and Camibarez set off for the Forbidden Forest.

Night fell quickly in the forest.

Under the bright full moon, darkness settled among the trees, and the sounds of insects and owls filled the air.  

The atmosphere was quite eerie, and Simon worried that Camibarez might be scared, but…

‘…Why does she seem to like it?’

Her eyes sparkled as she looked around with delight.

She crouched down to touch the wildflowers and sniffed the earthy scent.  

She seemed much brighter and more energetic than when they were at Kizen.

“A night walk is so much fun!”

Simon belatedly remembered that she was a vampire.

“You like the night?”

“Yes!”

She turned around, her hands clasped behind her back, and smiled.

“The night is so comforting.”

‘…Is it?’

He didn’t quite agree, but he decided to respect her racial preference.

Camibarez, now in high spirits, started chatting.

“Sorry for the late introduction, but thank you for helping me in Martial Combat class.”

“Ah, when you were mounting the hippogriff?”

“Yes! I couldn’t get on by myself. I looked around, feeling embarrassed…and everyone just pretended not to notice and turned away.  I understand, it was a competitive class, but you were the only one who readily offered me a hand.”

“I just did what anyone would have done.”

She looked at Simon intently.

“Doing what anyone should do is what makes it so great!”

“…I-Is that so?”

As they talked, they neared their destination.

Simon, accustomed to traversing the rugged mountains of Leshill, found the forest path easy. 

He had a good memory for routes he had taken before.

“There it is.”

Simon pointed.  

They could see the mushrooms growing under the oak tree.

“Ah, they really are Rehak Mushrooms!  There are so many!”

“I don’t know how many we need, so let’s pick them all.”

“Okay!”

Simon took out an empty box, and they began picking the mushrooms and carefully placing them inside.

The box was full within minutes. 

Simon closed the lid and stored it safely in his subspace.

“That was faster than I expected.”

“Yeah.”

They still had a lot of time before Rick returned.  

They decided to head back to Kizen and meet up with Meilyn.

“Oh! By the way, Simon, why did you come to Kizen?”

“Hmm.”

Simon thought for a moment.

“Initially, my parents sent me here.”

“Ah, that’s usually the case.”

“But as I started attending, I gradually developed my own goals and aspirations.”

He had discovered Summoning at school and, for the first time, wanted to become a necromancer.

He had also learned his father’s secret and formed a contract with his father’s undead legion.  

He had also made good friends.

“Then, Cami, what about…”

Simon suddenly stopped.  

He held out his arm, stopping Camibarez, who was walking beside him.

“What’s wrong?”

“Hide!”

Simon grabbed her wrist and pulled her behind a tree.

In the distance, lantern lights illuminated the darkness of the forest. 

They could also hear the hurried footsteps of several people.

“Ah…!”

Camibarez’s face paled.

“They’re Kizen’s Watchmen…!”

“Watchmen?”

“Yes, they’re in charge of security around Kizen!  They also manage the forest and hunt monsters to control their population.  If they catch us…!”

She gulped.

“Even if it’s the student protection period…we won’t get off easy.”

Woof! Woof!

They could even see hunting dogs, sniffing the ground.  

As the lights drew closer, they could make out figures carrying bows on their backs.

Simon frowned.

‘This is strange.’

The timing was too perfect.  

A large-scale search by the Watchmen so soon after they entered the Forbidden Forest?

Moreover, Rick knew the patrol schedules of the guards and said he only used the times when they weren’t around.

This meant it wasn’t a regular patrol but a sudden mobilization.

‘Well, I’ll think about that later.’

For now, they had to focus on escaping.

Simon turned to Camibarez, who was trembling, her face white with fear. 

She kept muttering, “What should we do?”

“Cami. Look at me.”

Simon firmly grasped her shoulders and turned her to face him. 

He could see the fear in her eyes.

“We can get out of here. Just trust me and follow me. Keep your eyes on my back and run.  Can you do that?”

She bit her lip and nodded slightly. 

Simon let go of her and tapped the skull-shaped badge attached to his uniform.

‘Pier. Respond.’

A moment later, a blue light flickered in the skull’s eye sockets.

[Hmm? Did you call me, boy?]

‘Things have gotten a bit complicated.’

Simon said to Pier with a determined expression, his gaze fixed on the approaching lantern lights.

‘I think it’s time for the legion to step in.’

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord


⚙ System Notification ⚙






› Main Quest [God’s Apprentice] Unlocked!

› You have been granted an opportunity by the Arcane God’s to become a Korean Translator for Arcane Translations.

› Do you accept?

›  YES/ NO








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 28 .｡.:✧ Chapter 28 ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Chaos

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The Watchmen’s lights were getting closer. 

The hunting dogs, with their noses to the ground, were closing in.

‘Come out.’

Simon pulled a skeleton from his subspace. 

He gave it the command to stay still and lie down in the grass.

“Cami, this way.”

Simon took the trembling Camibarez’s wrist and lowered their posture. 

After a sweep of lantern light passed, he led her from behind the tree to a large rock.

He then summoned another skeleton from his subspace and ordered it to lie down.  

Currently, Simon could control up to two skeletons at a time.

‘I have to use everything I can.’

Simon picked up stones from the ground and stored them in his subspace, while quickly assessing the situation, absorbing as much information as possible.

How many Watchmen were there?  

How many of them carried lanterns?  

Their weapons, the breed and habits of the dogs, the terrain, the wind direction, the sound of the stream.

They currently had the wind at their backs, confusing the dogs, but the wind could change direction at any moment.

It was time to make his move.

‘Now!’

Simon’s eyes widened.  

The skeleton lying under the tree sprang up and started running.

“There!”

The Watchmen reacted instantly, and the hunting dogs barked loudly, chasing after the skeleton.

“Half of you follow! The rest, continue forward!”

“The other dogs are still picking up the scent!”

As expected of professional hunters, they weren’t completely fooled by a single decoy. 

Simon then sent the skeleton hiding by the rock running.

“That’s the real one!”

“Catch it!”

The Watchmen and the dogs rushed to the side.

“Cami, run!”

This was their chance.  

Simon and Camibarez, hidden behind the rock, turned and sprinted in the opposite direction.

‘We haven’t completely lost them. Some are still on our tail!’

Simon glanced back as they ran. Several Watchmen were still pursuing them.

“Keep going, Cami!”

“Okay!”

Woof! Woof!

The hunting dogs, having picked up their scent, were closing in, tearing through the undergrowth.  

No matter how fast a human was, they couldn’t outrun a dog.

“Cami!  Use any Hemomancy spell you can in the direction of the dogs!”

“Got it!”

Camibarez cast a spell as she ran.  

Blood spurted from a small magic circle that appeared on her index finger.

She twisted her waist and swung her arm back, flinging the Jet Black-laced blood. 

The wind carried it towards the approaching dogs, staining the grass.

Woof! Woof, woof, woof!

Growl!

The scent of vampire blood was strong, potent enough to be used in high-end perfumes.

The dogs, agitated and excited by the thick, bloody scent, began to thrash around in the grass.  

Simon and Camibarez took advantage of the distraction and widened the distance between them and their pursuers.

Thump! Thump!

Their hearts pounded with adrenaline.  

Simon started to worry about Camibarez’s stamina, but she was stubbornly keeping pace, right behind him.

“There they are!”

Lantern light briefly brushed their backs. 

At the same time, they heard the twang of bowstrings.

Thud!

Crack!

Arrows suddenly flew past them and thudded into the ground, making Camibarez cry out.

“T-They actually shot! What should we do?”

“It’s okay.”

Simon said calmly.

“They saw our uniforms.  They wouldn’t dare injure Kizen students.”

As Simon said, the arrows had landed far ahead of them, a clear warning shot.

“Those bastards…!”

“Stop! I said stop!”

As if they would.  

Simon grinned and pulled an imaginary lever.

Whoosh!

A subspace opened beneath them, and the stones he had collected earlier rained down on their pursuers.  

It was just a simple barrage of rocks, but the Watchmen, mistaking it for dark magic, stopped and raised their guard.

“Cami, this way!”

“Okay!”

Thanks to Simon’s quick thinking, they bought themselves some time.

While it seemed like they were running aimlessly, Simon had actually been following the sound of water.  

They finally reached the stream.

‘Oh no.’

It was a cliff.  

A sheer drop down to the stream below, and the opposite cliff was quite a distance away.

“Cami! Remember that jumping technique from Martial Combat? Can you do it?”

Her face pale, she squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head.

She was one of the two students who couldn’t jump across the ravine in Martial Combat class.

Woof! Woof!

But they didn’t have time to hesitate.  

The barking of the dogs and the lantern lights were getting closer.

“Simon, I’m okay.”

Camibarez forced a smile and pushed Simon’s chest.

“Go on ahead.  Even if they catch me, I won’t say anything about you…”

“Excuse me.”

Simon swiftly scooped her up into his arms, turned, and sprinted across the grass.

‘The sensation of Jet Black beneath my feet!!’

Boom!

Black smoke erupted from his feet like an explosion, and Simon took flight.

Below was a dizzying drop, above the large, full moon.

The cold wind against his face and the thrill of nothing beneath his feet.

For a moment, he felt a sense of exhilaration as he descended.

Whoosh!

He landed on the opposite bank with a scraping sound, just barely making it.

Simon quickly slid down the slope and set Camibarez down.  

They both pressed themselves flat against the ground.

“Where are they?”

“They’re gone!”

Lantern light flickered above them.  

After a few minutes of carefully scanning the area, the lights retreated.

“Let’s go this way.”

“Move! They can’t be far behind!”

Woof! Woof! Woof!

The lights and the barking gradually faded, and then the sounds disappeared completely.  

Simon finally let out a sigh of relief.

“Phew… Cami, are you alright?”

Camibarez looked dazed.  

Then, as her eyes met Simon’s, tears welled up.

“I really thought we were going to be caught. Thank you. Thank you for saving me…!”

She burst into tears.  Simon silently patted her shoulder.

‘She was so scared, yet she said it was okay if they caught her?’

He felt like he was beginning to understand her personality.

After a while, Camibarez calmed down.  

They stood up and brushed the dirt off their uniforms.

“Let’s go back. We’ll have to take a detour to avoid the Watchmen, is that okay?”

“Yes.”

They stepped back into the darkened forest.

They decided not to use their lanterns, as it might attract monsters or the Watchmen.  

Fortunately, the moon was bright enough to light their way.

They walked for about an hour.

‘…Where are we?’

They seemed to have wandered deeper into the forest than they intended.

The surroundings were eerily unfamiliar. 

The trees grew taller, their dense foliage blocking out the night sky.  

Glowing eyes, belonging to either animals or monsters, appeared and disappeared among the trees.  

Unsettling cries made them jump, their nerves on edge.

The midnight forest had a primal quality that stirred a deep-seated fear within them, making them almost wish they had been caught by the Watchmen.

Even Camibarez, a vampire, seemed frightened, clinging to Simon’s sleeve and looking around nervously.

‘I have the map in my head, but I can’t figure out where we are.’

Were they lost?  

No matter how much they walked, they felt like they were going in circles.

‘I’m tired, and my body temperature is dropping. What should I do?’

“…Simon.”

Camibarez said, her face pale.

“Do you hear that?”

“The owls?”

“No.”

She pressed closer to Simon, her voice filled with fear.

“Voices…”

“…….”

Simon closed his mouth and focused on listening.

Indeed.

Faintly, he could hear it.

He couldn’t tell if it was an animal, a monster, or a person, but he could hear an indistinct voice repeating something.

“Let’s go.”

He had heard that there were people living in the forest on Locke Island.  

If it was a person, they might be able to get help.  

They nodded and moved towards the sound.

-#$#@%@#^@.

They listened intently as they walked. The voice gradually became clearer.

-@$%@^Have mercy.

-$í†°íRemove this fate @%#$^@ Almighty @$@%Mother.

The voice was cold, monotonous, and dry.

-$††@^We worship you @%@$$^Holy and.

What was it saying?

He frowned, trying to make sense of the words, when…

“…Simon.”

Simon was startled.

Camibarez was crying, her face contorted with fear. 

 The corners of her mouth were twitching upwards in a strange, almost grotesque way.

“What’s wrong, Cami?”

“…Run.”

-#$^$#*#Mother, the only one above %@%* Glory to you.

“…We have to run.”

“Run? What are you talking about?”

“Ugh. Ah.  Ah.  Aaah…!”

She began to convulse and thrash.  

Simon grabbed her and ran in the opposite direction of the voice.

But the voice was getting closer.

-@#$@#Have mercy on us. The sins of the world#@$@#$@.

Simon pushed through the bushes and finally reached the source of the sound.

He saw an altar.

Someone in a long gray robe was prostrated on the ground.

Their arms were outstretched, palms facing upwards.

Unidentifiable objects and animal entrails hung from the altar.  

Beneath it, an animal, its chest pierced with a dagger, thrashed weakly as a sacrifice.  

Puddles of blood stained the ground crimson.

And in the center of the altar,

Something large was placed there.

Simon knew what it was, but he couldn’t believe it.

Something that absolutely shouldn’t be on Locke Island.

Something that absolutely shouldn’t be at Kizen.

A cross.

It was a cross. Why was a cross here?

A naked woman was grotesquely bound to the cross, her body entwined with thorny vines.

The figure prostrated below the altar raised their upper body, recited a prayer, then prostrated themselves again, palms facing upwards.

Simon felt his blood run cold.

‘…A Priest!’

A Priest was at Kizen.

Kneeling, bowing, and praying within Kizen territory.

‘I have to run.’

He had seen something he shouldn’t have.

If they were discovered, it would be over.

Camibarez, terrified by the gruesome sight, was frozen in fear.  

Fortunately, she had her hands clamped over her mouth, preventing any sound from escaping.

As Simon put his arm around her to leave,

Rustle.

The sound of grass being trampled.

The praying Priest stopped.

“…….”

“…….”

Simon’s throat went dry. He slowly turned around.

‘!!!’

The Priest was standing, staring at them.

In the darkness beneath their robe, their eyes seemed to gleam.

Simon’s legs tensed.

“Run!”
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“Run!”

Simon grabbed Camibarez’s hand and ran. 

At the same time, a chilling whooshing sound pierced the air behind them.

Boom!

Thud!

Black crosses slammed into the ground one after another, creating large craters. 

Simon’s eyes widened.

‘…A Priest using Jet Black?’

Simon realized the situation was far more serious than he thought.

It wasn’t just a Priest hiding on Locke Island.

‘…There’s a traitor within Kizen!’

Simon had two reasons for this conclusion.

First, Jet Black and Divine Power were opposing forces; one could only wield one or the other.

Second, this Priest was using Jet Black, not Divine Power.

This meant they weren’t an outsider but someone operating within Kizen.

Most likely a spy for the Holy Federation, stealing information from Kizen.

No one in Kizen prayed to God. 

That’s why the Priest had gone deep into the Forbidden Forest, where no one would disturb them.

Simon and Camibarez had been unlucky enough to stumble upon them.

In short, the conclusion was clear:

‘If we’re caught, we’re dead!’

Whoosh!

Wheeeeeesh!

Crosses made of Jet Black rained down indiscriminately.  

Blood splattered on Simon’s arm and thigh, stinging with pain.

Gasp! Gasp!

As Simon ran, gasping for breath, his eyes widened. He saw something snake-like moving towards them.

“Watch out!”

Simon yelled, arching his back.

A jet-black chain shot out, narrowly missing his hair.

Simon straightened up and looked to the side.

“Are you alr-!”

She was being pulled away.

“S-Simon!”

Her leg was entangled in the chain. 

They both reached out, but their fingers grasped only air.

She was dragged away into the darkness with terrifying speed.

“Damn it!”

Simon ran after her.

He found her unconscious, slammed against a tree, her body bound tightly by the black chain.

‘Cami’s been captured!’

Simon gritted his teeth and turned around.

The robed Priest was slowly approaching.  

The darkness beneath their hood was so deep that their face was completely obscured.

The voluminous robe hid their gender and physique.  

There was almost nothing to discern from their appearance.

The Priest raised their left arm.

Snap!

Simon instantly used Jet Black to propel himself behind a tree.  

The oncoming chain slammed into the tree and recoiled.

Woooong! Woooong! Woooong!

The Priest, a skilled user of Jet Black, conjured dozens of crosses in the air.

Using the power of Jet Black, the symbol of necromancers, to create crosses, the symbol of Priests.

Simon felt a strange sense of dissonance.

As the Priest pointed their palm downwards, the crosses rained down.

‘Ugh!’

Simon pulled a skeleton’s shortsword from his subspace and ran.

The crosses slammed into the ground like tombstones.  

Just as he thought he couldn’t avoid them, a black streak shot towards his side.

Clang!

Simon swung the shortsword, deflecting the cross. 

A jolt ran up his arm, and the shortsword shattered.

Clatter!

Chains flew at him from both sides.

Simon dropped to the ground, narrowly avoiding them, and grabbed a stone.

‘Jet Black infusion!’

Woooong!

He channeled Jet Black into the stone, turning it black, then stood up and threw it with all his might.

Wheeeeeesh!

Simon watched the stone fly with bated breath.

‘Hit!  Show your face!’

Caught off guard, the Priest reacted too late. 

The right side of their hood was torn slightly, but that was all.

“…….”

Although he couldn’t see their face, Simon could sense the Priest’s fury.

More crosses appeared in the air. Simon tried to dodge, but the crosses spread out, covering the area above his head.

This was unavoidable.

“Sigh.”

Simon closed his eyes and raised his arms in resignation.  And then.

‘Now!’

A massive greatsword materialized behind the Priest.

Crasssh!

With an earsplitting roar, the Priest was thrown backwards.

They managed to avoid being bisected by creating a Jet Black shield, but the crosses they had conjured dispersed, some shattering into ashes as they hit the ground.

[Khehehe! Are you alright, boy!]

Pier appeared, his eye sockets blazing with an ominous blue light.

His towering figure, over two meters tall, was cloaked in a flowing, intangible mantle.  

In his hand, he held a pure white greatsword.

The Priest seemed visibly shaken by the sudden appearance of the ancient undead.

‘Pier!’

[Stay back! This opponent is too much for you!]

Pier raised his greatsword. Simon nodded obediently.

‘Please!’

[Khaaaaaa! It’s been too long since I’ve had a proper fight! Here I go!]

Pier stomped on the ground.

The earth cracked as he shot forward like a bullet.  

The Priest created a Jet Black shield.

Boooom!

The greatsword clashed against the shield, the air screaming as the ground shook.  Surrounding trees were uprooted.

This was no longer a fight Simon could participate in.

He turned and ran towards Camibarez.  

Pier’s surprise attack must have canceled not only the crosses but also the chain, as she was now slumped on the ground, free from her bonds.

“Cami!”

Fortunately, she seemed unharmed, only unconscious from the impact.

Simon scooped her up into his arms.  

As always, she was worryingly light.

Boom!

A large chunk of rock landed nearby, prompting Simon to move further away.  

The terrain was changing with every clash between Pier and the Priest.

‘Pier! How’s it going?’

[Ugh! This one’s tough!]

Pier’s voice was strained.

[This bastard!  Incredibly strong with Jet Black alone!  Might even be professor-level!]

Even for an ancient undead, Pier was still weakened from his recent release from his seal.

Moreover, Pier was the legion’s marshal, not a combat specialist.  

If his opponent truly was a Kizen professor, it would be a difficult fight.

‘There has to be…’

Simon bit his lip. 

He couldn’t just let his father’s undead be defeated.

‘There has to be a way…!’

Simon’s eyes suddenly widened.

‘Pier! Get away from the Priest!  Buy some time and make as much noise as possible!’

[What?]

‘No time to explain!  Hurry!’

Trusting Simon, Pier distanced himself from the Priest. 

He swung his greatsword, creating tremors in the ground and sonic booms as he sliced through the air.

From the Priest’s perspective, it probably looked like a waste of energy, but it was their only chance.

And soon enough,

“Over there! I heard something from that direction!”

“Sounds like explosions?”

Lights appeared in the distance. Simon clenched his fists.

‘Yes!’

The Watchmen had arrived, drawn by the commotion.

A few hours ago, they had been a source of fear, but now, he couldn’t have been happier to see them.

The Priest, who had been pressing Pier, also noticed the approaching lights.

More witnesses would only complicate things for them.  

The Priest broke off the fight and fled into the forest.

“Don’t chase them, Pier!”

Simon ran towards Pier, who was leaning on his greatsword, catching his breath.  

Pier grinned.

“Are you alright?”

[This much is nothing! But it seems like things will get complicated again if we stay here.]

“Yeah, you’re right.”

The barking of the dogs and the lights of the Watchmen were now close at hand.

Pier scooped up Simon and Camibarez.

[Let’s get out of here! Hold on tight!]

Pier leaped into the air.

The surrounding landscape blurred as they flew away.

***

Pier carried them beyond the Forbidden Forest, to a spot where they could see the walls of Kizen.

[I can’t go any further than this.]

Pier set them down.

[I sense a bothersome presence.  Seems like there’s a wide-range detection spell active.]

Simon nodded.  

Camibarez was still unconscious.

“Thank you, Pier. You saved us.”

[Khehe! I can’t afford to lose my contractor so soon!  Get back safely!]

“Yes, thank you.”

Pier disappeared into the darkness.

Since going through the main gate would mean explaining the situation to the guards, Simon decided to use the tunnel in the stable, just like before.

He climbed the ladder, pushed aside the straw, and poked his head out.

“Ah, you’re back?”

Cabin, who was watering the horses, smiled at Simon.

“Has Rick returned?”

“No, the Watchmen suddenly swarmed the area, so he didn’t come this way.  He might be taking a longer detour.”

“I see. Thanks for letting me know.”

Cabin pointed to Camibarez in Simon’s arms.

“Is she alright?”

“We were chased by the Watchmen, so she’s a bit exhausted. She’ll be fine.”

Simon flicked a coin from his pocket as a tip, just like Rick had done, a silent request for discretion.

Cabin bowed deeply with a wide smile.

Leaving the stable, Simon wondered where he should go.

Should he take Camibarez to the infirmary?  

But they would question him about her injuries, and if he told them the truth, it would reach the professors and other officials.

A midnight battle.  

The Priest might have seen his face, but it was unlikely Camibarez had.

To avoid putting her in danger again, he needed someone trustworthy to treat her.

‘Someone trustworthy…’

Going to Nephtys would be the safest option, but he didn’t know where she was.

After much deliberation, Simon made his decision.

***

Kizen Boys’ Dormitory 1, Duty Room.

“Yawn.”

Lena, the dormitory supervisor, was slumped over her desk, her arm acting as a pillow.

“I hate night duty…”

Cleaning, laundry, cleaning, laundry.  

Her main task was dormitory management, but she could never get used to waiting on the noble students hand and foot.

She chuckled dryly, looking at a messy document.

“Bringing girls into the dorm for a three-on-three what?  Ugh, those crazy bastards…”

Kids these days had no sense of decency.

When she told them she couldn’t overlook their actions and would report them to their professors, they had the audacity to threaten her, name-dropping their families.

“Ugh, I want to quit…”

Knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door.

What could it be at this late hour?  She rubbed her eyes and said,

“Come in.”

Click!

The door opened, and a male student entered, carrying a female student in his arms.  

Lena’s eyes widened, and she bolted upright.

“A-Again, bringing a girl into the boys’ dormitory! What is the meaning of-!”

Her outburst trailed off as she recognized the male student.  

His uniform was covered in dirt, and he had bleeding wounds.

“Ah… S-Simon?”

“Please, help me.”

Simon said, his voice strained.  

Lena rushed over and cleared the items off the bed in the duty room. 

Simon gently laid Camibarez down.

“What happened?  You should take her to the infirmary, not-!”

“It’s a bit complicated.”

Simon’s expression hardened.

“I can’t explain the details, but I can’t take her to the infirmary.”

“…….”

Four years as a Kizen dormitory supervisor.

A high-paying job with a notoriously high turnover rate; 95% of the staff quit within a month.  

And yet, she had endured for four years.

During that time, Lena had seen it all, experienced the dark underbelly of Kizen.  

Students would do anything to survive.

Anything.

Students avoiding the infirmary to avoid penalties, even when injured, was a common occurrence at Kizen.

She sighed deeply.

“Get out.”

“What?”

Lena pushed Simon’s back.  

Simon, taken aback, said,

“W-Wait a minute, Lena!  I-!”

“I said get out!  I need to treat her wounds!”

“Oh…”

As Simon awkwardly scratched his head, Lena grabbed a first-aid kit and placed it beside the bed.  

She then drew the curtains, shielding Camibarez from Simon’s view.

A moment later, they heard the rustling sound of Camibarez’s uniform being removed.

“…Sigh.”

Lena sighed from behind the curtain.

“Be honest with me. What happened?  She has scrapes and bruised knees, but this wound on her thigh…”

Her voice turned cold.

“It looks like a cut from a sharp object.”
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Simon gulped. Lena, after examining Camibarez’s wounds once more, said calmly,

“You fought with other students, didn’t you?  It’s best to deal with these things during the student protection period.  It won’t do any good to just suffer in silence…”

“I didn’t fight with other students.”

He had been attacked by a Priest who had betrayed Kizen, but he couldn’t tell her the truth.  

It was a secret that could shake the very foundation of Kizen, and it could put Lena in danger.

“Then what happened?”

“It’s a complicated situation; I can’t explain everything. I’m sorry.”

“…….”

Lena frowned and rubbed her forehead.  

She could see Simon’s silhouette bowing its head from behind the curtain.

From her long experience, she knew that a servant couldn’t change anything by interfering in student affairs.

‘Treatment first.’

She took out a first-aid kit and various medicines from the drawer. 

She cleaned the wounds with gauze and expertly disinfected them.

Camibarez, still asleep, frowned and groaned.  

After disinfecting the wounds, Lena carefully applied a slime-based healing agent to prevent scarring and then bandaged them.

Fortunately, the wounds weren’t serious. 

She wrapped a bandage around Camibarez’s thigh, where the deepest cut was.  

Camibarez’s sleeping face relaxed.

“Simon,”

Lena emerged from behind the curtain.

“Take off your clothes.”

“…E-Excuse me?”

Simon’s eyes widened.  

Lena crossed her arms, her expression impassive.

“I need to see your wounds too.  Take off your shirt.”

“Oh. Right!”

Simon, thinking he had been surprised quite a few times today, removed his uniform. 

He took off his jacket and shirt and rolled up his pants to his knees.

“I’ll disinfect them first.”

Lena knelt in front of Simon, dabbing a cotton ball with antiseptic.

‘Ahem.’

Seeing Simon’s bare torso made her blush involuntarily.

Why did this student have to be so unnecessarily well-built?

Abs like that at his age?

‘…Oh, this is embarrassing. Calm down, heart.’

She had her adult pride to maintain; she couldn’t harbor impure thoughts about a minor.

Composing herself, she professionally disinfected his wounds. 

Simon winced and twisted his body.

“Ow, that hurts!”

“Just bear with it.”

Lena smacked his leg lightly.  

He was still a kid, after all, prone to exaggerating.

After disinfecting the wounds, she applied the healing agent and bandaged them.

“You shouldn’t overexert yourself for a while, or the wounds might get infected.”

“Thank you!”

Simon bowed politely.

A student saluting a servant?  

Lena was taken aback and took a step back, then cleared her throat awkwardly.

“I don’t know what happened today, but…nothing is more important than your health.  You need to be in good shape to survive at Kizen.  You understand what I mean?”

“Yes!”

“The girl is safe too. I’ll call some trustworthy colleagues from the girls’ dormitory to take her back quietly.”

“Thank you so much! I won’t forget this.”

Simon bowed again.

After Simon left the duty room, Lena sat down with a sigh.

‘…I wonder how long that student will last.’

She thought he was a rare find at Kizen, a boy with a surprisingly human touch.

A strange feeling lingered within her.

***

“S-Simon! You’re safe!”

As Simon entered his dorm room, Rick, who had been pacing anxiously, rushed towards him.

“What happened?  Where’s Cami?”

Simon calmly explained what had happened.

He told Rick that they had been chased by the Watchmen, got lost deep in the forest, and eventually made their way back.

He omitted the part about the Priest.  

He would discuss that with Camibarez later.

Rick, who had been delayed while evading the Watchmen, arrived a little later. 

He said that Meilyn, left alone in the practice room, had been trembling with rage and frustration.  

Of course, once he explained about the Watchmen, she seemed to understand.

In the end, Rick had successfully obtained the ingredients from Rochester, so they could make the potion tomorrow.

Thud!

“Whoa!  You scared me!”

The door burst open, and Kajann Edvalt entered.

He had a towel draped over his wet hair, having apparently just come from the bath.

“You’re back, Kajann?”

Simon greeted him with a smile.

Kajann didn’t reply. 

He tossed his uniform aside, climbed into his bunk bed, and pulled the covers over his head.

Within a minute, they could hear him snoring.

“…I really don’t understand that guy.”

Rick shrugged and went to his own bed. 

Simon stared at the sleeping Kajann for a moment, then grabbed his blanket and headed to his bed.

He was exhausted.

***

The next morning.

Simon told Rick to go to class ahead of him and waited by the building entrance, leaning against the wall.

As familiar Class A students passed by, he saw Hector and his clique arrive. 

They looked at Simon with surprise and whispered amongst themselves.

‘She’s late.’

Simon glanced at the wall clock, anxiety creeping into his heart. 

Class was about to start, and there was still no sign of Camibarez.

What was wrong? Was she too sore? 

Or was she too shaken by last night’s events to attend class?

Even Simon felt a chill run down his spine when he recalled the image of the Priest praying in the Forbidden Forest.  

He had even had a few nightmares.

Simon was somewhat accustomed to the sight of prayer, as his mother was a Priest, but it must have been far more traumatizing for Camibarez.

‘I’ll have to go to the girls’ dormitory after class… Huh?’

Just then, he saw a female student with a familiar face walk past, carrying her bag.  

She smiled brightly when she saw him.

“Oh, Simon! Good morning!”

Camibarez hurried over.  

Contrary to Simon’s worries, she seemed energetic.

“…Wait a second, Cami.”

They moved to a quiet area behind the building.

“You were really scared yesterday, weren’t you?  Are you sure you’re okay?”

She nodded slightly.

“Yes, I’m fine.  It just feels like…a dream.”

“A dream?”

A pleasant evening stroll in the forest.

Picking mushrooms with Simon.

Being chased by the Watchmen.

Simon carrying her across the ravine.

And finally, the terrifying encounter with the Priest.

“It feels like a dream that turned into a nightmare, and then I woke up with fragmented memories… I don’t know how to explain it.  It feels unreal.”

She said, rubbing her scraped elbow.

‘Is she coping by treating it like a dream?’

Whatever the reason, he was relieved she seemed alright.  

Simon got straight to the point.

“The Priest ran away when they saw the Watchmen.  It’s likely they didn’t see your face.”

“Oh…”

“Don’t tell anyone about this, and just act normal.  I’ll find out who that Priest is.”

“I also…!”

She suddenly stepped closer and stood on her tiptoes.

“I want to help you, Simon!”

“H-Huh?”

“It’s not fair that just because my face wasn’t seen, I should be excluded from this! This is our problem!”

Simon was taken aback by her intensity and leaned back slightly.

“O-Okay. Alright.  I’ll ask for your help when the time comes.”

“Okay!”

Just then, the bell rang, signaling the start of class.  

They hurried to the classroom.

***

Their first class was Curseology with Bahil.

Once class began, the events of last night in the Forbidden Forest faded from Simon’s mind as he focused on the lesson.  

Bahil finished his theoretical explanation and moved straight to practical exercises.

“In the last Exhaust curse lesson, I saw many students relying on correction tools.  So, this time, we’ll practice with a simpler curse.”

The ‘Curse of Transfer’ used the basic formula for all curses, imbuing a target with Jet Black. 

The goal of this lesson was to successfully cast this spell by creating a magic circle in mid-air without using correction tools.

‘Focus.’

Simon held his palms facing each other, concentrating.

As if holding a large fruit in his hands.

He had to release Jet Black from his palms and draw a magic circle in the air.

Simon’s dark blue Jet Black flowed out, forming a ‘circle,’ the first step of the magic circle.

‘…This is tough from the start.’

After painstakingly creating the base circle, he drew runes in the center.

It didn’t go as smoothly as he had hoped.  

As he tried to add more runes, the base circle wobbled, and his hands trembled.

Despite the difficulty, Simon continued to draw the runes and formulas.  

Ideally, it should have been a clean, precise image, like a printout, but Simon’s magic circle looked like the letters were wriggling around on their own.

‘Ugh.’

He decided to try casting the spell anyway.  

On his desk was a plant that resembled a tall pole.

It was a plant that thrived on Jet Black, and if the Curse of Transfer was successful, flower buds would bloom on its stem.  

Simon activated the magic circle with bated breath.

Poof!

Instead of activating, the magic circle exploded and dispersed.

Simon sighed in disappointment.

‘This isn’t easy.’

He had to catch a Cyclops next week; he didn’t have time for this.  

He gritted his teeth and held out his palms again.

“How is it?  Manageable?”

A warm hand rested on his shoulder.

He turned to see Bahil standing there, smiling warmly. 

Simon tensed up and replied,

“Y-Yes!  I’m working hard…”

“Core control.”

Simon stopped mid-sentence.

“Your Core control is lacking, which reduces the density of your Jet Black and hinders the proper construction of the magic circle.”

“Ah…”

His heart pounded.  

He had been aware of his limitations, but hearing it directly from a Kizen professor was a different experience altogether.

“There’s no place where you can properly learn Core control.  It’s too basic for Kizen to teach, and the method varies from person to person.”

Bahil raised his index finger from the hand resting on Simon’s shoulder.

“Excuse me for a moment.”

He pressed his finger against Simon’s shoulder.

Click.

Simon’s mind went blank, and he heard the sound of water droplets. 

The noise of the other students faded away, and he felt like he was adrift in a silent void, separated from the classroom.

“There’s a prejudice that curses are always harmful.  It’s quite unfortunate, as someone involved in the field.”

Bahil said with a wry smile.

With the surrounding noise gone, his voice was exceptionally clear.

“Professor, this is…”

“Don’t be alarmed.  I’ve simply amplified your senses using a modified sensory curse.  Now, focus again.”

Bahil’s gentle voice calmed Simon. 

He didn’t seem to have any malicious intent.

“Take a deep breath and gather the mana from the atmosphere into your body.”

Simon did as instructed.  

Bahil placed his other hand on Simon’s shoulder.

“Now, we’ll pass the mana through your Core.  Watch closely as I demonstrate.”

Simon felt a strand of mana within his body, one he couldn’t control.  

It flowed into the Core below his heart.

But it didn’t just pass through.  

The mana rotated around the Core, undergoing a viscous transformation.

“Your Jet Black is different from ordinary people’s. Simply extracting it like you’re doing is inefficient.”

“Then…”

“Circulation.”

The mana rotating within the Core naturally transformed into Jet Black and was released outwards.  

It resembled the corona of a black sun.

“Discard the idea of conversion, transformation, or modulation. Think of your Core as a living being, and gently guide it.  Patiently wait for the Jet Black to flow out naturally.”

“Ah…!”

“Now, it’s your turn.”

Simon nodded and focused on the mana within his body.

Not conversion, but circulation. 

The image of circulation.

He repeated the words in his mind, visualizing them with mana.  

As if responding to his will, the mana flowed into his Core and began to circulate.

“There’s no need to forcefully control your Core.  Relax and observe.  Let it do what it wants.”

As Bahil instructed, the Core moved on its own.

It rotated the Jet Black, drawing in the surrounding mana, and the Jet Black grew stronger.  

The Core filled up and released the Jet Black outwards.

‘Ah…!’

Finally,

A black sun formed within Simon’s body.

“Well done!  Now, let’s reduce your amplified senses by 50%.”

His blurry vision cleared.  

The muffled voices of the other students returned.

“Now, try again.”

“Okay!”

Simon repeated the process several times. 

The first attempt failed, as the Jet Black wasn’t as responsive without the heightened senses and focus, but he got the hang of it on the second try and succeeded on the third.

“Jet Black has a tendency to remember.”

Bahil said, tapping his forehead.

“Like a person’s hands and feet.  If you repeat the same motion hundreds or thousands of times, the Jet Black will eventually try to replicate the learned flow without conscious effort.  It’s fascinating, isn’t it?  That’s why repetitive practice and establishing good habits are crucial.”

It felt good.

The realization sunk in.

Simon had thought Bahil was a cold and calculating person, but he was seeing a new side to him.

“Now, let’s try applying this to the curse, shall we?”

Bahil’s voice amplified Simon’s senses again.  

All other thoughts vanished, and he focused solely on his body, his Jet Black, and the plant in front of him.

“Generate your Jet Black.”

At Bahil’s instruction, Simon raised his hands, palms facing each other.  

Jet Black flowed from his fingertips like paint.

“Don’t worry; I’m assisting you.  Feel free to complete the magic circle as you wish.”

“O-Okay!”

It felt completely different from when he was doing it alone.  

The magic circle floating in the air was perfectly stable, allowing Simon to generate as much Jet Black as he needed.

It was an amazing feeling.  

The struggles from just moments ago seemed laughable as the magic circle was completed in an instant.

“Now, activate it!”

As his senses returned to normal, Simon opened his eyes and activated the magic circle.

A streak of Jet Black, resembling lightning, shot out and struck the plant.

Whoosh!

An incredible sight unfolded.

Countless flower buds bloomed explosively from the plant’s stem.

The flowers quickly covered Simon’s desk and spread outwards.  

Simon was engulfed in a sea of blossoms.

“Whoa!”

“What’s going on?”

Exclamations erupted from the students.

“P-Professor, this is…!”

“This is your potential.”

Bahil whispered, just loud enough for Simon to hear.

“Don’t misunderstand.  I merely assisted you in achieving stable output.  This is a level you’ll be able to reach on your own in the near future.”

His words were true.  

It was Simon’s power that had made the flowers bloom.

“Your Jet Black is special, Simon Polentia.”

Bahil’s fingers twitched on Simon’s shoulder.  

The blue flowers continued to grow, reaching Simon’s chest.

“Please, think carefully.”

Bahil’s expression turned serious.

“About the best way to cultivate your talent. And the direction you should take to fully utilize this special Jet Black.”
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The best way to cultivate his talent.

The direction to utilize his special Jet Black.

Simon pondered Bahil’s words, gazing at the field of blue flowers surrounding him.

“Professor,”

“Yes?”

“Could you give me some feedback on the curse I just used?”

“Oh?”

Bahil smiled.

“It’s a good mindset to objectively evaluate yourself, even after achieving success.  Very well. If I had to say something, your curse needs more emotion.”

“Ah, like when giving commands to the undead?”

For a moment,

Simon thought he saw Bahil’s expression harden.

He blinked, and Bahil was smiling gently again.

“Yes, similar to that.  Emotion is a crucial element in all dark magic.”

Bahil removed his hand from Simon’s shoulder.

“Please don’t forget what I just said.”

With a snap of his fingers, the boisterous chatter of the other students returned.

Bahil patted Simon’s head lightly and walked away.

“Professor Bahil!”

Rick raised his hand. Bahil stopped and asked, “What is it?”

“C-Could you assist me as well?  Making the flowers bloom isn’t easy…”

“Hoping for a fluke and waiting to be spoon-fed is the mindset of a low-level servant.  Keep trying.”

“Ah… Yes, sir.”

As Rick lowered his hand awkwardly, Meilyn, sitting next to him, snorted with laughter.

“…….”

Simon, who had been lost in thought, focused and held his palms facing each other.

‘Alright. This time, I’ll do it on my own…!’

Before the end of class,

Simon had completely mastered the ‘Curse of Transfer.’

***

The next class was Martial Combat with Hongpeng.

As usual, they were clinging to hippos, heading to the lesson location. 

Today, Hongpeng had chosen a clearing in a bamboo forest, where a cool breeze was blowing.

After their usual hard run as a warm-up, Hongpeng taught the students basic fighting techniques like punches and kicks.

Everyone spread out, throwing punches and kicks infused with Jet Black.  

The assistants walked around, correcting their postures and giving advice on Jet Black control.

And then.

“Here!”

Slap! Slap!

“Put more power into it!”

Simon, who was also practicing his stance, was blushing furiously.

Hongpeng was repeatedly slapping his thigh with her hand.

“Your arm should be here! When you extend your leg, your other arm should act as an axis!  Tighten your core! Tighten your core!”

“Y-Yes, ma’am!”

This was torture for Simon.

It was normal for professors to physically guide their students, but for a hormonal teenage boy, having a beautiful woman like Hongpeng so close was difficult to handle without showing any reaction.

“Simon! Are you going to keep neglecting your toes?”

“I’m sorry!”

Fearing another slap, Simon quickly corrected his posture.  

Satisfied, Hongpeng crossed her arms and nodded.

“Good.  Prepare for the roundhouse kick.”

Simon moved his legs, placing his left foot forward.

“Jet Black control.”

He channeled Jet Black to his core while rotating his body.

His heel naturally lifted as his waist and body twisted into the ideal position.  

Then, he extended his right leg.

Whooooosh!

His leg sliced through the air.  

Jet Black flowed from his foot, leaving a long, black streak like paint.

It was a picture-perfect kick.

“Excellent!”

Hongpeng clapped and smiled brightly. Simon, dripping with sweat, bowed.

“You managed the roundhouse kick, but you messed up four basic elements.  Poor eye contact, insufficient core strength, your heel should have rotated more, and the timing of your Jet Black release was too early.”

“…I’m sorry.  I’ll pay more attention.”

“Mm!  But you’re doing well, Simon.  Keep practicing!”

Hongpeng patted Simon’s shoulder and moved on to help other students.

They were given a short break.

“Hmm.”

Rick, sprawled on the grass, opened his eyes slightly.

“Cami,”

“Yes, Rick?”

“Don’t you think the professors are playing favorites with Simon lately, especially in Curseology?”

Camibarez, sitting demurely beside him, covered her mouth and giggled.

“Isn’t that a bit of a stretch?”

“Hmm, something’s definitely weird.”

“Oh, you’re just being petty.”

Meilyn, dressed in her training uniform, approached with a click of her tongue.

Her usually flowing sky-blue hair was tied back tightly today.

“And you call yourself a Kizen student?  Instead of wasting time being jealous of others, work harder to impress the professors.”

Rick chuckled.

“Jealous? I’m just raising a question.  And you’re one to talk?  Miss Meilyn, who shamelessly deactivated her curse and climbed the hill during Martial Combat class.”

Meilyn’s face flushed.

“Ah!  Stop bringing that up!”

“No way~ I’m going to milk this dry~ And did you even speak to Professor Hongpeng once this class?  I bet she’s totally got it out for you.”

“You should worry about your own head getting kicked before you worry about mine.”

Meilyn raised her foot threateningly, and Rick rolled away, laughing.

“Honestly.”

She sighed and turned to Simon.

“Hey,”

“What?”

“Teach me.”

Simon looked at her, confused. Meilyn blushed and cleared her throat.

“You’re good at Martial Combat.  Since Professor Hongpeng isn’t coming over, I want you to check my form.”

So that’s what she meant.

Simon just smiled without replying, and Meilyn, flustered, quickly added,

“Y-You know I’m facing the Cyclops in the practical assessment, right?  If you help me improve, it’ll boost our assessment score…”

“Don’t worry, I would have helped you anyway.”

Simon smiled kindly and stood in front of her.

“Show me your stance.”

“…….”

Meilyn coughed awkwardly and muttered a quiet “thank you.”

She then assumed a clumsy kicking stance. 

Simon squatted down and looked her up and down.

“It’s a mess.”

“I-I know!”

Meilyn yelled.

Simon pointed.

“First of all, you’re too stiff.  I can tell you lack confidence just by looking at your stance.  Relax your body and try again, as naturally as possible.”

She nodded and stood more comfortably. The stiffness seemed to lessen slightly.

“Place your left foot a bit further back, and lightly clench both fists forward… No, that’s your right foot.  The foot opposite your dominant hand is your left foot.”

“I-I know, idiot! I just got confused because I’m nervous!”

She retorted while quickly adjusting her stance.

“Gather Jet Black in your core and wait.  Yes, that’s right. Now, put strength in your toes and rotate.”

“Like this?”

“No, no.  Not like a spinning top.  You have to rotate using your core strength, like you’re twisting. And when you rotate, the Jet Black should be at the back of your thigh…”

“Here?”

She touched her leg, and Simon shook his head.

“A little higher.”

“Here?”

“No, too high.  A little lower.”

“Is this right?”

“That’s your knee.”

“Ugh! I’m wearing training pants, not bare skin! Just touch it!”

She yelled in frustration.

But her outburst was a bit too loud.

“Touch it! Touch it! Touch it!” 

Her voice echoed through the clearing.

“…….”

“…….”

Heads turned.

The romance-obsessed girls started whispering.  

Even Camibarez demurely covered her mouth.

Meilyn blushed and flailed her arms.

“No, no! That’s not what I meant!  I meant for him to adjust my stance!  My stance!”

But the truth no longer mattered.

Meilyn watched, dumbfounded, as the rumor spread like wildfire among the girls.

She turned to Simon desperately.

“W-What are we going to do?  Say something!”

“I don’t know.  But you said ‘touch it,’ so I will.”

Simon stepped closer and placed his hand firmly on Meilyn’s training pants.

“Gather your Jet Black here.”

He then grabbed her ankle.

“And shift it here as you rotate.”

‘You idiot!’

Now wasn’t the time for this!

Her face flushed crimson, and her lips trembled. 

Simon whispered,

“Just do as I say.”

“W-What?”

“Frantically trying to explain will only make it worse.  We have to show them it’s a misunderstanding.”

Simon calmly stood up and adjusted her arms and shoulders.

Meilyn nodded absently and corrected her stance. 

The students who had gathered to watch saw this.

“He really was just adjusting her stance.”

“Meilyn’s a bit dramatic.”

“Simon’s so kind~”

Finally, with her stance corrected, Meilyn rotated and kicked high.  

Her leg swung up with force, but she lost her balance and landed on her backside with a thud.

Laughter erupted from the onlookers.  Simon chuckled and placed his hands on his hips.

“You’ve got a long way to go, but good job.”

“…Yeah.”

Just then, some of the girls approached Simon, asking him to help them with their kicks as well.

Simon smiled kindly and adjusted their stances.

‘…Just who is this guy?’

Meilyn bit her lip.

Time passed, and Martial Combat class ended.  

Once again, Kizen had prepared teleportation magic circles for the exhausted students.

“Meilyn! I heard the rumors!”

Rick appeared, grinning, with his hands behind his head.  

Meilyn, who had been talking to Camibarez, glared at him.

“Hey, stop it. Seriously.”

“No, I’m talking about my friend.  If a conversation between a boy and a girl includes the words ‘touch it’ and ‘stance,’ what do you think…”

“I said stop it!!”

Meilyn pulled her bag from her subspace and started hitting Rick.

Rick, trying to escape, tripped and fell onto the grass and yelled. 

Simon and Camibarez burst out laughing.

“Ow! Ow!  Don’t just stand there, help me!”

“Let’s go, Cami.”

“Okay!”

Ignoring Rick, they hurried to join the line for the teleportation magic circle.

“By the way, Cami, do you remember what our next class is?”

“Oh! Yes, it’s Summoning.”

A smile spread across Simon’s face.

‘Finally!’
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Simon attended Aaron’s Summoning class after a long while.

The topic of the lesson was “Restoration.”  

The students were to dismantle the Island Ratman skeletons they had created in the previous class and then restore them.

“The greatest advantage of a skeleton is its restorative ability.”

Aaron, who had shown up in his usual attire of messy hair and shabby shorts, raised a finger.

Whoosh!

Thud!

Bones scattered throughout the classroom gathered in the air at an incredible speed.

In mere seconds, a skeleton assembled itself mid-air, landed on the floor, and even gave a stylish bow.  

Cheers and applause erupted from the students.

“The principle of restoration isn’t difficult. Even if a skeleton is shattered by a strong impact, residual Jet Black remains on the bones.”

Aaron pulled out one of the skeleton’s bones.

“By activating this Jet Black, you can maximize the ‘attractive force’ that seeks to return the bones to their original form.”

He released his grip, and the bone flew back to its original position, snapping into place like a magnet.

“Alright, let’s begin the practical exercise.”

Since the lesson was about restoration, Simon had inadvertently done his homework in advance.

While other students practiced restoring the torso, arms, and legs separately, Simon successfully restored the entire skeleton in one go.

Not only Meilyn, but even Hector struggled with the restoration.

This was the realm of pure talent, something that couldn’t be achieved through practice and training alone.  

When it came to skeleton restoration, Simon was unmatched in Class A.

Simon, usually struggling to keep up with the lessons, savored this rare moment of leisure.  

He had time to spare even after helping Rick and Camibarez with their restorations, so he doodled in his textbook.

“Hey, are you sure you should be slacking off like that?”

Meilyn grumbled, seemingly annoyed.

Instead of answering, Simon waved his hand in the air. 

The scattered bones on his desk snapped together, forming the skeleton’s torso.

“…Well, aren’t you good.”

Meilyn was speechless. 

Rick, sitting behind them, chuckled, then quieted down under the gaze of a passing assistant.

“D-Don’t get cocky just because you’re good at restoration!”

Meilyn said, her competitive spirit ignited. She was the type who had to be first in everything.

“Didn’t you say you’d leave Kizen if you couldn’t beat my Summoning score next month?  If you think I’ll go easy on you just because we’re in the same group…!”

“Don’t worry.  I’ll definitely beat you.”

Simon replied, resting his chin on his hand and flipping through his textbook.

Meilyn clenched her fists in frustration, but she couldn’t argue with Simon’s skill in this particular lesson.

“Ugh, if only I had solved question 20, I would have gotten a 90 in Summoning…”

Simon looked up at her muttering.

“Question 20?  The one on the last page?”

“Yeah.”

“That one was easy.”

Meilyn frowned.

“…Hey. Why are you suddenly acting so arrogant?  Are you better at Summoning than me?”

“No.”

“Then how did you solve question 20?  Did you use the formula?”

“I don’t know any formulas.”

That was impossible.

Question 20 required the application of the Theron formula. 

Meilyn, who had gotten it wrong, had even gone to Aaron to ask for the solution.

But Simon, who hadn’t even done any pre-studying, solved question 20 without knowing the Theron formula?

“What answer did you get?”

“1,200,146.”

Meilyn’s eyes widened.  

The answer was 1,200,000, so he was essentially correct.

“Tell me! How did you solve it?!”

“I just combined the formulas I’ve learned in Kizen so far.  Um, I don’t remember the exact question, so I can’t explain it.”

She bit her lip.  

She decided to make a copy of the question later and have him solve it again.

With Meilyn quiet, Simon returned his attention to the textbook.

Summoning was full of fascinating topics. 

Just browsing through the new undead and dark magic they would be learning made his heart race.

‘I want to create a Golem as soon as possible.  Couldn’t I just self-study if I bought the materials from Rochester?’

“Simon Polentia.”

Startled by the sudden voice, Simon turned around.

“What are you doing?”

Aaron was looking down at him with a stern expression.

Simon’s face paled.

He had been caught slacking off! 

He was on a completely different page from the other students; there was no excuse.

“Answer me.”

Aaron asked coldly.  

He seemed genuinely angry, so Simon decided to be honest.

“I succeeded in the restoration, so I was looking ahead at the next lesson.”

“…….”

Of course, Aaron knew that.

Simon was the only student in the class who could achieve a complete restoration in under 10 seconds.

But despite that, Aaron’s expression was grim.

“Stay after class.”

Aaron turned and left without another word. 

A deep fear gripped Simon.

“S-Simon… did you get in trouble?”

Rick muttered, his face pale. 

Meilyn crossed her arms and pouted.

“See? I told you not to slack off.”

Despite her words, she couldn’t help but glance at Simon worriedly.

Simon, however, couldn’t hear his friends’ voices.

***

Summoning class ended.

It was time to have dinner and return to the dormitory, but Simon had to stay in the classroom.

As Simon anxiously waited, wondering what would happen, Aaron approached, hands in his pockets.

“Follow me.”

They left the classroom. Simon kept his head down as he followed.

‘…I should have just kept practicing restoration.’

Aaron didn’t say a word.

It was clearly Simon’s fault, and he was prepared for any reprimand, but Aaron was treating him as if he didn’t exist.  

This silence was more agonizing for Simon.

They passed through the building and entered an empty clearing. 

It was a spacious area surrounded by trees, devoid of any other people.

“There are a few things I can’t stand.”

Aaron pulled a worn cigar from his pocket and put it in his mouth.  

With a snap of his fingers, a spark ignited the tip of the cigar.

After taking a puff, Aaron’s gaze turned serious.

Simon shrank back further and lowered his head.

“A student who, despite having the will, fails to learn in my class.”

“…What?”

“Summon your skeleton.”

What did he mean?

Simon was confused but did as he was told, summoning his skeleton from his subspace.

“Restore it in front of me.”

Aaron flicked his free hand, and the skeleton exploded.

Simon felt a sharp headache as the connection was severed, but he instinctively extended his right arm.

‘Restore!’

The bones gathered around the fallen skull like magnets, quickly reforming the skeleton.

“…Alright. I understand you excel in restoration.  Now, I’ll teach you an advanced restoration technique.”

Simon’s eyes widened.

“Y-You’re not going to punish me?”

“This is an extra lesson.”

Aaron said, holding the cigar between his fingers.

“Just in case you misunderstand, it’s also a professor’s duty to provide additional lessons to students who exceed the achievements of the regular curriculum.”

Simon’s eyes welled up with gratitude.

“…Professor Aaron!”

“Hurry up and get ready.  Don’t waste any more of my time.”

“Yes, sir!”

Simon’s face brightened as he focused.  

Aaron summoned a skeleton from his own subspace.

‘Wow.’

It was much larger and more elaborate than Simon’s.

The bones were black, and the number and complexity of the bones used far surpassed those of the Island Ratman.  

It wore a red cape and carried various weapons.

“This skeleton is made from demon bones.”

“It’s amazing!”

A magnificent sword.  Ornate armor.  A beautiful steed.

Simon, usually indifferent to material possessions, felt an overwhelming desire to own this skeleton.

“I won’t show you this twice, so pay attention.”

Aaron snapped his fingers, dismantling the skeleton. 

He then raised his arm and pointed to a nearby tree.

Rustle! Rustle!

The scattered bones on the ground twitched and shot into the air.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

Hundreds of bones pierced the tree like skewers.

“An offensive technique using restoration. Bone Piercing.”

A squirrel, which had been nibbling on a nut nearby, startled and ran away. 

Aaron’s slender arm flicked, pointing at the squirrel.

Whoosh! Whoosh!

Bones flew like rays of light, forming a cage around the squirrel.

“A binding technique using restoration. Bone Prison.”

Aaron raised his index finger, and the cage lifted and dispersed, allowing the squirrel to escape.

“Finally.”

Aaron clenched his fist.

The scattered skeleton bones flew towards him.

Clack!

Click!

The bones covered Aaron’s body, as if he were putting on a suit of bone.

The joints clicked into place, Jet Black flowed out like fibers to fill the gaps between the bones, and a red cape settled on his back. 

Finally, the skeleton’s skull covered Aaron’s head like a helmet.

“A defensive technique using restoration. Bone Armor.”

“Wow…!”

Simon shivered with awe. 

Aaron, clad in the skeleton armor, looked magnificent.

‘So cool!’

Aaron extended his right arm. 

The armor peeled away like living cloth, returning to the form of a kneeling skeleton.

“A skeleton can be a weapon, a prison, or armor, depending on the necromancer’s skill. These are all dark magic techniques utilizing restoration. Do you understand?”

Simon nodded vigorously.

“Of course, these restoration techniques are taught in the second year… but you excel in restoration. I’ll teach you a modified version that you can use.”

“T-Thank you!”

“For now, Bone Piercing is the only technique you can imitate. Get ready.”

Aaron had Simon perform another restoration and analyzed it.

“You’re centering your restoration around the skull.”

“Yes.”

“Break that habit from now on.  The key is to guide the skeleton to your desired location.  I’ll give you a tip.”

Having trained his will with Pier’s help, Simon quickly understood Aaron’s explanation.

‘Gather before me!’

After a few attempts, the scattered skeleton bones gathered in front of Simon.  

The speed of the other bones depended on the speed of the skull, the core of the skeleton, but being able to perform long-range restoration was a significant achievement.

“Restoration and Bone Piercing are different. Think of them as separate techniques, even though they utilize the same restorative ability.”

“Get into the habit of tilting the bones sideways when gathering them with restoration. This way, the sharp edges can pierce the enemy’s flesh.”

“By concentrating the Jet Black residing in the bones in one direction, you can make them like sharp blades. For bones without sharp edges, just have them attach to the target’s body.  That alone can significantly restrict their movement.”

Simon absorbed Aaron’s teachings like a sponge. 

They moved on to practical training.

Clatter! Clatter!

The skeleton bones attached themselves to a nearby bamboo stalk. 

The sharp edges dug into the bamboo, while other bones stuck to it like magnets.

‘Restore!’

Simon clenched his fist, and the bones tightened their grip on the bamboo.

And finally,

Crack!

He succeeded in breaking the bamboo.

“Yes!”

Simon pumped his fists and let out a triumphant yell.

He had acquired a new skill in just a few hours.

‘This is amazing!’

An immense sense of accomplishment sent shivers down his spine.

It was truly an addictive feeling.
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