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I broke up.

Well... unilaterally, since I haven’t had the chance to make it official. Still, I’ve no time to bother with such trivialities right now—the experiment is at a crucial stage. I must oversee the entire process personally; even leaving it to my assistant for a second would be criminal negligence toward the fruit of my labor.

Moreover, I don’t even like working with the so-called “assistants” assigned by the academy. If I were an Ancient Mage, they wouldn’t even qualify to scrub the floor tiles of my Mage Tower. Their usefulness is inferior even to that of a Golem...

Fine, I admit—I’ve never actually used a Golem. They’re far too expensive.

But that doesn’t stop me from relying on my theoretical foundation and drawing a sound conclusion: these mass-produced, government-issued assistants are nowhere near as efficient as a Golem—and certainly not as capable as a Construct.

—I accidentally said that out loud.

“Professor, aren’t those two words the same thing？” my female assistant asked immediately.

What？ She doesn’t even know the difference between a Golem and a Construct？ How did she ever get into the Research Institute as a mage’s assistant？ Did someone use a transmutation spell to swap the examiner’s brain with rice pudding？

“Lily, stop asking stupid questions. You’re a mage’s assistant!” I snapped, then quickly added, “And I’m not your professor.”

I couldn’t help blurting that out—I knew it was useless. She’d follow her own whims regardless. Those words were nothing but a futile venting of frustration, just like how I can’t stop her from painting herself like a Devil, in her words, “a heavy-metal smoky look.” To me, it makes no difference—most of the time, she looks exactly like an Abyss Imp right out of a Devil Tome.

Enough. Focus on the experiment!

Still, if I were truly an Ancient Mage, hearing an assistant ask such a question—something even a novice apprentice should know—I’d likely turn her into experimental material by accident. No, that’s not right. I wouldn’t have hired such an assistant in the first place!

...Don’t think I didn’t see Lily purse her lips just now. I know she’s dying to talk back, but she won’t. If she racks up one more poor evaluation this year, she’ll be packing her things. The National Institute of Magical Research never lacks assistants, and getting dismissed would make her résumé look awful—finding another job this well-paid would be nearly impossible.

Before my thoughts could drift off into the Astral Plane... I’d bet that if those online time-travel novels were true, I could probably wander across the Astral Plane and drift all the way back to the Age of Legends. But for now, I’m still standing solemnly in my laboratory, commanding these assistants whose brains and limbs never seem to coordinate, arranging the final node of the Magic Circle.

Hmm... fine, I admit that when it comes to magic, I tend to get a bit too strict—perhaps even a little long-winded. But still...

Look at it—how beautiful it is! Every line hums with a steady and harmonious current of power. The magic resonates in a balanced, living rhythm. When the apprentices finish inspecting the last properly set Magic Crystal, the air grows thick with overflowing mana—so rich and pleasant it feels almost intoxicating. In such a comfortable aura, even Lily appears to me as a sweet, well-behaved girl.

Now, all I need to do is step onto the circle and set it in motion. I’ve rehearsed that incantation day and night—at this point, I can pronounce every syllable perfectly without a second thought.

I believe it’s waiting for me to begin as well!

...Suddenly, a dreadful noise pierced my eardrums. My lips shifted instinctively into a new shape—almost triggering a defensive ward—until I recognized the tune.

“Alex!” My voice rose, losing all trace of calm. “How many times have I said this？ No communication devices in my laboratory! Never mind that horrid noise you call a ringtone—if even a flicker of magi-magnetic interference affects my experiment, I’ll make sure you’ll never need a phone again for the rest of your life!”

For a moment, I truly thought we were under attack!

The male assistant with glasses looked utterly terrified. Considering my past record of accidentally detonating every phone in a conference hall during a presentation, his fear was understandable. He shut the device off in a hurry and tossed it into the corridor before I could vaporize it myself.

“Professor,” Lily complained again. “People have debunked that rumor a thousand times! Modern Arcanodynamic Technology has advanced so much—cell phone radiation is practically negligible. If it were really dangerous, every smartphone manufacturer would already be bankrupt! We thought you’d stopped believing those viral nonsense posts by now!”

“That refers to effects on human health, not on precision spellwork!” I retorted. “Lily, you’re the assistant of a mage! Unless a magitech device produces absolutely zero magi-magnetic radiation—or until that claim is proven beyond doubt through rigorous experimentation—I forbid all such technology in this laboratory. That includes not only arcanodynamic instruments, but mechanical ones as well!”

I answered without leaving the slightest room for argument. The assistants, in perfect unison, pulled out every kind of device—phones, portable smart computers, and whatnot—then lined up and tossed them one by one into the hallway without a word. Whenever the conversation veered anywhere near magic, the only one in the whole room bold enough to talk back to me was Lily. I caught her silently mouthing, “There’s no such ridiculous rule in the Academy.” One sharp glance from me, and she promptly shut her mouth, though not without a sulky gesture of typing in the air. Then, resigned, she took out pen and paper and began dutifully writing the experiment notes.

At last, everything was ready.

My fingers moved swiftly and fluidly through the pre-casting gestures. I pinched a bit of magic powder, then stepped inside, while the assistants waited for my command.

“Experimental restoration of the Ancient Permanent Teleportation Array—first spell test begins now.” Standing on the Magic Circle, I continued, “This is a purely magical Teleportation Array, created entirely without modern technology. According to ancient records, the Ancient Mage used this very Magic Circle to achieve spatial teleportation as stable and safe as any modern method, yet without the inevitable contamination caused by magitech. If all goes as planned, once activated, I will be transported to the preset exit point. The destination is...”

My words faltered for a moment—because the exit point, well, happened to be the courtyard of my ex-boyfriend’s house. Technically, “ex” was a bit premature, since I’d only decided to break up this morning and hadn’t yet informed him. Still, it was, shall we say, an inevitable future...

Oh well. I couldn’t modify the Magic Circle coordinates on short notice anyway. Fortunately, it was working hours—he’d never skip work. Not once in all the years I’d known him.

“Begin.” I cleared away my distracting thoughts and gave a quick reminder to Lily, who was in charge of documentation.

I opened my mouth and flawlessly chanted the incantation I had practiced countless times. The magic began flowing exactly as predicted—the Teleportation Array came alive, brilliance swelling outward. Bathed in dazzling light, I kept my eyes open, even as the brightness stung tears from them. I felt the rippling of space itself, the fabric of the subspace starting to tear—

But in that very instant, the energy turned unstable!

“Not good—” I instinctively shut my eyes. The loss of control happened in the blink of an eye: magic surged wildly, breaking free from the Magic Circle’s restraints. The Magic Crystals powering it exploded one after another, bursting into magical flames of every hue. The laboratory alarm shrieked immediately. I locked onto all my assistants with mental force, retracting the power that had activated the Magic Circle. It all happened so fast that I didn’t have time to explain—nor could I trust that they’d all recognize this chaos wasn’t part of the experiment but a full-blown accident. Fortunately, when I shouted the spell, they recognized the incantation—thank heavens my relentless drilling had paid off. They rushed to my side instantly; Lily even wrapped her arms tightly around my waist. In the next second, we Blinked outside.

The moment we landed, I cast a shielding barrier. A thunderous explosion erupted behind us. When we turned back, we saw the laboratory swallowed in flames.

Well... all right then...

“Record this down: first experiment of the Ancient Teleportation Array—failure,” I said calmly.

Lily clutched my Robe, eyes wide as saucers, gasping for air for several seconds before finally exhaling. Her face was flushed red, the Devil-like makeup smudged and chaotic. With that terrifying face, she finally screamed at me—

“Professor... you blew up the entire lab, and you still care about the experiment report？!”

......

The air froze for half a second. Everyone was stunned by Lily’s shriek, as sharp and piercing as a Banshee’s wail.

I sighed. “Mind your language, Lily.”

But none of the assistants seemed to listen. Judging from their expressions, Lily had given voice to what they all felt. They stared at the blazing inferno that had once been our lab, while other colleagues from the institute gathered nearby, watching the spectacle in disbelief.

Seeing their overly mournful expressions, I couldn’t help but console them. “Magical failures are perfectly normal. Even a legendary Archmage can’t guarantee success every time. And as for explosions—well, explosions are one of the well-documented results of magical miscalculations. No need to be disheartened.”

Lily’s expression looked as though she was watching an Abyssal Devil performing a sultry dance.

“But, Professor—this was the lab! The National Institute of Magical Research’s lab! A government-funded facility you only use but don’t own, national property, and you just blew the damn thing up!!!” Lily yelled, face contorting like a true Imp.

Her reminder made me wince.

I had just become the first mage in history to blow up a laboratory belonging to the National Institute of Magical Research.

And what kind of historical milestone is that, exactly？

Heaven knows why the forefathers of the Research Institute never managed to blow up even a single laboratory. Even apprentices in the beginner academies sometimes misfire a Fireball and cause an explosion—and that’s merely basic spellwork!

Is the safety award really that sacred？ A mage who’s never blown up a lab—can that even count as a mage？

......

I looked at the flames and sighed. The campus safety officers were frantically spraying water—ah, mortals’ wisdom! That was magical fire, for heaven’s sake. I didn’t even bother to correct them; if magical flames could be doused with tap water, what would that make a mage’s staff—just a fancy torchstick？ Before the fire scorched the safety officer’s uniform, I had no choice but to cast Air Shield to smother the blaze. Fortunately, the Research Institute’s labs were built as stand-alone units. The explosion only consumed my own room, sparing others from harm. (Lily muttered through clenched teeth, “May the God of Light preserve us—let the damage assessment stay below Level Three.”)

My laboratory sat deep within the complex, so the specialized fire trucks took ages to reach it. I knew they carried compounds tailored to extinguish magical flames, so I stopped wasting my own mana at once.

Thankfully, no one was hurt—I’d pulled everyone out the instant I sensed something was amiss. Still, within minutes an ambulance arrived, and the commotion drew half the Academy’s staff to point and gossip by the fire. I wouldn’t be surprised if reporters showed up soon; some of them have a knack for lurking in crowds that rivals an Archmage’s invisibility.

Oh... why is the Sheriff here too？

The man in uniform looked me up and down. “What happened？ Why the explosion？”

I wanted to know that myself! Everything had been going so smoothly according to plan... I needed to piece together the sequence, retrace every step to find where the experiment went wrong. So I stayed silent, and Alex stepped forward to answer the Sheriff for me:

“Our team was running an experiment on an ancient magical theory, and... something went awry.”

“What kind of magic？” the Sheriff asked sharply. “Surely an academician wouldn’t defy the law by dabbling in a high-risk Forbidden Spell？”

“Of course not!” Alex nearly jumped. “Ancient magic may be stronger than modern spells, but that doesn’t make it dangerous by nature—and in any case, we were merely studying an Ancient Teleportation Array.”

“Teleportation, huh？ Is that for a new model of Teleporter？ Ha! The public ones these days make me dizzy every time. Could you folks make one that doesn’t scramble the stomach？”

I noticed Alex seemed a little flushed. He stammered for quite a while without managing to say a word. Seeing him like that, the Sheriff clicked his tongue and, shaking his head, began typing furiously on the glowing screen of his smart computer. I could clearly hear him muttering to himself, “Tsk, those mages from the Research Institute are always wasting their time on useless tricks.”

Alex’s face turned from red to pale. My assistants were all watching me in tense silence, while Lily’s arm tightened around my waist—so much so that she ended up clutching my arm as well.

I remained silent.

—I won’t argue over academic matters with ordinary people. Let me go... The point is, you can’t stop me from casting a spell like this. Have you no common sense？ Even a mage with complete paralysis can still cast spells. I refuse to believe you’d actually dare to knock me unconscious.

And sure, I may have a record of blowing up cell phones—but I’ve never laid a hand on an ordinary person!

“Professor, the situation is serious this time. We were just afraid you might act impulsively if you got upset,” Lily explained quickly. Even after the Sheriff had left, she still refused to let go of me. Her voice rose as she insisted, “As long as you’re safe, that’s what matters most! With your ability, you’ll find the root of the problem in no time!”

I replied helplessly, “I am not your professor, Lily.”

...And even if you keep flattering me, I’m still not going to comment on your makeup.

Since I hadn’t shown any signs of agitation, my assistants seemed to relax a little, standing straighter one by one—though their faces still looked deeply troubled.

I couldn’t quite understand what they were worrying about, and for that reason, I didn’t know what to say. After all, by the Research Institute’s regulations, every accident in my experiments fell solely on the Chief Mage—that is, me. In the realm of spellcraft, their skills barely qualified them for menial assistance. To be honest, I saw little difference between them and the beakers in the laboratory; both were simply instruments of the Chief Mage’s experiments. In this, at least, the Academy and I shared a rare moment of agreement.

According to the Academy’s rules, both the achievements of an experiment and the responsibility for any accident belonged exclusively to the mage. Even if an assistant’s mistake caused the experiment to fail, it was still the mage who bore the repercussions. Could one blame a beaker for cracking mid-experiment and ruining the result？ Of course not. Any such mishap lay with the Chief Mage’s improper use. Thus, once I was punished, they would simply be reassigned to another mage’s laboratory without a stain on their record. So what exactly were they anxious about？

Sure enough, an infuriated voice suddenly rang out: “Hieronymus Davis! Look at the mess you’ve made!”
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The expressions on my assistants’ faces at that moment... made me momentarily think that a casualty had just appeared among us.

I turned around and saw a stout old man dismounting from a Floating Bike. He was wearing the full formal attire of the Research Institute—so impeccably tailored that I couldn’t help but suspect their uniforms were of far better quality than mine. Watching him lift his leg off the bike, I thought that poor fabric must have the resilience of dragonhide to survive such a stretch without bursting under the pressure of his excessive girth.

Hmph, that gaudy, ill-fitting outfit was the official uniform of the Magic Research Institute. I only wore it under duress for major occasions. It provided neither defense nor amplification, and I’ve said it many times—the overly tight, body-hugging cut is painfully restrictive. Even though spellcasting doesn’t require grand gestures, a mage’s daily attire should always be a comfortable Robe!

The uniform design was standardized: black as the base color, red epaulettes, with the emblem of the Oslante Federal National Institute of Magical Research sewn across the chest and collar. Small embroidered stars marked administrative ranks—not magical proficiency.

In other words, it showed who had the higher authority.

Unfortunately, he had five stars while I only had two—three ranks below him. I couldn’t recall his exact title, but I knew it was quite high; while I, on the other hand, was simply a mage and nothing more.

Having my own lab and independent projects was hardly worth boasting about. The Research Institute housed more than a hundred two-star mages like me, and thousands of assistants... Well, assistants didn’t have any stars at all; one star denoted apprentice mages, though there weren’t many of them. If they failed to advance to two stars after a few months, they either filled assistant positions or left altogether. In truth, being a two-star mage was the lowest rung of the Institute’s scholarly hierarchy.

The stout old man was already storming toward me with righteous fury.

Lily leaned close to my ear and whispered a reminder, “His name is Justin, please don’t call him wrong again.”

“Lord Justin,” I nodded and said.

My polite tone only seemed to enrage him further. His thick, stubby fingers nearly jabbed my nose as he roared, “Don’t think that just because you’re one of those... gah... people, I can’t deal with you! You’ve made a colossal mess this time—no one can shield you from this!”

Hmm. That “gah” in the middle didn’t exactly make him sound any cuter.

He flailed his arms wildly—obviously just an involuntary display of agitation. I watched for a while to make sure none of those exaggerated gestures could accidentally trigger a spell, then shifted my weight so my legs wouldn’t go numb.

“I’ll identify the problem in the experiment as soon as possible—”

The Five-Star Fat Old Man cut me off. I quietly pinched a minor spell to flick away the spray of saliva he launched, then kept listening as he thundered, “That’s enough! Hieronymus! The Academy will no longer fund your endless nonsense! Year after year, there’s not a single line of profit under your name—every disaster, every waste of resources has your fingerprints all over it!”

I frowned and interrupted, “Knowledge—this is knowledge. Must every scrap of it be translated into money？ Is the Research Institute’s purpose to print Federal Coin？ Then by that logic, since you know the sun rises in the east and sets in the west, you know the cycles of the Silver Moon and Shadowmoon, and even how many hours make up a day—will you cast aside all that, just because it cannot be traded for coin？”

Perhaps he hadn’t expected me to talk back; his fury spiked higher, gnawing away at what little reason he had left.

As it turns out, reason is a fine thing to have.

“An explosion! Good heavens, an explosion! You blew up the lab! Once the media gets hold of this, do you have any idea what they’ll say about us？ The hundred-year reputation of the National Institute of Magical Research—ruined! Ha! You’re finished! We’ll finally have some peace around here. Once the impeachment proposal against Speaker Jesus passes through the Federal Congress, you and your benefactor can both pack up and leave!”

For one fleeting second, I truly thought Lily might squeeze the breath—or possibly my spine—right out of me.

I tested it; with the strength she was using now, I couldn’t move either of my arms!

Then silence descended. The Five-Star Fat Old Man’s jowls jerked twice before he clamped shut that spray-spitting mouth. I guessed he had just realized he’d said too much. I might be a mere mage, but who knew whether anyone among the onlookers was tied to a political rival—or whether this lively tirade might be recorded and turned into evidence of slandering a superior. After all, Speaker Jesus of the Magic Council isn’t easily toppled; even if the Federal Congress truly managed to pass an impeachment, that would be no small feat.

...But the point is, I had just broken up with him—unilaterally.

There’s one thing I don’t particularly enjoy but rarely bother to correct—Jesus and I were simply a normal couple, once. Until I decided to end it. Yet most people don’t see it that way: one is the Speaker of the Magic Council, the other a low-level mage from the Research Institute—hardly equals. So even if I explain, no one believes me; they just exchange that “no need to say it, I know” look. Lily says outsiders think our relationship resembles those popular online romances—‘the domineering CEO and his little sweetheart’—but I know that’s just a prettier term for ‘kept.’

Although I was resistant at first, over time I stopped caring. After all, their words aren’t magic incantations from ancient myths—saying them doesn’t change the truth.

Many in the academy, like this Five-Star Old Man, believe I got into the Research Institute through my connection with Jesus. But in fact, before I even knew Jesus, I was already a fellow of the academy. Jesus claimed it was love at first sight, and I admit he put considerable effort into courting me.

Even earlier than that, the Old Dean of the Research Institute personally assessed me, publicly announced my name and academic achievements at the full assembly, and presented me with the ceremonial gown I rarely wear. What followed were the lab assigned to me, a single apartment with free lodging, a cafeteria breakfast card, a borrowing pass for the Research Institute library, and an annual transit card—oh, and Lily and her team.

None of this had anything to do with Speaker of the Magic Council Jesus. It’s simply that people prefer to believe the “truth” that suits them.

I hadn’t even noticed when the Five-Star Old Man stomped off again. I must admit, that’s the nature of wizards—we can’t always rein in our thoughts, and without keen minds, we wouldn’t be able to pursue our research.

I murmured in acknowledgment, and the tense assistants sighed in unison, sounding as though a cluster of stubborn corks had been pulled free.

Had I really spaced out for that long？

Only Lily remained diligently clasping my waist and arms, her voice muffled from the excessive pressure as it came from behind me: “Teacher, don’t listen to his nonsense. The Speaker would never be tripped up so easily by the likes of him!”

This time I truly paused before nodding. “Mm. I’m not worried.”

Her voice seemed to relax, my arms regained slight movement, though I realized my forearms had already gone numb.

I thought, before rumors start flying and I become the protagonist in some third-rate gossip tale—distracting my assistants from their work—I might as well state it plainly: “Besides, it no longer concerns me. We’ve already broken up.”

Speaking of which, I remembered something and, with an apologetic tone, told them, “Sorry. I made you throw your phones out. They must have burned in the fire by now—something I hadn’t anticipated. I truly am sorr—”

Then I stopped. I realized the air had gone still again, making me think I’d accidentally recited a Forbidden Spell.

My assistants’ expressions at that moment were truly spectacular. Since I don’t know any Forbidden Spell that freezes time, I decided they must each have a natural talent for becoming living reaction images. Lily once insisted on teaching me how to use social media and sent me countless so-called ‘memes,’ but in my opinion, none of those could compare to the faces they were making right now.

In the heavy silence, Lily cautiously shifted from hugging me from behind to embracing me face-to-face, so she could speak while looking directly into my eyes. My ears were instantly filled with her sharp cry: “Teacher, what did you just say？ You’ve broken up？ The breakup I’m thinking of？ By the Light above, and at a time like this you still care about those damned phones？”

“You’re an assistant to a mage. Best not to keep blurting out the name of the Light—it makes me think you’re a Priest,” I replied.

......

Yet Lily was not fighting this battle alone; I could read the same sentiment in the others’ eyes.

Though they didn’t seem inclined to dwell on the matter of the phones, I still felt deeply apologetic. Many of those devices were brand-new models—Lily had told me they cost about a month’s salary each.

...Was the news really that much of a shock？ These youngsters, who couldn’t be without their phones for half a minute without wailing like orphans, now showed no interest whatsoever in mourning their lost treasures.

I gazed speechlessly at the lot of them, petrified before me, and couldn’t help calling on Alex, whose eyes were swollen wide in a vain effort to keep tears from spilling.

“Alex.” My sighs today must have doubled in number. “Dustin didn’t take this attitude because he learned Jesus and I broke up. He’s disliked me for a long time. And besides, it was just a breakup—Jesus didn’t dump me. So you really don’t need to cry for me.”

And then... Alex’s long-suppressed tears finally burst forth.

“...His name is Justin, Teacher.” Lily’s eyes were vacant, her voice saturated with despair.

Alex, scrubbing the tears from his face, clutched his head: “Master, you’ve done it again—Mind Reading! We agreed you wouldn’t just read an assistant’s thoughts on a whim!”

“...From ancient times, no human mage has ever possessed a spell that could read thoughts without damaging the soul. If I had truly read your mind, you’d already be little more than a fool. That’s a Forbidden Art within Dark Magic, and I’ve repeated this countless times.” My patience wore thin—the boy was good in most respects, but his face betrayed every secret. Anyone speaking to him could unwittingly perform “Mind Reading,” and his grasp of magical basics was as shallow as a kindergartener’s.

After settling my mood, I wanted to return to the matter of the phones—but everyone seized on the chance to justify upgrading to newer models. They brushed the subject aside, their focus riveted entirely on my personal affairs, leaving me momentarily at a loss for words.

I glanced around. The fire had died down, and my laboratory at last looked something like a mage’s workspace. In the wake of the magical surge, a few crystallized residues had formed, drifting beneath the gaping hole in the roof. Concerned they might float into another’s lab and cause trouble, I cast an Air Shield over the breach. Lily instantly stiffened, clutching my arm in terror, and wailed:

“Aaaah! Professor, how can you still cast spells？!”

So you actually thought this would stop me from casting, that my reaction was just a panic move？ I frowned, and the Air Shield pushed Lily back. The Imp let out a sharp scream and toppled over. I had to throw out another spell to catch her and set her upright.

“Even if your former instructors in the Fundamentals class led you astray, haven’t I taught you anything？ Strictly speaking, there are three casting methods for a wizard—gestural, verbal, and silent. Some special spells also require casting materials. Yet many high-level wizards develop their own distinctive styles, which is why the same incantation can produce vastly different effects in different hands.”

My assistants turned as pale as parchment.

“So, Lily, restraining a wizard’s hands alone can’t stop them from casting, even though you are impressively strong,” I said with mild reproach.

Lily’s mouth fell open. Her smoky eyeliner must have melted under the magical fire—two black streaks trailed from the corners of her eyes down to her lips, making her look eerily like a weeping Banshee.

Still wearing that look of utter despair, she asked, “Professor, are you serious？ Tell us honestly—are you really from the legendary era？”

“Lily,” I replied just as hopelessly. “Be honest—did you skip the homework I assigned yesterday and stay up all night reading those time-travel novels again？”

Lily snapped her mouth shut, turned to grab Alex’s hand, and declared, “I agree with you now, Alex. I’m officially protesting the Professor’s constant use of Mind Reading on students!”

...Lily!!!
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Yet after all their noisy interruptions, the strange tightness in my chest—like magical energy blockage—had eased considerably. I gave a small smile and said to them, “Alright, alright. Since things have turned out this way, let’s call it a day. You’re dismissed!”

They chirped their goodbyes one after another, but Lily lingered, for reasons I couldn’t fathom, staring fixedly at my face as though the ultimate secrets of the universe were written there. Only when I threatened to cast a blinding spell that would forever prevent her from reading web novels did she pull a face and dash off at lightning speed.

I didn’t stay much longer either. As I’ve mentioned, I only have usage rights to this laboratory—the property itself still belongs to the Research Institute. Before long, the clerks and security officers sealed off the site, the heads of various research teams dragged the curious academicians back to their own labs, and the cleanup of the accident scene no longer had anything to do with me.

Although I was eager to examine the remnants of the Magic Circle—perhaps I could uncover the cause of the explosion—and though many of my notes reinforced with protective spells were still inside and likely undamaged, I couldn’t go in. My right of use had been temporarily revoked. They insisted on conducting what they called an “incident assessment” before allowing the Chief Mage to trace the experimental error. I simply could not fathom such logic.

Fortunately, I had copied a few key pieces of data and left them at home.

—At my own home, the apartment for which I also held only a temporary right of use.

Of course, I wasn’t living with Jesus... uh, cohabiting—even though his house was a hundred times larger.

My relationship with him was very steady and orderly. Yes, “orderly” is the right word. We had a standing date every Friday; on weekends I would stay over at his place. We’d dine out, browse magic supply shops, then come home and make love. Everything was laid out in my schedule with almost ceremonial precision. He often joked that arranging a spontaneous date with me was harder than scheduling a meeting with the Prime Minister.

But as a mage, between reading, conducting experiments, practicing spells, and gathering magical materials, I had already carved out every spare moment I possibly could for our dates. Even now, I still don’t quite understand why Jesus enjoys dating so much, since during our dates it’s always me who talks endlessly about my research. He usually just watches me with a gentle smile, rarely interrupting, knowing full well that his politics are lost on me. To be honest, I’m not entirely sure he even understands my discourse on magic theory.

Sometimes, I can’t help wondering whether he’s truly a mage at all—on occasion, I deliberately state something incorrect, and he never contradicts me.

“I love the way your eyes sparkle when you talk about your studies,” Jesus always says to me. “As for academic debate, my dear, we’re on a date, not attending a Magic Summit.”

Hmm... I’m not sure whether he’s serious. Does he mean that infamous conference where delegates are liable to start chair-throwing brawls broadcast live across the world？ I always thought that was the Berserker Frenzy Exchange Summit.

......

Even if I were to break up with him, I wouldn’t despise the time we spent together. I had become so accustomed to our neatly scheduled routine that its sudden absence left me oddly uneasy. He used to let me borrow his private laboratory as well. In the Age of Legends, every first-rate mage possessed a Mage Tower of their own. In the modern era, however, whether one has a Mage Tower depends far more on wealth than on skill—mastery of the arcane arts doesn’t necessarily mean one can afford a house.

Worse still, in days past, a wizard of true power naturally commanded status and wealth. Even the flamboyant Devil King who dabbled in world-ending magic—so long as he was formidable enough—could gather a devoted horde before someone finally put him down. Their fervor was no less intense than Lily in the throes of her fangirling. These followers were versatile and indispensable: they not only threw themselves in waves against any adventurer daring to challenge the Devil King, but also willingly surrendered their worldly goods for him to squander, ensuring he could immerse himself in the ocean of knowledge without ever worrying about food or clothing.

So even if every Devil King eventually met a tragic end beneath the iron hooves of the Knights of the Luminous Sanctum, one might still call that a life well worth living.

But now？ Now we live in a society ruled by law. A Devil King scarcely reaches the entry level of his profession before he’s packed off to prison to “reflect on his life.” There’s no longer any need to mobilize the Knights of the Sanctum; armed with Arcanodynamic Technology, Sheriffs and police across nations can pummel a Devil King into submission with ease. As for wizards like me—those who stir no trouble and pursue only research—our projects have to be marketable. Otherwise, even if I could single-handedly challenge the entire Knights of the Sanctum, rout the defense regiment of the Oslante Federation Capital, or hold my own in a one-against-eighteen bout with the Dragon Princes guarding Dragon Valley, I’d still be nothing more than a penniless mage.

That’s why I truly hate to part with that fully equipped laboratory. I have no idea when—or if—I’ll ever have one of my own. But break up with him I must, and not even that lab could make me change my mind.

As for the reason... thinking back on the genres Lily’s told me about, I believe she’s applied the wrong label. We are not “The Tyrannical CEO and His Delicate Little Wife,” but rather “The Tyrannical CEO and His Stand-In Lover.”

I’d never imagined such a trite plot unfolding in my own life. Lily adores this genre; her phone holds an entire memory card stuffed with these melodramatic stand-in lover tales—“melodramatic” isn’t my word for them, it’s Lily’s. She curses the authors for writing absurdly over-the-top tragedies that wrench the heart, yet she devours them with sleepless, unstoppable zeal. Once, I lost my temper and accidentally transformed her into a Goblin—green-skinned, hairless, and sporting thick, smoky eye-shadow. I never confessed to Lily that such a sight is nauseating beyond imagination, but the experience was enough to make me vow never again to turn disobedient assistants into Goblins. Even then, she remained entirely unfazed, her eyes glued to the novel... If only she had that same intensity when studying magic, I wouldn’t be so perpetually exasperated with her.

Ahem, I digressed—but Lily was right after all: “Sometimes real life is more melodramatic than any novel.” Last night Jesus had a bit too much to drink. He normally holds his liquor well, but this time he definitely went overboard. For the first time, I saw him drunk enough to babble nonsense—so much so that while we were in bed, he called out another person’s name.

He wasn’t senseless with drink, though. I immediately checked whether he had fallen under a political rival’s Confusion Spell or been poisoned into hallucination. The results were clear: he was merely drunk, his restraints dissolved by alcohol. Only, intoxicated, he seemed even more focused and tender than usual, cupping my face and whispering his deep, burning infatuation—for someone else. And in that very instant, I recognized the look in his eyes: the same reverent fascination he wore whenever I spoke passionately about my research—only deeper, more intense.

No rational, clear-minded mage spared from the brain rot of primetime soap operas could possibly pretend nothing happened after that. I have no idea what befell Jesus yesterday; when I left this morning, he was still fast asleep. In all the time we’ve been together, he has never once slipped up. Then again, considering he rose to become the Speaker of the Magic Council and has held firm under relentless attacks from political adversaries, handling me while sober must have been child’s play.

So that’s what happened. I was just a mage who suddenly discovered that I was merely a stand-in lover—and that through me, the one I loved saw someone else. The only consolation？ That someone else was also a mage.

At least he didn’t mistake me for some world-famous Mecha designer’s double—or worse, if he had dared to see me as a substitute for a Warlock, I wouldn’t just be contemplating a breakup; I’d be deciding which Forbidden Spell to unleash to blow off steam. Fortunately, it was just another mage. That’s the one and only thing in this miserable affair that isn’t entirely awful.

Lost in thought, my legs dutifully carried me back to my apartment. Not many mages live here—usually it’s the assistants who need to rely on the institute’s housing benefits. In modern times, mastering magic is an expensive pursuit, and passing the qualification exams to join the National Institute of Magical Research makes one’s prospects quite comfortable. Few graduates end up poor enough to live in a modest apartment like this. I suppose I’m the exception.

I had barely pushed open the door when I heard my phone on the shelf shrieking like mad—

Hmph... I’m a mage who lives in the modern world—not some cave-dwelling primitive. Of course I have a phone!

Still, there are only two people in my contact list. Lily just had her phone die on her, and I doubt she could’ve gotten a new one faster than I made it home. If she ever did have that kind of speed, she wouldn’t keep fumbling her casting gestures—by the time she raises a shield, I could blast her into dust finer than her nail polish flakes.

—It’s Jesus.

I let out a soft sigh, picked up the phone, and answered.

The moment the video call connected, Jesus’s angry voice burst out faster than the holographic projection could render. Beneath his low tone, I could clearly hear the anger he was struggling to control. He demanded,

“Hieronymus! I’ve been calling you nonstop—why did you leave your phone at home again？ How am I supposed to reach you at a critical moment？ I just heard what happened. Do you realize how worried I get when I can’t reach you at a time like this？”

I could only answer helplessly, “Sorry, I’ve never been comfortable carrying communication devices while experimenting.”

Jesus knew that perfectly well. His fine, dignified brows furrowed just like they always do. I could already tell he was about to launch into another lecture about the dangers of being unreachable at crucial moments—but this time, I had no intention of listening. Before he could speak, I smiled and said, “Jesus Cory, I think it’s time we broke up.”

On the screen, Jesus froze for a second, as if he needed time to process my words. Then came his thunderous anger—he might even have slammed the table. Fighting to stay composed, he demanded, “Tell me, is it those people from the Research Institute giving you trouble？ Who is it？ I know they’ve been putting obstacles in the way of your new project. You’re my lover, so this is all aimed at me. I’ll take care of it today. Don’t worry, and don’t feel pressured—I won’t let them use this as an excuse to bully you. Now tell me, who’s been harassing you？”

Uh... I sighed. At times I can barely resist pointing out, Jesus, you really do love adding drama to your own story! Considering the snake pit he lives in—the political world—I suppose it’s forgivable.

“...No, Jesus.” I shook my head. “You know me better than that. This has nothing to do with them. What I mean is, since we were never truly in love, we shouldn’t waste our time on things that serve no academic purpose.”

Jesus’s expression turned subtle; the anger drained from him almost instantly. He lifted his left eyebrow slightly—a habitual little gesture of his, usually appearing when he parries tricky questions from overzealous reporters.

He said, “What nonsense are you talking about, Hieronymus？ Don’t be ridiculous.”

The last time he’d said, “Don’t be ridiculous,” was when I refused his order to work in his office as his assistant.

And clearly, I still don’t like that tone. It makes me feel as though, in his eyes, I’m no more than a novice apprentice who can’t even form a proper Fireball Spell.

So I changed my demeanor to something a little more serious.

“Jesus, you mentioned recently that the date for the Magic Summit is drawing near, and as usual, you’ll be presiding over its affairs.” I had nothing else to say—laying things bare seemed far more straightforward. “That summit draws all eyes; he’ll be attending as well. Given your qualifications, your chances of winning him over aren’t exactly slim—at least in theory.”

After all, even someone like me—once convinced that I would spend my life in the company of knowledge—had once been moved by Jesus.

“...You mean... who？” Jesus asked hoarsely, after a frozen pause.

It seemed I would have to name names. “Maximilian Harper,” I said, “the world-renowned legendary Archmage. He’s on the guest list, isn’t he？ The news covered it just a couple of days ago. I do watch television now and then, you know.”

On the other end of the line, Jesus fell into an uncharacteristic silence. He usually had a wealth of polished, practiced responses suited to any complex situation. I suppose I might have been his only stand-in lover—so when the truth was laid bare, he suddenly found himself at a loss for words.

After a moment, I heard him ask quietly, “How did you find out？”

But before I could answer, he went on, half to himself, “You’re a precise and perceptive mage. You can spot a single misplaced stroke in a long incantation. I shouldn’t have deluded myself with false hope.”

...Well, honestly, I have little experience with this sort of thing—what’s one to do when the other party keeps complimenting you while you’re breaking up？

So, after some thought, I simply said, “It’s come to this, then. Good luck, Jesus.”

“...No... Hieronymus, I’m sorry...” On the screen, Jesus covered his face with both hands. “I’m sorry. Give me a moment to gather myself... Get some rest, we’ll talk later.”

And then he cut the connection. That, at least, was something I admired about him—Jesus never lied casually, not to anyone outside of his political rivals or the press. Half-truths, perhaps—but for a politician, that was already commendable.

I stood for a while, phone gone dark in my hand. The room was so still I could hear the air drifting past.

Well then. I’d broken up.
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Setting the phone down, I sat and thumbed through my experiment logs. Soon I realized I was completely at a loss—perhaps because my backup files were incomplete. This apartment is too small; there isn’t even room for a proper bookshelf, let alone the exhaustive records and data I’ve accumulated.

Spatial storage devices？ Ha. Whether it’s the classical alchemical Spatial Ring or the modern and far more fashionable Arcanodynamic Storage Bracelet—if I could afford one, I wouldn’t be living in public housing.

Staring blankly at the scattered notes, I felt there was no point in continuing any further.

The sky was still light; after all, today wasn’t one of my usual working days. Thinking it over, I decided to indulge myself for once and take a long soak — no, of course my little apartment doesn’t have a bathtub! The washroom is so small that having a showerhead installed already feels like a luxury. But I am a mage, and mages naturally have ways to bathe without a tub. It’s just a little troublesome, which is why I call it indulgence.

I conjured a half-oval bubble of air, stepped inside, and then cast a Levitation spell to keep myself from growing numb from standing too long. The result was as though I were hovering inside a transparent barrel, the bubble rising just to chest height. I filled it with hot water, added a Temperature-stabilizing Spell, and thus settled into a blissful soak.

Once that was done, I took out a small jar of face mask from the cabinet and began applying it. This was actually leftover spell ingredients from my last experiment. I won’t be using them again anytime soon — they’re fresh magical plant materials that don’t keep well — so I turned them into a face mask. Well, to be honest, I had intended to bake a cake, but I’m not exactly skilled at culinary spells, and somehow they ended up becoming a face mask instead.

...Well... I’m a mage, not a chef. Getting it wrong is perfectly normal.

With the face mask on and soaking, I quite literally fell asleep.

When I woke groggily, night had already fallen. The Temperature-stabilizing Spell was still holding — if I don’t cancel it myself, I could keep a little enchantment like that going until the end of time. The mask, however, had hardened into something like a cement shell on my face. I couldn’t wash it off, so I had no choice but to chip it away with a few ice spikes and wind blades.

It was truly solid.

After soaking so long, my skin was a bit wrinkled. I slipped into a finely woven Mage Robe. In the darkness, my phone cast a faint glow — it was a message from an academy number, informing me I was suspended without pay, pending review.

Ah, how could I forget the academy folks have minds that are anything but magical？

...If only I’d experimented further — maybe I could’ve turned those masks into cakes instead.

Ah, what a headache! Without a salary, how am I supposed to buy new materials？ After some thought, I decisively gave up the idea of ordering takeout and used Create Food to conjure up a loaf of Magic Bread. The thing was as dry as dust. Although I don’t particularly care about the pleasure of taste, one must admit that bread made through arcane creation merely fills the stomach—it lacks the genuine nutrition of real food. Keep eating it for long enough, and you’ll end up a frail, hollow-eyed wizard suffering from malnutrition... In truth, I’ve never agreed with the idea of sacrificing sleep and meals for research, because if you think about it logically, living long and staying healthy means having more time to pursue knowledge.

But today, I have to save every coin I can. I’ve already booked a batch of fresh Slime mucus from the Magic Materials Store. Don’t be fooled into thinking that’s easy to come by—during the Age of Legends, Slimes were everywhere, but the kind suitable for spellcrafting is surprisingly hard to obtain! In a modern city, to even see a Slime, you’d have to visit the Magical Creatures Exhibition Hall. The Slimes there are pampered rarities—semi-transparent bodies plump and glistening, almost jewel-like. The idea of harvesting a drop of their mucus is laughable. Their poor ancestors, crushed under an adventurer’s boot thousands of years ago, could never have imagined their descendants would live such luxurious lives.

I nibbled on my little loaf, took out two bottles of unsatisfactory Potion to use as drinks, and casually turned on the television. I rarely have time to watch it, but the Arcanodynamic Television belongs to the academy, and I can’t exactly tear it off the wall. After all that’s happened today, I might as well make an exception and do something I rarely do.

The television filled the room with a barrage of noise—advertisements and flickering soap operas that made my eyes ache. I aimlessly flipped through channels until, on a news station, my hand gave an involuntary tremor—

Because by pure coincidence, I heard that name from the TV.

“...The world-renowned Archmage Maximilian Harper arrived in the Capital today and is scheduled to attend the upcoming International Magic Summit in three days. Both the academic community and the public are eagerly awaiting this celebrated mage’s annual research presentation...”

Archmage Maximilian Harper—the man my ex-lover used to treat me as a substitute for—has returned.

Yet even before all this happened, the name Maximilian was already one that thundered through the mage circles.

It’s just that, until then, I never thought we had anything in common—other than both being mages. No, even now, I still don’t understand how Jesus could ever see me as a stand-in for that legendary wizard.

Since I have no interest in gossip, I never bothered to find out whether Maximilian bore any resemblance to me. All I know is that he’s a true prodigy of the arcane—a young mage whose brilliance genuinely commands respect.

The tall, slender figure flashed across the screen. The Parliament’s reception team had dispatched a large number of security guards, keeping the journalists’ cameras at a distance. I caught only a glimpse of a sweeping black robe and a fall of long hair—its pale hue looking quite similar to mine, though his seemed closer to white, while mine leaned toward flaxen.

Hmm... from an aesthetic perspective, that fleeting robe did look remarkable. I might actually like it myself—if I ever had the spare money for such indulgence.

There are many reasons this mage is famous. His reputation resounds not only among fellow mages but also among ordinary people, rivalling that of popular film stars.

—The “New Age Legendary Mage,” the “Shadow Manipulator,” the “Child of the Forest,” the “Light of Nature,” the “Death Lord”—these ostentatiously dramatic titles all describe the same person, even though they might sound mutually contradictory.

His fame is so pervasive that the internet is rife with bizarre fan fiction about him—titles like Waking Up as the Girlfriend of Archmage Maximilian, Transmigrated into Maximilian’s Harem, and Seven Hundred and Twenty Nights with Maximilian and the Elf. Such stories are... well... obviously rather detached from reality. “Smutfics” —that’s the term Lily once taught me—refer to works people create to vent their restless imaginations when real encounters are out of reach. Since the man himself has never sued any of these creative authors, I suppose Maximilian must be a rather magnanimous mage.

Oh, heavens, Maximilian is still just a mage! However well-known his feats may be—and I can recite quite a few—I believe what I know stays fairly close to the truth, at least it doesn’t conjure up something absurd like Maximilian having eighty-one Elf lovers.

Elves, after all, are the most devoted species in existence; no one could possibly have eighty-one of them as lovers at once.

From what I know, Archmage Maximilian first entered the public eye ten years ago, when he was about twenty. Before that, he had lived in complete obscurity.

At that time, he was mingling with the Kunlan Rangers. I’ve never quite understood what a mage like him was doing there—and honestly, I doubt anyone else knows, except himself. The group consisted of mercenaries operating along the borders between Orc and human territories. Although the savage Orcs had been driven into hiding for centuries following humanity’s rapid technological rise, the frontier zones—those mountains, wastelands, and forests beyond the full coverage of the Arcanodynamic Cannon—still suffered frequent raids.

These mercenaries were adept at surviving in chaos, most being former professional hunters or assassins. The region constantly required those willing to take on dangerous tasks through less-than-peaceful means, and among such outfits, the Kunlan Rangers were one of the most renowned.

I remember that time—a tribe of Orcs wielded an ancient Shamanic Forbidden Art to summon the avatar of a savage god, attempting to invade the human realm, seize resources, and plunder humanity’s Arcanodynamic Technology. While border outposts could handle minor harassment, the situation then had escalated to the brink of war, leaving soldiers as helpless as civilians, crouching with heads buried and screaming in panic.

By chance, the Kunlan Rangers were nearby. Steel clashed in close quarters the moment both sides met in battle. Just as the human side began to falter, on the verge of crushing defeat, a young man suddenly stepped forward. Casting aside secrecy, he lifted a hand—and all the Orcs’ shadows sprang to life. The black forms slithered up their thick necks like snakes. The strike was utterly unexpected; the Orc vanguard had charged far ahead, leaving their shamans far behind and unable to aid the forward ranks. The front lines were engulfed by a terrible chorus of bones being ground to splinters. This horrific scene was captured in detail by news drones, and to this day it remains one of the most viewed clips on the internet. Even when deleted, it resurfaces; in the end, major video sites ceased strict takedowns, instead layering heavy mosaics over it in an effort to blunt its gore.

From that moment, the Spellcaster’s fame exploded. The Orc shamans, stricken with fear, called him the “Shadow Manipulator,” while the hyper-dramatic nickname “Death Lord” clearly sprang from social media, spreading quickly under the drumbeat of the press—utterly indifferent to whether the man himself approved.

—From such a staggering display of sorcery, one can easily conclude: Maximilian was, without doubt, a Black Mage.

In the modern era, registration of Black Mages is stricter than ever before—far harsher than in the past. The title “Black Mage,” inherited from ancient times, refers to Spellcasters indifferent to the ethical nature of magic and knowledge itself. Spells often bear moral aspects by nature: Heal, for example, belongs to the benign school of White Magic, while a death curse is unmistakably malignant Dark Magic. Those who learn only benevolent spells are White Mages; those who learn indiscriminately—or specialize in the darker arts—are Black Mages.

That said, most mages are not labeled as black or white, for the vast majority lack moral absolutism, yet also do not embrace all arts without distinction. Black Mages and White Mages alike remain rare exceptions. Although I believe ordinary mages—even White Mages—can kill, none could manage a single gesture that rouses shadows for such visually overwhelming mass slaughter.

In ancient times, people regarded Black Mages with wary respect, avoiding provocation and even refraining from uttering a mage’s true name in public. Many Black Mages deliberately dressed in robes of pure black, devoid of any other hue, as a declaration of identity—such mages were without fail those who took pride in being Black Mages.

Nowadays, however, more and more people equate a Black Mage with a criminal, even when they have never used their spells for evil. Some organizations are calling for the full disclosure of all Black Mage personal information—their real-time locations and financial status—and there are even extremists demanding that Black Mages be forced to wear shock collars to ensure they pose no threat to the public.

Although no government has yet approved such proposals, public opinion alone is enough to make any mage avoid declaring themselves a Black Mage unless absolutely necessary.

Among those who are undoubtedly and openly identified as Black Mages, Maximilian stands out—not only has he escaped being listed as a dangerous criminal, but he has also gathered a legion of devoted followers. Partly because, though he wields perilous Dark Magic, he used it to save lives and prevent an all-out war; and partly because he bears the title “Child of the Forest.”

“Child of the Forest” is a rank even higher than “Friend of the Elves.” For reasons no one quite understands, the reclusive Elf race publicly proclaimed this mage an honored guest—indeed, one to be treated as kin. (Hard as it is to believe, those Elves actually held a press conference!) Humans have always regarded those sharp-eared dwellers of the forest as a noble people; thus, with the Elves as his patrons, Maximilian Harper quickly became a distinguished guest of the Federal Magic Council—and even extended military-industrial support to the Federation.

His other title is far more astonishing: “Light of Nature.” This one came from the Dragonkind—specifically the Blue Dragon tribe dwelling in the Holy Dragon Empire’s glacial mountains. One day, that icy range inexplicably roared to life, turning into a blazing volcano. The perpetual snowcaps melted away, exposing rivers of molten rock—just as a clutch of newborn Blue Dragons was struggling to break their shells, utterly unable to escape their impending doom. At that critical moment, Maximilian appeared. Gathering the magic of the adult Blue Dragons, he cast for three days and three nights a colossal Blizzard that froze the molten earth itself. Only when the younglings hatched and the Dragonkind had safely relocated did he relent. Since then, the Holy Dragon Empire has revered him as a savior, and the Dragonkind bestowed upon him the name “Light of Nature.”

Ah, remembering all these deeds is no small feat.

His achievements alone would have made him legendary, even in the Age of Legends—so tell me, what on earth was going through Jesus’s mind, mistaking me for the stand-in of such a mage？ His admiration for Maximilian I can understand—but in what way do I resemble him？

You can’t just grab any mage off the street, can you？

Besides, is the only thing we share the fact that our names both have seven syllables？

Compared to Maximilian, we are about the same age—well, I can only say “about,” since I’m not sure of my exact age. The magical diagnostic instruments claim I’m twenty-eight, but I only remember the twenty-five years since my teacher took me from the orphanage. Maximilian rose to fame, yet I still don’t even have a lab of my own. My teacher, who was also my guardian during childhood, was merely an assistant at the Oslante Federal National Institute of Magical Research, and, after retiring, opened a little dessert shop in the outer district.

This is part of the Federal Magic Renaissance Project’s long-term mission. The Parliament and the Research Institute routinely select children with magical talent from orphanages, training them to serve the Federation as mages or assistants.

So I glanced at my suspension notice—

The Federation sponsored my education at the Magic Academy, so before they recoup their investment, I doubt they’ll fully dismiss me. In ancient times, I’d practically be a Court Mage by now.

But if they demote me to an assistant... they might as well just dismiss me outright and give me the freedom to pick up one of those eccentric moneymaking schemes the other academicians dabble in, all while listening to their rambling theories that add nothing to academic advancement. I’m not sure I could restrain myself—at that point, I wouldn’t just be the first mage in history to blow up a laboratory at the National Institute of Magical Research; I might well become the first to level the entire Institute
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