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      Chapter 7: The Artisan’s Haven


      01 — Flashes of Brilliance


      The journey from Yenice had been going well the past two days. The citadel marking the border between the Republic of Saint Shurule finally came into view. As the walls drew closer, the emotions in my chest expanded. I broke into a smile. I was home.


      Shurule was where I’d lived the majority of my second life, even if it had only been at the Merratoni Adventurer’s Guild and the Healer’s Guild headquarters in the Holy City. Maybe that was why it felt a little bittersweet. I wasn’t worried about Yenice with Galba leading things, but Nalia and the members of the Order of Healing I’d left behind still occupied my mind. Although I’d left a good bit of money there for them, it didn’t change the fact that I was pretty much abandoning everyone. Then again, those guys were far more qualified to run things than I was. Holy magic was my specialty.


      All the same, I hadn’t left the City of Freedom without a sense of melancholy.


      “That’s it for Yenice. Feels like it went by in a flash.”


      “It has been a dizzying few months,” Lionel replied with a grin, atop his horse next to me. Clad in the new battle armor that Dhoran had made for him, atop a burly war horse provided by the dragonewt brothers of the Yenice Adventurer’s Guild, my bodyguard finally looked the part of a former imperial general.


      I had actually ridden that same horse myself. Well, for a split second before it threw me off, but I didn’t like to think about that. I didn’t need another reminder that I was fated to never be able to ride a horse other than Forêt Noire.


      Moving on from that little escapade, the most important thing to happen to me in Yenice was, unquestionably, meeting Lionel and the others. We wouldn’t have been able to earn the people’s trust for the Healer’s Guild, create so many jobs, or make it out unscathed without them.


      “It was fun, though,” I said. “I never thought I’d be leaving the place with a completely different troupe than I arrived with.”


      “And I never dreamed I would fight again. Fate is a funny thing.”


      “Can’t argue with you there.”


      Our mission had only been to fix the local Healer’s Guild before moving on to the next one, but Yenice hadn’t wanted a group of strangers taking over the reins and had asked for Jord’s healers to stay. The Order hadn’t offered any opinions of their own, but it was obvious that they’d wanted to remain as well. And the only reason I was able to grant them that request was because I had Lionel and co. Wherever our journey took us, I was certain I would need their assistance.


      Jord had passed the torch willingly, and I would never forget the last thing he told me.


      “You’re probably going to find yourself in too deep again one of these days. When that happens, we want to be ready and able to help you. If you ever need us, you know where we’ll be.”


      That was when I had realized that, really, they’d wanted to join me. Looking back, I was surprised that I’d never noticed it. The healers had gone along with my brutal training, drank Substance X with me, followed me wherever I went, and supported me.


      I remembered the tears burning in my eyes as I’d promised Jord, “We’ll meet again and go on another journey one day. Together. You make sure you’re ready.”


      “Count on it.”


      I couldn’t hold back the waterworks when the rest of the Order nodded with him. Later, I’d gone to pass on the news to Galba but, for some reason, he’d told me to delay my report to Her Holiness. Something about getting “the timing” right. So I’d waited for whatever this ominous “timing” was, wondering how he could even judge such a thing, and contacted HQ when there would supposedly be the fewest prying ears.


      I’d told Her Holiness about the change in personnel, and after a bit of scolding for how not a single one of them was even remotely connected to the Church, she had approved my decision. Apparently, things in the Holy City were troubling enough as it was.


      Galba had told me the specifics beforehand. My actions in Yenice, becoming a temporary representative, had instigated a surge of human supremacy sentiments at Healer’s Guild HQ, and certain forces were trying to covertly push out other races from the Holy City. The pope had confirmed this and informed me that if I returned, I would most certainly be placed on a throne and paraded through the streets. That got a big “No” from me, so Her Holiness had directed me straight to my next destination: the Kingdom of Dwarves. We had already been planning to head to a nearby city for Dhoran and Pola anyway, so that worked out for me.


      And that brings us to the present. We were currently en route to the Kingdom of Dwarves. I prayed that things in the Holy City would calm down by the time our work was done.


      “I do wonder if we’ll receive new healers and knights for our band,” Lionel mused.


      “The pope said she was sending a few. Don’t know how many,” I answered.


      Of course, none of Shurule’s knights were as strong as the Valkyries or the Order, so that was a little concerning. However, with Catherine having been reinstated as captain, maybe I could afford to get my hopes up. If they were shattered, I could always have Lionel whip them back into shape. Assuming they listened to me, that is.


      “It’s thrilling to imagine what our new company might be like.”


      “Hopefully normal. I wouldn’t get too excited.”


      “Oh, but there’s plenty of enjoyment to be had in training.”


      I’m begging you, Your Holiness. Please, let one of these knights be tame. Just one. “We’re meeting with the king of the dwarves once we get there and healing whoever needs it. If things go well, hopefully we’ll get some special treatment and can take it easy for a change. We’re not rebuilding an entire guild this time around.”


      According to legend, Lord Reinstar’s barrier was what kept Shurule safe and relatively monster-free. The Kingdom of Dwarves was in the mountains just to the west, so technically it was still within range of its protection. Unfortunately for Lionel, there wouldn’t be much action.


      “I see. Although that too can be enjoyable.” He cracked a mischievous smirk.


      What was this guy planning? Hopefully nothing violent, or the ex-general and I were going to have issues. I fully anticipated being roped into sparring matches, but that was different since it was to make me stronger, so it got a pass. I was starting to wonder if we should’ve gone to Grandol first, though, because Lionel had been giving off weird, antsy vibes for the past two days. The fact that no monsters had attacked us was great in my book, but someone else looked about ready to go ballistic.


      “Monsters creepin’ on the left,” Ketty suddenly announced, pouncing out of the carriage.


      “Threats detected in the woods to the right,” Kefin added right behind her. “Bandits, most likely.”


      I glanced around and saw a dust cloud to the west. A stampede of several dozen monsters. I couldn’t make out the enemy to the right and started to get nervous, but only for a moment.


      “How shall we dispose of the rabble?” Lionel asked, completely unfazed. “Do we strike to kill?”


      The man wasn’t even the least bit concerned. He was already operating under the assumption that our opponents would pose no threat. I felt the tension leave my shoulders.


      “Take them alive if you can,” I said. “Don’t take any risks if it’s looking dangerous.”


      “Understood. Ketty, Kefin, take our friends to the right. I will join you shortly.”


      “Gotcha!” Ketty replied.


      “Will do,” Kefin agreed.


      “Wait,” I interjected. “Area Barrier! Stay safe, everyone.”


      “Have I ever disappointed?” Ketty teased.


      “We’ll be back soon, sir.”


      I turned to Lionel. “You sure you can handle that many? What’s your plan?”


      “I’ve been waiting for the chance to really put that greatsword you gave me through its paces,” he said.


      “Haven’t you already?”


      “I had to restrain myself in town, or I might have started a fire. I’ve yet to give this weapon a real swing.” I remained silent, stunned. “I recommend you wait by the carriage. With protection. Just in case.”


      “Yeah, sure. You probably won’t need it, but...Area Barrier! Do your thing.”


      “I’ll join Ketty and Kefin once the beasts are taken care of.”


      “Good luck.”


      “Sir!” Lionel spurred his horse and galloped towards the danger.


      Forêt and I trotted to the carriage Dhoran was driving, and I cast one more Area Barrier. Then I took Lionel’s suggestion and watched patiently.


      “He gonna be all right alone?” the dwarf asked.


      “Who knows? I couldn’t tell him no. He looked starved for a fight.”


      “Guess we’re not gettin’ anything but stones, eh?”


      “Wait, you’re worried about crafting materials? Not Lionel?”


      “Worried? About the Lion o’ War? I don’t got enough years to waste time on that. Don’t look away now. See his sword glowin’?”


      I returned my gaze to the general on the field.


      ＊


      “This seems a safe distance.” Lionel abruptly reined his horse a short distance from the encroaching horde and imbued his greatsword with power.


      “Many battlefields await us,” he said to his steed. “Here, on this one, I will prove to you that your trust in me is well-placed. You have chosen your master wisely.”


      He twisted his torso, reeling back, as bright red flames engulfed the magically charged greatsword, then swung it with all his might at the monsters. A massive wave of fire swallowed the mob before violently exploding. Some tried to escape the blast, but the radius was simply too vast. Only the flying beasts escaped the devastation.


      “Taking to the hills? I suppose we’ll have to wait for the fire to die out before gathering the gems. I’ll regroup with the others at the citadel.”


      The war horse whinnied as it galloped off with its rider towards the bandits.


      ＊


      Lionel had eviscerated the entire stampede with a single swipe. I had to blink a few times to process the spectacle I’d witnessed.


      Dhoran guffawed. “I told ya worryin’ was a waste o’ time. You might know ’im as the invincible general, but we dwarves know ’im as an invincible monster slayer. Our kingdom’s no stranger to the stray beast that comes wanderin’ in from the Dark Land, but they never put up much of a fight against that guy.”


      “He didn’t seem so invincible when we were fighting the dragon.”


      “The guy was rusty. You’d only just healed ’im. Took me a bit to get my craftin’ chops back, myself.”


      “Uh, okay.”


      Rusty? Lionel had seemed overwhelmingly powerful to me from the moment we’d met. That was rusty? I did understand what Dhoran was saying, though. Ketty and Kefin had joined in my sparring matches with him, and even three-on-one, Lionel was untouchable. I’d assumed that was because he was picking up on my patterns, but Dhoran’s theory made sense too.


      “Mind if we go nab those stones?” he asked.


      “Sure, but you’re going to have a hard time of it while it’s still burning.”


      “That’s why I planned ahead. Figured we might have an accident or two with his new toy, so I had Pola and Lycian cook up a device that freezes the area instantly.”


      “Oh, okay. Wait, shoot, the bandits—”


      “Looks like they’re wrappin’ up.”


      “What? Come on, they’re not done that fast—yup, okay, they’re already done.” Ketty and Kefin were waving at us from on top of the citadel. “I’m going to go join them. You guys stay on guard and get those magic stones.”


      “Can do.”


      As I watched Dhoran take the carriage over to the burning battlefield, I realized Pola and Lycian had been awfully quiet lately. Weird.




      A group of (presumed) bandits were tied up on the floor and waiting for me at the fort. They looked the worse for wear, to say the least.


      “What’s the situation?” I asked.


      “All yours, Kefin,” Ketty instructed. I wondered what had soured her mood.


      “Well,” Kefin reluctantly began, “first, they fired poisoned arrows at us...”


      ＊


      Ketty’s and Kefin’s Perception skills were what had alerted them to the presence of the bandits, and as they approached, it told them how many were lurking as well.


      “About twenty,” Kefin said. “What’s the plan?”


      “We approach, then if they really are bandits, we wipe them out,” Ketty replied. The persona of a cold and calculated assassin always replaced her usual catlike cutesiness when Luciel wasn’t around.


      “He did ask us not to kill them.”


      “And we won’t. Just don’t get in my way.”


      “I kno— Arrows!”


      Several fell in front of the two.


      “Well, there’s our answer. Bandits.” Ketty started to take off in the direction the attack had come from.


      “Wait! There’s poison on the tips.”


      “Then I won’t get hit. Even if I am, Sir Lionel will handle things and Mister Luciel will heal me.”


      She took off once more into the forest, with Kefin following behind.




      Once inside, the enemy’s vision became too obstructed by trees to launch many more arrows. Ketty leaped upward from tree to tree until reaching the canopy. Kefin steadied his breathing, focused on a target, then quickly and efficiently knocked them out.


      “Hey, I can do this,” he muttered.


      Their trips to the forest and labyrinth in Yenice hadn’t only boosted their skills; everyone’s stats had seen a significant increase from numerous level-ups. Witnessing his Scouting and Perception skills in action, how they not only helped him spot hidden enemies but prevented them from sneaking up on him, gave Kefin a real sense of progress.


      But only for a moment. While he went about his careful work, he heard quick, successive cries as bandit after bandit fell. Suddenly, he was more concerned about how long it would take to gather all the bodies than anything else.


      Then came an explosion.


      “Kefin,” Ketty called, “this guy’s their leader. I already broke him. Find the rest.”


      “What about you?”


      “I’m going to investigate the explosion.”


      “You’re sure that’s a good idea? Mister Luciel is soft, so he probably won’t care, but Lionel might if we leave things half done here.”


      Ketty grimaced, then shot a frigid glare at the bandit leader. “Gather your men and go to the citadel,” she spat. “Before I cut you where you stand.”


      The man flinched away from her, looking to Kefin for salvation, and fearfully nodded in agreement with the other bandits nearby.


      “I get she wants to see Lionel in action, but I wish she’d focus on the task at hand,” Kefin mumbled.


      ＊


      “...and then we disarmed them and tied them up, as you can see. There’s just...one problem.” Kefin suddenly clammed up.


      “It’s okay, just tell me what happened,” I urged him.


      “Yes, sir. You see, their leader keeps saying they’re from the Mercenary’s Guild.”


      It all made sense now, including Ketty’s bitter mood. We might have gotten ourselves in trouble.


      “That certainly sounds like a problem. Lionel—”


      “Hey!” The leader sneered at me from the ground. “You the boss of these adventurers?”


      It seemed he didn’t realize who I was, but that worked for me. I decided to use it to my advantage to learn more.


      “Let’s go with that,” I said.


      “What’s the big idea, siccin’ beastfolk on us, eh? I hope you’re ready for the consequences.”


      “What might those be?”


      “Don’t act like you don’t know. We’re mercs, you’re adventurers, you attacked us. Get the picture?”


      This guy must have had nerves of steel to act so smug with his face in the dirt.


      “Can’t say I do. I’d like to know what you were doing sneaking around the forest, shooting poisoned arrows at us. Now, assuming we have as much of a problem here as you seem to insist, that would make you the instigators.”


      “The hell were we supposed to do? You see beastfolk steppin’ up on you, you assume they’re up to no good.”


      Ketty and Kefin shot a nasty glare at him.


      “And what if you’d hit one of them? Let me guess, it’s just self-defense?”


      “I didn’t say that! But you can’t blame us. It’s easy to mistake them for beast-type monsters. They get hit by accident all the time.”


      It seemed this was somehow common sense for mercenaries, but their oh-so-bright leader was forgetting something important.


      “Noted. Speaking of which, you do know we’re in Yenitian territory, right?”


      The merc boss scoffed. “Since when do adventurers pay attention to jurisdiction? You must think you’re pretty smart, but don’t forget you lot assaulted us.”


      “You shot first. We defended ourselves. You’re just a bunch of bandits, as far as we’re concerned.”


      “Seems we’re at an impasse, pal. But you better watch yourselves. Shurule’s our client, so keep this up and we’ll have you banned from adventuring anywhere in the republic.”


      Lionel instantly busted a gut, Ketty and Kefin quickly following in uproarious laughter. The mercs didn’t know how to react. I couldn’t blame them for not knowing who I was. S-rank healers probably didn’t usually dress in full armor, carry weapons, or ride around with a plain old wagon.


      “Lionel, you’re being rude,” I reprimanded him.


      “My apologies,” he said. “I couldn’t contain myself.”


      “He might genuinely not realize, you know.” Not even Church HQ was as cohesive as you might expect. “Something definitely smells funky, though.”


      “What’re you people going on about?” the merc interjected.


      “Right, excuse me.” Now I needed to learn what they were doing here. “I was just wondering what use Shurule would have for such a small group of mercs, and why they’re lurking in a forest, pretending to be thugs.”


      “Well...there’s more of us! We’re big deals in the guild!”


      “Interesting. Unfortunately, I’m not sure I believe you yet. What were you all doing here, and what does it have to do with Shurule?” He said nothing. “Spill it and I’ll spare you whatever punishment Yenice would give you and take you across the border.”


      “Let us go already!”


      “If you’re telling the truth, then you have nothing to hide. I’d say I’m being extremely fair. Or would you rather I start really treating you like bandits?”


      “Son of a... Fine! But you spare our lives and I want my boys fed. And our weapons back when you let us go.”


      “Fair enough.”


      “You better keep your word.”


      “I will. Now tell me what you were hired to do.”


      “Right, we accepted the job a bit after rumors started spreading that a human healer took over that beast city, Yenice...”


      The merc boss proceeded to explain everything truthfully and sincerely. A mysterious, black-hooded individual had offered them a strange job, and thinking the whole thing seemed a bit suspicious, they had followed the curious figure back to where he’d come from: Church Headquarters. The pay was good, so they accepted. The mission: prevent beastfolk from leaving Yenice, stop merchants from going in, and start trouble with the beast races in Shurule.


      “Problem was, the merchants usually had guards from the Merchant’s Guild, so we couldn’t touch ’em. Unless they were beastfolk, that is.”


      “I see. Well, it’s mostly tiny villages on Shurule’s border, but there’s a small town about a day’s journey from here. We’ll deal with you there, as promised.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Guys,” he addressed his men, “play along and we’ll all get out of this. Bear with it for a while.”


      They nodded.


      “Thank you for your cooperation,” I said.


      “Mister Luciel, they likely have horses with them. We ought to take them with us or they may attract monsters,” Lionel advised.


      “Good idea. Ketty, Kefin, can you take one of the mercenaries and find them?”


      “Sir!” Kefin replied.


      “You got it, Chief!” Ketty followed.


      I had started collecting the mercs’ weapons and armor and storing them in the magic bag when I remembered Dhoran. I glanced in his direction and saw several golems gathering magic stones.


      “Looks like he’s got it covered. Listen up, once they’re done, we’re heading out,” I announced.


      “They’re with you too? Hell, we picked the wrong party to screw with.”


      I ignored the crestfallen mercenary and recalled the magic item Dhoran had spoken of.


      “The fire’s out, but nothing’s frozen. Must’ve failed.”


      “No, I think they may have simply prioritized speed over experimentation,” Lionel suggested.


      “That’s one possibility.”


      My personal theory was that Pola and Lycian had launched some nonsensical magic-stone-gathering contest, forcing Dhoran to give up on testing out their new tool.


      About ten minutes later, the golems disappeared, and the carriage rolled back over to us just as Kefin and Ketty were returning with the horses. We pulled the mercs to their feet and had them mount their steeds. I wasn’t afraid of any of them trying to make a break for it. They knew that if they did, they’d be deemed bandits and dealt with accordingly. They were being released tomorrow anyway, so they weren’t that stupid.


      Our party increased to a little under thirty members, and we set off for a humble post town on the way to our destination.



    

  

  
    
      02 — Warriors of the Kitchen


      I had anticipated trouble with such a large group, but our trip was smooth. Until we reached the village, that is.


      The sun was nearing the ridge of the western mountains as we neared our destination. It was a well-traveled border village but a small place that a company of our size couldn’t very well stay in for long. I decided it would be wise to ask the village chief if we could camp just outside the town. Lionel joined me, while the others prepared our meal and watched the mercenaries.


      What met the two of us as we entered the village were armed citizens. When they saw us, they promptly dropped their weapons and cheered. Lionel and I cocked our heads.




      The mayor was bowing to us in his own home.


      “Let me get this straight,” I said. “A band of beastfolk bandits have been attacking nearby villages?”


      “That’s correct,” he replied. “Not just ours, but other villages as well. They’ve only come here once, but I don’t want to imagine how it would have turned out if there hadn’t been mercenaries staying with us at the time.”


      Beastfolk bandits... Mercenaries pretending to be bandits... Was I thinking too much or was there more to this? Regardless, I needed to report this to Her Holiness and Galba ASAP.


      “And you want us to get rid of them for you.”


      “Yes, exactly. We’d never ask this of any ordinary healer, but you, sir, have defeated a dragon all on your own! Your valor is our only hope!”


      His eyes were bloodshot, conveying the extreme stress he must have been under. I was confident that Lionel was itching to go on a bandit-busting crusade, but we didn’t have the sort of manpower for that.


      “I’m afraid that might be difficult,” I said.


      “B-But...” the mayor stammered.


      “We would gladly take care of them for you if they were to attack at this very moment, but we don’t have the resources to go looking for them. There’s a small town to the north that we need to reach tomorrow.”


      “Then later! Later is fine! Please, just save our village!” The mayor flung his head straight into his desk. I cast a quiet Heal on him.


      “I don’t particularly like bandits running amok, so once our business is settled, I can certainly promise that we’ll come back to help.”


      “You are our savior!”


      “Please. Would you mind if we set up camp outside the village?”


      “Not at all. We can provide as many supplies as you need.”


      “That won’t be necessary. We had our own run-in with some bandits recently, so we’d like to keep our distance.”


      “You’re too kind, Mister Luciel!”


      “If you’ll excuse us.”


      The mayor’s sniveling face was starting to make me feel awkward, so I conducted a hasty retreat. Once outside, I heaved a sigh. Lionel watched, trying and failing to stifle his laughter.


      “What’s so funny?” I asked.


      “Nothing,” he said. “I’m simply amused by your ever-growing following.”


      “At least one of us is.”


      He chuckled again. I sighed, praying that things would calm down.




      When we returned to the group, several golems were stationed around to form a perimeter, and in the center, the mercenaries were cooking.


      “What’s going on here?” I asked.


      Kefin looked up from his hand in his face and noticed us. “Mister Luciel.”


      “Explanation, please.”


      “So, Dhoran, Pola, and Lycian took over watching the mercs while Ketty and I started cooking, but the mercs told us that we...didn’t appreciate the ingredients enough.”


      “They’ve seized our kitchen and utensils?”


      “I wouldn’t say ‘seized.’ More like Ketty, er, lost her temper.”


      “And she made them cook.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      The dwarves and elf were completely lost in their magic gems, but from the look of the golems they hadn’t abandoned their duty. Progress.


      Ketty and cooking, however, was a sort of Pandora’s Box. Despite Nalia’s best efforts, the cat-woman’s culinary creations always turned out like flavorless slop. Nalia’s smile was supposedly enough to make Ketty shudder. This was a worrying deficiency, considering how long we’d be on the road, but it seemed to be taken care of for the time being.


      Noticing our return, the mercenaries suddenly stopped, except for their leader.


      “Hobby of yours?” I asked him.


      “Just don’t like seeing fresh ingredients go to waste and get turned into garbage.”


      “Likewise.”


      “What?”


      “I agree,” I repeated. The mercenaries stared at me in silence. “We’ll go over tomorrow’s plan once everyone’s eaten.”


      “You’re not worried we might poison the food?”


      “No one with as much appreciation for food as you would do that.” And if he would, my resistances made it a moot point.


      The merc continued to quietly cook. Meanwhile, I started setting up beds and the yurt-like tents that nomads of this world used. Kefin came to fetch me for dinner just as I finished. I followed him to a table that Dhoran had put together, lined with delicious plates of food. Only our portions, though. The mercs’ plates were still stacked in a neat pile. Kefin explained to me that they’d eat whatever scraps we had left over.


      Personally, I found it uncomfortable to eat while others watched me. “Thanks for cooking,” I said. “But we all eat together. That’s how we do things around here, so come on.”


      “There’s plenty for everyone. We’ll eat what’s left,” their leader insisted.


      “Well, I don’t like being stared at during dinner, and it’s important to me. Plus, I think I told you we had things to discuss afterwards.”


      “Right. If you say so.”


      “Good. Now eat up before it gets cold.”


      At last, the mercs hesitantly joined us. It didn’t take long for amiable conversation to start up. Hoping that this might help everyone let off some steam and relieve the tension, I began to eat as well.


      Everything was incredible, and I couldn’t believe it was possible, but their dishes actually rivaled Gulgar’s, and he was the best chef I knew in this world. What were they doing trudging around as mercenaries? I almost wanted to ask why they hadn’t settled down as cooks or something but didn’t want to come off as rude. So I settled for a simple compliment, which put an amusing blush on the boss’s face. I couldn’t help but wish we had met under better circumstances.


      After dinner, I told him about my conversation with the mayor regarding the bandits and our plans for the next day, then left him to divide the tents among his men. From the expression on his face, he looked like he’d been sucker punched.


      “Call for help if the bandits come,” I said.


      “Wait, what’s going on here?” he asked, incredulous. “Is it because Shurule hired us?”


      “Oh, I couldn’t care less about that. I treat everyone equally and humanely. Guess you could say it’s for my ego.” Of course, that didn’t apply when my life or the lives of my companions were at stake.


      “You don’t care that we might make a run for it?”


      It was cute that he thought he’d be able to get away from Ketty or Kefin on night watch, or that Forêt would let their horses leave.


      “You can go ahead and try, but I’d only expect that sort of behavior from bandits, if you get what I mean.”


      I nonchalantly waved my hand as I entered my tent. I didn’t hear the merc leave until some time later. Once I was sure he was gone, I contacted Her Holiness and the Yenice Adventurer’s Guild by arclink crystal.




      An explosion like the one from earlier that day woke me up in the night. I shot up from my angel’s pillow, changed into my armor with the transformation dresser, and dashed outside to find several tents burning like bonfires. A cacophony of screams reached my ears.


      “Calm down,” I said to myself. “Just stay calm.” I looked in the direction of the explosion. Lionel, Ketty, and Kefin were locked in battle a ways away. “They’ll be done quickly. No point worrying about them. Dhoran and the others are putting out the fires. Everyone seems safe.”


      I noticed a merc nearby. “You there!”


      “You tricked us!”


      “I don’t have time to argue with you. Tell me what’s happening,” I demanded.


      “What?”


      “I need to know the situation before I can save anyone! Now!”


      “W-We were attacked by bandits. Our tents suddenly went up in flames.”


      Fire arrows could burn through in seconds. Some people might not have made it out.


      “Then some of you were hurt. Bring them to me—no, take me to where they are. If they’re alive, I can save them.”


      “O-Okay!”


      He led me to a group of badly burned comrades. I quickly approached and cast an Area High Heal. They looked surprised to find that I was a healer, but I ignored their shock.


      “Who’s missing?” I asked.


      “Sagius ran after the bandits with a few others,” one of them answered.


      “Sagius?”


      “Our leader.”


      “Got it. If you feel like repaying me for the healing, go help extinguish the fires or make sure the bandits aren’t in the village.”


      “What about you?”


      “I’m going to save lives.” Forêt Noire suddenly trotted up to me. “There you are. Wait, you’re hurt!” I cast High Heal and Purification on her, and she brayed in reply, as if telling me to hop on and hurry to the rescue. “Right. Thanks, girl.”


      I hoisted myself up onto her back, and she kicked into a gallop. Was it fortune or misfortune that the brigands had come straight to us? All I knew for sure was that I wasn’t as prepared for a surprise attack as I’d thought. I had learned a hard lesson.


      The landscape flew by as we darted towards Lionel’s group, but Forêt stopped away from them, next to several casualties on the ground.


      “Purification! Area High Heal! There, they’ll make it. To the next one, Forêt!”


      She made straight for Lionel this time.


      “The attackers have been captured, sir,” he reported as I cleaned the blood off everyone with Purification from my horse’s back.


      “Was the explosion you?” I asked.


      “Yes. I used the greatsword’s flames to prevent them from escaping.”


      “Got it. Is anyone hurt?”


      “The mercenaries’ leader took a wound to the back and also lost an arm. Three others suffered lacerations.”


      “I healed those three on the way here. Where’s the leader?”


      “That way. We stopped the bleeding with a potion taken from the bandits, but he still needs attention.”


      “I understand. I’ve already healed several of the mercs, so there’s no point in hiding the fact that I’m an S-rank healer at this point. Or hiding Extra Heal, for that matter.”


      Lionel led me to the leader, where I dismounted. He was staring vacantly at where his arm had been.


      “I’m glad you’re alive,” I said.


      “You’re glad I’m alive,” he parroted. “You’re glad I’m alive? Looking like this?”


      “I am.” Because I had the miracle spell.


      “I’ll never hold a sword again. I’ll never hold a damn kitchen knife again. And you want me to be grateful that I’m alive?”


      “I do.” Because I was a miracle worker.


      “My merc career’s over. My enemies are going to be after my life. But thank fucking Crya I’m alive, huh?!”


      “That’s how I’d feel in your shoes.”


      “Shut up! What do you know?! What do you know about what it feels like to lose an arm?!”


      Quite a bit, actually, but I definitely would have felt much the same if I hadn’t had Extra Heal. That said, surely he’d been prepared for this. Surely, as a sellsword, he should have been at peace with injury and death.


      Suddenly, Lionel grabbed the man by his collar and forced him to his feet, then let go. “Listen to me, fool. Decry your fate and the loss of your arm, but do not turn your rage on those you know nothing about. Or shall I relieve you of your remaining arm?”


      The boss’s knees quaked before finally giving out, and he fell to the ground. And here I was about to lay down the truth that he’d surely have dismembered his own share of arms in his line of work. Lionel had stolen my dang spotlight.


      “Anyway,” I said, “we don’t have a lot of time to waste here. Sa-jee... Say-jee...”


      “It’s Sagius,” he corrected me.


      “Right, Sagius. You have a couple of options.”


      “Options? What?”


      “You can stay a mercenary, selling your life for money, condemning the loss of your arm. Or you can wash your hands of this business, repent for those you’ve hurt, and live an honest life.”


      “Wait, you can fix me?!”


      “Sir,” Lionel firmly interjected.


      “Life’s long. And I might be biased, but I’m sure he’s done his fair share of wrong as a mercenary,” I argued. “I don’t think he’s going to have it so easy anymore, though. I doubt he’ll be able to after this.”


      “This man has no shred of loyalty, dignity, or dedication, so as long as he doesn’t join us, I’ll hold my tongue.”


      That was one way of putting it. Lionel might have been thinking the same thing I was: our group could’ve made good use of a cook.


      “What are you guys, demons?” Sagius stuttered.


      “Let’s leave this fellow to his wallowing,” Lionel insisted. “His life alone is a burden to us.”


      “Maybe,” I admitted. “And no, Sagius. I’m just a normal human with a bit of a knack for holy magic.”
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