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      Chapter 12: A Trip to the Empire and the Spirit of Dusk’s Wish


      01 — Complaints


      Everyone will, at some point in their life, find themselves struggling between their ideals and reality. They are willing to risk everything to protect what matters most to them, even if they know they will come to regret that choice down the line.


      Dongahar had been willing to give his life to protect the Church of Saint Shurule and the pope. Yet, protecting them hadn’t been his only objective—he was determined to rid the Church of anything he deemed “unnecessary,” even if it meant enduring greater suffering in the process.


      Having lost the qualifications to keep my title of S-rank healer, I was part of the “unnecessary” that Dongahar had sought to purge. From my perspective, I had simply wanted to save my master and Lionel by using the Revive spell when they were turned undead by the Wicked One. This had cost me my holy magic, but thankfully, I’d managed to get it back by visiting the flying city-state of Neldahl in a last-ditch effort, where I’d found a way to change my class from healer to sage.


      But Dongahar saw things differently. Once he’d heard the whispers that I—the symbol of the Church—had lost my holy magic, he’d decided to take action without even asking me if the rumors were true or not. Though he was aware that it was most likely a ploy from Blanche, he still couldn’t shake his lingering doubt that perhaps it wasn’t. So he’d resolved to purge the Church of all its corruption in one sweeping move, dragging out everyone he deemed tainted, even if it meant forfeiting his own life in the process.


      I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was partly to blame for Dongahar’s decision. I wondered if things might have turned out differently if I had trusted him more, if I had built a relationship where he could confide in me. Not that I was willing to excuse the guy’s actions or anything—I was still pissed he’d tried to kill me.


      Dongahar revealed that the masterminds who’d been plotting my demise were from Blanche, and he entrusted the future of the Church and the pope to me. Then, he vomited blood and collapsed right before our eyes. I managed to save his life with a few quick healing spells, but his last words left me shaken to my core. Looking around, I saw that everyone was feeling just as conflicted as I was at that moment.


      The pope had been gazing at Dongahar with tears in her eyes, but she managed to pull her gaze away from him and turn to me, a resolute look on her face. She raised her hand, commanding everyone’s attention.


      “Compose yourselves, all of you. As long as the sage Luciel is with us, Dongahar will not die,” she declared before announcing what awaited those who’d conspired with him. “All those who have been demonized will be stripped of their jobs and abilities. Your memories will be erased, but only after we have thoroughly interrogated you for information about the demons and the other nations.”


      The knights who had helped Dongahar with his plan collapsed to their knees at her words. To my surprise, none attempted to flee or defy her decision. Perhaps they had reflected on their actions after listening to Dongahar and the pope’s conversation and had resolved to atone for their sins.


      The pope put a hand on the closest knight’s forehead and muttered something under her breath. The next instant, the expression on that knight’s face was replaced with a blank look, as though his soul had left his body. Yet, even after witnessing this, the remaining knights stayed where they were.


      Tears threatened to spill from her eyes with every knight she stripped of their job, but she fought to hold them back. Yet, as the process wore on, she could no longer keep them at bay. The image of her punishing the culprits with tears rolling down her cheeks would be seared into the mind of every onlooker for the rest of their life.
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      The knights must’ve been terrified at the idea of losing their jobs, but I surmised that the reason they weren’t running away was that they felt guilty about what they’d done. Being stripped of one’s job not only meant that their stats would drop drastically, but their skills would also be reset to zero. But what was even scarier was that they would lose their bonuses.


      While my master and Lionel had their levels and skills reset to zero, they had kept their job bonuses, which made their rehabilitation process easier. Without those bonuses, the knights’ bodies would struggle to execute the moves they once knew, and there was a real risk they might forget the techniques entirely. In other words, it meant that all the effort they had invested since reaching adulthood would be erased.


      Perhaps that was why the pope had chosen this punishment for them.


      “I have hereby stripped all of the knights and paladins who were involved in Dongahar’s plan of their jobs,” the pope announced. “In the last moments before your memories are removed, I command you to reflect upon the turmoil you have wrought upon the Church. And remember, above all, to direct your ire toward me—the one who led you down this path.”


      She surveyed the faces of each and every knight she’d stripped of their job before bowing her head deeply to them. They eyed her with stupefaction, most of them in tears.


      The pope slowly raised her head, a look of determination on her face, and resumed, “I am to blame for this series of events. I have, on countless occasions, thought of stepping down from the papacy and entrusting the Church to the next generation.”


      Everyone froze at her sudden, completely unexpected declaration, and I wasn’t any different. Her words threw me off-balance, and not just a little.


      “But when the labyrinth appeared below our headquarters, I felt like it would be much too irresponsible to hand over the Church to someone else while it was in such turmoil. But my greatest crime was failing to consult with anyone on this matter. Therefore, I have decided to arrange individual discussions with each of you.”


      There were around seven hundred people working at the Church’s HQ, yet she wanted to have personal interviews with every single one of us?


      “I wish to hear all of your thoughts and opinions—your goals, your hopes, and your visions for what the Church should become,” the pope continued. “Though I may not be able to fulfill every suggestion, I still wish to hear your perspectives. My first objective is to help you all grow to love the Church. As such, I humbly request that you lend me your wisdom and power to aid me in this endeavor.”


      I couldn’t tell you for sure if her plea truly resonated within everyone’s hearts. However, as soon as she was done, the knights sank to one knee, each placing a hand over their chest and bowing their head, while everyone else brought their hands together in prayer. And with that, the pope’s judgment was complete.


      I was about to step in to deliver my speech and bring the proceedings to a close when Kefin approached me, carrying a stack of parchments. “Do you have a minute, sir?”


      Oh, right. I’d sent him and Galba to investigate the Executive Division. If Galba had been there to take Catherine away when she’d begun arguing with the pope earlier, it only made sense that Kefin would be back as well.


      “Yup. What are those?” I asked, glancing at the stack in his arms.


      “Some of the documents we found in the Executive Division that seem relevant to the case. Well, most of them are just evidence of what we already know, so they’ve lost their usefulness. But...” He trailed off. It seemed that most of the documents they’d found would serve to confirm whether Dongahar had been telling the truth.


      “Is something bothering you?” I asked in response to his sudden evasiveness.


      Nothing could’ve prepared me for the words that left his mouth next. “It seems that Dongahar had been planning on dying all along. He wrote a farewell note,” Kefin said, showing me a piece of parchment.


      “A farewell note?!” I accidentally exclaimed, though not too loudly, thank goodness. The people around us shot me curious glances, but it didn’t cause a scene.


      Perhaps the letter contained the details of Dongahar’s plan and what had pushed him to rebel against the Church in the first place. I glanced at the pope. She was pretending to be fine, but I could tell she was pretty shaken by the day’s events, so I made the executive decision not to show her Dongahar’s farewell letter until she felt better. For now, I needed to put an end to the incident.


      “Since you could tell it was a farewell letter, does that mean you read it?” I asked Kefin.


      He nodded. “Yes. Mister Galba and I read it together. We also found documents and studies about demonization, a thorough account of the risks associated with summoning, and even a compilation of evidence regarding misconduct committed by some of the clinics, healers, and knights.”


      It was obvious that Dongahar had been looking for a way to protect the Church in the event that I hadn’t managed to become a sage. Still, I couldn’t help but question whether starting a rebellion had truly been his only option. Surely, there must have been other, less extreme ways to secure the Church’s future. Then again, perhaps that was just my ego talking. After all, I barely knew Dongahar.


      “Thanks for the report,” I told Kefin. “The pope has finished passing her judgment, but I’d like to investigate the documents you and Galba found before telling her about them. Can you take me to the Executive Division when we’re done here?”


      “Of course, sir. Oh, and before I forget, Mister Galba and I also found a glowing necklace that neither of us could touch.”


      A weird necklace, huh? I really didn’t like the sound of that, but I’d probably have to investigate it. I had so many questions for Dongahar. I would save him and have him pay for his crimes, mark my word.


      “You’ll show it to me when we head to the Executive Division. Things have mostly settled down by now, but be careful, okay?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      With those words, Kefin handed me the parchments he’d been carrying and went to join Ketty, who had beckoned him over. I had a feeling that everything would fall into place once I’d read Dongahar’s farewell letter and the documents Kefin had found, but first, I needed to bring this gathering to a close.


      Facing the crowd, I said, “Today’s incident was a tragedy born from the clash of your doubts and suspicions surrounding the Church. I suppose I must be partly to blame for what happened—I haven’t spent much time at HQ since becoming an S-rank healer, and I’ve never even spoken with some of you. It is a shame, but I assume that’s why you were so quick to believe the rumors.”


      This seemed like a good occasion to open up a little to the HQ members I hadn’t interacted with before, so before wrapping up, I decided to talk about myself a bit.


      “The reason I haven’t been around HQ lately is simply that I’ve been handling duties for the Church in other nations. To be completely honest, I haven’t had much time to think about all of you, as—despite being a healer—I seem to always end up in life-or-death situations.”


      I began to recall my adventures to the crowd of knights and other members of the Church.


      “First, I spent two whole years exploring the labyrinth beneath HQ and ended up getting trapped down there for six months. If Her Holiness hadn’t offered me a magic bag that allowed me to store food and other essentials, I most likely would have died back then,” I said nonchalantly as though it were no big deal. “Then, I went to Yenice to rebuild the Healer’s Guild, got attacked on my first day there, somehow ended up in a dungeon where I nearly died fighting a red dragon—only to get caught up in yet another attack over some political stuff.”


      Kefin was staring into space, perplexed by my speech, while Ketty chuckled to herself. As for the knights, they seemed a tad bewildered by my words, but I paid them no mind.


      “But despite how much I struggled against the red dragon, it was only the beginning. After that, I found myself fighting for my life against monsters and demons over and over again. And now, I’m suddenly the target of a ploy orchestrated by another nation, and for what? Just because I haven’t used my holy magic in a while?”


      My words had clearly divided the crowd—half of them seemed uncomfortable, while the other half looked at me as though I were some kind of hero.


      “In all honesty, it made me realize how much of a luxury an ordinary, peaceful life truly is,” I added with a broad smile, and everyone in the crowd looked down to avoid my gaze. “My point is this: even someone like me has managed to survive all of this. With enough effort, I’m sure you could all become even stronger than I am. Your passion will be the Church’s newfound strength. I’m certain of it. With that, I would like to bring the proceedings to an end. Supervisors of each department, please stay behind. The rest of you may return to your duties.”


      “Luciel, report to me in my chamber once the investigation is over. I shall return to my room now,” the pope told me.


      “Of course, Your Holiness. Also, may I ask that you let me handle Dongahar’s case?”


      She nodded. “I am leaving him in your capable hands.”


      “Thank you, Your Holiness.”


      With that, the pope, accompanied by Rosa and Estia, made her way back to her chamber. I saw them off before heading to find Lumina. I needed her assistance with the knights who had conspired with Dongahar.


      “Lumina, I’m sorry to bother you, but can you and the other Valkyries take Dongahar’s accomplices to the cells?”


      “Sure. But can I have a minute of your time later, Luciel?” she asked, and I couldn’t help but notice she seemed much more nervous than usual.


      “I’m going to inspect Dongahar’s room right now, but I have time after,” I replied.


      “I’ll wait for you here in the big training field once we’re done putting the knights in jail. Come when you’ve finished.”


      “Got it. Well then, I’m leaving them in your hands,” I said.


      Lumina nodded before turning to the Valkyries and giving them instructions to take the demonized and almost-but-not-fully demonized knights to the cells, minus Dongahar. Speaking of which, I cast Extra Heal, Recover, and Dispel on him one more time for good measure. Then, I decided to put him into a hermit coffin for the time being.


      Now, I could finally take a breather, albeit a short one. Oh, wait. I figured I should probably apologize to my master and Lionel while I was at it.


      “Master, Lionel, sorry for having gotten you two involved in this mess.”


      “It’s all good. More importantly...” My master trailed off, his eyes drifting to the crowd of knights who hadn’t moved an inch despite my earlier order for them to return to their duties.


      I had a pretty good idea of what he was getting at, so I once again turned to the knights and announced, “Everyone, let me make some introductions. This man right here is my combat teacher, and this is the leader of my followers. Some of you may be familiar with him already,” I said, gesturing in turn to my master and Lionel. “They have offered to hold mock battles to help you all improve your fighting abilities, so if you want to become stronger, you should definitely take them up on that. You’ll get to witness for yourself the kind of training I’ve been undergoing on a daily basis. Well then, master, Lionel, I’m leaving them to you.”


      “Sure thing. They’ll be in good hands,” my master said.


      “Don’t mind us and take your sweet time with your investigation,” Lionel added.


      “Okay. Ketty, can you assist them while I’m gone?”


      “Yup!”


      With that settled, I left the knights to deal with the two battle maniacs—or “battle demons” might be more fitting—and followed Kefin to the Executive Division’s building.


      “This place has so many twists and turns, it’s like a labyrinth,” I remarked. “I’m impressed you’ve managed to remember the way after coming just once.”


      He chuckled. “It’s something I picked up in my childhood. Once I’ve walked a path, it tends to stick with me.”


      “That’s a pretty damn useful skill. Do you have any tips and tricks to remember directions?” I asked.


      I’d spent so long in the labyrinth below HQ and drawn countless maps of it, I still knew that path like the back of my hand. But drop me in any other labyrinth I’d cleared and I’d be completely lost.


      “Tips and tricks, huh?” He hummed pensively. “One easy method is to identify landmarks as you go. And always look back once you’ve turned a corner. Even though you just came from there, it’ll be a completely different view, so by mentally trying to retrace your steps, you shouldn’t get lost the next time you walk the same route. Once you get used to it, you’ll even become able to picture your steps from above, almost as if you were looking at a map.”


      “So it’s not something I can learn in a day. Got it. But I guess it wouldn’t be as rewarding if it was that easy, right?”


      “Indeed. Once you feel like you’ve finally mastered it, you’ll run into yet another challenge, so you basically have to train your routing skills every day.”


      “Fair point. Daily training, huh? Is it just me, or is that all I’ve been doing ever since coming of age?” I mused out loud.


      “But that training is exactly what allowed you to become a sage. Besides, scouting and navigating unknown paths for you is my duty now, and I take great pride in that role. I don’t plan on losing to anyone on that front.”


      “Thanks! I definitely feel more secure with you by my side, Kefin,” I said, eliciting another chuckle from my companion.


      As I chatted with Kefin, I found myself thinking back on my past life.


      I’d once had the opportunity to listen to a Buddhist monk give a sermon. He’d said that we humans borrow our souls from Buddha himself and, as such, have to polish them to ensure they are spotless when we give them back. We’re already polishing them just by living, but the more effort we put in, the more our souls sparkle—and, as a result, the happier we become. And if the Buddha is satisfied with our work, he might lend us a soul to polish again, along with a few bonuses along the way.


      Thinking back on those words, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was doing a good job of polishing my soul. Even if I was, with all the help I’d been getting from Monsieur Luck, I might need to put in some extra effort to make sure it shone as bright as it could. After all, with all the chaos I’d been dragged into despite my desire for a peaceful, tranquil life, I must’ve accumulated quite a bit of bad karma in a past life. The more I thought about it, the clearer it became that the peaceful life I longed for would remain out of reach unless I trained diligently while I still could. With that realization, I made a firm resolution to dedicate myself to my training.


      After about five minutes of walking along the twisting hallways of the labyrinthine building, Kefin eventually came to a stop.


      “I take it we’ve arrived?” I said.


      “Yes. This is Dongahar’s private room.”


      I retraced our steps in my head and looked around, noticing that there were no other rooms in the vicinity.


      “Is it just me, or is this room really far away from the others?” I asked.


      “You’ll see why once you’re inside,” Kefin replied as he opened the door. “Come on in.”


      I stepped inside and was immediately struck by the size of the place. It was far larger than my own. Even Lumina’s room, which I had thought spacious, felt like a closet in comparison.


      “This place is ten times the size of my room,” I commented. “Looks like the Executive Division has plenty of money to throw around, huh?”


      The walls and ceiling were white, and the furniture was understated, calming, and quite visibly expensive. As I took in my surroundings, I couldn’t help but think that Dongahar had great taste when it came to interior design.


      “It does indeed seem so,” Kefin said, “though the documents I handed you weren’t in this room, but in the book storage next door. We found them on the desk beside the bookshelves.”


      I couldn’t help but wonder how Dongahar avoided feeling overwhelmed living in such an enormous place. Or perhaps he didn’t?


      With that question in mind, I headed for the mini-library connected to the room, which, to my surprise, was quite snug and cozy. Perhaps it was the warm, dim orange lighting that made it seem so calming.


      The desk Kefin had mentioned was plain and simple, much like the one in my room. I opened the drawer and found a necklace with a glowing orb the size of a baseball encased in metal chains. Upon closer inspection, it seemed less like an accessory and more like the orb was trapped by the chains.


      “Did no documents mention this thing?” I asked Kefin, pointing at the necklace.


      “It looks like a regular necklace to me, so I don’t see why they would. But Mister Galba quickly skimmed Dongahar’s journal just in case, and there didn’t seem to be anything about it,” he replied.


      I should’ve known the two of them would’ve looked into it already. They were pretty much experts at intelligence gathering. But...a regular necklace? Really? I held a hand over it to inspect it. “I can sense a bit of mana emanating from it,” I said.


      “Is it an artifact?” Kefin asked. “Mister Galba and I aren’t very good at detecting mana, so we didn’t notice.”


      “Well, we all have our strengths,” I reassured him. “But still... Hmm. I can’t shake the feeling that these chains are blocking the orb somehow. It’s hard to explain, but it feels like there are two distinct mana signatures emanating from it, and the one from the chains is suppressing the other.”


      “What orb? To me, it just looks like a necklace made of some chains.”


      Could Kefin not see it? “There’s an orb in the center of the chains,” I explained. “There might be some sort of condition to be able to see it. Either way, I don’t want to break this seal. I’m scared of the mess we might get dragged into if I do.”


      “What about putting it in your magic bag for the time being?” Kefin suggested. “Assuming you can touch it, of course.”


      “Good idea. I’ll do that...if I can touch it. Kefin, can you search the room one last time to make sure we didn’t miss anything?”


      “Yes, sir,” he replied with a nod before leaving the storage room.


      “All righty, then,” I muttered, reaching a hand toward the necklace without giving it much thought. To my surprise, I was able to touch it without issue, which made me hesitate. Perhaps I shouldn’t put it in my magic bag just yet.


      For the time being, I decided to leave the necklace where it was and read Dongahar’s farewell letter. I had no intention of letting him die, so the letter had kind of lost its purpose anyway.


      I took a seat on the desk chair and began.


      “I am quite reluctant to write a farewell letter not knowing whose hand it might end up in, but all I hope is that whoever reads this sincerely cares about Her Holiness and the Church.”


      Dongahar then went on to recount his childhood and the events he had witnessed within the Church since the labyrinth had appeared, all in minute detail. A little later, he explained that two years ago, he had begun looking into the missing person cases in the Luburk Kingdom, suspecting that the demon sightings in Illumasia might be connected to the disappearances. Then, six months ago, the paladins had brought the bodies of the demons we’d killed on our way to Merratoni to HQ, confirming his suspicions that someone was turning humans and beastfolk into demons. This prompted him to investigate Blanche and Illumasia.


      But shortly after, his chronic illness had worsened, causing him to vomit blood and collapse. Knowing that he didn’t have much time left, he’d decided that his final mission would be to uncover the truth behind the demonization cases. He couldn’t afford to waste time, so he had decided to use his position as head of the Church’s foreign relations department to get in direct contact with Blanche and Illumasia. This had proven relatively easy, as he had received numerous secret reports about rebellions brewing in those nations. All that had remained was for him to provide them with concrete evidence of his intent to betray Shurule, which he had accomplished by using me and the paladins as bait.


      Illumasia had dropped any communication with him after this, but Blanche had taken the bait and sent a messenger to meet with him. The messenger had allegedly been especially interested in the Valkyries and me and had asked Dongahar many questions about our activities. The messenger had also told him about a forbidden technique that could increase one’s lifespan, which had piqued Dongahar’s interest. However, the messenger’s conditions for teaching him the spell had been for Dongahar to, one, give him information about Lumina and me, and two, offer test subjects to Blanche for demonization.


      As Dongahar had debated whether to accept the offer, the messenger had told him about the rumors circulating about me—the ones claiming I’d lost my holy magic. If that was true, it could threaten the very existence of the Church, so Dongahar had decided to act before it was too late. However, he knew that even if he were to start immediately, he wouldn’t have time to rebuild the Church before his illness took him. So after much hesitation, he had resolved to use the forbidden technique on himself and bear the consequences of his misdeeds.


      In exchange for the forbidden spell, he had offered up those who had been a blight on the Church to Blanche: the human supremacists who constantly spewed their toxic beliefs, and those who’d wronged the Church or sold information about it.


      “What if I told you that I know of a secret technique that could make you stronger?” he’d asked them.


      None of them had shown the slightest hint of hesitation before replying that they wanted it. Even after Dongahar had told them that the powers in question were demonic in nature they hadn’t backed down. And so over the course of three months, the knights had gradually undergone demonization through all sorts of experiments.


      “If this is true, it’s highly unlikely he was the one who tried to turn the Valkyries into demons,” I muttered to myself.


      The demonized knights seemed to have gained the trust of Blanche, as they had received books containing demon-summoning techniques, which they definitely had not wanted the Church to discover. In the event that the Church did find out, Blanche had instructed the knights to claim it was all Illumasia’s doing. When Dongahar heard about this, he had resolved to kill the demonized knights himself before they were discovered.


      But it was at that exact moment that I had returned from Neldahl. Upon learning that I had become a sage, Dongahar had ended up rethinking his plans.


      “Did I underestimate him?” he wrote in his letter. “Or perhaps his return is my punishment for deceiving the Church. Either way, as long as the Church can be saved, I do not care about what happens to me. All I hope is that this man will turn out to be a hero as valiant as Lord Reinstar himself.”


      I shifted my gaze away from the letter and looked up at the ceiling. “You expect way too much of me, dude,” I mumbled.


      Why had he decided to pin his hopes on me, of all people? And if he had this much faith in me, why hadn’t he come to ask me for help directly?


      After this brief pause, I focused my attention back on the letter, where Dongahar described the demon summoning books Blanche had offered him and the knights. He wrote that he’d burned the one the messenger had given him immediately after he was done reading it but had made a record of everything he remembered. He’d also made note of everything related to demonization. I assumed I’d be able to find all these documents in the stack Kefin had given me earlier.


      I finished reading the letter, and the last sentence revealed the true reason he had written it in the first place.


      “If someone reads this letter after my death, please give it to either Her Holiness or the sage. The Church is a noble and sacred institution, and I wholeheartedly hope that it will become a place of salvation for all.”


      I let out a sigh. Every sin requires just retribution. If only it were easier to categorize things as good or evil...


      No one could see a situation from all perspectives, and some things couldn’t be resolved with pretty words. The glum realization made my chest hurt, and I instinctively breathed another sigh. I wanted nothing more than to take a break and do something fun to clear my mind, but I ultimately decided to read Dongahar’s notes about demonization first. He had documented the effects he’d observed in the knights, recording his observations day by day, much like a journal. A particular sentence toward the end made me pause.


      “The dukedom of Blanche once attempted a hero summoning, but instead of a hero, they received the power to dominate the world. It is said that when they tested that power, they managed to reshape the very landscape, turning a plain into a valley. This power is currently blocked, but they say they will soon reclaim it. If this proves to be true, it is a matter of great concern.”


      Blanche seemed like an incredibly dangerous nation—perhaps even more so than Illumasia.


      “It seems that they plan to make Illumasia’s research on demonization public and use them as a cover to hide their own misdeeds. The messenger from Blanche told me that their plan was already in motion. Therefore, I believe it is necessary to reinforce the barrier around the Church’s headquarters as soon as possible.”


      Was it Blanche’s plan to use Illumasia as a decoy to buy themselves time until they’d regained their power? If that was the case, Saint Shurule could find itself in a tricky position, caught between the dukedom and the empire.


      Still, I couldn’t help but wonder why Dongahar had told me to go to Illumasia and not Blanche. I supposed I wouldn’t get the answer to that question until he woke up, though. Regardless of the situation, the fact remained that Saint Shurule was at a disadvantage when it came to military strength, so we absolutely needed to devise a plan to deal with the situation.


      “I’m going to have to tell everyone about this, not just the pope.”


      If I didn’t act now, I might regret my decision in the not-so-distant future. A sense of urgency washed over me, and I found myself hoping that by the time I reached the age at which I had died in my past life, things would be calmer and I could finally live the carefree life of my dreams.


      I exited Dongahar’s mini-library with mixed feelings just as Kefin came to tell me he was done inspecting the room. From what he said, he’d looked into every nook and cranny.


      “Did you find anything of note?” I asked.


      “There’s a magic circle under this rug, but it wouldn’t react no matter what I tried. Other than that, the Executive Division claimed that Dongahar was a human supremacist, but I can’t find any evidence of that in here,” Kefin told me.


      It would indeed be weird for Dongahar to be a human supremacist, considering how much he admired the pope, who was a half-elf. Perhaps he had simply been faking those extremist views to keep the rest of the Executive Division in line. In the end, only he knew the truth.


      All righty, then. What was that about a magic circle?


      I considered leaving it alone if it hadn’t reacted to Kefin’s attempts, but once I cast Dispel on it, the magic circle disappeared and the floor gave way to reveal a staircase.


      “Oh, wow,” I said.


      “Should I call for reinforcements, sir?” Kefin asked.


      I peered down the stairs and saw a light shining below, which told me it most likely led to a rather small chamber.


      “No. It doesn’t seem like whatever’s down there is all that big, so I’m just going to check it out real quick.”


      “Then allow me to go first.”


      With that, Kefin began to cautiously descend the stairs, and I followed him. The room we arrived in had a cell in which, to my surprise, Granhart sat kneeling on the floor.


      “Mister Granhart?!” I exclaimed.


      My voice caught his attention, and he opened his eyes, though he didn’t make any move to stand up. He nodded slowly. “Has Mister Dongahar passed away, as he wished?”


      “I take it you knew what he was up to?” I replied.


      “I accidentally found out about the knights’ demonization. But Mister Dongahar saved me before they could kill me and hid me here until things settled down. Then he told me about his plan.”


      “Can I ask you to relay his words to Her Holiness?”


      “Of course. That was Mister Dongahar’s last request as well.”


      With that, he stood up and left the cell. The door wasn’t locked, meaning that Dongahar had most likely told him the truth when he’d said he would let him hide down there.


      “Oh, by the way, I couldn’t get behind Dongahar’s last request, so I healed him so that he can tell the pope everything himself,” I said casually as we started up the stairs.


      Granhart bowed his head to me. “You have my thanks, Sage Luciel.”


      “None of that, please. I did it for myself, not for you or anyone else,” I replied as the three of us headed back up to Dongahar’s room. “Mister Granhart, can you please go to the pope’s chamber and tell her everything Dongahar told you?”


      “Of course.” Granhart nodded, offering me one last bow before leaving.


      “All right. I wanted to investigate Dongahar’s room myself, but I should probably head back to the training grounds for the time being.”


      I was a bit worried about my master and Lionel. They were much weaker than before, and I was scared they wouldn’t listen to their bodies’ limits and would push themselves too far.


      “Sir,” Kefin called out to me after a short pause. “May I stay behind and inspect the other rooms after you head back?”


      “Something bothering you?” I asked.


      “Yes. I didn’t come across the demonization medicine Dongahar mentioned in his letter. I’d like to find it to confirm that what he wrote in his farewell letter was true,” he explained.


      “I see. Well, almost all members of the Executive Division are behind bars, so you can roam around freely. But we don’t know what else could be hiding here, so be careful, all right? Don’t do anything reckless.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      I had Kefin take me back to the entrance of the Executive Division, and after asking him the way back to the training field, I set off on my own.


      When I returned to the training grounds, I was met with the sight of my master and Lionel dripping with blood. A dozen or so of the knights were unconscious on the ground, but the others didn’t even have a scratch on them. Yet they looked anything but calm.


      “Ketty, how are things going?” I asked.


      “Ah, chief,” she said when she spotted me. “Sir Lionel and the Whirlwind said they can’t hold back in their state, so they’re fighting unarmed to avoid accidentally killing the knights.”


      “They want to fight that badly?”


      It looked like I’d made the right decision coming back when I had. Neither of them seemed to mind the pain, but they were pretty beaten-up. If I’d left them alone a bit longer, they would’ve lost control, and it would’ve been nearly impossible to stop them. They were so starved for battle—for any kind of combat, really—that their little bout with the knights should’ve had helped them blow off some steam, on top of being a good training drill—though I figured they might be a little traumatized by how competitive my master and Lionel were.


      Ketty crossed her arms and shifted her gaze to the two of them. “It’s good to get heated during practice,” she said as if she’d read my thoughts. “But during a real battle, you’ve got to keep your cool and fight smart instead of just pouncing on your prey. That’s the way of a true warrior.”


      “It sounds really cool when you put it like that...though in their case, I’m sure they just wanted to fight without holding back.”


      “Well, duh. Who do you think we’re talking about? And now that you’re back, they might even allow themselves to use their weapons,” she said with a resigned sigh before walking up to the two battle-crazed lunatics.


      She told them something I couldn’t hear, and they looked at me, breaking into ferocious grins as they reached for their weapons.


      “All righty, play time’s over,” Brod announced as he turned back to face the knights.


      “We’ll be using our weapons too, if you don’t mind,” Lionel added. “Don’t worry. As long as Mister Luciel’s here, it’s fine if you lose an arm or two. He’ll patch you right up.”


      “Careful, though. If you let your attention slip, you might cross over to the other side before you realize what’s happening to you,” my master continued, picking up where Lionel left off. “So if you wanna finish the training fast, you’d better hope Luciel runs out of mana.”


      “Let’s pick up from where we left off, shall we? C’mon, attack us. Don’t be shy.”


      “No? All right, then. If you’re not gonna make a move, we’ll just have to come to you first!”


      No sooner had they finished their little exchange than they put their threats into action and charged at the knights.


      “No matter how you look at it, they just wanted another go at the knights, didn’t they?” I commented in exasperation.


      The knights’ morale was already at rock bottom, so I probably should’ve stopped Brod and Lionel from beating them up further, but I couldn’t exactly do that now that they’d dragged me into their shenanigans, the sneaky rascals.


      “But they’re still your teachers despite their quirks, are they not?” a voice said from behind me.


      I whipped my head around and was surprised to find Lumina standing there. When had she arrived? My attention had been so focused on Brod and Lionel that I hadn’t heard her approach.


      “When did you get here? I didn’t even notice,” I said.


      She chuckled softly. “You were distracted, so I thought, why not give you a little fright?” she replied, a mischievous smile curling her lips.


      Now that I thought about it, wasn’t it her first time meeting Brod?


      “My master and Lionel are more than just my combat teachers; they’re my life mentors, almost like a father and an older brother. They’ve shown me what it truly means to be a man,” I explained.


      “You trust them a lot, I see.”


      “I do. If I hadn’t met my master, I’d probably be stuck in Merratoni doing regular healing jobs. And if I hadn’t met Lionel in Yenice, I might not have made it out of there alive. The more I reflect on it, the more I realize how lucky I’ve been with the people I’ve encountered—including you, of course.”


      “Stop it; you’re going to make me blush,” she said.


      “It’s true, though. If you hadn’t come to my rescue back in Merratoni, I never would’ve found the Healer’s Guild that easily. And since I didn’t have time to get lost, I had no idea how badly people viewed healers when I jumped in headfirst to offer my services to the Adventurer’s Guild.”


      Had I known, I most likely wouldn’t have dared to set foot in there. In a way, my meeting with Lumina had kind of become the first turning point of my new life.


      “The thing that has got you so far was your hard work, Luciel. You’ve even risen to the rank of sage. Most people could never even dream of achieving such a feat.”


      “I didn’t really have the option not to try. After all, my life was pretty much always on the line.”


      I was happy to hear Lumina praise me. Still, I probably wouldn’t be here right now if I had given up at any point.


      “Perhaps it’s because of that attitude of yours that the people around you always seem so happy,” she said.


      I shot her a quizzical look.


      “I’m a bit envious,” she added.


      “I was actually really envious of the bond between you and the other Valkyries at first,” I confessed.


      I’d always wished I had someone close in age to share a friendly rivalry with. Actually, scratch that. I probably never would’ve been able to befriend someone I considered a rival. It was only because I had older figures to guide me, like my master and Lionel, that I’d gotten to where I was today.
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