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      Chapter 11: Sordid Schemes and Secular Sages


      01 — An Unexpected Homecoming


      Light engulfed us as the magic circle in Neldahl activated, followed by an odd sense of weightlessness. But when the gravity came back on and our vision cleared, we were met with an unexpected sight.


      “It’s...the big training field?”


      I’d thought we were supposed to end up back in the pope’s room, where we’d first been teleported from. And yet, despite the soft darkness of dusk, I instantly recognized where we were as the Church of Saint Shurule’s joint training field. The fact that we were home, at least, was some measure of comfort, but it seemed my assumption that circles were directly linked to one another was mistaken.


      First things first—I had to let Her Holiness know that we’d made it back. But just as that thought crossed my mind, the sound of armor plates scraping together alerted me to a group of knights approaching with lit torches.


      “Sheesh, guys, I wasn’t gone for that long. A whole platoon of knights is sort of overkill.”


      I quickly let my guard down and waited for them to make it across the field. It soon became clear that something wasn’t right, though. The knights were armed, and they wore stern expressions. Some even shot nasty glares our way. The rumors about me having lost my holy magic due to divine retribution had certainly spread, and the Church was rife with zealots who would surely regard that kind of transgression with the same vitriol as a serious crime. Though not all, a few such individuals appeared to be among the armed welcoming party.


      “What’s our move, sir?” Nadia asked, noticing the strange atmosphere.


      “We’re ready for anything,” Lydia said.


      I wasn’t quite ready to go throwing punches yet. “Play it cool for now. We’re all on the same team, after all.”


      The sisters nodded and waited cautiously behind me. As the knights neared us, they parted. A group of women in armor proceeded through the crowd.


      “Good evening, Lumina. Ladies,” I greeted them. “I thought you were deployed.”


      “We were, for a time,” Lumina replied. “Until a more pressing mission necessitated our immediate return.”


      I was happy to see her, but she seemed intent on sticking to her role as representative of the Knights of Shurule. The other Valkyries looked taken aback by my relaxed demeanor, as if the rumors had managed to shake even their trust in me. Their gazes weren’t scornful, though. It felt more like concern, and I was grateful for that, at least.


      At any rate, it was looking like I’d have to clear my name and turn this inquisition into an actual welcome party if I wanted to make it out of this peacefully. It was time to show off some holy magic. I didn’t like Lumina troubling herself with doubt for me.


      “Sounds like you guys have it rough. But here you are coming all this way to meet me. Did Her Holiness ask you to do this?”


      “No. Perhaps you haven’t heard, seeing as you’ve been away, but people have been...saying things about you. Many things.”


      “Things, huh? You mean like how I broke a taboo, had my healer job revoked, and lost my holy magic? Don’t tell me you’re all here to arrest me.”


      I widened my eyes in exaggerated shock as some of the soldiers placed their hands on their sword hilts. Perhaps the believers of the rumors were limited to those who didn’t know me personally or those with an axe to grind. You can’t please everyone, but it still didn’t feel very good.


      It was kind of funny that the rumors were actually true—I did commit a taboo and lose both my healer job and magic. So it was a good thing I had managed to become a sage.


      “I’m sorry things have come to this,” Lumina said. “I want to trust you, but it’s beyond my control. I must ask you to prove your innocence.”


      “So the important mission was apprehending me, I take it.”


      “That is what I’m led to believe.”


      My status as a dragonslayer must have scared them enough to send for the Valkyries directly.


      “Well, assuming there was a Church healer who’d done something bad enough to have his class and magic revoked, I imagine it would certainly reflect poorly on Shurule. I’ll grant you that.”


      The knights suddenly glanced around at each other, confused by my empathetic response. Those who appeared to get even angrier, however, didn’t escape my notice. It was possible that they’d played a hand in this trouble. Or maybe they just plain didn’t like that I’d come back. Either way, I had to be on my guard.


      Lumina’s pained expression made my chest tight. “Precisely.” She closed her eyes. “I’m under orders to arrest you on charges of defamation of the Healer’s Guild and the Church of Saint Shurule should the rumors prove true.”


      The deliberately emotionless tone she gave her voice ironically spoke to her true feelings. She clearly thought this was unfair, and the fact that she hadn’t tied me in ropes yet was likely the most courtesy she was capable of showing me. That was more than I could have said for some of the countries back on Earth.


      “I see. You know, the pope knows the entire situation. You could have just asked her.”


      “We aren’t here on Her Holiness’s orders. It comes directly from the Executive Division.”


      “Executive Division? We have one of those?” I asked.


      “It is the organization that supervises the vast majority of Shurulian healers and knights. All except for Her Holiness’s direct subordinates answer to them. Including us, you understand.”


      “So they’re independent and totally untouchable by the pope. Excluding the fact that her subordinates have indemnity, I suppose. Where were these people when corrupt healers were running rampant?”


      Lumina blinked at me, then smiled. This was an entire segment of government that, apparently, could just go and arrest an S-rank healer completely unbeknownst to the pope. I had a feeling I’d probably find a few worms if I ever turned over that stone. Maybe the existence of the Executive Division was the reason Her Holiness had wanted a sage at her side a century ago.


      This was all speculation, of course, but these guys were kind of getting in the way of my chances at a peaceful life. I’d have to convince the pope to toss these executive whatevers by the wayside one of these days.


      “I see how it is,” I said. “The moment people start bad-mouthing me, they turn their backs on me, huh? And while I’m away in Neldahl too.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “It’s not your fault, Lumina. It’s on these executives for believing the malicious gossip. What they’ve done is set a precedent that S-ranks can just be detained for whatever false accusation people decide to throw at them.”


      A few knights reacted to that. I didn’t know their names, but I made sure to remember their faces.


      Lumina looked eager. “If the rumors really are false, then surely you can prove it?”


      I had been standing there chatting with Lumina for a while. The knights probably didn’t like that.


      “Oh, of course. I don’t think anyone here’s hurt, though.”


      If Brod, Lionel, or any of the others had already been captured, I was ready to throw the Knights of Shurule under the bus. Thankfully, though, the Valkyries’ presence likely meant they were fine. As if any of them would let themselves get arrested in the first place.


      Lumina’s expression suddenly became impossible to read. “I’m going to trust you, Luciel.”


      “I could never lie to you. You know I’m a terrible actor.”


      She smiled, resolute. And then, just as my instincts screamed out at me, there was a flash of steel. Blood flew.


      “Okay, ow!”


      “L-Luciel?!”


      I reacted just in time. Lumina had tried to cut her own arm straight off. But the moment I had seen the glint of her sword, I’d activated Physical Enhancement. Moving faster than I ever had in my entire life, I had reached out to grab the blade. And now my left hand was nothing but a bloody, stumpy palm.


      “Extra Heal.”


      Before addressing a perplexed Lumina, I first dealt with the excruciating pain. Fragments of light formed where my fingers used to be, flowing into the open wounds, until they became new fingers.


      Her rash actions had come out of trust for me. Lumina had believed I still had my holy magic, and no one would have been able to question the reattachment of a completely severed limb. Granted, it ended up just being my fingers, but I took it a step further than reattachment and straight up made new ones. Lumina was utterly stunned—by my rushing to stop her and by my display of holy magic. The knights were similarly speechless, though I couldn’t tell if that was because I really did have my powers or because they were basically legendary now.


      Frankly, I couldn’t have cared less. I was more concerned about Lumina trying to cut off her friggin’ arm.


      “Lumina, I’m flattered you have that much confidence in me, but I’m less flattered by your willingness to dismember yourself.”


      “I-I’m sorry, but...are you okay?”


      “Just fine.” I clenched my hand repeatedly.


      “Oh, thank goodness.”


      “Thank nothing. I’m not ready to give up how close you came to hurting yourself,” I stated.


      Lumina flinched before grinning shyly. “I’m sorry. It was all I could think to do to clear your name. I never doubted you, but this level of skill... I could never have dreamed of such healing abilities.”


      I could understand somewhat. Still, this was going too far.


      “Thank you for worrying about me, and for wanting to help,” I said, loudly enough for the other knights to hear, “but don’t even think about doing it at the cost of your own safety. I’ve got nothing to prove to people who suspect their own ally because of some baseless gossip anyway. You believed me from the start, so I care far more about you than them.”


      “I, um... Yes,” she stammered. “I understand.”
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      Lumina looked down. I leaned in so that no one else could hear, and whispered, “Don’t ever scare me like that again.”


      “Luciel...”


      All right, anyway. Since I was a sage now, I could use that as an excuse for being able to cast Extra Heal. Only thing left was to deal with the others.


      “I hope the captain’s actions are enough to assuage any concerns that I can’t use holy magic anymore,” I said to the soldiers. “Now, I know you have your orders, but is there still any need to detain me?”


      The regiment captains at once took a knee and bowed to me, their underlings soon following suit. A few remained standing. Ignoring them, I spotted Catherine next to the training ground’s entrance.


      “Long time no see,” I said.


      “It certainly has been a long time.”


      Even she was decked out in full armor, to my surprise. She was privy to my situation, so I’d expected her to be on my side.


      “Surely you heard the truth from Her Holiness, right? About why I traveled to Neldahl?”


      “All I heard was that you were away to study and improve yourself,” Catherine answered.


      She knew I wasn’t a healer anymore, but apparently she wasn’t aware that I’d become a sage. There must have been a reason for her silence on the matter.


      “Then why are you following the Executive Division’s orders?”


      “Because I’m Captain of the Knights, Luciel. I answer to them, not to Her Holiness, as fortune would have it. I’m just glad the rumors turned out to be unfounded.”


      She was still a retainer to the pope, though, so her being captain shouldn’t have interfered with that authority. I had to wonder why she was prioritizing the executives.


      “Anyway, I’d like to inform the pope of my return,” I said. “Will you join me?”


      “Unfortunately, you will have to accompany me to see the executives. I have my orders.”


      Okay, now this was getting weird. Why would Catherine, of all people, insist on not letting me—a direct subordinate of the pope—report to my superior? If this were literally anyone else, it wouldn’t have been so strange.


      “I assume you’ve seen all the proof you need. You’re saying this business is more important than Her Holiness?”


      Catherine sighed wearily. “True, your holy magic is beyond questioning at this point. They probably want to probe you about the specifics.”


      I didn’t sense any malice from her. Good thing too. I didn’t want to make an enemy of someone so many people—including me—trusted.


      “You mean to say that the Executive Division effectively has more authority than the pope?” I asked. “More than an S-rank healer?”


      “No organization is so simple that titles and rank are enough to summarize the power structure. Technicalities and red tape can force you below your station. That goes for S-ranks just as well as captains.”


      In other words, she was subject to one such restriction. Maybe I could do something to placate the executives for the time being—something like revealing I had become a sage. That would serve to explain why I’d gone to Neldahl under the guise of taking a vacation. Before that, though, I had to figure out what the executives were planning for me.


      “Not that I plan on complying, but what exactly does the Executive Division want to ask me?” I asked.


      “Everything, I imagine. They’ll be investigating you thoroughly, including the rumors.”


      Based on her expression, I wouldn’t be in for any normal questioning. It’d be more in line with a full-on interrogation. Considering Nadia and Lydia were still with me, my first order of business had to be seeing the pope, followed by gathering information.


      “In any case, I have important information to report, so I’d like to have my audience with Her Holiness first. She’s the only one I answer to.”


      “Then I’m afraid we’ll have to do this the hard way.” Catherine rested her hand on her sword. “Unless you think you’ve got the guts to get past me.”


      Something about her was a little more aggressive than normal today. Wait, she specifically said “me.” Not “us.” Was she baiting me into a match?


      “This is starting to sound a little hostile. Correct me if I’m wrong, but are you implying the knights could subdue me?”


      “Arrogant tonight, are we? I’m implying I could subdue you.”


      Yep. Yeah. She was baiting me into a one-on-one. In fact, she was probably setting the stage for me to show off and scare away the other knights, all while giving herself an alibi. She’d be able to say she’d done her best to stop me, and I just might make it to the pope’s chamber. Clever plan.


      “I have no intention of hurting a fellow member of the Church, but I do have every intention of seeing the pope, regardless of what the executives want.”


      “I’ll take that as your answer, then.”


      “I’m sure you’re glad to hear it. Hell, those knights that’ve been shooting me nasty looks over there can join if they want.”


      “Oh? Is that a taunt?”


      “It’s a suggestion, actually. Those sorry excuses for knights won’t last a second if you don’t come at me with all you’ve got.”


      Catherine grinned. “Your head’s gotten awfully big over the last few months.”


      I put some distance between us, took out the Illusion Sword, and imbued it with magic. “The simplest solutions are usually the best when neither side wants to compromise.”


      “Agreed. Just don’t take this personally.”


      It had been a long time since I last felt the tingling in my fingers moments before a duel, a sensation I had become intimately familiar with during my time training in the Labyrinth of Wiles with Brod and Lionel. This wasn’t a real fight, so I anticipated Catherine holding back. But the look in her eye said otherwise.


      Sweat trickled down my back. Excitement welled in my stomach. A smile crept across my face. I could hardly recognize myself.


      “Whenever you’re ready,” Catherine said, taunting me.


      “Hm. Why don’t I start us off with a taste of my new power? Maybe it’ll make you give up and spare us the trouble. Flame Blade.”


      I held up the Illusion Sword and swung it towards an empty area of the field. A small dragon of fire flew out of the blade, collided with the earth a distance away, and erupted into a pillar of flame. The knights with the nasty looks suddenly got a lot more meek at the sight of it.


      “Impressive,” Catherine remarked.


      “I practice. But that’s not all. Protect me, Holy Dragon! Carry me, Thunder Dragon!”


      Suddenly, everything went quiet. Catherine was Captain of the Knights and a more than capable fighter, but she wasn’t as stalwart as Lionel or as agile as Brod. And she certainly didn’t have the raw power of multiple dragons or the magical aptitude of Olford. Plus, this wasn’t a fight to the death, so I wasn’t afraid. Catherine’s eyes widened as I glowed gold. She couldn’t keep up with my intense speed and was soon wide open. I brought my blade to hers in an attempt to knock it away, but the moment the Illusion Sword made contact, it cut straight through the steel like butter. The fight was pretty much over at that point. The executives would be powerless to scold her when even their lackeys among the knights were frozen in place.


      All those level-ups and the dragons’ power sure were something. Catherine’s knowledge of my abilities was pretty outdated, going back to when I was half the level I was now. For that matter, not even I had much of a grasp on my own abilities. It felt like the dragons were controlling me, not the other way around, so I still had work to do.


      At any rate, the battle was over. When I dispelled the dragons’ power, sound returned to my ears. I turned around to head on over to the pope’s chambers, as per the unspoken rules of the duel, and the knights were in utter shock. Even the bad eggs. Every time our eyes met, they would shudder and avert their gaze. My victory had come as quite the surprise, it seemed. Nadia and Lydia were similarly astonished, but quickly regained their composure and nodded before slipping through the crowd and rejoining me.


      “This is why I went out of my way to ask Her Holiness to let me take an extended trip to Neldahl,” I said. “Also, it is true that I’m no longer a healer. But for the record, that’s because I’ve become a sage.”


      The knights started to stir, whispers regarding my ascension to sagehood flying chaotically from their lips.


      “Luciel,” Lumina called out amidst the clamor. “You’re a sage?”


      “That’s right. I just needed to visit the City in the Sky to learn how to control my new abilities.”


      She smiled. “Thank goodness.”


      “I’m always training myself to the bone, sparring with my master and my companions, drinking Substance X... In fact, I think we’d all understand each other a little better if you guys gave the stuff a try.”


      “That, I will have to refuse.”


      The Valkyries nodded in agreement with their captain’s decision.


      “Are you satisfied, Catherine?” I asked.


      “I suppose I’ll have to be if you can split my sword in two before I can even blink. I couldn’t stop you if I tried.”


      She was still in shock for sure, but this was the outcome she’d wanted, so her expression seemed to soften a little. She wouldn’t hold me back anymore.


      I bowed politely. “Then if you’ll excuse me, I have a report to make to Her Holiness.”


      I left the field and entered HQ through the nearby door. The moment it shut behind us, the sisters started to buzz.


      “Are you sure this was the right place to reveal that you’ve become a sage?” Nadia asked.


      “And won’t people use knowledge of the powers you showed off to try and develop a counterstrategy against you?” Lydia added.


      “It was only a matter of time before the sage thing got out anyway,” I said. “And the rumors had gotten out of hand, so I needed to make an impression. Also, if anyone does come up with a counter to me, I’ll just have to keep getting stronger.”


      It wouldn’t be easy coming up with a way to go up against that, and by the time someone had, I’d be in an entirely different league. Come to think of it, maybe Brod and the others were starting to rub off on me a little too much...


      As for Catherine, I’d completely disarmed her, so hopefully she wouldn’t catch any flak, and it wasn’t like the grumpier knights had been itching to jump in for the executives either.


      “True, the rumors needed dealing with,” Nadia admitted.


      “Things are going to get busy, sir.”


      “What’s new?” I joked.


      Nadia expressed concern while Lydia looked excited about the prospect of what was to come. The nuances in their personalities were amusing to notice.


      With frivolities on my mind, we began walking towards the pope’s chambers.








      02 — Executive Action


      We didn’t find so much as a single person on our way to the pope. Something about it didn’t feel natural, and I wondered about who the mastermind might be as we arrived. After purifying myself just in case, I knocked on the door.


      No reply came. Instead, the door opened. Estia poked her head out. “Enter,” she said.


      It was clearly the Spirit of Dusk, not Estia herself. I entered silently, and what met us was a sight beyond words. The normally pristine, elegant chamber looked like bandits had come through and ransacked the place. Things were scattered about, and Her Holiness was simply among it, her face exposed. I glanced around, but her attendants were nowhere to be seen. Estia and Forêt Noire were the only others present, along with one unexpected woman: Rosa, from the dining hall.


      There were a million things I wanted to ask, but I began with my report, if only to clear my thoughts. I knelt and lowered my head like usual. “I, along with my companions Nadia and Lydia, have returned from Neldahl.”


      “At ease, Luciel. And you as well, ladies. I must begin with an apology,” Her Holiness said.


      “Pardon?” I instantly lost my train of thought. “What for?”


      “For failing to head off the rumors, of course, but also for summoning you back so imprudently.” She lowered her head.


      The fault lay with me, though. I was the one who’d lost my class and magic. And whoever had leaked it was more than likely someone with a grudge against me and who had something to gain from the ensuing chaos. As far as I was concerned, there was no need for her to apologize. Frankly, it just made things awkward.


      “I’m the one who should be apologizing for placing the Church in such a difficult situation.”


      “It simply gladdens me to see you returned safely.”


      “Of course, Your Holiness. Although, we were surprised to find ourselves in the training field.”


      “A sentiment I share. One would normally be transported back to the magic circle they first departed from.”


      “Er...”


      Were we, like...not supposed to have made it back at all? Monsieur Luck and Sir Preme Luck had pulled through yet again. We would have to work under the assumption that someone had tampered with the teleportation circles.


      “I know not what went wrong. Investigations revealed no traces of tampering.”


      “I see. Then it’ll be difficult to pin down what happened.”


      From my point of view, the Executive Division was looking awfully fishy for conveniently having the knights stationed as if they’d known where I was going to end up. But I didn’t have proof.


      “I will continue to make inquiries.”


      “That would be best,” I said. “I always thought you were the one who commanded the Knights of Shurule, but Catherine informed me of an entity called the Executive Division.”


      “Indeed. Dongahar and Bulteuse, both of whom you surely recall, are members of the branch.”


      “Are they? I almost didn’t believe my eyes when I saw a platoon of knights coming to greet me the moment we arrived.”


      Both Dongahar and Bulteuse had been central to the creation and passing of the healing guidelines. I’d had no idea they were executives. Giving them the benefit of the doubt, maybe their goal hadn’t been to throw me in a cell, but to simply decipher the truth from the lies regarding the gossip going around.


      “Knights greeted you? Rosa spoke of activity throughout the castle. But how did they know when you would return? It couldn’t be...”


      That was what I wanted to know. Lord Reinstar’s shadow loomed in every corner of this place—it was his legacy—and Her Holiness lived here, so it stood to reason that there was something in place to protect her.


      I glanced at Rosa. She wasn’t the same, cheerful woman I was so used to seeing behind the counter. She looked exhausted.


      “Are you all right, sir?” she asked me. “You’re without your magic, I hear, and some of the knights were muttering their plans to throw you in chains. I’ll do whatever I can if you need to flee the city.”


      Rosa was evidently one of the few to know of the rumors and feel sympathy rather than spite, which was a nice change. She didn’t seem to know that I’d become a sage, though. The pope had kept it under wraps pretty well.


      “I appreciate the concern, but rumors are just rumors. Not to worry,” I assured her.


      “That may be, but people don’t often care much for truth.” Rosa spoke with a distant gaze. “The nastier the lie, the worse off the victim’s left when all’s said and done.”


      Perhaps she spoke from experience.


      “Did you perchance cross paths with Catherine on your way here?” the pope asked. “I thought she might have come bearing news with you.”


      See? I knew she was still her retainer. Something really didn’t sit right about Catherine prioritizing the Executive Division when she’d gone undercover to expunge corruption in the Knights of Shurule on direct orders from the pope. Her Holiness could nullify any contract binding her, so it couldn’t have been that.


      “First, about my magic, Rosa,” I began. “I can still heal just fine, and I assuaged those worries with a demonstration not too long ago. But they still insisted that I follow them to the Executive Division, so Catherine baited me into a one-on-one to slip away. It’s possible she’s keeping her distance to avoid suspicion. Or it’s partly my fault for...going a little overboard.”


      Oddly enough, Rosa’s eyes only widened in shock when I mentioned fighting Catherine. Not at the part about me still having my magic.


      “Ah, so you’ve proven claims of your lack of holy magic groundless while simultaneously demonstrating that you’ve achieved sagehood,” said the pope. “Efficient.”


      “Exactly. They seemed confused from all of the hearsay, so I thought making things simple would be to our benefit.”


      “It was certainly practical. You mentioned having gone...‘overboard,’ was it? Does your duel have something to do with Catherine’s absence?”


      “I used my newfound powers against her and accidentally cut her sword in two. It seemed to frighten the other knights, so I left the training field quickly. It was an awkward situation.”


      The pope gasped. “Divines! You severed Catherine’s blade? That is no small feat.” She then fell into thought.


      Aw, crap. Was her sword valuable? Was I gonna have to compensate her for it? Meanwhile, as I agonized internally, a certain someone showed up out of nowhere to bite me on the head.


      “Hi, Forêt... Bite my head later, please. We’re in the middle of something here.”


      Forêt did not stop nibbling. If anything, she only did it harder, begging me for attention. She must have been pretty stressed. Her Holiness gave me an exasperated look, so I gave in and surrendered to my equine companion’s gnawing.


      “She certainly adores you,” the pope commented. “At any rate, shall we return to the topic at hand? Luciel, what say you regarding our current situation?”


      “I think we have a severe lack of intel,” I said. “All we can do is guess, and the best I can presume is that the person—or people—who started spreading the rumors really don’t like me. And there might be a mastermind behind it all calling the shots. Without any leads, though, it’s anyone’s guess as to who that could be.”


      “Then we find ourselves fighting a war of information.”


      “Before we get to that, what happened to this place? Why’s it such a mess?”


      “A leak was discovered,” Estia—or rather, the Spirit of Dusk inhabiting her body—explained. “An undetectably meager amount of mana was found to be escaping during arclink crystal communication.”


      “You mean that someone was listening in?”


      “I do. Any words shared via arclink were all but public to anyone with the means to hear them.”


      That would imply that someone in the Church was acting directly against the pope, possibly even hoping to undermine her power. Either that or a foreign agent was meddling. Or maybe only I was their target. I’d heard about the risk back in Neldahl, so all things considered, I wasn’t very shocked to learn it had actually happened.


      “Are arclink crystals the only explanation for the leak?”


      “All who enter this room are bound by contract and thus unable to share information discussed in this chamber,” the pope explained.


      And the place was probably magically soundproofed.


      “I see. Apologies for interrupting. Please continue.”


      “As for the mess,” the spirit went on, “what you see is simply the result of our search for any sort of magic item that may have assisted in creating the leak.”


      “Did you find anything?”


      The spirit pointed to the floor by the entrance. Several cracked arclink crystals no larger than a baseball were scattered there.
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