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      130. Frustration

      
      


      "Pierce, oh blades of mine."

      A hundred or so swords materialized out of nowhere and shot
      straight towards Rynford’s body. We were watching the battle from
      pretty close up, so I could actually tell that every single blade
      was distinct, each possessed its own unique properties and
      abilities.

      This wasn’t the first time we’d come across the guy who’d
      launched the attack. I still remembered catching sight of him at
      the end of our hunting trip.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Forrund Annonnkul

      Age: 39

      Race: Human

      Job: Divine Swordsman

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 66/99

      HP: 718

      MP: 431

      STR: 384

      VIT: 323

      AGI: 337

      INT: 201

      MGC: 227

      DEX: 349

      Skills
Swordbreaker Arts: Lv 7

      Dismantling: Lv 8

      Crisis Detection: Lv 6

      Vital Point Detection: Lv 5

      Presence Detection: Lv 7

      Sword Techniques: MAX

      Divine Sword Techniques: Lv 6

      Sword Arts: MAX

      Divine Sword Arts: Lv 7

      Collecting: Lv 4

      Kicking Techniques: Lv 5

      Kicking Arts: Lv 6

      Resistance to Psychological Abnormalities: Lv 4

      Petrification Resistance: Lv 3

      Elemental Blade: Lv 8

      Leap: Lv 7

      Throwing: Lv 8

      Poison Resistance: Lv 3

      Dual Blade Style: Lv 7

      Magic Resistance: Lv 6

      Paralysis Resistance: Lv 4

      Vigour Manipulation

      Dragon Killer

      Beast Slayer

      Greater Strength Increase

      Innate Skills
Sword Technique 50% Cost Reduction

      Extra Skills
Sword God’s Blessing

      Titles
Adored by the Sword God

      Liberator of Haunts

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Dragon Killer

      Beast Slayer

      A Ranked Adventurer

      Equipment
Orichalcum Longsword

      Orichalcum Swordbreaker

      Dragon Lord’s Leather Full Body Armour

      Sword God’s Headband

      World Tree Bark Shoes

      Dragon Eating Spider Silk Mantle

      Braclet of Mana Recovery

      Bracelet of Substitution

      _______________________________________________________________

      Forrund? Oh yeah, I remember Colbert mentioning him and calling
      him an A ranked adventurer. I think his nickname was Hundred Blade
      Forrund or something like that? Either way, he really did seem just
      as strong as Amanda.

      His extra skill was pretty impressive too. Its description said
      it’d let him duplicate any magic sword he managed to get his hands
      on, with the exception of anything super high tier. That really got
      me thinking, would he be able to copy me…? What would happen if he
      did? I was feeling pretty curious about it, but honestly, I’d
      prefer not to find out. Neither of the two conclusions were what I
      would call trouble free, so I’ll have to sure I stay as far away
      from him as possible.

      Colbert looked like he was participating in Rynford’s
      subjugation as well. He seemed a bit stronger than usual, seemingly
      because of that Demitris Style skill. I don’t remember seeing that
      last time I appraised him. Had he been keeping it hidden with a
      piece of equipment or something? If so, then why the sudden
      change?

      Everyone else present was pretty strong too. The Gamud guy
      really seemed to stand out in particular. His Divine Hammer Arts
      allowed him to swing his giant warhammer around like it was
      nothing. His strikes were so powerful that they actually ended up
      making Rynford stagger despite the difference in the two
      combatant’s sizes. It turned out that he was actually Barbra’s
      guildmaster, which more than explained his strength.

      The knight named Phillip was also doing pretty well. He swung a
      large knight’s spear around with ease despite being covered from
      head to toe in plate armour. The most interesting part about him
      was that his last name was Krysten, meaning he was probably Rhodas’
      eldest son. Bluke must not have understood the extent of his elder
      brother’s strength. Any assassins he sent after Phillip would
      probably have ended up dead.

      Zerrosreed was fighting alongside them for some odd reason as
      well. I guess he probably had his own reasons, seeing as how he
      betrayed Rynford and all that. He didn’t seem intent on attacking
      Colbert for the time being either, so I didn’t really think we
      needed to pay his loyalties all that much mind, at least not for
      now. I was moreso worried about his current species. He wasn’t just
      your everyday Evil Being, he’d apparently become a subspecies known
      as a Demonic Being. That Cannibalism skill pretty bad news. It
      wasn’t the type of skill that either Fran nor I could make much use
      of, but to him, the city was pretty much like an all you could eat
      buffet. Wait, did he betray Rynford just so he could consume him?
      Hmm… I get that he’s technically an ally for now. I don’t plan on
      attacking him, but it’d probably be pretty bad to just leave him
      be…

      "Fran!"

      "Amanda?"

      "Are you alright? I hadn’t been expecting you to be the one
      fighting that gigantic monstrosity!"

      "Here, why?"

      "I hurried over the moment I got the letter you sent me."

      The weird snake-like thing currently keeping Rynford restrained
      turned out to be Amanda’s whip. Wait, didn’t we only just send that
      letter like three days ago? Holy crap she got here fast.

      'You sure it’s okay for you not to be in Alessa?'

      "Don’t worry about it, I’m having Jean watch over the town in my
      place."

      'Wait, isn’t Jean just a B ranker though?'

      "He is, but he’s treated like he’s an A ranker in times of
      war."

      Amanda told us a few things about Jean and convinced me that he
      was well deserving of his nickname. The ability to command an
      entire army’s wroth of undead? Yup, sounded threatening enough to
      me.

      A young girl ran up to us as Amanda gave Fran a bit of a hand.
      She seemed terrified of Rynford, and kept glancing in his direction
      as she approached. In spite of her fears, however, she still
      managed to reach Fran and offer her a potion.

      "Um… Are you alright?"

      "Seen somewhere before?"

      'Yeah, we have. She was one of the Lunar Banquet’s dancers.'

      "My name is Charlotte. How are your injuries?"

      "Nn. Fine. Just slight exhaustion."

      She was more than just a little bit exhausted, both physically
      and mentally.

      "I want to talk to you a bit more, but first, I’m going to have
      to go get rid of the monster that hurt you, okay?"

      "Make sure you be careful out there!"

      Charlotte gave Rynford another quick glance as she spoke.

      "Don’t worry about it. I’ll be right back."

      Amanda gave both Fran and Charlotte a light wave before leaping
      towards the Evil Human. Her kind smile had transformed into a
      ferocious one, she seemed rather angry at the fact that Rynford had
      hurt Fran.

      She immediately began attacking him with what I assumed was some
      sort of skill. Her whip grew several times longer and attacked him
      from every direction at once each time she gave her wrist so much
      as even the slightest twitch. Every single one of her strikes was
      as powerful as one of our sword techniques.

      The other combatants’ attacks were inflicting quite a bit of
      harm of damage as well. They were all clearly stronger than us.

      Just looking at the scene really made it hit home that Rynford
      had never actually been invincible or anything like that. So,
      knowing that, why was it that I never thought of anything but
      running away? Did we really have no way of fighting him at all?

      I understood the answer to both questions. I had been afraid of
      Rynford, and my fear of him had ended up making me feel as if it
      was simply impossible for us to defeat him. I ended up doing
      nothing but thinking about how we could go about running away, even
      after getting two new unique skills. I mean, the outcome we arrived
      at wasn’t necessarily a bad one. We managed to avoid the worst case
      scenario of death, but thinking back on it, we’d been far too
      cowardly. Why did not try pointing one of my offensive skills
      instead? We might’ve been able to face him head on if I had.

      （Master.）

      'What’s up?'

      （Frustrating.）

      'Yeah… It sure does feel frustrating doesn’t it…?'

      Watching Amanda and everyone else present fight filled me with a
      sense of irritation. I was going to have to fix the fact that I was
      still weak. I needed to train, and seriously, at that. It was
      something I needed to start the moment this issue was dealt with
      and out of the way.

      '…No, that’s not right.'

      I realized that I was still letting my fears get ahold of me.
      There was no reason for me to wait until everything was done and
      over with. The battle had yet to end. We could still join the fray
      and contribute to Rynford’s defeat.

      There was no point to just sitting around and mulling over my
      sense of frustration. The enemy that’d caused it was right there in
      front of us. We had no reason to rule out combat as an option as we
      had before. I understood that I still felt the subconscious urge to
      run the hell away, but now, we were immediately presented the
      chance to turn that emotion on its head.

      What we needed to do now was not to wait, but to fight.

      'Let’s go, Fran.'

      （Will pay back for frustration.）

      Fran understood my intentions. It seemed I was still no match
      for her in terms of mental fortitude.

      "Are you planning to join the battle?"

      Fran was given a worried look as she rose to her feet. I thought
      for a second that Charlotte had intended to stop us, but, she
      instead ended up giving us a bit of encouragement alongside a
      potion.

      "Do your best out there."

      "Nn."

      "I can’t fight myself, but I will at least be able to offer you
      my assistance."

      Charlotte brought her hands together as she spoke. A mysterious
      light enveloped Fran’s body, accompanied by the chiming of a bell
      filled our ears.

      "I have given you a barrier that exorcises and wards off evil
      energies. But be careful, it’s rather frail."

      "Monster’s barrier. Broken by you?"

      "Yes, that’s correct."

      Wow, seriously? I’m sorry I thought your stats were really
      low.

      （Everyone amazing.）

      'Yeah.'

      Stats were important, but they weren’t all that mattered. The
      abilities to adapt and draw out one’s potential to its fullest were
      just as important.

      Fran went silent for a bit, seemingly lost in thought.

      'What’s the matter?'

      （Master. I’ll lead.）

      'What do you mean?'

      （Couldn’t do anything when running from Rynford. Not just this
      once. Always relied on Master. This time, let me lead.）

      'Fran…'

      I’d actually been thinking that I was trying too hard to do
      everything by myself. I didn’t ask Fran for her opinion nearly as
      often as I should have, but, it looked like all that was about to
      change.

      'Alright, got it. What are you planning though?'

      （Want to try something new.）

      'Like what?'

      （Finishing move like Master’s Overburst. Thought about it for a
      long time already. Conclusion, attack that uses everything we have
      at once.）

      Her use of the word “we” meant that she wanted me to be doing
      something as well. More importantly though, it implied that she was
      confident she’d be able to draw out every last bit of my power.
      Awesome! As a sword, I couldn’t feel more blessed. I was sure that
      I would one day grow to rival even the Godblades if I were to
      remain in Fran’s hands.

      （Want specific skills to be set.）

      I think this might be the first time Fran’s ever asked me to set
      any specific skills in combat.

      'Alright, take your pick.'

      And so, with Fran’s selected skills in tow, we took off and dove
      straight in Rynford’s direction.

      

    



    

    
      131. Strength and Technique

      
      


      "Master. Thing I wanted to try."

      'Lay it on me. I’m ready for whatever, though I’m a bit nervous
      because we aren’t really going to get to practice it or
      anything.'

      "Nn. Skills. Air Compression, Magic Thread Weaving… "

      Fran ultimately ended up asking me to set fourteen different
      skills: Flame Magic, Wind Magic, Atmospheric Circulation Control,
      Air Compression, Air Jump, Vibration Fang, Anti-Weight, Weight
      Boost, Elemental Blade, Charge, Parallel Processing, Magic Thread
      Weaving, Magic Poison Fang, and Coordination.

      She got to work the moment I had them set, and raised both arms
      in front of her with her palms facing forward. She made use of the
      Atmospheric Circulation Control skill and created herself a pair of
      cube-shaped blocks of air, each about a meter and a half across.
      Each was populated by a bunch of thin magic threads.

      'Oh, I get it now! Nice thinking!'

      The combination allowed her to manipulate the threads in midair
      and move around in kind of the same manner as Spiderm*n or someone
      with a Three Dimensional Maneuver Gear.

      Fran immediately moved the threads behind her and leaned on them
      to pull them back. They were elastic, so they quickly sprung back
      against her and launched her through the air.

      At first, I’d thought that her actions resembled those of a pro
      wrestler, but a bit more observation led me to think of the threads
      as the spring in a pinball machine.

      Fran used Air Compression and covered me in a layer of wind as
      she leapt into the air and delivered a powerful overhead swing.

      "Nn. Works well."

      She nodded with a satisfied look on her face. I didn’t know
      exactly what she was planning, but it looked like it was going
      well.

      "Time for practical application. Will explain in detail."

      Fran filled me in on her plan. The thing she had in mind was
      nothing short of interesting, though, under normal circumstances,
      it would likely be labeled as reckless.

      'Alright, let’s do this.'

      As per her suggestions, I used Long Jump and teleported us way
      up into the sky directly atop Rynford’s head.

      "Starting now."

      'I’ll support you with everything I got!'

      "Nn!"

      Fran began compressing the air and generating magic threads the
      moment she teleported. Unlike our little trial run, however, this
      time, she was going all out and pouring every last bit of magical
      energy she could muster into her spells. She soon started free
      falling, but didn’t seem to mind as she calmly placed the thread
      she constructed above her head.

      She then used Air Jump to leap straight up, and did exactly as
      she had during the little practice session earlier. This time,
      however, she didn’t fly launch herself horizontally. Instead, she
      propelled her body straight down.

      And that was just the beginning.

      Fran used Air Jump and Wind Magic in tandem to create herself a
      series of vertical footholds, which she ran straight down in order
      to raise her speed even further. She readied me for action by
      raising me above her head and used Atmospheric Circulation Control
      to minimize the amount of wind resistance generated while also
      using Weight Boost to bolster my weight to a point well over the
      fifty kilogram mark.

      I’d become incredibly heavy for a weapon, but the combination of
      Fran’s strength stat and the Anti-weight skill allowed her to
      continue wielding me without any issue.

      We rapidly closed in on Rynford, while using the Espionage skill
      to to remain undetected.

      I molded the shape of my body as she got ready to swing. She’d
      requested me to take on a form with a backwards arching blade.
      There were a few other instructions as well, and so, in the end, I
      ultimately ended up as something that closely resembled a katana, a
      result that left me shocked. I’d never told her about katanas
      before, the idea she had was one that she’d formed all on her
      own.

      The only worry I had was that our sword skills wouldn’t end up
      applying to katanas. We did have a few potentially applicable
      skills, like Single Edged Sword Arts, but their levels were all
      fairly low. The fact that Single Edged Sword Arts and Double Edged
      Sword Arts had been differentiated meant that they likely were
      mutually exclusive, so I made sure to leave two edges and retain a
      more longswordy shape in general. [1]

      "Oh?"

      Rynford finally noticed us after we got within the twenty five
      meter range, which made sense. It was pretty hard to avoid
      detection without any cover given our proximity to him.

      "You were still alive, girl!?"

      Rynford stared at her with bloodshot eyes as he let loose a hate
      filled scream. A rancid, purple miasma accompanied his words and
      leaked out of his mouth as he shouted. The smoke-like substance was
      filled with evil energy; everything that touched it, be it skin or
      armour, would end up melting away as if dipped in acid. The most
      annoying part about it was that it had an incredibly large area of
      effect.

      So what do? I had no idea how we were supposed to go about
      avoiding it.

      "One trick pony."

      I didn’t manage to think up a solution myself, but it was an
      attack that we’d already seen time and time again. Fran had long
      predicted it and prepared a countermeasure.

      "Burnia"

      Burnia, a level two flame spell, allowed its caster to use the
      power of an explosion in order to provide themselves a burst of
      speed. It was a bit difficult to use, as the caster would end up
      getting caught in the explosion radius.

      Fran quickly created a barrier of wind that served not one or
      two, but three functions. It reduced the amount of damage the
      explosion inflicted upon us, allowed her to increase her velocity
      even further, and even protected her from the miasma’s effects as
      she charged straight through it.

      Rynford’s eyes bulged as he realized that she managed to break
      through his smokescreen without taking any damage.

      "Damn you, you impudent brat!!"

      He rapidly raised both arms and guarded his face against the
      assault he couldn’t help but label as dangerous.

      What an idiot.

      He’d fallen for our feint. Fran had directed all her bloodlust
      at him while gazing straight into his eyes, so he’d assumed that
      we’d been targeting his head.

      But that was far from the truth.

      "Haaaahhhhh!"

      'Haaaahhhhh!'

      Fran’s strike was aimed not as his cranium, but at his
      torso.

      The level five Collaboration skill allowed me to understand her
      intents without the two of us having to perform any sort of actual
      communication. I casted Elemental Blade to wreath my body in flame,
      activated Vibration Fang, and triggered Magic Poison Fang right as
      we got ready to strike.

      And of course, I wasn’t the only one to act. Fran had activated
      the exact skills, but with Magic Poison Fang substituted out for
      Weight Boost. She seemed to know that my blade wouldn’t hold out
      for too long, so she made sure that the six skills we casted
      remained active for only a fraction of a second.

      That, however, was more than enough. Fran drew me from the air
      she had compressed around me like a sheath and concentrated all her
      energies into a single godspeed slash. [2]

      Her attack wasn’t like my Telekinetic Catapult. It wasn’t
      something as simple or dull as a display of brute force, but
      rather, a finely crafted technique that embodied the very meaning
      of the term “ultimate.” [3]

      "Nraaaaghhhhhhhhh!!"

      The vicious strike left a deep wound that extended all the way
      from Rynford’s shoulder down to his midsection. I felt my blade
      sever his very heart in two.

      We weren’t able to immediately check out our handywork in
      detail, as I was forced to teleport Fran away before she crashed
      into the ground.

      "Thanks Master."

      'Whew, barely made it.'

      Fran was calm despite the fact that we would’ve ended up face
      planting into the earth’s surface if I waited even a second longer.
      Not to brag, but I could tell she really trusted me.

      We turned back towards Rynford shortly afterwards in order to
      examine the effects of our actions.

      "Curse you! Curssseee yyouuuuu!!"

      That single strike removed half his life force. He had no choice
      but to take a knee as blood spilled out of his newly opened
      wound.

      Wait, he’s still not dead!? Holy shit! Why the hell is he
      still alive after having his heart literally cut in half? Damn
      stubborn old man, just die already!

      I was surprised that we didn’t manage to finish him off, but all
      was good. Our efforts hadn’t gone to waste.

      'We did it Fran.'

      "Nn! Ultimate obtained."

      The only problem with our newfound secret technique was that it
      could only be used under a specific set of circumstances. We
      wouldn’t use it in any sort of cramped environment, so it probably
      wasn’t going to be all that useful whenever we went to the dungeon
      we’d been planning to check out.

      Well, that only applied to the attack as a whole though. We
      could still use parts of it. That pseudo-sword draw technique?
      Yeah, I could see us using that all the time. Unlike the pain in
      the ass stuff you’d see in real life back in Japan, the sword draw
      technique Fran had devised was actually practical. It could be used
      for more than just a horizontal slash from one’s waist, and the
      blade would actually accelerate far more quickly than usual when
      pulled from its sheath. Moveover, the technique had great synergy
      with the Weight Boost skill when used with a vertical slash.

      It looked like Magic Poison Fang was doing its job too.
      Rynford’s state now claimed him to be envenomed. That said though.
      he had Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions and Regeneration so
      he wasn’t actually taking all that much damage. That said, the fact
      that we’d more or less nullified the effects of Regeneration meant
      that he was now far more vulnerable to all the other combatants’
      attacks. In other words, he was pretty much screwed.

      "Don’t let the opportunity Fran’s given us go to waste!"

      "Mmph."

      "Great job, Miss Fran!"

      "Orders acknowledged!"

      "I’ll show you what it means to have a Dwarf’s strength!"

      "Hahahaha! These guys’ve all got some fight in em, but that’ll
      have to wait. Right now, it’s your turn, you old shit!"

      "Do your best everyone!"

      The all star team followed Amanda’s orders and focus fired
      Rynford. We wanted to join them, but that little trump card of ours
      had caused my durability to plummet. I wasn’t able to heal up
      enough in time to join them even with Instant Regeneration. Fran
      was pretty much completely out of mana too, unfortunately.

      Rynford’s left arm was mauled by a spear as the rest of his body
      was pierced by countless magic swords and struck over and over
      again by an unrelenting whip. He was then lifted off the ground by
      one of Colbert’s uppercuts, only to have his right leg smashed back
      down and pulverized by the Guildmaster’s hammer.

      "Gugagagagagaaaahhhh! Y-You sons of bitchesss!!!"

      "The finishing blow is mine!"

      "Damned traitor…!"

      Zerrosreed’s assault had ended up removing his other leg and
      caused him to crumple onto the ground. Turned out the Beserker
      really had been going for the finisher. Bastard was trying to use
      his Cannibalism skill to make himself even stronger.

      But luckily, it turned out that the battle had still yet to
      end.

      "Hoooowlll!"

      Urushi imitated Fran’s actions and dashed straight down from
      somewhere way up high. He drove his fangs into Rynford’s neck and
      gave it a good tear before plummeting back into the shadows the
      moment he was about to faceplant.

      Damn boy! You totally just stole the spotlight right there!

      "Graaaaggh… Why… Not like this…"

      And leaving only those four words, Rynford breathed his
      last.

      "Oh god fucking damn it! Stupid god damn dog got in my way
      again!!"

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] This is a minor technicality with the Japanese language that
      normally isn’t enforced. 刀 (pronounced katana or tou) refers to
      swords with one edge, whereas 剣 (pronounced tsurugi or ken) refers
      to swords with two edges. Note that these meanings are actually
      relatively vague and the latter in particular is often broken and
      just used for swords in general, hence why it was translated as
      just Sword Arts up until this point. Now that the author has made
      the distinction, it will be translated as Double Edged Sword Arts
      going forward. Note that this may still be incorrect, and it could
      actually just be Sword Arts with certain types of swords having
      their own categories. Also note that 刀 (single edged sword) is
      often used to refer to the Japanese Katana in particular. Context
      clues in this case make it seem like it’s for single edged swords
      in general, but in other cases, it could just mean Katana Arts.
      Another note is that I forgot I was going to translate the
      “(Weapon) Arts” one as “Way of the (Weapon).” Since it completely
      slipped my mind for the past month or so, I’m going to hold off on
      it and keep “(Weapon) Arts” for consistency’s sake for the time
      being. I’ll change it sometime down the line if the author
      continues to fiddle with minor connotations. I also only now
      realized that I forgot to mention that the “Arts” part of “(Weapon)
      Arts” alludes to the “Arts” in “Martial Arts.”

      [2] The sword drawing technique referenced here and later in the
      chapter is “Battoujutsu.” You might recognize it if you were a
      Rurouni Kenshin fan, but it’s basically a technique in which one
      uses a sheath to draw and swing their blade with ridiculous power,
      accuracy and speed. As mentioned by Swordbro, it isn’t something
      that’s really what you’d consider practical in real life.

      [3] The word used here is “必殺,” pronounced “hissatsu.” There is
      no English term that shares the same connotation, so I used the
      closest game related one I could think of. By ultimate, I mean
      ultimates in any sort of hero based game. Examples of these include
      League of Legends, DOTA, and Overwatch. Ultimates are ridiculously
      powerful, signature techniques that serve to define the character
      they belong to. The Japanese term used here tends to allude to
      being a finishing move/insta kill. A popular example would be the
      Giga Drill Breaker.

      

    



    

    
      132. Rynford’s Demise

      
      


      Urushi’s attack functioned as the finishing blow; Rynford was
      deprived of his life force and left only the ability to voice one
      final hateful cry before passing away. His body promptly reacted to
      his passing. His flesh began peeling off his muscles and his corpse
      rapidly decomposed into a fine ash.

      His end was abrupt, so abrupt, in fact, that it almost seemed
      underwhelming.

      "Whimper…"

      Urushi popped out from the shadows as Rynford’s remains
      continued to degrade. The combination of his pain filled whimper
      and the blood dripping from his mouth indicated that something
      wasn’t quite right.

      'What happened boy? You alright?'

      "Rynford’s fault?"

      "Whipmer…"

      We quickly peeked into his maw and found the source of his pain.
      The large wolf’s fangs were in a sorry state. Ever last bit of his
      jaw seemed to have been suspect to some sort of damage. Worst of
      all were his canines, which had been torn out altogether. Their now
      empty sockets had even started to hemorrhage.

      Despite all the damages incurred, I couldn’t really say I was
      even the slightest bit surprised. The attack Fran and I had used
      was one that came with enough drawbacks to completely wreck my
      blade. Urushi had copied us, so it only made sense for something
      similar to happen to his fangs.

      'Don’t be pushing yourself too hard now, alright?'

      "Woof."

      "But, actions performed were cool."

      "Bark!"

      I quickly patched him up by throwing a few heals at him.

      〈Fran has leveled up.〉

      〈Fran has leveled…〉

      The battle had ended, so the System Announcer chimed in with a
      few notifications.

      Rynford had been worth a tonne of experience. Fran managed to
      gain three levels; she hit level forty despite the fact that the
      exp had ended up getting split nine ways.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Fran

      Age: 12

      Species: Beastman (Black Cat Tribe)

      Job: Magic Warrior

      State: Contracted

      Status Level: 40/45

      HP: 450

      MP: 382

      STR: 251

      VIT: 196

      AGI: 248

      INT: 172

      MGC: 206

      DEX: 170

      Skills
Espionage: Lv 3

      Court Etiquette: Lv 4

      Presence Detection: Lv 4

      Sword Techniques: Lv 5

      Sword Arts: Lv 6

      Blink: Lv 3

      Fire Magic: Lv 2

      Cooking: Lv 2

      Insect Killer

      Vigour Manipulation

      Goblin Killer

      Mental Stability

      Skilled Skinning

      Demon Killer

      Determined

      Directional Sense

      Night Vision

      Magic Manipulation

      New: Evil Killer

      New: Evil Resistance

      Innate Skills
Magic Convergence

      Special Skills

      Black Cat’s Divine Protection

      Titles
Match for a Thousand

      Insect Killer

      Lord of Dismantling

      Recovery Magic Adept

      Goblin Killer

      She who Slaughters

      Skill Collector

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Giant Eater

      Demon Killer

      Fire Adept

      Wind Adept

      King of Cooking

      Undead Killer

      Skill Maniac

      New: Evil Killer

      Equipment
Black Cat Set (Body Armour, Gloves, Shoes,
      Earring, Cloak, Belt)

      Power Bracelet + 1

      Bracelet of Substitution

      Skull Necklace

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      The Evil Resistance skill looked like it was something that’d
      resulting from all the damage she’d just taken. Her new title was
      pretty interesting as well. Appraising it ended up giving me the
      following results.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Evil Killer: A title bestowed upon those that have felled Evil
      Beings.

      Effect: Grants the user the “Evil Killer” skill.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      It seemed to be the type of title you got from killing some sort
      of super strong enemy as opposed to just killing a certain number
      of weaker enemies.

      More importantly was the fact that she was about to hit her
      level cap. Thinking about what would happen filled me with
      curiosity. I couldn’t wait.

      Naturally, Fran wasn’t the only one to level up. The same had
      happened to Urushi.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Urushi

      Species: Darkness Wolf (Magic Wolf (Magic Beast))

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 22/50

      HP: 644

      MP: 811

      STR: 341

      VIT: 290

      AGI: 439

      INT: 282

      MGC: 511

      DEX: 258

      Skills
Darkness Resistance: Lv 8

      Darkness Magic: Lv 3

      Sense of Smell: MAX

      Espionage: Lv 7

      Fang Techniques: Lv 6

      Fang Arts: Lv 6

      Shadow Dwell: MAX

      Shadow Travel: Lv 6

      Air Jump: Lv 8

      Fear: Lv 4

      Vigilance: Lv 6

      Presence Concealment: Lv 6

      Regeneration: Lv 5

      Deadly Poison Magic: Lv 1

      Blink: Lv 5

      Muffle: Lv 6

      Spirit Magic: Lv 5

      Life Force Detection: Lv 7

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 6

      Poison Magic: MAX

      Echolocation: Lv 7

      Roar: Lv 8

      Shadow Slip: MAX

      Dark Magic: MAX

      Night Vision

      Greater Poison Fang

      Automatic HP Recovery

      Automatic MP Recovery

      Immune to Poison

      Body Alteration

      Magic Manipulation

      New: Evil Detection

      New: Evil Resistance

      Unique Skills
Prey Absorption

      Titles
Kin to the Sword

      Kin to the God of Wolves

      _______________________________________________________________

      Looked like Urushi had managed to get himself a pair of new
      skills too. Wait, Evil Resistance? I don’t recall him taking nearly
      as much damage as Fran… Hmm… I guess it was probably because of
      Prey Absorption. The skill would let him absorb a portion of the
      abilities of anything he ate, and I guess he did technically ingest
      Rynford’s flesh and blood when he finished him off, so that’s
      probably where he got that.

      There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with him, but would it
      perhaps be better to have him not eat Evil Beings from now on?

      'Alright, that’s done and over with, so we should probably be
      going after Zerais now.'

      （Nn.）

      The only issue was that we had absolutely no idea where he was.
      I really wish we’d managed to get Rynford to tell us or somet- Oh
      wait. We could probably just get it out of that Zerrosreed guy
      instead.

      'Or… not? Where’d he go?'

      "Nn? Vanished."

      "Huh? Oh! Darn it! The Berserker got away!"

      Amanda had overheard Fran’s muttering, so she ended up giving
      the surroundings a quick once over that ultimately culminated in a
      frustrated shout.

      When the hell? Didn’t he literally just try finishing Rynford
      off?

      "It looks like he might have the Anti-Perception skill…"

      "Oh, I see him! He’s right over there!"

      The spot Amanda was pointing to was about fifty meters from
      where we were. Holy crap, when the hell did he leave…?

      "The last hit should’ve been mine! I could’ve gotten my hands on
      a good chunk of that shitty old geezer’s power! Everything would’ve
      gone perfectly if not for that god damned meddling dog! Fuck this,
      I’m out!"

      "You won’t be getting away!"

      Colbert immediately dashed after Zerrosreed, but the berserker
      had been one step ahead of him.

      "Hahaha! Zerais’s up in the Alchemist’s Guild if you need him,
      by the way, so goodbye to you!"

      "Huh? He teleported?"

      As evidenced by Amanda’s surprised response, Zerrosreed had
      teleported himself away. Appearance wise, it looked pretty much
      identical to the stuff I could use. Rynford did something similar
      just a bit earlier as well, so my guess was that it was the effect
      of some sort of skill derived from the Evil Arts. Neither
      Zerrosreed nor Rynford seemed to have been able to use the skill on
      more than one occasion though, so it probably had a few constraints
      on it or something.

      "Tsk. I should’ve expected as much from someone with such a big
      bounty on his head, but he sure is good at running away. I’ll
      definitely get him next time!"

      It looked like he managed to escape, but I figured we could
      still get him if we had everyone give us a hand. That said though,
      I decided to put the idea aside for the time being as capturing
      Zerais was much more important. We had no idea as to whether or not
      Zerrosreed was telling the truth, but he did already have a pretty
      good track record as far as betrayal went, so chances were that he
      was. Having some of us split off to go after Zerais served in his
      favour, so there was all the more reason for him not to lie.

      "The air still gives off a sense of evil…"

      Forrund’s words momentarily cleared my mind of all my thoughts
      regarding Zerais and Zerrosreed, and reminded me of the Evil
      Crystals Rynford had been using. I didn’t really know if they’d
      cause anything bad to happen without any outside fluence, but it
      probably wasn’t a good idea to just leave them be anyways.

      "Might still be here. Evil Crystals."

      "What Evil Crystals?"

      Fran quickly answered the Guildmaster and began talking about
      the crystals Rynford had been using. Her explanation immediately
      led everyone around her to turn pale and immediately start digging
      through the temple’s debris.

      Charlotte played a pretty key role. Apparently, she was fairly
      sharp as far as evil energies were concerned, so she managed to
      find both crystals almost immediately. They were buried under a
      bunch of other stuff, but Gamud was pretty good at earth magic, so
      he managed to get them out in a jiffy.

      "So these are the Evil Crystals you were talking about…"

      "Evil energies thinner?"

      Fran had been on point. The Evil Crystals were giving off much
      less energy that they’d been prior to Rynford’s transformation.

      "You said that these were placed within the temple’s
      grounds?"

      "Nn. Rynford performed ritual."

      "I see…"

      "Have you figured anything out, Charlotte?"

      "I’m not too confident in my theory’s correctness, but…"

      According to Charlotte, temples effectively functioned to allow
      communication with the Divine Realm in which the Gods resided.
      Oracles and other similar individuals could use the connection in
      order to create a path, which in turn was used for job changes and
      the like. A job change in particular involved making use of the
      Divine Realm’s axioms in order to overwrite the data that pertained
      to one’s job.

      The paths were governed over by the Gods themselves, so it was
      impossible for normal human beings to use them as they pleased.

      Charlotte had deduced that the Evil Crystals had the ability to
      warp said path, and instead direct it towards the sealed off Evil
      God.

      A few of the people that’d fought with us, Colbert included,
      immediately voiced their objections, but they were quickly
      overruled by Amanda and Gamud, who stated that it could be
      possible. Very little was known about the Evil God’s powers, and
      thus, warping the path could potentially fall within the realm of
      the Evil God’s capabilities.

      Apparently, the Evil God had been split into a great number of
      smaller pieces upon its defeat. The core in particular had been
      taken into the Divine Realm, where it was placed under
      surveillance. We had no real way of confirming whether or not that
      was actually truth, but we assumed it was as that was what the
      legends said.

      Either way, we decided to destroy the Evil Crystals. They
      probably wouldn’t see any decent use even if we did just leave them
      here, and not a single one of the individuals presented objected to
      the idea, so we had everyone join in and quickly smashed the
      crystals to bits.

      Alright, that’s another task done. All that’s left for us to do
      now is hunt down Zerais.

      "Amanda. Need help with something."

      "Sure, what is it?"

      "Can request anything? No objections?"

      "There’s no way I’d turn you of all people down, Fran. So, out
      with it. What did you need me to do?"

      Luckily, Amanda was more than willing to cooperate, so we
      quickly told her and everyone else about Zerais. Specifically, we
      explained that he was the mastermind behind all this, that he was
      still at large, and that he still seemed to be up to something.

      "I am surprised to hear that Zerais has yet to leave the city… I
      shall make good use of this opportunity and pay him back in full
      force for involving my brothers in his schemes."

      "I hadn’t heard his name in quite some time. I’d assumed that
      he’d already dropped dead."

      "We may be able to encounter the Berserker should we track him
      down."

      "I’m going to have to give those baddies a bit of punishment for
      the children’s sake."

      "Indeed."

      It seemed that everyone was willing and ready give solving this
      whole case a go, so we had Colbert, the person most familiar with
      the city’s layout, lead us over the Alchemist’s guild. The party we
      moved with was one of extraordinary strength. With them around,
      taking Zerais in would be easy as pie.

      

    



    

    
      133. The Alchemist’s Guild

      
      


      It didn’t take long for us to arrive at the Alchemist’s Guild.
      We ran into a few Evil Beings along the way, but they all ended up
      dying instantly seeing as how our party’s specs were what they
      were. We had practically mowed straight through the city. The only
      person that had trouble keeping up was Charlotte, but we quickly
      rectified that issue by having her join Fran on Urushi.

      I couldn’t help but accuse our wolf companion of being a huge
      pervert. He refused to let men ride him, but was more than willing
      to shoulder a pretty girl or two. It might’ve also been because he
      thought of her as weak though, so I couldn’t actually say for sure.
      I mean, he was totally okay with the orphanage’s children after
      all, regardless of gender.

      Thinking about it made me arrive at the conclusion that he
      seemed to think that men should be able to manage without any sort
      of assistance, an opinion quite similar to my own. I wonder… Did
      the summoning process intentionally pull in a creature with a
      personality that resonated with mine or something like that?

      "I have eyes on the Alchemist’s Guild, but …"

      "Oi, ain’t that our guild’s bunch right there?"

      The situation was basically exactly as Colbert and Gamud had
      described; a melee had broken out in front of the Alchemist’s
      Guild. I could tell at a glance that the adventurers present were
      fighting a group of things, but I couldn’t immediately discern what
      those so called things were as they didn’t seem to be Evil Beings.
      I’d almost thought them to be the undead at first, but I could feel
      them giving off some sort of life force, so that couldn’t have been
      the case.

      I didn’t manage to figure out what the things were before
      getting within appraisal range, so I just went and did that instead
      of thinking about it. They turned out to be Demonic Beings. In
      other words, they were the same species as Zerrosreed. Unlike the
      Berserker, however, the Demonic Beings the adventurers were
      fighting weren’t really all that strong. Hence, I was much more
      interested in their abnormal status conditions than anything else
      about them. Apparently, they were in the Impaired state. The hell
      was that supposed to mean?

      "Let’s go back up the adventurers for now."

      "Indeed!"

      "Here goes!"

      Colbert and Gamud had both been a full step ahead of Amanda, as
      they’d already started charging the moment she started issuing
      orders. Phillip and Amanda jumped in immediately after, while Fran
      and Forrund wordlessly brought up the rear. Urushi didn’t join the
      fray, and instead sat around on standby as Charlotte’s guard.

      "I’m here to help!"

      "Guildmaster!"

      Turned out that Eugene had joined the fray as well, as a member
      of the Adventurer’s Guild, of course. He had been firing off spells
      into the crowd in order to defeat the Demonic Beings.

      "Eugene?"

      "You’re here too, Fran?"

      "What happened? Want explanation."

      "Well, you see…"

      The Adventurer’s Guild was first notified of the Alchemist’s
      Guild’s plight about an hour back. One of the older alchemists that
      had kept in touch with Eugene even after the incident had barged
      into the Adventurer’s Guild in a panic and requested his friends’
      assistance.

      Apparently, one of the Alchemist’s Guild’s higher ups had been
      working together with an alchemist outside their ranks in order to
      conduct illegal experiments. The experiment’s participant then went
      on to using his concoctions in order to seize control over the
      Alchemist’s Guild’s upper stratum. He then forced those with less
      influence to assist in the experimentation.

      Specifically, the less influential alchemists had ended up being
      forced to function as lab rats. The old man had managed to escape
      his colleagues’ fate as he had coincidentally holed himself up in
      his room and continued his research without exposing himself to the
      guild’s other members.

      The illegal experiments worked towards the goal of obtaining
      more information about Demonization, the process of imbuing magic
      stones inside of human beings in order to strengthen them.
      Interestingly enough, Demonization was in fact the precise topic
      that had led to the expulsion of Eugene’s disciple.

      That disciple’s name had of course been Zerais. The Alchemist’s
      Guild had supposedly washed its hands of Zerais’ experiments the
      moment he was expelled, but one of the guild’s higher ups had not
      only preserved all the data obtained, but also offered the fugitive
      both shelter from the authorities and the opportunity to continue
      his research.

      The man seemed to have two reasons for his actions. The first
      was apparently that he believed the research to be of monetary
      value, governments and militaries would pay out the ass for that
      kind of information. The latter seemed to be that he, as an
      alchemist, thought that it would be wasteful to throw away all the
      useful data obtained.

      "Then, those things. Former alchemists?"

      "Precisely. I attempted to have their magic stones removed with
      the adventurers’ assistance, but unfortunately it was to no
      avail…"

      They’d tried pretty much everything they could think of. They
      experimented with healing magic, purification magic, surgery, and
      even brute force, but none of it was to any effect. The demonic
      beings were much like magic beasts, they would die the moment their
      magic stones were removed or destroyed. And of course, the human
      used the demonic being’s base would end up dying as well in the
      process.

      "Can’t communicate?"

      "We tried, but again, to no avail. The magic beings appear to
      have all gone insane."

      Zerrosreed seemed to have retained his ability to think though.
      Was that because he’d had the magic stones transplanted into him as
      an Evil Being or something?

      "Half had already been let loose by the time we arrived, but
      managed to encircle the Alchemist’s Guild’s building before the
      other half escaped its confines."

      It was quite difficult for the adventurers to capture the
      Demonic Beings alive. There were a few small fry here and there,
      but many could use magic. Asking adventurers to take in something
      that powerful without killing it first was more or less equivalent
      to asking them to off themselves.

      Hence, they’d only tried removing magic stones from the demons
      they happened to accidentally render incapable of combat.

      "So we have no choice but to kill them?"

      "Exactly."

      Eugene responded to Amanda’s question with a nod.

      Well, I guess we kinda have to lend him a hand or two. I’m
      feeling a bit paranoid that one of them is going to suddenly power
      up the same way Rynford did, so yeah.

      （Master. Gunning for magic stones.）

      'Right, yeah, good point.'

      Fran immediately dashed into the melee and swung me at one of
      the Demonic Beings, to which I responded by promptly absorbing its
      magic stone on contact.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Species: Demonic Being

      State: Impaired

      Status Level: 1/99

      HP: 48

      MP: 55

      STR: 25

      VIT: 23

      AGI: 10

      INT: 27

      MGC: 25

      DEX: 10

      Skills
Painting: Lv 1

      Compounding: Lv 1

      Water Magic: Lv 2

      Alchemy: Lv 4

      Magic Manipulation

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      And of course, I gave his status a quick peak right before he
      died. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to get my hands on the Painting
      skill he had, and to make matters worse, he was only worth a single
      magic stone point.

      'Let’s hurry up and get this over with.'

      "Nn."

      We followed Amanda and went even deeper into the mob of Demonic
      Beings, but much to my dismay, not a single one of them was worth
      more than just one measly magic stone point.

      The moment I started grumbling my complaints was the the moment
      I spotted a Demonic Being that seemed to stand out from its
      peers.

      "Strong."

      'Sure looks like it. His stats are pretty high, and he isn’t
      Impaired either.'

      He was much stronger and faster than the other Demonic Beings.
      And, although it sat at a measly level one, he did technically have
      the Sword Arts skill. Fran ended up disposing of him in an instant
      anyways, but he still was pretty strong when compared all the
      others.

      And you know what? Best part is that he gave more than just one
      magic stone point. Killing him and ended up getting me three
      whole points. Does the amount of points I get vary based off
      their state? Or is it something else instead?

      "Will find even stronger Demonic Beings."

      'Go for it.'

      We ended up charging straight for the Alchemist’s Guild’s
      building despite it basically being the enemy’s HQ.

      "Any plans as far as taking control over the building goes,
      Gamud?"

      "There ain’t really anything to take control of. There don’t
      seem to be any human beings inside the place anymore."

      According to Amanda and Gamud, the Guild’s interior was
      basically devoid of human life. There was some evil energy flowing
      out of from within it, but the amount was miniscule relative to
      what we felt back at the temple, so I didn’t really think it to be
      an issue.

      Urushi, however, thought otherwise.

      "Growl."

      He barked a low, guttural bark while staring straight at the
      building before us.

      "Is something wrong, Urushi?"

      "Woof woof!"

      The wolf answered Amanda with a pair of more vigilant barks.

      "Something coming."

      "?"

      "Are you certain? My senses are failing to react if so…"

      Neither Forrund nor Philip were able to sense whatever it was
      Urushi was detecting. In other words, this was probably the work of
      his newly acquired Evil Detection skill, as no one else present
      happened to have it.

      The skill was still just level one, but it seemed quite
      effective seeing as how he was able to outdo several A ranked
      adventurers in terms of detection.

      "I sense it now as well!"

      "Really? You too, Charlotte?"

      "Really. It seems to be coming from somewhere underground.
      Right, Urushi?"

      "Woof woof woof!"

      "Well, your impressions seem to match up, so I don’t see any
      reason to be doubting you."

      "Incoming attack detected."

      "It seems so. I can feel it in my fists."

      Everyone else finally started picking up whatever Urushi had
      sensed after about a minute or so.

      Whatever was coming for us seemed a lot weaker than I’d
      initially anticipated. It was only giving off as much evil energy
      as your average Evil Being. However, I was still quite curious
      about it as it seemed to carry with it a sort of artificial nature.
      The part that piqued my interest the most was how it felt a lot
      more like clump of pure evil energy than an actual living
      thing.

      All my questions were answered three minutes later, as whatever
      we’d detected finally made its way outside the Alchemist’s Guild’s
      confines.

      "Is that a golem?"

      "Huh. I can’t appraise the damn thing, it’s got Appraisal
      Blocking."

      Gamud was unable to learn anything about the golem despite
      having his appraisal skill leveled to 3. I tried taking a quick
      glance at it with the Eye of Empyrea, but even then, the only thing
      I got was its name. Apparently, it was a Magic Stone Soldier.

      "Growl."

      'Get ready. Looks like it’s shifting right into combat
      mode.'

      "Nn!"

      


      

    



    

    
      134. Zerais’ Goal

      
      


      Five Magic Stone Soldiers emerged from within the Alchemist
      Guild’s depths. For some odd reason, they seemed to give off a
      heavy, intimidating air despite looking like a bunch of armoured
      gorillas.

      They could also be described as golems with elongated arms.
      Either way, their bodies were made purely of a red and black,
      crystalline substance.

      Their short legs made it so that their longer arms extended all
      the way down to the ground. A bit of further observation led me to
      realize that they very much resembled the robotic soldiers that
      guarded a certain castle in the sky.

      None of the five gave off even the slightest bit of life force.
      It looked like they really were golems as opposed to powersuits or
      the like.

      "Be careful. I can’t appraise these damn things for the life of
      me. There’s no way for us to tell what they have up their
      sleeves."

      "All the more reason to attack them before they’ve a chance to
      attack us!"

      Although Colbert kind of seemed like the kind of guy that’d
      enjoy charging right in, he was experienced enough to understand
      that running up to and punching an enemy whose abilities he knew
      little about was not exactly the best idea. Hence, his preemptive
      attack instead took the form of a skill somewhat similar to sword
      arts’ Sonic Wave. That is, he fired off a shockwave in the Goldems’
      direction by punching the air.

      The shockwave flew straight towards them. I could tell at a
      glance that it had more than enough power to mangle a hobgoblin and
      grind it to pieces.

      But it had no effect.

      Colbert’s shockwave almost seemed to vanish altogether the
      moment it came into contact with the Magic Stone Soldier standing
      in front. It hadn’t even taken any damage from the attack.

      I couldn’t tell if it’d used a skill or invoked some sort of
      magic, but in either case, it seemed as if it hadn’t been affected
      at all. Man, not being able to appraise something is a huge pain in
      the ass.

      Seeing the Magic Stone Soldier’s ability had caused our allies
      to halt in precaution. Four of our five enemies immediately took
      note of our hesitation and began swinging their arms in a large
      arc. It seemed that they were in the midst of gathering magical
      energy there within.

      "Watch out! They’re mounting an assault!"

      "Oh Barrier of Wind."

      "Howl! Granbolt!"

      'Fire Wall.'

      We setup our defenses the moment the golems unleashed their
      attacks.

      "They’re using composite attributes!?"

      "That thing was as strong as a high tier spell!"

      We had managed to ward off the golems’ barrage, but the brute
      force that they came with had left quite an impression nonetheless.
      The wind bullets they fired had been about as powerful as what
      you’d expect from Storm Magic, but that wasn’t all. They’d also
      thrown a few rarer elements into the mix, namely ice/snow,
      lightning, and lava.

      The fact that golems were able to use magic was, in and of
      itself, a pretty rare occurrence, so seeing them use powerful
      spells derived from rare elements made the whole situation seem
      outright unrealistic.

      Both Amanda and Gamud had shouted in surprise, and although
      Forrund refrained from speech, I could tell that he felt the same
      based on the fact that he’d gone wide eyed.

      "So, how are you finding my Magic Stone Soldiers?"

      "Nn?"

      'Is that a hologram? Or is he using illusion magic or
      something?'

      A man had materialized between us and the golems right after
      Amanda had another one of spells do nothing whatsoever to an enemy
      golem.

      At first, I’d thought that he’d teleported here or something,
      but I’d very obviously been wrong. His translucent form and the
      occasional static that seemed to pulse through his body both
      evidenced that he was obviously just an illusion.

      The man was so good looking that it pissed me the hell off. He
      looked to be about twenty, and had the ever so rumoured blonde hair
      and blue eyes. His stature was a bit on the smaller side, just
      enough so that I almost felt the urge to warn him to be wary of
      pedophiles.

      "Who?"

      "Zerais!"

      "Oh, long time no see, Master of mine."

      Eugene ended up shouting out the man’s name and revealing to us
      his identity, but I still had a hard time digesting it. Like, was
      that seriously him? I really didn’t expect him to be so young and
      whatnot. I’d always pictured Zerais as an older dude in a lab
      coat.

      "You haven’t really changed much."

      "Oh that? That’s just because I happened to get my hands on a
      bit of demon blood."

      Ohhh, I get it. If you inject yourself with the blood of a
      longer living race, you’ll end up looking much younger than you
      actually are.

      "Are you the reason the guild’s alchemists are the way they
      are?"

      "Well yeah. I put them all through my Demonization experiments,
      but as you can see, they ended up turning into failures. It looks
      like you need someone that’s really strong, both in mind and body,
      if you want to actually get something out of shoving a magic stone
      inside of a human being. All the small fry I tried the experiment
      on ended up dying because their bodies rejected the magic stones.
      The ones lucky enough to live all ended up losing their minds. They
      might as well be zombies with the way they are, but oh well, I
      guess that’s fine too since they’re pretty easy to control."

      Zerais proudly started to blab about everything he’d done. The
      look he had on his face pissed me off to no end. He seemed to love
      attention, so he ended up giving us a bunch of information for
      pretty much no reason at all.

      "I still need just a bit more work on the Demonization end of
      things, but those Magic Stone Soldiers I’ve got over there are
      pretty much complete already. How are you finding them? Strong,
      right? I figured out how to make them when I was doing research on
      demons. I couldn’t really get things to go the way I wanted at
      first, but one of my collaborators gave me a bit of a hand and
      helped me push them towards completion."

      "Rynford?"

      "That’s right. Oh wait, I’ve got a pretty good idea who you are.
      You’re that adventurer girl, Fran, right?"

      "Rynford? Who’s that?"

      Hmmm, I see, so Eugene didn’t even know Rynford existed.

      "He’s one of the Evil God’s servants, and the guy behind this
      whole mess. Though, I can’t really say I didn’t lend him a hand or
      two. He taught me Evil Arts and several methods for handling evil
      energies, so I paid him back by teaching him all about alchemy and
      magic stones. Anyway, I know the night’s been a bit of a rowdy one,
      but why don’t you join in on all the festivities? Oh yeah, I just
      realized I lied a bit. I think I did end up participating in
      planning tonight out, since I did need two or three thousand souls,
      you see."

      Zerais’ smile was so pure and serene that it almost seemed like
      his actions hadn’t caused him to feel even the slightest bit of
      guilt.

      "W-Why would you…"

      Eugene narrowly managed to squeeze out half a question as he
      stared his disciple down. The half insectman’s face had clearly
      gone pale.

      "Hmmm… Well, to sum it up, I guess it’s cause I wanted to leave
      proof of the fact that I existed."

      "What? I don’t understand what you’re saying."

      "I guess I’ll remove a step’s worth of abstraction then. My goal
      is to become so famous that my name goes down in history. I’d like
      for people to remember me, even a thousand years down the
      line."

      "Are you serious, Zerais…? You’re willing to throw away people’s
      lives for that mundane a reason…?"

      Eugene’s face stiffened. He took on a much more teacher-like air
      despite the fact that didn’t seem to be able to comprehend the fact
      that his former disciple had gone mad.

      "When was it…? When was it that you were first led astray…?"

      "When? Well, I was always like this. The only difference is that
      I used to be a bit better behaved is all. You know, Master, I
      really do appreciate all you’ve done for me. Your lessons are the
      only reason why I’m even starting to get close to accomplishing my
      dream, you know?"

      Eugene was honestly a pretty good, down to earth guy, but as a
      result, he couldn’t understand why his apprentice was acting the
      way he was. He failed to comprehend his malice, no, his outright
      lack of concern for anyone but himself.

      In other words, I was trying to say that Eugene was far too kind
      and naive. Though it sounded like I was kind of shitting on the
      guy, I really meant it as a good thing. Eugene’s kindness and
      naivety seems to have been what’s gotten him to where he is today.
      My guess was that he had believed that Zerais had been somewhere
      out in the world atoning for his sins with his day to day
      actions.

      The way I saw it though, Zerais hadn’t even the slightest desire
      to repent. He was more like a rotting apple. In fact, he’d gotten
      so rotten that he started draining the life of the other, healthier
      apples around him. At this point, I’d say it was even fair to start
      calling him a mutated apple. He seemed pretty normal from the
      outside, but his insides were a total mess of toxic sludge. Anyone
      that tried to eat him would probably instantly die of food
      poisoning, so it’d be best to throw him out altogether. Yup, we
      needed to seek him out and eliminate him right away.

      "Besides, what’s so abnormal about wanting to get famous anyway?
      I’m pretty sure it’s a normal thing pretty much everyone
      wants."

      "You’re right, Zerais. Fame is something commonly sought after,
      but that does not mean that you can just go around doing whatever
      it is you want. You cannot simply trod on the lives of other human
      beings! Are you truly satisfied with leaving behind a name soiled
      by a legacy of infamy?"

      "Like I care. I don’t mind being infamous at all. In fact, I’d
      rather be infamous than just famous, you know?"

      "Why? Demanding Reason."

      "Well, Fran, why don’t I put it this way? Have you ever heard
      the tales of King Yvel and Saint Myurell? If not, then what of
      Dragonslayer Sigmund?"

      "Know none."

      "See? That’s exactly my point. All three of the people I just
      mentioned were outstanding individuals famous for their
      accomplishments. The first had worked with a group of knights to
      hold back a horde of goblins 1,000,000 strong. In his time, he was
      known as The Heroic King. The second was a wandering saint, she
      travelled the lands and spent her entire life healing its people.
      The third was an adventurer that threw away his life in order to
      free the continent of Khrome from a Dragonic Lord that would’ve
      otherwise brought about its destruction. Their achievements were
      all quite amazing, don’t you think?"

      "Nn. Amazing."

      "Yeah, but despite that, you didn’t know about them until just
      now. In fact, few do, their names are unsung. But, what if I ask
      you about Trismegistusthe Rebel? You know
      him?"

      "Heard of."

      "Of course you do. Pretty much everyone knows him. And now you
      get it, right?"

      Wait, who the hell is Trismegistus?

      'Hey Fran, who’s Trismegistus?'

      （Famous alchemist. Really bad person. Destroyed continent of
      Goldishia.）

      Fran quickly briefed me about the guy and his deeds.

      Trismegistuswas apparently a man that existed
      long in the past. He was a king, but not just any king. The kingdom
      he ruled over was so vast and powerful that it effectively had
      control over an entire continent. Yet, he wasn’t satisfied. He had
      tried to birth an almighty magic beast for the sake of achieving a
      single goal: world domination. And of course, his ambitions weren’t
      ones that could be achieved through normal means. Hence, he
      unsealed the Evil God’s heart and attempted to use its power.

      The magic beast that resulted from such a decision was immensely
      powerful, so much so that it ended up obliterating an entire
      continent and almost all its people. Said magic beast continued to
      grow in strength by eating the very land itself. It got so large
      that it became capable of engulfing every last bit of landmass that
      remained in a single, fell swoop. The people despaired, but the
      Gods descended and offered them salvation. They created a massive
      barrier and entrapped the continent sized magic beast, the Abyss
      Eater. It’s said that the Abyss Eater continues to thrive within
      the barrier to this day.

      On a side note, the Gods cursed
      Trismegistusin order to force him atone for his
      sins. Specifically, they provided him immortality while also
      leaving him within the barrier, hence forcing him to suffer as the
      beast consumes his flesh in perpetuity.

      I’ve no real way of knowing whether or not the story is a
      factual depiction, especially seeing as how it’s used a bedtime
      story in order to discourage kids from misbehaving. But still, holy
      shit that’s terrifying. Like, damn, that is one hell of a curse.
      Gods, you scary as hell.

      "Boy am I jealous of Trismegistus. Must be nice to
      be him!"

      "What are you saying, Zerais!? That’s ridiculous! Wait…Don’t
      tell me you plan on undoing one of the Evil God’s seals…?"

      "You know, that’s actually exactly what I had in mind. Don’t you
      worry though, I’m not planning on doing something as drastic as
      freeing a piece as major as its heart."

      "Are you trying to say that you think you can take control of
      it!?"

      "In fact, yeah, yeah, I am. I can do it you know? I mean, just
      look at me! The only problem is that my little old collaborator had
      to end up dying on me before we actually got a chance to take a
      stab at it. I haven’t gotten enough souls either, and I can’t
      actually undo the seal myself. I mean, I may be gifted, but I’m not
      actually capable of using the Evil Arts."

      Whew.

      "But you see, the thing is, I’m starting to get real annoyed
      with Fran over there, you know? First she takes the package I was
      having shipped over, then she got in the way when I tried having a
      few of my employees deal with the orphanage and whatnot, and now
      she’s even helped kill Rynford and his merry little friends."

      The orphanage? Wait, so he was the one after Io’s recipe?

      "Want recipe why?"

      "Nothing special. Just a bit of idle curiosity, you know?"

      "Curiosity?"

      "Yup, curiosity. At first, it was because Bluke wanted to know
      about it and wouldn’t stop nagging me, so I started by embezzling
      all money that normally would’ve been used on the orphanage’s
      operating expenses. You see, it costs money for me to get my hands
      on magic stones and equipment and the like, so I didn’t see any
      reason for me not to. I figured that they might start selling off
      the children if they didn’t have enough money to get by, and I was
      definitely in need of extra lab rats. It was totally a win win
      situation, right? I decided to pay the orphanage a quick visit in
      person a bit later on so I could start checking out the children
      ahead of time, but I then ended up realizing that the dishes that
      they served there were really quite strange, you see."

      "Dishes?"

      "I mean, look at their ingredients. The stuff that they served
      there was obviously way better tasting than it really should’ve
      been. I thought that they might have access to some sort of
      technology that’d let them inject mana into their ingredients or
      something. Turned out that I was completely off the mark
      though."

      Zerais lightly laughed as he recalled his mistake.

      Holy shit, this guy’s a huge fucking asshole. We can’t actually
      get to him, or even find him right no, but that didn’t really seem
      like too much of a problem at all. Amanda was giving off an
      incredible amount of bloodlust, so I figured he’d probably just
      made it to the top of her hit list. No mistaking it, he was totally
      in for a fate far worse than death.

      "Anyway, this conversation’s dragged on for a bit too long
      already, so I’m going to be heading out. Oh yeah, and, just in case
      you were still wondering, I’m not actually at the guild
      anymore."

      "Running away?"

      "Yes I am. My plan’s a total failure now that Rynford’s dead.
      I’d been planning to have his mass produced Evil Beings kill a
      bunch of people so I could use their souls to summon a piece of the
      Evil God’s flesh. It would’ve worked too, especially if Rynford had
      managed to draw from the Evil God’s power. Oh well, there’s always
      a next time. Have fun playing around with my Magic Stone Soldiers.
      Buh bye."

      Zerais’ projection gave a quick wave and disapeared immediately
      after he finished speaking.

      'Seems like he was telling the truth. I can’t sense anyone in
      the guild at all.'

      （Urushi. Can’t chase?）

      （Whimper.）

      'Tsk. God damn it.'

      （Woof…）

      'Oh uh… whoops. My bad Urushi, I wasn’t trying to say it was
      your fault or anything.'

      Oh well, can’t be helped I guess. Let’s deal with these guys for
      now and figure out what to do about Zerais later.

      

    



    

    
      135. Versus: Magic Stone Soldiers

      
      


      "So that was Zerais? He sure was an obnoxious one."

      "I can’t stand the fact that he’s managed to get away."

      "I fail to comprehend the extent to which he belittles the value
      of the citizen’s lives…"

      "How terrible he is!"

      "We’re going to have to deal with these things first if we want
      to hunt that asshole down though, you know?"

      "Right."

      The entire all star cast seemed pretty pissed off at Zerais, but
      they all assented to the fact that the alchemist had already
      effectively escaped regardless.

      We couldn’t really go after him anymore because we flat out had
      no idea where he was. Moreover, we kinda needed to take out the
      Magic Stone Soldiers before they caused any more harm. If we were
      lucky, we might even be able to get a clue or two out of
      investigating the alchemist’s guild afterwards.

      That said though, defeating them would be a milestone in and of
      itself. We didn’t know precisely what their abilities did, but they
      seemed to be able to nullify any sort of ranged attack regardless
      of whether it was based in might or magic. They didn’t seem to be
      deploying any sort of barrier or anything like that, so I really
      had no idea what the hell was going on.

      Colbert had tried throwing another ranged martial art or two at
      the things, but his attacks were once again rendered useless.

      "Well, projectiles don’t work, so it looks like we’re stuck with
      good old close quarters combat. I’m a lot more durable than you
      lot, so I’ll volunteer myself to go up first."

      Gamud stepped up as he made a declaration whose contents sounded
      fairly logical. The fully armoured dwarf was the splitting image of
      a tank. I really couldn’t imagine him going down all that easily,
      especially if he had a few buffs applied and whatnot.

      "Sounds like a plan."

      Amanda assented with a nod.

      "Then here I go!"

      The guildmaster dashed towards the Magic Stone Soldiers with a
      huge smile on his face.

      He reached one of the golems in a blink of an eye and
      immediately swung his hammer towards it. His speed was incredible,
      especially for someone wearing full plate armour.

      "Hah, these things react slow as hell!"

      The dwarf immediately swung his hammer without using any sort of
      technique or art and delivered a single forceful blow. Despite him
      choosing not to apply any sort of skill, the strike still looked
      powerful enough to smash his target’s head to pieces

      But it didn’t.

      The noise that the hammer had caused was not that of a smash,
      but rather, a screech.

      "Nuoooooowaaahhhhh!!"

      The mallet-like weapon had ended up being forced to a stop right
      before it was able to make contact with the enemy golem. Gamud was
      sent flying, four spells on his tail. Fortunately, Phillip managed
      to block them before they caused him any harm.

      "Are you alright, Guildmaster?"

      "Ugh… The hell just happened…?"

      Gamud seemed pretty confused, which, to be fair, made sense
      given how far he’d been blown away. The counterattack he’d been hit
      by was incredibly powerful, as evidenced by the huge dent in his
      orihalcum armour.

      It was a bit unfortunate for him, but we still managed to get
      something out of it. Namely, Forrund seemed to have figured
      something out.

      "Reflection."

      "Oh, that does seem fairly likely now that you’ve mentioned
      it."

      Amanda acknowledged the other A ranked adventurer’s muttering
      with an enlightened, knowing tone.

      "I think there was a moonlight spell that did something like
      that. I’ve seen someone use it once before"

      "Same."

      Apparently, Moonlight Magic was a branch of magic that
      specialized in reflecting and invalidating enemy attacks. The Magic
      Stone Soldiers had already demonstrated that they were capable of
      all sorts of rare magic, so it actually seemed quite likely for
      them to be able to use Moonlight Magic as well. The specific
      behaviour that the golems seemed to be demonstrating was reflection
      against close ranged attacks and invalidation of longer ranged
      ones.

      Holy shit that stuff is rare though. Like, damn, neither Forrund
      nor Amanda had seen it more than just once despite their long
      careers.

      "It might be better for us to try wiping out the ones in the
      rear before attacking the one up front."

      "Agreed."

      We tried following Amanda’s suggestion, but it didn’t work
      out.

      Colbert and Phillip were both immediately blown back the moment
      they tried engaging one of the golems in the back. In other words,
      all five units were capable of using Moonlight Magic.

      The golems’ stats didn’t seem all that high, but the properties
      of their spells made them incredibly difficult to deal with.

      "So, anyone here know how to deal with this?"

      "Yes."

      "Well, it’s probably not all that easy for them to keep
      reflecting and invalidating our attacks, so it should show a few
      openings if we just keep attacking them. Let’s try pelting it with
      weaker hits for now, ones that wouldn’t really hurt you much when
      reflected."

      "I see. That does sound rather promising."

      Phillip immediately stepped up for the job. He was wearing a
      tonne of heavy armour and looked like he could tank as many weaker
      hits as he wanted.

      And so, the experiment commenced. He threw a chain of light
      stabs at the golems, only to find that one in every few attacks
      would end up actually hitting its mark. The issue was that the
      Magic Stone Soldiers were fairly durable, so they didn’t end up
      taking any noticable damage.

      Any attack that was strong enough to take the golems down would
      likely result in at least a few broken bones if reflected. And of
      course, that applied just as much to Colbert and Gamud as it did to
      Phillip.

      We decided that we could probably join in as well. We wouldn’t
      run into any issues so long as I kept our magic barriers up at max
      while Fran lightly slashed the Magic Stone Soldiers over and
      over.

      We figured that the reflection spell might not actually activate
      if our attacks were too weak, so Fran ended up using as much force
      as she could while making sure to stay within the Magical Barrier’s
      defensible limits.

      And so, with that condition in mind, we rapidly assaulted the
      closest enemy rear guard whilst completely ignoring all its
      counters.

      The act led us to hear a series of ringing sounds followed by a
      loud smack.

      I guess that means we hit it. Wait… what?

      "Huh?"

      The familiar sensation of absorbing a magic stone ran through me
      as the magic stone soldier we hit just flat out poofed.

      Ohhhh, I get it. These things are literally soldiers made out of
      magic stones, which meant I could basically just absorb them as I
      could any other magic stones. Is this how life feels on easy mode
      or something? On well, either way, it seemed like I was pretty much
      the Magic Stone Soldier’s natural predator.

      "Woah. What did you just do, Miss Fran?"

      "You totally obliterated it in just one hit? Damn."

      "What sort of action did you perform?"

      Oh shit. They totally just saw me absorb the magic stone
      soldiers. Crap, I need to come up with an excuse. I really don’t
      want to be telling everyone that it was one of my abilities. I
      didn’t want Forrund taking interest in me, so yeah… I guess we
      could just say it was because of a skill or something, but I’m not
      really sure if that’ll fly…

      "Come on guys, asking other people about their skills is bad
      manners."

      "Well, true, but…"

      "All that matters is that Fran has a way to beating these things
      with relative ease."

      "I guess you’re right…"

      Luckily, Amanda managed to bail us out.

      "In that case, I think it’d be best for us to provide Miss Fran
      with backup while she eliminates them."

      "Yeah."

      "Acknowledged."

      It didn’t take long for us to dispose of the remaining golems.
      The task went by especially quickly because the people helping us
      were so ridiculously strong. They easily held the Magic Stone
      Soldiers attention as I quickly absorbed them all.

      It only took us three minutes to finish off all five Magic Stone
      Soldiers. Each yielded about three hundred Magic Stone Points, so I
      ended up getting approximately a thousand five hundred in total. I
      even managed to get my hands on Ice/Snow Magic, Lava Magic, and
      Moonlight Magic as a bit of an added bonus.

      Man, that went so well. felt like I was working some sort of
      super well paying job or something like that.

      Gaining all those magic stone points did wonders for my self
      evolution skill. Things were looking up.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Self Evolution: Rank 11.

      Magic Stone Points: 4486/6000

      Memory: 100

      Spendable Points: 2

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Each golem being three hundred points meant that they were worth
      roughly the same as B ranked magic beasts.

      "Alright. That’s over with. We’d best move onto investigating
      the Alchemist’s Guild’s interior."

      "Good idea. Might still be something in there."

      

    



    

    
      136. Zerais’ Ambition

      
      


      We immediately started investigating the Alchemist’s Guild after
      defeating the Magic Stone Soldiers that emerged from within it. I
      was honestly left blown aback by the fact that it was basically
      completely devoid of human life. In fact, the only living things we
      ever came across were the occasional mouse or roach.

      It looked most of the alchemists had either been turned into
      Demonic Beings or killed in experiments’ processes. This was
      further evidenced by the document Zerais had left in the facility’s
      basement. The observation logs there within described the results
      of administering different dosages and the like. Even a quick
      glance at the report’s contents left me filled with a sense of
      disgust.

      I’d been hoping for him to have left a few magic stones sitting
      around or something, but much to my disappointment, he hadn’t.
      There wasn’t really anything of interest, least not for us, so we
      quickly grabbed all of Zerais’ data before turning heel. We planned
      to hand it over to Gamud or Eugene a bit later on.

      'Hey Urushi, are there any like escape routes or hidden passages
      around here or anything?'

      "Ruff."

      'Oh well, too bad…'

      "Might I ask how things are progressing on your end, Fran?"

      Eugene called out to us and requested a quick update.

      "Got documents."

      "I see. The same goes for myself."

      The Adventurer’s Guild’s alchemist continued to look around with
      a grim look on his face. My guess was that he was probably feeling
      the weight of his disciple’s sins.

      "Can use them to figure something out?"

      "To an extent. However, I do believe that it’s possible for
      Zerais to have intentionally left these documents behind as they’d
      provide only a miniscule amount of knowledge."

      "Intentionally?"

      "Precisely. None of the documents I came across contained any
      sort of key information regarding his processes. Hence, they leaves
      me unable to reproduce the results he’s managed to derive. The only
      useful information his files contain are pertinent to the
      conclusions drawn. There’s also just enough data left in order to
      evidence his conclusions’ validity."

      Ahhh, I get it now. Zerais wanted his name to be known across
      the land. Hence, his personality probably led him to leave just
      enough data behind to show off his efforts.

      "This document on Magic Stone Soldiers is a prime example of
      what I mean to say. It states that employing the use of evil
      energies can allow one to engrave a single spell upon the magic
      stone that serves as the soldier’s core. It makes no further
      mention of the processes involved and hence does not provide one
      with enough information to recreate his work. That said though, the
      information presented is not required for his documents to prove
      his point, seeing as how the end result, the Magic Stone Soldiers,
      had only recently engaged us in combat."

      Eugene quickly glanced at another one of the documents he
      grabbed, and found it to be rather similar. It described that
      different humans being would require magic stones imbedded in
      different locations, a fact that our experience with them had
      solidified. That, however, was basically all the document said. It
      didn’t tell us how to actually figure out where to put the magic
      stone, nor did it describe the embedding process.

      "This?"

      "That one… seems to describe a weapon constructed of magic
      stones… Hmm…."

      Fran handed the document we found over and had Eugene quickly
      look over it. Apparently, it contained information about something
      that was kind of just a little bit dangerous.

      The weapons described in the document were unlike the usual in
      the sense that they didn’t simply use the magic stones embedded in
      them as a source of fuel. Instead, they allowed the wielder to use
      the spells sealed inside of them. Moreover was the fact that they
      were expendable as opposed to long lasting. The most intimidating
      part of it all was that they could even store extra skills and
      unique skills, and hence, were hella useful even if only usable
      once.

      "Zerais was… ever so talented. If only he could have used his
      abilities to better the world and the lives of its people…"

      Eugene’s face was distorted with a look of lament.

      "Magic stone weapon. Seems amazing."

      "I agree. It’s applicabilities are boundless."

      We suddenly felt a presence appear behind us immediately after
      Eugene finished speaking.

      "Thief God’s Grace."

      "!!"

      'Who the hell!?'

      Seriously, what!? There hadn’t been anything there just a second
      ago.

      Fran immediately reacted by swinging me to her rear, but she
      wasn’t the only one to act. The person behind her also started to
      give off an incredible amount of magical energy.

      I immediately deployed my Magic Barrier at full power as Fran
      turned around and faced our foe.

      The person that’d been standing behind us was none other than
      the guy whose looks pissed me off to no end.

      Zerais.

      How the hell? Wait, I recalled him saying “Thief God’s Grace,”
      so he’d probably used a skill. Its name gave way to the fact that
      it was most likely derived from being the recipient of Divine
      Protection.

      "Ooookay. I’ll be taking this back now, thanks."

      Zerais was smiling a prince-like smile despite the fact that I’d
      chopped off one of his arms. He raised his remaining hand and
      dangled a bottle as if to show it off to Fran.

      "Mmph. How?"

      'What? That’s impossible! That should’ve been inside my
      dimensional storage!'

      The thing Zerais was holding was the bottle that contained the
      Root of Arcane Souls.

      "Fmmph!"

      "Ahahahha, oh come on, no need for you to be looking at me like
      that."

      "Mmph, can’t cut."

      "That would be because he’s already turned into an
      illusion."

      "Woah, that was close. I probably would’ve been split in half if
      I teleported even just a moment later."

      I ended up passing through nothing but thin air. Zerais himself
      had already disappeared. He’d instead been replaced by a hologram
      without any physical substance identical to the one we saw in front
      of the guild.

      "Seriously though, just who are you? You came out of nowhere,
      completely messed up my plans, and even managed to completely
      obliterate all my Magic Stone Soldiers with ease. You know how
      frustrated all that’s been making me? I mean, I may not look it,
      but I sure am."

      "Just black cat clan, D ranked adventurer. Fran."

      "Ahahaha! Nice one, nice one. You know I made it so that those
      magic stone soldiers were supposed to have the evil energies inside
      of them swell up and explode if you hit them the wrong way, right?
      There’s no way for a D ranked adventurer to be able to completely
      wipe out all that evil energy in an instant, you know?"

      "Did anyway."

      "I started following you around the moment you started fighting
      them so I could steal this little thing back from you, but you
      defeated them right away and didn’t show even the slightest
      opening. Course, I followed you after too, but you still never
      showed any openings at all no matter what. I ended up having to
      trade you one of my arms for it, but I did manage to get what I
      needed, so it’s fine I guess."

      "Took, how?"

      "Oh you know, I decided to use a Magic Stone Weapon. It let me
      use the Thief God’s Grace, which is a skill that’ll let you steal
      anything from anyone so long as they’re within the skill’s area of
      effect. All the data I’ve got on you seemed to be pointing to the
      fact that you could use space/time magic, so I assumed you had a
      dimensional storage. Man, you know, I really would’ve had to give
      up if I didn’t have the Thief God’s Grace with me. Oh yeah, and the
      reason I could follow you without you noticing me is cause I was
      using a Magic Stone Weapon with the Perfect Invisibility skill
      sealed inside of it, yup."

      The pendant that’d been resting on top of Zerais’ severed arm
      cracked and shattered into several pieces. So that’s a Magic Stone
      Weapon? Okay yeah, it’s just as I suspected. Those things are
      ridiculous as hell, even if limited to being one time use.

      "Aw man, now it and the one with the Thief God’s Grace are both
      all busted up. They cost a hundred million gold in total, you know?
      They were supposed to be my trump cards."

      "Wanted item that badly?"

      "Yeah, I guess you could say that. You know, I actually really
      want to thank you. I probably never would’ve been able to get my
      hands on it if you hadn’t taken it from those god damned pirates.
      Man, I went through soooo much trouble for all this stuff. Thank
      you so much! I won’t have to write off any of my plans anymore
      after all."

      "And just what precisely is that supposed to be, Zerais?"

      Eugene finally joined in on the conversation after staying
      silent throughout. It seemed that he was genuinely curious as to
      the identity the soul contained within the bottle.

      "Oh man, not even you knew, Master? Hehehe, it’s a Chimera’s
      Arcane Soul. Surprised? I bet you are."

      "T-That’s preposterous. D-Did you just say a Chimera?"

      "Rare?"

      "The word rare doesn’t even begin to describe it. There are
      rumoured to be less than five Chimeras throughout the world.
      They’re so dangerous that they’re all supposed to have been sealed
      away."

      "Ahahaha! See, I knew you’d be surprised. Isn’t this thing just
      great? I requested it from the Reidosian Alchemy Lab by using the
      Barbra Guild’s name and all that. It ended up costing me a whole
      billion! Man, you know much money a billion is? Actually, it wasn’t
      even my money, so I don’t really care. But man, it was one hell of
      a snag!"

      "Just what are you trying to accomplish?"

      "Oh you know, I’m just going to be making the strongest magic
      beast ever. The final product should hopefully be strong enough to
      destroy the entire world!"

      Holy crap. That item was way more than I’d thought it was.

      "Anyway, I’ve met all my goals, so I’ll actually be bidding you
      farewell for real this time. Buh bye!"

      "Wait, hold on! Zerais!"

      Eugene yelled his disciple’s name at the top of his lungs, but
      the other man was long gone.

      "Zerais…"

      "Chimera is what?"

      "Ah, right. Chimeras are the most powerful artificial magic
      beasts known to man."

      Apparently, they were something made in an experiment involving
      mixing many different kinds of magic beasts together.

      Chimeras were considered biological weapons ranked A or higher.
      The researchers that made the first hadn’t expected it to be as
      powerful as it was, and thus, they ended up losing control of it.
      The escaped subject had ultimately ended up completely ravaging
      several cities.

      The researchers continued to churn them out in while also
      attempting to actually take control of them, but it turned out to
      be an impossible task. Several countries ultimately ended up
      falling to the experiment’s products, and thus, all the world’s
      governments ended up coming to conclusion that further research on
      the topic should be banned, and that all existing Chimeras should
      be sealed away. The researchers’ data was destroyed, and they
      themselves executed.

      Creating a Chimera took ridiculously pricey materials, some of
      which came from creatures that had long gone extinct. It should’ve
      theoretically been impossible for anyone to get their hands on a
      Chimera given the current circumstances, but apparently it seemed
      that wasn’t the case…

      "As of right now, the Kingdom of Reidos is a mess. Someone may
      have used the country’s state of turmoil in order to steal the
      Chimera whilst not knowing the danger posed by their actions."

      "A mess?"

      That’s the first time I’ve heard that. Then again, I didn’t
      really know much about Reidosians. The only thing I did know was
      that I’d already started thinking of all Reidosians as my
      enemies.

      "The Reidosian King died a sudden death approximately ten years
      ago. Four of the country’s archdukes have been wrestling for
      control through military means ever since. The country has almost
      fallen into one in a state of civil war. I’m honestly quite
      surprised to say that it hasn’t."

      "Understood."

      Hmmm, could that mean that Salrut and the Lich were both
      products of one of those archduke’s ploys? Or were they potentially
      products of them all scheming against one another? I wanted more
      information, but it seemed that Eugene had already told us
      everything he knew.

      "I’m going to go report everything that has happened to both the
      Lord and the Adventurer’s Guild. Any matter involving a Chimera is
      of utmost importance, after all."

      It seemed like Zerais was going to have his name plastered on
      wanted posters all around the world. Chances were that he was
      probably actually going to be pretty happy about that, but it
      couldn’t really be helped. I agreed that dealing with him was
      indeed a matter of utmost importance.

      We couldn’t find any additional clues, so we decided to give up
      and regroup with Amanda for the time being.

      

    



    

    
      137. The Contest’s Whereabouts

      
      


      "And here’s your order."

      "Be careful, it’s hot!"

      "Nn."

      Today was the day after the incident. Err, technically, it was
      still the same day seeing as how everything happened after
      midnight, but yeah, whatever.

      We were going around with our stall and handing away our
      products away for free, well, kind of. Barbra’s lord had
      technically bought us out in advance, so we were still making
      bank.

      Zerais had gotten away, but naturally, the city’s problems
      hadn’t upped and vanished with him. We ended up having to go around
      hunting Evil and Demonic Beings all night. I think we managed to
      get around ten or so ourselves. The most successful hunter had been
      Forrund, who had netted himself a whole twenty kills. Our efforts
      had allowed the city had regain its usual tranquility by
      sunrise.

      Unfortunately, the population had taken a pretty big hit. Lots
      of people died. Those that had survived were left in a state of
      confusion as a result of last night’s events. Thus, the cooking
      contest had naturally been cancelled. The Chef’s Guild needed to
      sort itself out and identify all its corrupt members and whatnot
      before proceeding with its festivities.

      That said, a complete and utter shut down would likely lead
      Brabra’s citizens to feel uneasy about the city’s state of affairs.
      The lord had wanted to prevent the city from adopting a negative
      atmosphere, and so, he had asked the contests’ participants to push
      their stalls around town and give out their products for free.

      We didn’t really mind going along with his request. We had a
      tonne of curry bread left lying around, and apparently we were
      going to get cash out of helping out, so why not, right? It seemed
      that most of the other contestants had felt the same, as they’d
      also willingly assented.

      "Hey! No fighting over there! We still have lots in stock, so
      calm yourselves down!"

      "Would anyone like to try the dish that might just have ended up
      winning the contest? If so, then line yourselves right up!"

      'Alright, why don’t we try moving along and heading over to the
      next area?'

      The three girls we hired were helping us move the stall around.
      I’d originally been planning to have Urushi do it, but the lord had
      ended up advising otherwise. He told us that Urushi would end up
      scaring the citizens because of how large, fearsome, and
      potentially unsanitary he looked.

      Hey! Urushi has feelings too, you know? He’s totally feeling
      down cause of all that.

      Our second idea was to have Fran do it, but the three salesgirls
      had stated that they, as adults, couldn’t stand to let a child do
      physical labour in their presence while they did nothing. Hence,
      they ended up doing it instead despite being much weaker than
      her.

      'The lord told us to visit as many places as we could, so,
      yeah.'

      "Nn."

      Phillip had told us a few things before we ended up setting out.
      According to him, this whole free food thing was apparently the
      Krysten family giving back to the citizens what it could before it
      was deprived the ability. Most of their wealth was probably going
      to end up being confiscated, and hence, they were spending as much
      of it on helping Barbra’s people before it was all taken away.
      Apparently, they were more or less guaranteed to at least be
      relieved of their positions. The merits they’d accumulated over the
      last three hundred years were significant, but they weren’t enough
      to make up for an incident as big as the one that’d occurred last
      night.

      They’d sent a magistrate to the capital, and ordered him to
      report everything that had occurred. Hence, they were expecting the
      King to get in touch with them within a few days. I honestly had to
      say that both the Lord and Phillip, his eldest son, were good
      people. They were honest, and upright. Their only faults were that
      they were a bit too soft on those they held dear.

      He’d also told us about the fates that befell those that a hand
      in the crime. Apparently, everyone that Bluke had hired would end
      up being beheaded. The people that had been forced into cooperating
      would be made into crime slaves and sent off to Goldishia or the
      mines. Both locations involved them serving fixed terms.

      I understood the whole mine thing, but I had no idea what he
      meant by Goldishia, so naturally, I had Fran ask him a bit about
      it.

      Apparently, it was the name of the continent destroyed by
      Trismegistus. It was covered by a large barrier, but not actually
      completely sealed off. The barrier only covered the continent’s
      center. There were still a few places outside of it that could
      sustain human life.

      The people who still lived on the Goldishian continent were
      mostly Dragonfolk. They were aware of the sins shouldered by their
      predecessors, and thus, they spent their days repenting by entering
      the great barrier and fighting the Abyss Eater. It seemed that the
      barrier had been made so that people could enter and leave it at
      will. The Abyss Eater, however, was unable to escape it.

      The Dragonfolk had the world behind them. Every single nation
      offered them support in the form of both soldiers and supplies.
      Crime slaves were often sent over as well so that they could be put
      to use in the form of meat shields.

      Wait, wouldn’t the death penalty actually just be better at that
      point?

      It turned out that the answer to my question was no. Some crime
      slaves would actually manage to endure Goldishia’s harsh
      conditions, survive, level up, and attain freedom. Hence, it was
      still technically better than just flat out getting executed.

      Speaking of which, some of the cooking guild’s top brass had
      ended up getting turned into crime slaves. They’d been judged to be
      at fault for not properly appraising Waint’s cooking. Bluke had
      been threatening them, so it wasn’t entirely fault, but they
      could’ve prevented an incredible amount of damage had they chosen
      to do their jobs properly.

      'You think this city’s still going to be alright from here on
      out? The Alchemist’s Guild is gone, the Lord’s going to get forced
      to retire, and a good chunk of the population’s just flat out dead.
      '

      "Worried about orphanage."

      'I think they’ll be fine. Amanda’s got their backs.'

      "Nn. Right. Amanda, not type of person to let children be
      sad."

      'Honestly, I’m more worried about the Chef’s Guild than the
      orphanage. It looks like they might end up completely collapsing at
      this rate.'

      "!!"

      Fran’s eyes suddenly shot open in response to my words.

      'Hey uh, you alright? Is something wrong?'

      "No finals if no contest…"

      'Well, yeah.'

      "Can’t force feed him curry!"

      'Ahh, you mean that one old due? Yeah.'

      "Managed to escape!"

      'Well uh, it’s technically not his fault, so escape might not
      really be the right word.'

      Yeaaaah, I totally forgot about him. I wonder if he’s doing
      alright. I mean, I thought he was a pretty good guy, so I hope he
      didn’t end up getting caught in this whole mess.

      Wait, did we just end up raising a flag or something? He
      literally showed up right in front of the stall as we finished
      moving it and started setting it up again. His face was coated with
      its usual frown. I couldn’t immediately tell what he was up to, but
      soon realized that he was waiting for us to finish our
      preparations. The way he stared at us almost made it seem like he
      was trying to tell us to hurry the hell up.

      "Mmph."

      "I’ve come to try your dish."

      "Will make you break down into tears."

      "I’m looking forward to it."

      The man’s frown broke into a fearless smile.

      Judith seemed to be taken aback by the sudden event. Lydia, on
      the other hand, appeared to have caught on, as her eyes were
      sparkling with a weird sense of anticipation. I couldn’t really
      tell what Maia was feeling at all. Maia was typically all smiles,
      but interestingly enough, she was actually the hardest of the bunch
      to read. She completely trumped the not-actually-emotionless
      Lydia.

      The old man took his first bite out of a piece of plain curry
      bread approximately ten minutes later. His location hadn’t really
      changed much, he was still standing right beside the stall.

      "Oh?"

      Damn, I’m starting to get all nervous. I was pretty confident in
      the dish’s taste seeing as I’d tried it myself and all, but, I was
      no gourmet. I had no idea as to how he’d feel about it.

      "Hmm."

      "Well?"

      "I very much regret the fact that I’m unable to stuff myself
      with as much of this as I’d like."

      Wait, does that mean he liked it?

      "The fried breading provides an excellent sense of texture,
      thereby deepening the dish’s taste and pushing it over the edge.
      The filling is obviously the very same curry that you had me
      consume upon our last meeting, but I can taste that its recipe has
      been slightly adjusted for it better fit with bread that encloses
      it. As a result, the sauce and its container serve to amplify each
      other’s tastes and deliver a final product far beyond the sum of
      its ingredients. It would not be an exaggeration to say that this
      very recipe has earned its right as one that functions as a
      milestone in cooking’s history. Please do tell your master that I
      found it to be a wonderful dish with a unique, thorough
      flavour."

      He totally just gave the type of speech you’d normally see in a
      food journal! Shit, he totally praised the hell out of me!

      "Nn. Will tell."

      "I’d also like to say that I’m sorry that the contest ended up
      the way it did."

      "Nn? Not guild’s fault."

      "Even so, I’d like to apologize regardless. Many of our members
      were responsible for the incident. I’m absolutely certain that your
      dish would’ve allowed you to make it to the finals."

      Huh, this old guy’s actually pretty honourable. It looked like
      he visited us for the sole sake of fulfilling his promise.

      "I’d like to retract my words. Your master is a wonderful cook,
      and this dish of his is absolutely delicious."

      "Heheh"

      Come on Fran, this is where you’re supposed to say “”Don’t worry
      about it,”” instead of getting all cocky you know? Well, the old
      guy didn’t really seem to mind, so it’s fine I guess.

      Man, I’m tired. I feel like taking a nice, long break after
      we’re done giving out all this curry bread. Man, worrying about
      pickpockets, taking curry bread out from my dimensional storage,
      and all that other random stuff I did sure was exhausting. I know
      what you’re thinking, but I swear I am actually tired, okay?

      Wait, where’d all these people come from? Why the hell is the
      line so long?

      I guess that old dude must’ve been a local celebrity or
      something. Everyone in line immediately started talking about how
      he praised us.

      "Huuuh? How’d the line suddenly get this much longer?"

      "There’s way too many people here."

      "I guess they must all be attracted to my beauty."

      Welp, looks like I’m not getting that break any time soon.

      


      

    



    

    
      138. I Want Magic Stones

      
      


      "I would like to offer you my thanks in return for your
      assistance."

      "Nn."

      Phillip stopped by not too long after we finished handing out
      curry bread and whatnot. It was a bit late, so Urushi had actually
      long passed out inside of Fran’s shadow. That said though, we
      decided to let the knight in anyways seeing as how he came out of
      his way to visit us and all that.

      At first, I’d been a bit surprised to see that he was unguarded,
      but quickly rationalized it. Phillip was incredibly strong, so to
      him, guards were more of a luxury than necessity. It was only
      natural for him to come alone given how short the city currently
      was on manpower.

      The first thing he did after arriving was hand Fran a box whose
      sides measured about thirty centimeters each. The wooden container
      was black, but not unnaturally so. It seemed to be made out of
      ebony.

      "This is your reward. We would have hosted a grand ceremony in
      recognition of your efforts, but our current circumstances
      unfortunately do not allow for it."

      "Don’t mind. Don’t want to stand out anyways."

      "I am glad that is how you feel about the matter. The magistrate
      stated that he would like for us to minimize any and all publicity
      related to last night’s incident."

      A scandal involving a marquis was pretty much as big a thing as
      a scandal involving the entire nation served by said marquis, so
      chances were, the country wanted to make this whole fiasco seem as
      small scale as possible.

      In fact, they were so keen on restricting knowledge on the
      event’s details that they weren’t even actually going to announce
      that the Krystens were actually responsible for the incident. Or
      rather, they couldn’t.

      The lord’s household had heavily involved themselves in cleaning
      up after last night’s events. They had not only kept crime at a
      minimum in the disaster’s aftermath but also generously compensated
      Barbra’s people for their losses. Announcing that they were at
      fault for the incident would result in a loss of trust, and thereby
      cause the current state of affairs to degenerate into a downwards
      spiral. That, in the country’s eyes, was a scenario they wished to
      avoid at all cost. In other words, the country had decided not to
      punish the Krystens. Instead, it tasked them with restoring Barbra
      to its former glory.

      "My father and I had planned to make our sins public knowledge,
      but we as nobles cannot go against the court’s wishes. It is
      unfortunate, but we cannot announce my brothers’ sins either."

      "To Bluke. What happened?"

      "Neither Bluke nor Waint are human any longer. They have both
      lost the ability to reason, and thus, we’ve no choice but to put
      them to death. We have yet to determine the precise method of
      execution, but I have no doubt that they will soon pay for their
      sins. As we cannot inform the citizens of our wrongdoings, we will
      announce their official cause of death to be illness."

      Yeah, I figured something like that’d happen.

      Phillip’s expression turned a bit sour as he discussed Waint and
      Bluke. He seemed troubled. My guess was that he still loved both
      his brothers despite their actions and current states.

      "I apologize, but we cannot publicly credit you for Bluke’s
      arrest."

      "Don’t really mind."

      I mean, we got rewarded anyways, so who cares?

      Phillip seemed really apologetic about the lack of credit we’d
      get throughout his visit, but we honestly would’ve rejected any
      ceremonies or parades or anything like that anyways. In fact, we
      very much preferred him doing things the way he did.

      "Master. Will open now."

      'Go for it. I’m pretty curious about what they gave us.'

      Fran opened her reward shortly after Phillip’s departure, only
      to find it full of valuables.

      The first thing to catch my eye was a stack of gold coins that
      added up to a whole million Golde in total. The rest of the box was
      pretty much filled to the brim with jewelry. We’d gone into this
      whole thing thinking we’d be working for free, so we were pretty
      damn happy about getting rewarded, especially with so much
      cash.

      'Coming to Barbra sure has made us a lot of bank.'

      "Nn. Can buy lots."

      'Yeah. Were you thinking of buying anything in particular? Like
      food or something?'

      "Want that too. But not what was in mind."

      Wait, Fran wants something other than food? That’s rare. Is she
      finally going to buy herself something all cute and girly-like? Or
      maybe some fancy clothing?

      Okay, yeah no.

      "Will buy magic stones."

      'Huh? Magic stones?'

      "Nn. Will buy magic stones for Master to absorb. Aiming for rank
      up. Barbra should have lots."

      'You sure?'

      The thought of buying magic stones for the sake of absorption
      was something that weighed on my conscience. It just kinda felt
      like all the money we made belonged to Fran. The same went with
      potions, armour, materials, and all that stuff too. She’d take all
      that, while I’d take the magic stones. That was just how I had it
      sorted out in my head.

      Though, I did understand that me getting stronger was equivalent
      to her getting stronger, so it wasn’t exactly like I was actually
      depriving her of funds for no benefit or anything like that.

      Besides, I did figure that this would end up happening in due
      time anyways.

      In fact, I’d always thought that we would probably end up having
      to become a rather aggressive buyer of magic stones. Each
      consecutive rank up required more magic stones than the last.
      Powering me up was ultimately going to end up getting a lot harder
      down the line.

      "Will sell all unneeded items, buy needed items, then spend rest
      on magic stones."

      'I guess that works. We’d probably be able to get a pretty big
      variety if we asked both the Adventurer’s Guild and the Luciel
      Conglomerate.'

      Ideally, I’d prefer if we could get our hands on magic stones
      from either higher ranked monsters or monsters whose magic stones
      we’d yet to obtain.

      Welp, I guess it’s time to sell all the stuff we don’t need
      that’s piled up in storage.

      ***

      "Thanks for waiting. Here’s what we owe you, we’ll be bringing
      the merchandise you requested out shortly."

      "Nn."

      We dropped by the Luciel Conglomerate in order to get rid of all
      the junk we still had on hand. We sold off all our weaker equips,
      our spare magic items, and even all the random jewelry we happened
      to have on hand. We’d actually just finished doing something
      similar at the adventurer’s guild as well. There, we sold off all
      the random magic beast parts we weren’t planning on using. We
      actually had quite a bit piled up in storage, so yeah.

      Of course, we had bought all the stuff we needed as well. Our
      inventory ended up looking like this:

      Phantom Pyroxene (Magic Sword)

      Deathgaze (Magic Sword)

      Mysterious Item Bag

      Highest Grade Life Potion x 3

      High Grade Life Potion x 5

      Panacea x 3

      High Grade Mana Potion x 3

      Mid Grade Mana Potion x 5

      Highest Grade Alchemy Potion x 3

      High Grade Potion of Repair x 1

      Potion of Rising Skill x 1

      Anti-Side Effect Potion x 3

      Lots of Ingredients

      Camping Supplies

      Corpses

      Poisoned Water

      At first, we weren’t actually all that sure whether or not we
      wanted to sell the Aidoneus’ Mantle or the Serpent King’s Short
      Sword. But after mulling over it a bit, we ultimately ended up
      deciding to get rid of them.

      Whew, emptying out our inventory made me feel all refreshed.

      The two equips we bought were the Bracelet of Herculean Strength
      and the Mage’s Necklace. The former increase the STR stat by
      twenty, and the latter provided a bit of a boost to magic. Fran’s
      current equips were:

      Black Cat Set

      Bracelet of Herculean Strength

      Bracelet of Substitution

      Mage’s Necklace

      We ended up having about four and a half million Golde on hand
      even after buying two new equips.

      That said though, my sense of value is getting really screwy. I
      actually ended up thinking that the bracelet we bought was rather
      cheap despite it costing a million and two hundred thousand.

      'I guess we’ll be spending the rest on magic stones.'

      "Nn."

      "So about those magic stones you wanted…"

      Hmm, Captain Rengil’s all hesitating and stuff. Looks like they
      probably won’t be willing to sell us any.

      "Barbra’s currently experiencing a major shortage of magic
      stones."

      "Why?"

      "The Alchemist’s Guild was buying them all up. We’ve very few D
      ranked stones, even."

      "Still have some?"

      "A few, but they all belong to either Gullinburstis or Apis, and
      I recall you saying that you had no interest in either."

      So they basically only have stuff you can get locally?

      "The supply shortage has caused the price to skyrocket too.
      They’re going for nearly twice as much as usual right now."

      God damn it Zerais! You son of a bitch! Fuck, you owe us way
      more than just one arm. Curse you, asshole!

      （What now?）

      'Uhhh, well, there isn’t really anything to do.'

      The Adventurer’s Guild had a policy against selling magic stones
      to anything but other organisations. The only place in Barbra we
      could actually try was really just the Luciel Conglomerate. So uh,
      yeah. We were pretty much dead out of luck.

      "The only other magic stones we happen to have in stock are
      scrap stones."

      "Scrap stones?"

      "The term refers to magic stones that come from Goblins, Fanged
      Mice, and other magic beasts ranked at G or lower."

      "Have those in stock?"

      "We do. The magic stone shortage has actually lasted for quite
      some time, so we bought them in order to experiment with them, but
      we couldn’t find any use for them, so they’ve more or less just
      been sitting there."

      （Master?）

      'Sounds good to me.'

      Goblins had all sorts of skills, so I didn’t see any harm in
      going through with the purchase.

      We ended up buying a total of two hundred scrap stones,
      alongside fifteen slightly better stones that I hadn’t absorbed
      before. We had no idea what skills they contained, but honestly, it
      didn’t really matter. They were worth their weight in magic stone
      points anyways.

      "You sure you want these? They’re scrap stones, you know?"

      "Don’t mind."

      "Alright then. I’m honestly thankful you’re taking these off my
      hands, so I’ll throw in a bit of a bonus."

      We ended up a total of a hundred thousand Golde on magic stones.
      Apparently, their prices didn’t really start skyrocketing till they
      hit rank D. Magic stones of rank E or lower were typically used for
      everyday commodities and stuff, so they were still rather cheap.
      Even the most expensive magic stone, one that came from an Ice Rock
      Apis, only ended up costing us three thousand Golde.

      I immediately started absorbing them after we got back to the
      inn.

      "Master. Ready."

      'Oh hell yeah! Hnnnnnnnngggg!!'

      I had Fran pour all the magic stones she got into an empty
      bathtub and dived straight in the moment it was ready.

      So you might be wondering to yourself, what the hell is that
      damn sword doing?

      Well you see, the answer is… taking a magic stone bath. You know
      how like, people that suddenly got super rich would start bathing
      in their cash? Yeah, this is that, but with magic stones instead of
      dollar bills.

      Hot damn! I’m completely immersed in magic stones. This. Is.
      Bliss.

      "Master, having fun?"

      'Hell yeah I am! Yahooooo!!!'

      Absorbing magic stones one at a time would’ve ended up being a
      huge pain in the ass, so I ended up coming up with this method for
      the sake of efficiency.

      Fuck, this is amazing! I feel filthy fucking rich! This is what
      it’s like to be loaded! Shit, I’m feeling like some snobby ass
      douche right now, but who cares!!”

      'Yeaaaaa boiiiiii!!!'

      Even the slightest bit of movement causes me to absorb the magic
      stones around me. I can feel their power flowing into me.
      Hnnnngg!

      And so, ten minutes passed.

      "Master…"

      "Woof…"

      'Mah bad…'

      I realized only after the fact that I’d done something
      unbecoming. I was supposed to be Fran’s guardian, so acting like
      that wasn’t exactly the best idea. Man, Damn it, now their gazes
      have gone cold. They’re both looking at me like I’m some weirdo.
      Stop it Fran, Urushi! Your eyes burn!!

      'Y-You guys want anything? Feel free not to hold back.'

      "…All you can eat curry. 1 week."

      "Woof"

      'S-Sure why not.'

      "Nn."

      "Woof."

      Alright, I’m going to need to be a responsible adult. Time to
      get my dignity as a guardian back.

      'I-I ended up getting about seven hundred magic stone
      points.'

      "Decent amount."

      "Woof!"

      My stats had changed as follows.

      Self Evolution

      Rank 11

      Magic Stone Points: 5169/6600

      Memory: 100

      Spendable Points: 2

      New Skills

      Detect Malice: Lv 1

      Evil Sword Techniques: Lv 1

      Illusion Magic: Lv 1

      Thin Sword Techniques: Lv 1

      Thin Sword Arts: Lv 1

      Staff Techniques: Lv 1

      Okay yup, it’s not working. Their gazes are still all
      chilly.

      'S-So, how about paying the Prince and Princess a quick visit
      before we set off for Ulmutt?'

      "Agreed,"

      'Alright, let’s go!'

      "Nn."

      "Woof!"

      Whew, I think they’re both back to normal now.

      The two turned around the moment the thought crossed my mind.
      Both Fran and Urushi tilted their heads and looked up at me, their
      actions in perfect sync. It almost looked like they’d planned it
      out ahead of time.

      "No forgetting about all you can eat curry."

      "Woof woof."

      'Yes ma’am.'

      


      

    



    

    
      139. Next Next Destination

      
      


      "Is that really what happened?"

      "Nn."

      "That’s quite amazing, Fran."

      We were currently inside of Rhodas’ manor.

      That said, we naturally weren’t actually visiting him. We’d come
      to see the prince and princess.

      It turned out that we weren’t the only ones getting ready to
      leave the city. Flut and his party were also packing up and getting
      ready to head back to their country. Their ship was to set sail
      tomorrow.

      "Did you see any of the monstrosities?"

      "I did."

      "Did you fight them?"

      "Defeated easily."

      "That’s awesome! Man, Fran, you’re so cool!"

      Fran, the prince, the princess, and the former slaves had gotten
      together for a tea party.

      The children were delighted at the fact that we’d provided them
      snacks in the form of curry bread.

      "Are you not going to come with us, Fran?"

      One of the former slave asked her in a bit of a hopeful tone,
      but she responded to him with a shake of her head.

      "Already decided where to go."

      "Come on, can’t you just change your mind and join us in serving
      the prince?"

      "Need to go."

      "Yeah, but we’ve finally started getting along…"

      "Yeah, he’s right!"

      "Let’s not pressure Fran any further. I’m sure she has her
      reasons and circumstances."

      "That’s right. Besides, it isn’t as if we won’t ever see each
      other again."

      Flut and Satia somehow managed to calm the other children
      down.

      "I do understand how you all feel. I’d love for her to come with
      us as well. In fact, I’ve even considered offering to hire her as
      our guard once more. I’d also considered offering her a permanent,
      high paying position."

      "Then w-"

      "But I decided against it. I’ve decided not to make use of royal
      position."

      One of the children tried to protest, but Flut quickly cut him
      off by raising his voice while shaking his head.

      "Because I would then lose the ability to call her my
      friend."

      "We would much rather be Fran’s friends than her superiors. If
      we employed her, we’d no longer be able to call her our equal."

      The children fell silent in response to the prince and princess’
      proclamations. They seemed to have understood and accepted the
      twins’ opinions.

      Fran looked rather pleased to hear their choices. Her expression
      hadn’t changed, but both her ears were happily twitching away, so
      it was rather easy for me to read her.

      However, the children seemed to have felt that they’d been
      scolded, and hence, an unpleasant atmosphere soon filled the room.
      Luckily though, Serid bailed us out of the situation by bringing in
      a few sweet treats. He also helped perk everyone up by telling us
      about the recent failures experienced by the children during their
      training sessions.

      The children’s moods were soon restored, and hence, they ended
      up chatting the entire day away. The sun had started setting before
      we’d even realised it.

      We wanted to stick around a bit longer, but Serid informed us
      that Flut and Satia unfortunately had other responsibilities to
      attend to.

      "I apologize for interrupting your conversation, but it has come
      time for your appointment with the Magistrate, your
      Highnesses."

      "Is it really that time already?"

      "We had so much fun that the day almost seemed to pass in the
      blink of an eye."

      Both twins promptly accepted their duties; neither Flut nor
      Satia had voiced that they wished the delay the appointment. I was
      amazed at how they were already able to immediately prioritize
      their royal obligations over their personal interests.

      "It is unfortunate, but we have an meeting to attend. We must
      depart for it immediately."

      "We still have tea and sweets readily available, so please feel
      free to stay as long as you’d like, Fran."

      "I unfortunately have to object to that. There is in fact an
      envoy here for Miss Fran as well."

      "Envoy?"

      "I named him an envoy, but the individual in question is in fact
      the Master of Barbra’s Adventurer’s Guild. He has just finished
      meeting with the Sir Rhodas and the Magistrate. Guildmaster Gamud
      immediately stated that he would like to meet with you upon hearing
      that you were currently at this residence."

      The Guildmaster? Did he need us for anything? I could’ve sworn
      we dropped by the guild already just earlier this morning, but oh
      well, might as well go see him I guess.

      One of the manor’s servants led us over to another room upon
      confirming that we were willing to see the other party.

      "There you are, Fran!"

      There, we met with the Guildmaster, the buff ass dwarf that’d
      help us fight off Rynford.

      "Sorry for calling you out like that."

      "Don’t mind."

      "Heard that you’d be leaving soon. I wanted to meet with you at
      least once before you did, but I couldn’t really find the time for
      it because I’ve been busy with cleaning up after everything that’s
      happened. Caught wind of the fact that you happened to be visiting,
      so I urged them to lend me a room. Been wanting to thank you, you
      know? Your actions saved the city."

      Gamud got up off the sofa and bowed a deep bow.

      "Didn’t really save. In fact, was saved. Almost lost against
      Rynford."

      "Forrund and Amanda are the only two that could’ve possibly beat
      that thing one on one, so don’t sweat it. What matters is that you
      bought us enough time to arrive. He probably would’ve spread mass
      destruction if you didn’t manage to stall him. That’s why, I’ll say
      it again. Thank you."

      "…Nn."

      "Gahahaha. All’s good so long as you know how grateful we
      feel."

      Fran’s expression warped into one that simultaneously expressed
      both happiness and frustration. If I had to say, it seemed like it
      was leaning a bit more towards the latter than the former
      though.

      That said, I can’t really blame her. I mean, we really did end
      up losing to Rynford. In fact, recalling our loss is making me feel
      all frustrated too.

      "Nyways, let’s get down to business. I heard that you were
      looking for magic stones. That true?"

      "Still looking."

      "I see… And you’re planning to head to Ulmutt next?"

      "Nn."

      "It ain’t going to be too easy for you to get your hands on
      magic stones over there either, you know?"

      "Really?"

      "Really. Think bout it this way. Barbra is Kranzel’s second
      biggest city. All the other nearby cities ship their excess magic
      stones over to us, so there being none in Barbra means that there
      ain’t any anywhere else either. Of course, that applies to Ulmutt
      too. The place really does produce a lot of the stuff, but most of
      it gets ported right over."

      Wait, seriously? Well, I guess that does kind of make sense. I
      mean, Barbra’s got a lot of adventurers, but there’s no way they
      can get enough magic stones to fuel the whole city all by
      themselves.

      It looks like it really is going to be hard for us to get magic
      stones, even if we do go to Ulmutt.

      Gamud produced a folded up a piece of paper from one of his
      chest pockets as we groaned in response to his words.

      "So I’ll give you this."

      Is that… a letter?

      "This’ll serve as a letter of introduction. It’ll get you into
      the auction held in the kingdom’s capital."

      "Auction?"

      "Yeah. They hold a huge auction in the capital every June. It’s
      normally pretty hard to get yourself through the door, but show
      this to the staff at the capital’s guild branch and they’ll let you
      take part in both the buying and the selling. "

      "Sure it’s okay to take?"

      "Yeah, don’t sweat it. Oh, and don’t be feeling like you’re
      obligated to participate or anything either. Just do whatever you
      want, it’s just an option now is all. I do think it’s a good idea
      though. Should be able to get a whole bunch of magic stones for
      cheap if you get lucky."

      Looks like we just got our hands on something amazing. The
      auction sounds like a pretty big event.

      "Nn. Will thankfully accept."

      "No problem. Glad to be of service."

      Welp, I guess we’re going then. For some odd reason, we ended up
      deciding where to go after leaving Ulmutt despite not yet having
      even set off for Ulmutt.

      

    



    

    
      140. The Night Before Our Departure

      
      


      Author’s note: Someone suggested that it would be better to
      have Bluke and Waint listed as the incident’s casualties as opposed
      to people who died from illness shortly after, so I’ll touch up on
      that a bit. NOT A TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

      We happened to spot someone standing in front of the inn as we
      made our way back towards it.

      "Colbert?"

      "Oh, there you are. Hey."

      "Doing what?"

      "I happened to catch wind of the fact that you would soon be
      leaving the city, so I was thinking of maybe treating you to meal.
      I’ve got a fairly good restaurant in mind."

      "Nn. Looking forward to it."

      "Please do. I’ve invited the Scarlet Maidens as well. Let’s have
      ourselves a blast."

      "Nn. Sounds Good."

      "Right, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask. How fares
      the master? Was he adversely affected by the incident? Did he
      happen to incur any sort of injury?"

      "No problem. Already healed."

      All my injuries pretty much regenerated right way, so I was
      perfectly fine.

      "W-w-w-what?! Is he really alright!? D-Did his injuries have any
      adverse after effects!? W-w-we need to get him a potion! As high
      quality a potion as possible!"

      Colbert, apparently seemed to think it to be a big deal though,
      as he grabbed Fran by the shoulders and immediately started
      shouting. It was an action she probably would’ve hit him for had he
      not been one of her acquaintances.

      "…Nn."

      But since he was, she instead ended up being completely taken
      aback by his sudden action, and only barely managed to squeeze out
      a reply.

      Right, Colbert was one of my fans for some odd reason.

      And, now that I think about it, he’s actually helped us out a
      tonne. He played a huge role in both fighting off magic beasts and
      helping us with the cooking contest. I’d like to thank him if
      possible… Hmmm…

      （Master?）

      'Tell him I’ll be joining you guys for two odd hours. I’m
      planning to tag along with a doppelganger.'

      The only problem was that my doppelgangers would always spawn in
      wearing a t-shirt, a jersey, and a pair of sandals. That said, the
      aforementioned appearance only something that my doppelgangers had
      started adopting recently, mostly because I’d finally gotten used
      to the skill. In the past, I used to spawn in with Fran’s cloak, so
      chances were, the doppelgangers’ appearances probably had to do
      with the skill level and my ability to picture stuff. I do recall
      the System Announcer spawning in all the clones she summoned with
      cool looking armour and whatnot, so I should be able to do all that
      too if I bump the skill level up a bit more.

      But either way, I feel like I’d end up disappointing Colbert if
      I dressed like that. In fact, I kind of doubted that the store
      would even actually let me in. It’d probably do better for me to
      stick to the dress code. Wait, would wearing an overcoat work
      instead? Yeah, I’ll probably go with that.

      （Got it. Colbert be pleased.）

      Colbert’s excitement shot through the roof the moment Fran
      conveyed my intentions to him.

      "W-What!? The Master will finally make his advent, you
      say!?"

      "Nn."

      "Then I simply cannot settle for taking him to a dining hall in
      the city’s outskirts!"

      "Okay to take me there though?"

      "I’ve no choice but to use every single connection I have and
      reserve only the finest restaurant!"

      "Doesn’t matter, as long as tasty."

      "I must seek an appropriate restaurant immediately… Wait, no… It
      would be extremely rude of me to take the world’s greatest chef to
      a mere restaurant… I must immediately hunt the prey to be used
      myself… I do recall there being rumours of a dragon nesting in the
      Cage of the Crystal Tree…"

      Holy shit.

      The three girls approached as we tried to figure out how to calm
      him down.

      "What’s the matter, Colbert?"

      "That’s kinda creepy and gross…"

      "The fact that I look up to him as an adventurer makes me kind
      of want to cry."

      It seemed that throwing them into the mix did the trick, as
      hearing them all criticize him brought Colbert back to his
      senses.

      "Oh, hey. When did you ladies get here?"

      "We’re more interested in what you were up to."

      "Gross."

      "Did something good happen?"

      "Yeah! You see…"

      Aw crap. Lydia’s question ended up sending Colbert back over the
      edge.

      Luckily, the four girls did ultimately manage to drag him off to
      the place he’d initially booked.

      And so, thirty minutes passed.

      "Nom nom nom nom"

      "Well? How is it? Good, right?"

      "Mmphnom"

      The food appeared incredibly delicious. Fran had shoved ten
      whole plates down her throat, and had yet to stop.

      "Have you heard about the Alchemist’s Guild? It seems that
      they’re planning to send some staff over from the capital in order
      to reorganize Barbra’s branch."

      "They used to have priority in the purchase of magic stones, but
      apparently they’re going to be losing that now. In fact, they’re
      now going to have restrictions and purchase limits too."

      Yeah, I figured they wouldn’t completely get rid of the
      Alchemist’s Guild. Barbra was a city in which a vast number of
      resources were made available. The benefit of having people do
      research here far outweighed any potential costs.

      Besides, the newly placed restrictions should hopefully prevent
      an any similar incidents from ever happening again. Hopefully.

      "I’ve also heard that both the lord’s second and third sons died
      as a result of the incident’s events."

      "Oh, the two idiots, right?"

      "I assume they were killed by the monstrosities?"

      Huh, I thought Phillip said that they were going to claim that
      they died from illness? Saying they died in the incident would
      probably bring pity to the household and kind of rally the people
      to give the Krysten family their support. Phillip didn’t seem all
      that willing to do anything like that, so I figure that they
      probably ended up getting ordered to lie or something.

      "It seems like there’s been a lot of rumours flying around even
      though the whole thing just happened last night."

      "Oh yeah, I heard a few people talking about how they were
      worried that this was a sign of the Evil God’s revival."

      "I’ve also heard rumours of how another country had been pulling
      the strings from behind the scenes."

      "There was even a group saying that a demon was responsible for
      killing all the monstrosities and saving the city."

      "Oh come on, that one’s just flat out impossible. Why would
      there even be a demon in the city to begin with?"

      "That’s kind of just how rumours are."

      The three Scarlet Maidens were trying to kick the conversation
      into gear through the use of rumours, but Fran was too busy eating
      to actually pay attention to them. They naturally noticed, but,
      didn’t really pay it much mind. Instead, they ultimately ended up
      just awkwardly laughing it off before joining her in gluttony.

      And so, the rest of the night pretty much ended up becoming a
      fatfest.

      "This place is fairly famous for its low prices and good
      food."

      "The meat they sell here is delicious too."

      "I could just keep eating this forever."

      "Oh damn it you three, at least hold back a bit!"

      "Free food is always the most delicious food you can get."

      It really did look quite good. The atmosphere was all lively and
      stuff too, so I kinda wanted to join in. It was about time
      anyways.

      'Fran, it’s time.'

      "Getting master. Will be back soon."

      "Please allow me to join you! I simply have to greet him upon
      his arrival!"

      That’s a bit troubling. I’d been planning on using Doppleganger
      Synthesis just outside the store.

      （Teleport.）

      'Yeah, I guess I don’t really have any other choice, do I?'

      "Bit far away. Will need a minute."

      I teleported a bit away and made a doppelganger. Normally, Fran
      would be able to teleport us both back, but that didn’t seem to be
      working. It normally worked because I counted as a piece of
      equipment, but a humanized doppelganger was uh, kind of not a piece
      of equipment. Luckily, it didn’t actually really matter because my
      doppelganger could still use space/time magic anyways.

      And so, we teleported back to the restaurant.

      I was wearing a large overcoat on top of my jersey and t-shirt.
      I would’ve immediately been labeled as suspicious back in Japan,
      but whatever, it was what it was.

      "Brought him."

      "Y-Yeah. So he’s…"

      "Nice to meet you. I’m Fran’s master."

      "I-It-It’s very nice to meet you too! I’m Colbert, and a huge
      fan of your cooking. The food you made was exquisite, be it the
      curry, sushi, or dishes served during the competition. Please allow
      me to enroll as one of your disciples!"

      "Sorry."

      "He was refused immediately!"

      Errrr, I was not expecting him to ask that, especially not right
      off the bat. Crap, did that mess up the mood?

      "Damn… I guess it can’t be helped seeing as how I’m not nearly
      as talented as Miss Fran over there is."

      Fortunately, he ended up randomly accepting his rejection, which
      honestly made me feel a bit unsettled. I’d been intending on
      thanking him, but I ended up doing something rude instead.

      I quickly handed him something to make up for it. I’d been
      planning on giving it to him later as a form of thanks regardless,
      but the timing seemed to work out perfectly.

      "I can’t make you one of my apprentices, but I can give you
      this."

      "This…? Wait! W-Wh-what!? You have to be kidding me! Is it
      really okay for me to have this!? Am I dreaming!?"

      "What did you receive, Colbert?"

      "Groooossss"

      "Is that supposed to be like a treasure map or something?"

      "Shut up Lydia, you’re being rude! A-Ahh, right, so as I was
      saying, thank you very much for giving me something of such
      value!"

      The thing I gave him was my curry rice recipe. I’m glad he was
      that happy to receive it, really made it worth giving.

      The Luciel Conglomerate had asked to buy the curry bread recipe
      back when we went looking for magic stones, so I figured it might
      be a good idea to hand copies my curry recipe over to everyone that
      had helped us.

      Naturally, I knew that the conglomerate wouldn’t be all that
      happy about us giving the curry rice recipe away for free if they
      ended up buying the curry bread one, even if the two were
      technically different dishes. That said, we still did need money in
      order to buy magic stones. Hence, we ended up giving them several
      other recipes for cheap as well in order to appease them. As a
      result, they did ultimately end up agreeing to letting us give away
      the recipe for the curry’s roux.

      The other people we’d been planning to give the recipe to were
      Io, the old guy at the Chef’s Guild, and the cook at the inn we
      were staying at.

      I’d really love for it to end up developing into Barbra’s
      speciality or something like that. I’m really looking forward to
      seeing all the variations that’d spawn from the recipe.

      But yeah, the party went by pretty smoothly. We somehow managed
      to calm Colbert down and enjoy ourselves.

      It actually turned out to be the first party I actually was
      really a part of ever since reincarnating. I mean, I was totally
      okay with being a sword, but this wasn’t bad at all either. I
      honestly really enjoyed the two hours I spent just doing
      whatever.

      It looked like Fran had herself a pretty good night too. She’d
      actually ended up humming in the shower after getting back to the
      inn.

      "Woof…"

      'Here’s a super spicy hamburger. Eat it and cheer up a bit.'

      "Woof…"

      Urushi was really disappointed by the fact that he couldn’t join
      us, and hence, ended up missing out on a bunch of delicious
      food.

      'Don’t worry, they’ll be more good stuff to eat in the future,
      so cheer up, okay?'

      "Woof…"

      And so, morning came.

      The first thing we did was make our way to front Barbra’s gate
      with a clear blue sky up above us.

      'Looks like a good day to set out on a journey.'

      I quickly went over our plans in order to confirm them.

      We were going to set off for Ulmutt; it’d take us about five
      days for us to get there.

      We’d then dive into the city’s two dungeons and level up before
      finally taking part in the city’s martial arts competition. This
      pretty much went without saying, but our goal would be to win
      it.

      'Ulmutt, huh? I’m really looking forward to it.'

      "To dungeon diving."

      "Woof!"

      'We’ve bought everything we needed to buy, learned everything we
      needed to learn, and even bid all our farewells to everyone that
      mattered.'

      Amanda had cried in response to our departure. She wasn’t going
      to leave till the orphanage was back on its feet, but it seemed
      like she was planning to meet us in Ulmutt once it was.

      'Hopefully we’ll have gotten a lot stronger by the next time we
      meet her.'

      "Nn. Will for sure."

      'Yup. Anyways, I think it’s about time for us to go.'

      "Nn."

      "Woof!"

      

    



    

    
      141. Ulmutt’s Entrance

      
      


      It took us four days to get from Barbra to Ulmutt.

      Nothing really happened along the way. The only event worth
      mentioning was us stumbling across a goblin’s nest containing 20
      odd individuals, but cleaning that up took us less than half an
      hour, so it honestly was rather insignificant.

      It turned out that Ulmutt was much smaller a city than I’d been
      expecting it to be. I mean, I knew for a fact that it’d be smaller
      than Barbra, but it turned out that it was actually way smaller
      than Alessa too. In fact, it was less than half Alessa’s size.

      That said though, it’d still left quite an impression on me even
      from the very moment I first caught sight of it. Our approach
      included Urushi carrying us on his back while running through the
      sky as usual, so I ended up getting a birds eye view of the city.
      Said view allowed me to fully understand just how weird Ulmutt’s
      layout really was.

      Most of the weirdness stemmed from the two large constructions
      that had immediately grabbed my attention. The first was the
      massive wall that ran all around the city’s borders. It was just as
      tall as Barbra’s, but much wider. It honestly looked extremely out
      of place, and almost entirely unnecessary.

      The second was the enormous cylindrical structure that almost
      seemed to loom over the city in its entirety. I mean, I totally
      could’ve rationalized it as a fortress meant for the sake of
      defense had it been located outside the city’s perimeter, but it
      wasn’t. Hence, I could only assume that it to be some sort of
      shelter or facility.

      'Oh well, we’ll figure out what it is if we just head over or
      something later.'

      "Nn"

      "Woof."

      The only issue with said suggestion was that getting into the
      city seemed like a huge pain in the ass in and of itself.

      There were around a thousand people lined up before Ulmutt’s
      gates. It seemed that the city’s main entrance was being swarmed by
      adventurers, spectators, and merchants alike as a result of the
      upcoming martial arts tournament.

      Honestly, I thought the crowd to be justified seeing how the
      tournament was known as one of the kingdom’s biggest events.

      We got off Urushi’s back at a spot a bit away from the crowd
      before moving towards the line and joining it — only to find out
      that the line basically wasn’t moving at all.

      I overheard the merchants standing in front of us saying that it
      was a difficult to be admitted into the city if it was your first
      time there unless you were an adventurer. Ulmutt contained two
      different dungeons, so they’d pretty much interrogate everyone that
      wished to enter about their intentions at the admissions gate.

      Anyone that’s been admitted once would then be granted a pass
      that’d allow them to freely enter and exit the city over the course
      of the next half year. It also allowed use of the less crowded
      non-admissions entrances. The martial arts competition was an
      annual event, so people that came solely for its sake would end up
      having to sit through the line every single year.

      The people that came every year more or less regarded lining up
      as an annual tradition. Some of the more aggressive merchants would
      even intentionally target those waiting in line through the sale of
      refreshments. Some of these refreshments had come in the form of
      booze; several groups of people had already sat themselves down in
      order to engage in drinking contests and the like.

      Seeing these sights reminded me of comiket and the other
      conventions we had back in Japan. As a result, I couldn’t shake the
      feeling that the event would end up starting before we actually
      managed to get ourselves admitted. [1]

      It seemed I wasn’t the only one that felt that way, as some of
      the other individuals in line appeared simply incapable of waiting
      any longer. Most of these individuals were commoners or adventurers
      like us who were visiting the city for the first time.

      The most agitated group of all was composed specifically of
      adventurers with a less than refined appearance. They were getting
      into arguments here and there. There’d yet to be any violence, but
      I felt as if a brawl could break out at any given moment.

      Goddammit. Do those idiots not realize that they’re just making
      this whole line move even more slowly than usual?

      Our gazes turned cold as we continued to observe them while
      patiently awaiting our turn.

      'Goblin.'

      （Ogre.）

      'Hmmn.. Dragon.'

      （Kobald.）

      'Uhhh one sec… Uhhhhhh, demon.'

      （Chimera.）

      'Hmmmm'

      Fran and I were killing time by engaging ourselves in games that
      could be played anywhere at any time. Specifically, we were
      currently taking turns listing off monsters whilst trying to be the
      last one to be able to name one.

      However, said game of ours was ultimately brought to an abrupt
      end. And annoyingly enough, not because it’d finally become our
      turn.

      "Hey you, brat. Get over here."

      A bearded adventurer called us over in a cocky tone. I took a
      quick glance at his stats, only to find that they were abysmal. He
      was probably an E ranker at best.

      "…"

      "Oi! Listen to me, you goddamn brat!"

      "…"

      "Bastard, think you’re tough shit for ignoring me, huh?"

      "…"

      Fran didn’t respond to the adventurer at all, as she was too
      busy trying to think up a monster to name. The man’s face had
      rapidly reddened as a result.

      （Hmmmm…）

      'Hey Fran.'

      （Nn? Master, giving up?）

      'Nah, it’s just that there’s someone trying to get your
      attention.'

      "Nn?"

      The adventurer immediately started yelling at Fran as if to
      intimidate her the moment she turned towards him.

      "I was thinking of allowing you to pour me booze once we made
      our way over the wall, but there ain’t no forgiving you now,
      brat!"

      "Shut up."

      "The fuck you say!? You trying mess with me!?"

      Fran had flattened her ears and muttered under her breath
      because of how much of a pain in the ass the guy was being, but,
      that only seemed to fuel his rage further.

      "I’ll be making you pay for this!"

      The bearded man immediately threw a punch in our direction. Is
      he stupid? Like, look at how many witnesses there are. Wait, does
      he have the ability to shut everyone up or something? Could he
      perhaps be related to one of Ulmutt’s more influential figures?

      "Nn."

      I was a bit concerned about the man’s identity, but Fran
      honestly couldn’t care less.

      She slipped right by his attack and smashed her own fist
      straight into his solar plexus. The onlookers had probably
      initially thought it to be a rather insignificant action. In fact,
      many seemed to suspect that that the man wouldn’t suffered even the
      slightest bit of damage from the attack, but they were immediately
      proven wrong and forced to doubt their own eyes.

      "Guah!"

      The man flew five meters before finally landing back on the
      ground. The force of the impact had caused him to keep rolling even
      afterwards.

      'Did you not hold back?'

      （Enemy too weak so didn’t use Master.）

      "Guueeeeee…."

      The man lay twitching as both his blood and the contents of his
      last meal leaked from his throat. I mean, he did kind of deserve it
      given he just tried to hit a little girl. He’s lucky he didn’t get
      all sliced up and stuff instead.

      But naturally, there existed opinions that differed from our
      own.

      "Hey, Brulace, you alright!?"

      "The hell did you do to him you goddamn brat!?"

      "Yo, that was way too over the top. The hell man!?"

      Brulace’s companions yelled at Fran in rage. It seemed that they
      wanted a go as well.

      Their reddened faces gave way to the fact that they were all
      drunk. Brulace had been the same, hence his overly quick temper.
      That said, it wasn’t like we were planning to be all kind and
      forgiving just because they happened to be under the influence.

      Fran immediately disarmed them and sent them flying in the exact
      same manner as she had Brulace.

      "Ugeehh"

      "Uuuueeeeee"

      I mean, we were kind of the reason they ended up barfing, but I
      couldn’t help but feel that all four men looked way too gross for
      comfort. The other people in line seemed to feel the same, as they
      looked upon the men with eyes of disgust whilst taking a few steps
      away from them.

      Whooops. Turned out we were the first to resort to violence.

      Hmm, maybe we should clean all this up?

      An older man approached us as we contemplated how we could best
      address the issue.

      "Wow, that was impressive. You seem pretty strong."

      He was quite dandy looking, and probably a noble. The clothes he
      wore were gaudy; they were heavily embroidered and seemed luxurious
      even from a glance. His whitened hair was arranged in a swept back
      manner. His beard, which of course was of the same colour, had been
      cut to resemble something along the lines of a goatee. Though he
      seemed to be at least sixty years of age, his body was still so
      well balanced that it verged on being abnormal. All in all, he
      seemed to give off the air of an experienced warrior.

      I found it a bit weird for him to be happily smiling at and
      talking to us given the status quo. My guess was that he either had
      balls of steel or simply couldn’t read the mood.

      "My name is Dias. What’s yours?"

      "Fran."

      "Are you an adventurer?"

      "Nn."

      "I see. You seem quite promising based on how cute and strong
      you are. I look forward to seeing how you’ll develop going
      forward."

      Hmmm, just who is this old man? He doesn’t seem to be hostile,
      and he doesn’t seem to be trying to evaluate Fran or anything like
      that either.

      I mean, my first impression was that he was probably some sort
      of noble, but he didn’t give his family name when he introduced
      himself, so he probably either wasn’t one, or belonged to a family
      too famous for him to want to name himself.

      I wanted to appraise him, but, didn’t actually get to. I was
      instead distracted by the fact that I happened to see a group of
      guards run over to us from the gate.

      "Hey, you, kid."

      The guard’s tone was a rather threatening one. It seemed like we
      wouldn’t be able to get ourselves out of this one just by claiming
      self defense. It might work out if the people around us help
      testify though…

      That said, it didn’t seem like anyone wanted to give us a hand.
      They all immediately averted their gazes the moment Fran looked
      towards them, as if to signify that they wanted to stay out of the
      situation given how troublesome it was.

      "Geez, why’d you have to go and stir up trouble like that?"

      "We’re already busy enough as is."

      "To the guard’s room with you. We’ll listen to what you have to
      say once we get there."

      "Come on, let’s go."

      We’d already spent an hour in line. It’d really suck if they
      sent us to the back again afterwards.

      The guards sure did seem to be in a bad mood though. The glances
      they shot in Fran’s direction were totally cold. I wouldn’t be
      surprised if they ended up just locking us up without actually
      listening to us.

      What I didn’t understand was why they only took us and not the
      people Fran had hit.

      I really didn’t wanted to deal with all this, but it wasn’t like
      we could just say screw it and leave. Luckily, Dias stopped the
      guards right as Fran resigned herself to follow them.

      "Hold on. None of what’d happened was actually her fault at
      all."

      "Okay and? Who the hell are you?"

      One of the guards glared at Dias in a rather stuck up
      manner.

      'It looks like this might lead to even more trouble.'

      Or so I thought, but apparently not.

      "M-Master Dias!"

      "W-Whatever might you be doing in a place like this?"

      "Oh, you know, I just happened to be passing by."

      Huh, looked like that old man had quite a bit of influence.
      Looks like he really might be a noble after all.

      "Understood sir."

      "As I was saying, she wasn’t at fault at all. All the fault lies
      with the men collapsed over there, so if you want to be taking
      anyone away, it should be them. I know they’re filthy, and I do
      feel bad for you because of it, but you will be taking them in
      regardless, right?"

      "Y-Yessir!"

      Ah, I see now. The guards hadn’t wanted to carry off four dirty
      ass men, so they’d decided to try targeting Fran instead. They
      might’ve even ended up wronging her as a result, so I do feel
      fairly thankful for Dias’ actions.

      Dias’ words had inspired the guards to immediately bring all
      four men to their feet and take them away in earnest.

      "Thanks."

      "Don’t sweat it. Seeing how promising an adventurer you are just
      happened to make me feel like keeping you out of trouble is
      all."

      "Why?"

      "Hahaha. Anyways, I’ll be off now. See you around."

      Dias dipped after leaving us with a few words that seemed to be
      hinting at something. Just who the hell was he? I guess we’ll
      probably end up finding out when get inside the city.

      "Bored."

      'Me too.'

      It looked like we’d still have to wait for quite some time
      before finally being allowed into the city’s walls.

      'Whoops. I just realized I totally forgot to appraise him.'

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] I’m pretty sure most WN readers know this already, but
      comiket is comic market, a huge convention in which they sell all
      sorts of goodies and porn. Mostly porn. Think of it like a super
      crowded Anime Expo, but with ten thousand times as much porn. Many
      of the more popular pornographic artists end up having their stuff
      completely sold out by the time people in the middle of the line
      actually manage to enter the facility. Oh yeah, did I mention the
      porn? That alone makes it worth going to Japan.

      [2]This note is classified as legacy. It is no
      longer applicable, but will be left for those interested in the
      meaning of “sama”. Thanks to everyone for their answers regarding
      Dias’ identity.Normally I don’t do honorifics, but I
      haven’t read ahead, so I have absolutely no idea what his actual
      title is. If anyone’s read ahead and wants to tell me who Dias is,
      please do so and I’ll be able to get rid of sama and replace
      it with something appropriate. Anyway, when you append “-sama” to
      someone’s name, you’re typically doing so because you have great
      respect for the other party, or you’re just flat out completely
      subordinated in both mind and body. Individuals in servile
      positions, like maids and living sex toys often use this to refer
      to their masters.

      

    



    

    
      142. Bardiche? Sorry, I Meant Erza

      
      


      We finally made our way through the city’s gates about an hour
      after meeting Dias.

      I quickly looked around, only to find that, the massive,
      towering, cylindrical building aside, the city was actually
      surprisingly normal. In fact, seeing it reminded me of Alessa.

      'Let’s start off by checking out the Adventurer’s Guild.'

      "Nn."

      We needed to sell the few materials we happened across on the
      way here and get ourselves a bit more info about the city’s two
      dungeons.

      One important fact to note was that not just anyone could just
      head over to the dungeon and hit it up. You’d need permission and
      whatnot first. I figured we’d be fine though. Alessa’s Guildmaster,
      Klimut, had given us a permit ahead of time so we probably wouldn’t
      run into any major issues.

      Finding the guild ended up being a relatively simple task. We
      managed to catch sight of it after asking people for directions and
      walking around for 10 odd minutes. The guild’s building was a
      fairly large one, which did make sense given that the city
      contained two dungeons.

      'The doors sure are wide, huh?'

      "Nn. About same as Barbra."

      "Woof."

      Barbra’s guild was quite a bit taller, but Ulmutt’s looked like
      it was built atop a bigger plot of land.

      Entering the building made me realize just how large it really
      was. There were twenty different counters, and the adventurers that
      sought service from them were in such excess that they had to form
      lines.

      'Holy crap, this place is just bustling with life. It’s even
      more lively than Barbra’s branch.'

      "Nn. Amazed."

      "Woof."

      Wow, there sure are a lot of adventurers. I thought Barbra was
      crowded, but holy crap Ulmutt takes it to a whole new level. I
      mean, it makes sense given the dungeons and whatnot, but still,
      wow.

      Fran immediately moved to the line with the least people in it.
      The man in front of us turned around in response. Is someone
      seriously about to pick a fight with us already?

      I position myself to “accidentally slip out of my sheath” at any
      given moment.

      "Just so you know, this line’s only supposed to be for E
      rankers."

      Turned out he was just bringing it to our attention that we
      might be in the wrong place.

      The man briefed us on how things were organised. There were five
      different types of lines, each of which had four corresponding
      counters. The first four types were for G, F, E, and D ranked
      adventurers respectively, whereas the last handled everyone that
      ranked in at C or higher.

      Fran moved over one line after hearing him out.

      "Oh come on, listen to me goddamit. That one’s supposed to be
      for D rankers."

      "Nn?"

      "I literally just told you you’re not supposed to use that line
      unless you’re a D ranked adventurer."

      You know, the dude who called out to us looked all intimidating
      and stuff, but he was actually a pretty nice guy. I mean, he did
      make light of Fran’s abilities and all that, but it wasn’t like he
      did out out of malice or anything. He’d only called out to her in
      the first place in order to patiently instruct on something he
      realized she didn’t know.

      I had a feeling that this was just how things tended to be in
      Ulmutt. There were quite a few other younger individuals lined up
      around us as well, though Fran was still definitely the youngest of
      them all. Most of the younger crowd seemed to be about 15 years
      old, and there were far more of them than there were back in
      Alessa.

      "That’s why this line."

      "Huh?"

      "Currently D ranked."

      "Whaaat?"

      Her proclamation seemed to have surprised not only the man
      that’d been giving her advice, but also the adventurers around us
      as well. Many had turned their heads in disbelief.

      "Here."

      Fran showed the man her guild card and immediately caused his
      eyes to widen in shock.

      "The guild card says… it’s true… Wait, what? You’re higher
      ranked than me?"

      "Damn, seriously?"

      "She’s higher ranked than me too!?"

      "She must’ve cheated or something."

      "Y-Yeah, figures."

      "But what if she really is that strong?"

      The adventurers around us started kicking up a fuss. Fran,
      however, didn’t really care at all.

      "Hey! You!"

      Annnnd someone tried picking a fight with us. I knew this would
      happen, especially with all the commotion.

      "You’re a liar!"

      "Not lying."

      "There’s no way a kid like you could be an adventurer! That
      cards probably a fake!"

      "You, also kid."

      "N-No I’m not! I’m already 15!"

      This was honestly pretty much the usual save for the fact that
      the person trying to pick a fight with us was a kid. The teenage
      boy glared at Fran with his face dyed a shade of bright red.

      "Genuine card."

      "I-I don’t believe you!"

      "Genuine."

      "T-There’s no way that’s legit! Even I’m still just G
      ranked!"

      He refused to believe that he was in the wrong, not that I can
      really blame him too much seeing as how Fran being a D ranker is
      kind of surreal in and of itself. What to do though? Like, there’s
      no way we could rough him up like we usually would, seeing as how
      he’s just a kid and all that.

      （Master, use violence?）

      'Hold on.'

      （Nn? Why?）

      Though I thought him to be nothing but a brat, there was no way
      for me really judge if Fran felt the same. I honestly couldn’t tell
      if she thought of him a young or old seeing as how she was the
      younger of the two. That said, she obviously did see him as someone
      that annoyed her and tried to pick a fight with her either way.

      'He’s just a brat, so let’s just let him off.'

      （Then what do?）

      'Hmmmm…'

      Oh, right. We could totally just use wind magic to make him shut
      up for the time being. We’ll still deal with him normally if he
      actually tries something though.

      Despite the fact that we’d went ahead and planned out what to
      do, we never actually ended up getting a chance to put our ideas
      into action.

      "What’s going on here?"

      Oh, it’s Miss Erza.

      "Geez, are you guys causing trouble again? You boys sure are
      naughty."

      "――――！"

      '――――！'

      Both Fran and I completely froze the moment we caught sight of
      the person that came out from the guild’s rear. Fran, who’d always
      been taciturn and calm, had her eyes wide open in surprise. I feel
      like this might’ve been the first time I’d ever seen her in
      such a state. That said, I understood her sentiments. The person we
      caught sight of was one whose presence truly gave off a sense of
      impact.

      "M-Miss Erza."

      "Oh my, would you happen to be the source of all this fuss,
      Yuuri?"

      "Er… no, I’m not. It’s just that there happened to be a kid
      playing around inside the guild, so I was just telling them off is
      all."

      The boy that’d been picking a fight with Fran, Yuuri, suddenly
      became all obedient. He immediately began standing at attention.
      Likewise, all the other adventurers had stopped slouching and
      straightened their backs as well.

      "A kid? Oh my, how adorable she is."

      "…"

      'Fran'

      "…"

      'Fran!'

      "Was just bit surprised."

      'You alright?'

      "Oh my, what is it?"

      It seemed that this was Fran’s first time meeting anyone like
      the person standing before us. Again, I couldn’t blame her since
      I’d totally been taken aback as well.

      "Nice to meet you, my name’s Erza."

      "Fran."

      "Fran, is it? Wonderful, I do hope we get along."

      "Nn. Just one question."

      "Whatever might that be?"

      "Male? Or Female?"

      The man that called himself Erza took a pose as if to show off
      his buff ass body while also lightly pressing a finger against one
      of his lips. He then winked and blew a kiss in Fran’s direction. Oh
      god why!?

      "S e c r e t."

      Secret my ass! He’s totally a dude!

      Though I wanted to call him out on his bullshit, I couldn’t help
      but feel that it was a horrible idea to do so.

      The way he was twisting his body around didn’t actually seem all
      that gross. In fact, it didn’t leave that bad of an impression on
      me at all, though I’d say that was probably mostly because of how
      ridiculous the rest of him appeared.

      He wore heavy makeup on his cheeks, and thick eyeshadow on his
      eyes. His lips were covered in a red purple lipstick, and his head
      topped with a crimson afro. You could easily make out both his
      tights and muscular body even despite him wearing a layer of
      leather armour. Holy shit, he was a legit homo manwoman.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Bardiche

      Age: 47

      Race: Human

      Job: Indestructible Fighter

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 50/99

      HP: 580

      MP: 229

      STR: 255

      VIT: 310

      AGI: 148

      INT: 112

      MGC: 110

      DEX: 151

      Skills
Transportation: Lv 3

      Resistance to Environmental Conditions: Lv 5

      Panic: Lv 4

      Vigilance: Lv 5

      Make up: Lv 6

      Fist Techniques: Lv 5

      Fist Arts: Lv 5

      Combat Qigong: Lv 5

      Regeneration: Lv 5

      Sewing: Lv 3

      Divine Staff Techniques: Lv 1

      Divine Staff Arts: Lv 3

      Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 6

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 3

      Staff Techniques: MAX

      Staff Arts: MAX

      Provoke: Lv 5

      Beautification: Lv 5

      Magic Resistance: Lv 4

      Cooking: Lv 3

      Vigour Manipulation

      Muscles of Steel

      Kobold Killer

      Dulled Sense of Pain

      Pain Conversion

      Innate Skills
Enhanced Resistances

      Titles
Ulmutt’s Guardian

      Kobold Killer

      One Who has Overcome Pain

      Equipment
Guardian’s Mace

      Scarlet Panther’s Leather Armour

      Rainbow Silk Garments

      God of Beauty’s Sandals

      Charming Earrings

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      I felt an incredible urge to complain about a bunch of different
      stuff. Like, firstly, his goddamn name was Bardiche, not Erza.
      Secondly, how the hell did he look like he was 30!? That said
      though, both the aforementioned aspects paled before the one thing
      I really wanted to complain about, one of his skills.

      Pain Conversion: Converts some pain to pleasure.

      That skill right there was a masochist’s best friend. Wait, does
      this mean that there’s skills specialized for sadists as well? Like
      maybe something that boosts one’s stats when bullying people or
      inflicting pain or something?

      Either way, it seemed like the masochistic homosexual before us
      was one of the most powerful people I’d ever met after
      reincarnating.

      Man, appraising him sure wore me the hell out… That’s the first
      time that’s happened…

      "Are you the same little lady that happened to get into a fight
      just outside the city’s gates?"

      "Nn."

      "Would you mind coming with me then? The guildmaster told me to
      bring you his way if I happened to find you."

      "Guildmaster?"

      "Yuppers. He seems to have some business with you. Would you
      mind?"

      Did he want to scold us or something? I don’t really think what
      we did was serious enough for us to need to have the guildmaster
      personally see to us.

      Well, either way, it was one of the Guildmaster’s personal
      requests, so it’s not like we could actually turn it down at
      all.

      "Okay."

      "Thankies. I’ll be taking her then everyone."

      "Sure thing."

      "Oh, and Yuuri, you should be a bit more vigilant, you know?
      You’ll die the moment you set foot in a dungeon if you’re bad at
      judging how strong people are."

      "Huh? What?"

      "Over here Fran~"

      "Nn."

      Fran followed Bardiche… Erza? Uhhh… I guess I’ll go with Erza,
      whatever.

      Fran followed Erza as she led her in over to the
      Guildmaster.

      "Hmmm hmm hm hm hmmm hmmm"

      Oh god why! Stop shaking your ass while you walk around
      goddammit!

      

    



    

    
      143. The Guildmaster’s Identity

      
      


      Erza () took us towards the Guildmaster’s room by leading us up
      a flight of stairs. We had Urushi sit back in the shadows since we
      were visiting someone important and all that.

      "I’ve brought Fran over as requested, Guildmaster."

      "Thank you Erza, and hello again, Fran."

      "Dias."

      "I’m glad to see you still remember me."

      We were surprised to see a familiar face, the man that’d given
      us a hand just outside the city’s walls, awaiting us in the
      Guildmaster’s office. He seemed to have been expecting us, as he
      was standing in his room with a wide smile on his face.

      "Dias is Guildmaster?"

      "I am. I guess I’ll reintroduce myself. I am Dias, the Master of
      Ulmutt’s Adventurer’s Guild."

      "Nn. Hope to get along."

      Ah, so he was the Guildmaster. I see, I get it now. The guards
      were addressing him all respectfully and stuff because he was the
      person in charge of the adventurers in a city with a tonne of
      adventurers.

      Oh right, I better appraise him before I forget again.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Dias

      Age: 71

      Race: Human

      Class: Phantom Magic Warrior

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 76/99

      HP: 241

      MP: 668

      STR: 122

      VIT: 110

      AGI: 291

      INT: 389

      MGC: 278

      DEX: 389

      Skills
Sole Sense: Lv 4

      Espionage: Lv 6

      Bare Handed Combat Techniques: Lv 3

      Bare Handed Combat Arts: Lv 4

      Anti-Detection: Lv 6

      Appraisal Detection: Lv 8

      Inconspicuous: Lv 7

      Magic: Lv 8

      Vital Point Detection: Lv 4

      Court Etiquette: Lv 6

      Presence Detection: Lv 6

      Presence Elimination: Lv 6

      Illusion Magic: MAX

      Phantom Magic: Lv 6

      Resistance to Confusion: Lv 4

      Weakness Detection: MAX

      Covert Action: Lv 3

      Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 3

      Short Sword Techniques: Lv 7

      Short Sword Arts: Lv 7

      Earth Magic: Lv 3

      Legerdemain: MAX

      Throwing: Lv 7

      Fire Magic: Lv 3

      Charm Resist: Lv 4

      Carpentry: Lv 4

      Trap Removal: Lv 4

      Trap Detection: Lv 8

      Trap Creation: Lv 7

      Vigour Manipulation

      Dulled Sense of Pain

      Indomitable

      Thought Division

      Magic Manipulation

      Lesser Magic Boost

      Unique Skills
Technically Senile: Lv 7

      Innate Skills
Induced Thought: Lv 8

      Induced Line of Sight: Lv 8

      Titles
Master of The Art of Illusion

      Guildmaster

      Trickster

      One who has Surpassed the Bounds of Mediocrity

      A Ranked Adventurer

      Equipment
Dragon Fang Short Sword

      Dragon Scale Suit

      Dragon Leather Mantle

      Shoes of Quickened Feet

      Bracelet of Substitution

      Magician’s Ring

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Hmmm, he sure seemed strong. Both his stats and skills looked
      flat out ridiculous, and he appeared as if he was capable of combat
      at pretty much any range. He had a lot of skills that’d led him
      take advantage of his enemies’ weak points too. Magic show related
      skills aside, he more or less looked to be an assassin.

      He even had a unique skill to top it all off.

      Technically Senile: Forces the target to forget that they have a
      certain skill for a fixed time period. This time period and
      Technically Senile’s cooldown are both dependant on the target
      skill’s level and rarity. Maximum period of senility: 1 minute.

      Holy crap that’s OP. Forgetting you have a skill in the middle
      of combat could be flat out fatal.

      Induced Thought: Allows the caster to momentarily redirect the
      target’s train of thought.

      Induced Line of Sight: Allows the caster to momentarily redirect
      the target’s line of sight.

      His two innate skills, combined with Inconspicuous, Espionage,
      and other similar abilities, would probably allow him to make his
      opponents completely lose track of him, especially if he was to
      make use of his illusion based magics. The name of his job seemed
      to hint at the fact that he specialized in using the illusory arts
      in conjunction with magic trick-like abilities, meaning that he was
      actually much more difficult to deal with than his stats seemed to
      indicate.

      "Hahaha. It seems that you just appraised me."

      Wait, how?

      "The Appraisal Detection skill allows me to sense those capable
      of using appraisal. It also lets me know if it gets used on me. Out
      of curiosity, can you see my unique skill?"

      "Nn."

      "I knew it. Your appraisal sure is high leveled. I’d actually
      used it when we met a bit earlier so you’d forget to appraise me,
      just so I wouldn’t get found out cause I wanted to give you a bit
      of a surprise here and now. Sadly, you don’t look even the
      slightest bit surprised though. Looks like my little prank ended up
      failing."

      Oh, right, that explains why I kept forgetting to appraise him
      back then. Man, I knew something was off back then. In fact, I was
      so confident that I was getting paranoid that I was being attacked
      by a Stand.

      …

      Okay, yeah no, that was just flat out bullshit. I’d honestly
      blamed it on my own carelessness.

      "Your appraisal skill sure is high leveled though. You put my
      skill on a three day cooldown, and I didn’t even manage to
      successfully prank you. Man, I wish I never bothered."

      "Your own fault."

      "Yeah, I know. I’ll make your stay here a lot more convenient as
      an apology, so could you please stop glaring at me already?"

      So that whole gentlemanly act he pulled off outside town was all
      just a ruse for the sake of a prank? The boyish way he put his
      hands together and lowered his head made it look like my guess was
      perfectly on the mark. Fran seemed a bit peeved as well, but it’s
      not like he actually caused us any harm. In fact, he’d even given
      us a hand, so I guess we don’t really have any choice but to
      forgive him.

      "…Will get mad next time."

      Is it really normal for him to just go around using that skill
      on people? I feel like he’d be put in a pretty bad place if the
      person he tried to mess with ended up finding out. They might take
      his use of the skill as a sign of hostility and choose to engage
      him in battle.

      "Seriously Guildmaster? You did it again? Do you really
      like playing pranks on all the promising newbies that much?"

      Looks like this isn’t just a one off thing. Is it really alright
      for the Guildmaster to do stuff like that?

      "You can just hit him if he starts to get him on your nerves,
      Fran."

      "Got it."

      "Nice, I’ll be cheering you on then! I hope that silly
      Guildmaster of ours ends up suffering just a bit some day."

      "Wow Erza, you’re terrible."

      "I mean, you’re the one always pushing it just because they’ll
      never fire you, so you kinda deserve it."

      "Why never fire?"

      I was a bit curious about that as well. I mean, Guildmasters had
      authority and all that, but their positions weren’t nearly
      influential enough to allow them to permanently hold their
      titles.

      "Well, you see, he’s really strong. He’s definitely one of
      Kranzel’s top five. I’m one of the strongest B ranked adventurers
      out there, but I’m not even the slightest bit close to even being
      his match, mkay? That make sense honey?"

      Wow, is he really that strong? I mean, their stats don’t look
      that different, so I guess it’s based on how well they apply
      their skills. Erza seems like the brute force type, so he’d
      probably get screwed from having holes poked in his weak
      points.

      "He’s strong enough to be worthy of his title as Guildmaster of
      a city containing two different dungeons. Mhmm."

      Well, yeah, he does seem several times stronger than most other
      adventurers.

      "And he’s the only one capable of negotiating with the Dungeon
      Master too. Yuppers."

      Negotiating with the Dungeon Master? The hell’s that supposed to
      mean?

      "Negotiate?"

      "Oh, right, you just got here. Ulmutt’s gotten really famous
      because it’s got two dungeons, both of which are still alive.
      They’ve even got their Dungeon Masters still inside of them."

      "Dangerous."

      "Normally, yeah, but Ulmutt’s fine, so no worries there
      honey."

      "Why?"

      "Well, it’s because we made a deal with the Dungeon Masters. The
      Dungeon Masters have agreed not to strengthen the dungeon any more
      than absolutely necessary or tell their monsters to invade the
      city. They’ve also agreed to tolerate adventurers and their actions
      within the dungeon’s confines. In exchange, we provide the Dungeon
      Masters supplies from outside their dungeons and agree not to touch
      them or the dungeons’ cores. Yuppers."

      Ah, I see. I guess this is something that becomes possible under
      the condition that the Dungeon Master is of an intelligent race.
      It’d make sense for said Dungeon Master to prefer coexistence to
      getting destroyed by high ranking adventurers.

      "The Guildmaster was the first person to succeed in negotiating
      with the Dungeon Master. Mhmm. He did it back in his younger
      days."

      "Man, it was really hard, and took forever."

      "I don’t really know why the Dungeon Masters trust this old man,
      but, they’ve appointed him as a point of interaction, so we kinnnda
      don’t have the slightest clue what’d happen to the guild if he
      quit. Ulmutt only exists for its dungeons, so there’s really no way
      for anyone to fire the Guildmaster without bringing about a tonne
      of harm."

      "Heh, and you know what that means? I get to do whatever I want,
      and no one can stop me."

      "That’s not something that’s supposed to make you act with such
      a irresponsible attitude!"

      Holy crap. I think I need glasses. I swear I just saw a homo
      manwoman scolding an old man in the same manner as she would a
      brat.

      "Mmm, I think it’s about time for me to excuse myself."

      "Keep up the good work."

      "You really shouldn’t be saying that seeing as how you’re the
      one that keeps making me work harder than I should be!"

      You know, I could actually kinda get use to this. Their
      interactions, I mean.

      "See you later Fran. I really think I’ve taken a liking to you,
      so tell me if you ever need anything. I’ll help you out if I can.
      Mhmm, yes I will."

      "Nn."

      "Byebye~ Muah~"

      Oh god why, he just threw a kiss in at the end just to do it!
      Holy crap, that was dangerous. I almost instinctively moved my body
      out of its path and got myself caught in action by Dias.

      （Master, something wrong? Twitchy.）

      'I-It’s nothing, don’t worry about it.'

      Though, it seems like Fran actually did notice.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Do note that translations will be a bit erratic for a while.
      I’ve no idea if I’ll have the time to get to them due to guests and
      what not.

      

    



    

    
      144. Dias’ Abilities

      
      


      The Guildmaster breathed a light sigh not too long after Erza’s
      departure.

      "Whew. He’s not a bad guy, but I find myself having a bit of a
      hard time dealing with him."

      I’m guessing he means that he can’t stand Erza on a
      physiological level or something like that. Fran seems fine, but
      that’s more so because she hasn’t really developed a sense of
      personal space yet.

      "He’s what I would call a little bit special, you see."

      "Man, but also woman?"

      "That’s a part of it."

      A part? There’s more to it?

      "Other parts too?"

      "It looks like you’ll be stuck dealing with him for quite the
      time to come, so I guess there shouldn’t be any problems with me
      telling you. Besides, I’d end up with a few concerns over my own
      safety if you were to fall into his venomous clutches."

      Dias muttered several things under his breath with a serious
      look on his face; he seemed to be lost in thought.

      "Erza’s what you’d call a man with a woman’s heart. He’s equally
      interested in both men and women alike, and his tastes span the
      generations as far as age goes. In fact, both you and I fall into
      his strike zone. He’s even got an inclination that makes him happy
      when abused by others."

      '…'

      （Master?）

      'Holy shit! I think I actually just blanked out for a
      second.'

      So he’s a masochistic bisexual manwoman attracted to basically
      everything and anything? Like, isn’t he, as a living thing,
      supposed to have instincts that make him only want to tap to
      certain things? Whatever the hell happened to those? Holy crap, I
      think this has gone so far that I’m starting to feel physical harm.
      Each of these facts is as bad as a blow to the gut. I’mma say we
      should stay as far away from him as possible, for sanity’s
      sake.

      "???"

      All of what we’d discussed seemed to have gone right over Fran’s
      head. I can practically see a bunch of question marks floating on
      top of her.

      （Master? Understand?）

      'I-I do, but I think it’s fine for you not to get it for
      now.'

      （Why?）

      'I-It’s a subject for grown ups. You don’t need to get it yet.
      In fact, I think you’d be happier not getting it than getting
      it.'

      （Hm?）

      I’d honestly rather prefer that she never gets it, if
      anything.

      'A-All you really have to know is that Erza’s a bit of a weirdo.
      That’s it.'

      （Nn. Got it.）

      Whew. Thank god that’s over. I was pretty confident that I’d end
      up losing my ability to think rationally if I had to actually
      explain Erza’s inclinations.

      "Erza doesn’t believe in simply watching over children lovingly
      and will act on his urges, but that isn’t to say that he actively
      goes after them himself either. Despite all else, he still is
      technically Ulmutt’s ace, so some children do end up developing odd
      tastes and approaching him on their own."

      Oh, so that’s what he meant by falling into Erza’s venomous
      clutches? Yeah no, that’s more like getting flat out poisoned and
      corrupted.

      "To tell you the truth, I was actually warned by a certain
      individual ahead of time that I shouldn’t let you fall into Erza’s
      clutches… I’m pretty sure I’d end up getting murdered by said
      individual if I did."

      "Certain individual?"

      "Amanda of Hairiti. One of your acquaintances, I presume?"

      "Nn."

      "She’d sent me a letter by hawk. Here, feel free to take a look
      if you’d like to see it."

      Dias smiled bitterly as he showed us the letter. It named Fran
      and described her features before going on and on about how cute
      and good a kid she was. It ended off by saying that she’d probably
      stand out, and that Dias should be aware of the fact that other
      adventurers would likely try to pick on her. It more or less
      coerced Dias to figure something out and do something about the
      fact that Erza would definitely end up taking a liking to Fran.

      "Erza and Amanda are on pretty good terms, but Amanda refuses to
      budge when it comes to anything related to children."

      "Nn."

      "I mean, again, he’s really not that bad a guy though…"

      I really ought to thank Amanda. We owe her so much for having
      the Guildmaster help us with this whole Erza thing. I mean, we’re
      grateful she helped us get in touch with the Guildmaster period,
      but the Erza thing was what truly made me feel like thanking her
      from the bottom of my heart. Like, I know Erza’s not that bad a guy
      or anything like that, but chances were, I would’ve flat out
      snapped if Erza ended up taking a liking to us and following us
      around everywhere all round the clock.

      "Alrighty… Would you mind if we changed topics and started
      addressing something a bit more serious?"

      Dias’ face suddenly went solemn as he brought both hands
      together in front of him much in the same manner as Commander
      Ik*ri.

      "That sword isn’t just your average everyday sword, is it?"

      The next words that came out of his mouth had all the
      effectiveness of an explosive.

      'What!?'

      "!!"

      "Heh, curious as to why I found out? How about appraise me again
      if you want to know?"

      "?"

      "Come on, just give it a shot. I tricked you the first time, you
      know?"

      Hmmm… I guess I’ll do as he says. I’m curious as to how he
      managed to figure me out, so yeah.

      I ended up trying to appraise him again after a moment’s worth
      of contemplation.

      （Master?）

      'Hmmm…? He’s got more skills….?'

      There weren’t any differences in his stats or skill levels.
      However, he had two more skills than he had last time: Appraisal
      Cover Up and Mind Reading. Both new skills were level 8.

      "You see them?"

      "Nn."

      "Appraisal Cover Up can either be used to disguise one’s entire
      stat page, but that’s not it. You can also focus the skill’s
      effects on a few specific items in order to completely and totally
      hide them. I’ve been doing the latter to hide Mind Reading, my
      trump card."

      Holy shit. Dias’ skillset lets him go after weak points, so
      giving him a skill like that just flat out makes him completely
      borked.

      "Mind Reading can be used to outwit people, especially when
      paired with Technically Senile. I’d love to have Appraisal as well,
      but it seems I don’t really have any affinity for the skill. I just
      can’t get it no matter how hard I try. Oh well, it’s pretty easy to
      figure out what weapon and magic based skills someone’s got just by
      looking at them, and most people tend to think about their skills
      right before they use them, so I can just deal with whatever comes
      at me by reading my opponent’s mind ahead of time."

      As I analyzed the skill, I came to realize a pressing issue.

      Mind Reading: Allows one to catch a glimpse of a target’s
      thoughts.

      His skill didn’t specify that it could only read the minds of
      people or intelligent animals. Does that mean he can read my
      thoughts as well? Even though I’m a sword? Wait, wait, can he read
      the mind of anything capable of actual thought period?

      "Heheheh, looks like you’re panicking. Have you figured it out?
      It’s exactly as you think. This skill allowed me to come to realize
      that your sword can think too, Fran."

      'Shit, he just totally read Fran’s mind again.'

      "Oh, just so you know, I don’t actually go around randomly
      reading people’s minds, you know? I just happened to catch sight of
      the fight you were involved in earlier. I figured I’d read your
      mind and step in if you happened to want to kill the people that’d
      bothered you, which would’ve been a fairly easy task seeing as how
      bloodlust is a simple thing to read. It just so happened that I
      overheard you seemingly having a telepathic conversation, at which
      point in time I realized that your sword had the ability to think
      too."

      So he knew about me right from the moment he first called out to
      us? Is this why he called Fran here to begin with?

      "So why don’t you tell me about that sword of yours?"

      （What do?）

      'Hmm… It looks like he’s figured most of it out anyway. He’d
      probably actually get mad if we kept trying to hide anything else,
      so…'

      That said, it wasn’t like he had any real evidence. Playing dumb
      is probably still an option. We don’t really know what his goal is
      here, and if worse comes to worst, he might even end up trying to
      confiscate me and wield me for himself.

      "Hahaha, it looks like you really don’t trust me at all. Don’t
      worry, I won’t do anything that’ll make you worse off. I’ll even
      swear it in Amanda’s name. I owe her a great deal, so I wouldn’t be
      able to face her if I wronged you in any which way. Plus, I already
      told you about my own trump card, so it’s only fair for you to tell
      me about yours. Right? Come on."

      Dias’ smile contained not even the slightest trace of malice,
      and it didn’t seem like he was lying either…

      Hah…. Well, I guess it can’t be helped. We’ll be staying here
      for a while, so I don’t want to make an enemy out of the
      Guildmaster. He’d probably end up figuring out whatever we were
      thinking anyways, even if we did try to pull one over him.

      'Do you mind?'

      （Nn. Can’t be helped.）

      He pretty much knows anyways.

      'I guess it can’t be helped then.'

      "Woah, w-was that the sword just now…?"

      'Yeah, hi. Fran’s sword speaking.'

      "Hahaha! Wow! You can actually speak, just like a human!? I was
      not expecting that."

      "Nn. Master amazing."

      "Master?"

      And so, we did the usual and had Fran explain my name and
      effectively force the other person to praise it. Luckily, Dias was
      pretty good at reading the mood, so he complimented Fran’s naming
      sense a whole bunch, almost too much, in fact.

      'So did you need something from me? Or were you just
      curious?'

      "Right, my bad. This is my first time seeing an intelligent
      weapon, so I ended up getting carried away out of excitement. I
      admit I was a bit curious, but I also wanted to give the two of you
      a bit of advice."

      "Advice?"

      "Yes, advice. Master, Appraisal isn’t too uncommon a skill, but,
      it seems you’ve kind of just been using it all willy nilly?"

      'Yeah, pretty much.'

      "I know that I’m not really qualified to say this myself seeing
      as how I read people’s minds, but you should be more careful on who
      you use it on since it’ll expose everything they wish to keep a
      secret. There’s a fair number of people out there who really hate
      nobles and royals, so you may end up getting arrested under the
      pretense of being a spy should you be caught using appraisal on
      either of those two types of people. Many royals even have
      appraisal detection, so you’ll be noticed immediately. And do keep
      in mind that the crime will end up falling on Fran’s shoulders in
      your case."

      You know, he’s got a pretty good point now that I think about
      it. Appraisal lets you pretty much see everything, so people with
      lots of secrets would probably hate for it to be used on them. I’d
      never actually thought about the skill from that kind of
      perspective before.

      "I’m sure that Fran will ultimately end up meeting royals on
      multiple occasions in the future due to how promising an adventurer
      she seems, so do take heed of this for when that happens. If not,
      then…"

      Dias gave his neck a light chop instead of finishing his
      sentence with words.

      Yeah, makes sense. Pissing off royalty isn’t exactly something
      you could get away with, at least not easily. Putting it like that,
      randomly using Appraisal can lead to terrifying results. I guess
      I’ll be a bit more prudent.

      "That’s all for Appraisal related advice. I still want to advise
      you on something else too though."

      "Something else?"

      "You guys haven’t really leveled your detection type skills,
      have you?"

      'What makes you think that?'

      "It’s because you didn’t realize when I used Technically Senile,
      Mind Reading, Induced Thought, or Induced Line of Sight. I mean, I
      am good at hiding the fact that I’m using them, but you guys are
      just way too defenseless, you know? Strength in combat aside, you
      guys are really unguarded for people that’ve got something to hide,
      you’re just flat out unbalanced. You should’ve been able to realize
      that something was amiss had you trained your ability to detect as
      much as you had your ability to fight."

      We do have a whole slew of detection type skills, but most of
      them are rather low leveled. The highest would be Presence
      Detection, and even that’s just level 5.

      'So is having level 5 Presence Detection just not enough?'

      "It isn’t. You’ll either want at least one level 8 skill or
      three level 6 skills if you want to go up against any tougher
      opponents."

      Both those options are pretty far off.

      "It isn’t an absolute necessity in general. You could always act
      in much the same manner as Erza, who claims to have nothing to
      hide, but that wouldn’t quite do for the two of you now, would
      it?"

      'Yeah, I’d like as few people to know about me as possible.'

      "I happen to have a pretty good place for you guys to train.
      Want to check it out?"

      'You mean the dungeon?'

      "Exactly. You know that Ulmutt’s got two dungeons, right?"

      "Nn."

      "The western dungeon is for beginners. It contains very few
      traps, and most of the magic beasts inside of it will fight you
      head on. It’s a good place for newbies to grind up their levels.
      The eastern one is effectively the western’s opposite. It’s for
      more experienced adventurers, and contains lots of traps. The magic
      beasts within it also like to set up ambushes, with the inclination
      only growing stronger as you dive deeper into the dungeon’s depths.
      Many D ranked adventurers have ended up losing their lives within
      the eastern dungeon’s confines."

      'So what you’re saying is that you want us to head to the
      eastern one to train up our detection skills?'

      "You guessed it. The eastern dungeon is perfect for anyone that
      wants to get better at detection. So, how about it? You probably
      won’t be able to suddenly bump your skill levels up, but it should
      still be worth your time. You normally have to prove yourself in
      the western dungeon before being admitted to the eastern one, but
      I’ll offer you guys a chance to bypass all that if you want."

      'I guess that’s fine? I mean, we were planning to go dungeon
      diving anyways…'

      I don’t really know if we’ll manage to actually start leveling
      our skills up, but, we should at least be able to train a bit in
      order to actually get better at using some of them. It’s usually
      pretty hard to get practice with detection based skills, so I’m
      totally fine with taking that as a bit of an added bonus. That said
      though, I can’t help but feel a bit bothered by all this.

      'But why go so far?'

      I just can’t seem to bring myself to trust him. I doubt he’d do
      this much for us sheerly out of good will.

      "Hahaha, I’m not trying to trick you, you know? It’s just that
      this happens to be something that benefits the guild."

      "Nn? Me exploring east dungeon benefits guild?"

      "Yes it does. The western dungeon is filled with newbies, none
      of which will actually be able to tell how strong you are. I can
      say for sure that you’ll end up getting in even more trouble if you
      end up going west."

      Ah, I see. The tournament is coming up soon, so Ulmutt’s getting
      a huge influx of adventurers. With more people, you tend to get
      more idiots, meaning more people that’d try to pick a fight with
      Fran. The guild would probably be pretty happy if it manages to
      minimize the amount of commotion caused by her.

      "There are very few adventurers exploring the eastern dungeon to
      begin with, but those that are are also relatively experienced.
      They likely won’t mess with you so long as the guild makes an
      announcement or two."

      'Hence, you’d prefer us dive into the eastern dungeon as opposed
      to the western one?'

      "Exactly, it’s a deal that benefits us both. So, how about
      it?"

      'What do you think, Fran?'

      "I don’t mind."

      "Good, good. It looks like you’re nice and motivated."

      The Guildmaster seemed to have expected our answer, as he
      immediately pulled an eastern dungeon permit with Fran’s name
      carefully inscribed on it. Holy crap, he was totally ready for
      us.

      Real talk, I really can’t hate Dias, but I can’t bring myself to
      trust him either.
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      Fran examined the permit she got from Dias by flipping it over
      and shining a light on it.

      "Is something wrong?"

      "Nn. Might have hidden mechanism."

      "Hahaha, wow, you’re mean. I’m right here, you know?"

      "…"

      Dias had made his claim with a smile on his face, but that
      hadn’t been nearly enough for him to earn Fran’s trust, she
      continued to gaze at the letter suspiciously regardless.

      "Just trust me on this okay? I won’t play any more pranks on
      you. The only pranks I ever play are ones that end up benefiting
      the adventurers that get pranked, you know?"

      "Meaning?"

      "Think of my pranks as a form of parental love. I use them to
      make sure everyone doesn’t get too relaxed on a day to day basis. I
      don’t just play them to have fun."

      "…"

      Fran stared down Dias, whose expression remained serious despite
      his obvious bullshitting. I didn’t even need the Principle of
      Falsehood to know he was straight up lying to our faces.

      "Well… Okay, I guess it is half for my own entertainment."

      "Nn."

      "A-Ah, right, that reminds me. Just letting you into the eastern
      dungeon isn’t all I’ve come up with. I’ve also got a few other
      ideas that’ll benefit you."

      The Guildmaster ended up just flat out changing the topic, not
      that I really mind given that I was interested in what he’d brought
      up.

      'Other ideas, you say?'

      "Yeah. To be more exact, I’ve thought up three different courses
      of action. The first is to issue a proclamation regarding the
      protection of younger adventurers, something we, as the guild,
      ourselves would also benefit from. I’m fairly certain that this is
      something you’ve already noticed, but Ulmutt’s got a relatively
      large proportion of younger adventurers."

      "Nn."

      "Our dungeons [1] fall in somewhere in the lower D ranked area,
      but we’ve a system that allows F and G ranked adventurers to
      explore the upper floors regardless so long as they party up with
      people ranked in at E or higher. This system really helps newbies
      that want to gain experience, as well as G rankers, as they aren’t
      allowed to enter any of the country’s other dungeons."

      "That’s why, G ranked kids, lots?"

      "Exactly. The problem lies with the fact that many of the people
      out there like to take advantage of them. They manipulate them and
      use them as bait. I’ve been thinking of enforcing a penalty for
      actions like that for quite some time now."

      So Fran just happened to end up as the spark that’d set his plan
      into action? Makes sense.

      "Second?"

      "My second idea would be to go around telling everyone how much
      Erza likes you. Ulmutt’s adventurers typically prefer to be on his
      good side rather than not."

      Right. All the adventurers seemed to quiet down the moment he
      showed up. Yup, makes sense. There’s no way anyone would be willing
      to go head to head with that after all.

      "Last?"

      "That would be to quickly raise your rank."

      "??"

      "You know, Fran, the guild really values all the contributions
      you’ve made to it. We’ll bump you up to C rank the moment you
      complete enough requests to qualify yourself for it."

      "Surprised."

      Yeah, me too. Was it because they took what we did back in
      Barbra into consideration?

      "The royalty you escorted named you an incredibly valuable
      asset. The reports they sent contained nothing but praise."

      Oh, he must be talking about when we escorted Prince Flut and
      Princess Satia.

      Fran’s expression remained unchanged, but I felt Dias’ words
      ignite a fiery passion within her.

      "Will do best."

      "Please do. We’ll do for you as we have for every other
      adventurer that’s reached C rank here at the Ulmutt branch and make
      a series announcements in order to spread your name far and wide.
      That way, almost everyone in the city will know you’re a C rank,
      and consequently, there’ll be far fewer people that’ll want to try
      picking a fight with you."

      Fewer? So there still will be some? Can’t be helped, I guess. Oh
      well, that works too. Less is always more when it comes to this
      kinda thing.

      "I’ll give you a few requests you can complete during your time
      in the eastern dungeon. You should be able to finish them and
      easily rank yourself up while going through with your training.
      "

      Dias handed us twenty something requests as he continued to
      speak.

      "You’ll need to complete another 23 D ranked requests if you
      want to qualify for C rank. Take all these, and start doing what
      you can."

      "Got it."

      'Thanks.'

      And so, we ended up being allowed into the dungeon. I’d been
      expecting us to have to be examined or something, but I guess this
      is fine too. It’s a shame that Klimut’s reference letter ended up
      going to waste, but oh well.

      Actually, I guess there’s no harm in giving it to him anyways,
      right?

      "Here."

      "That looks like… Alessa’s Guild’s crest. Would that be a letter
      from Klimut?"

      "Nn. Reference letter."

      Dias’ face paled in unease the moment Fran nodded to affirm his
      suspicions. Wait, what? You okay, old dude?

      "By the way, Fran."

      "Nn?"

      "Umm… You’re not going to tell Klimut about how I tried to play
      a bit of a prank on you, right?"

      For some odd reason, his tone voice of voice had immediately
      turned into a flattering one.

      "Why?"

      "I guess it’d be better for me to say since I’m the one asking
      for a favour here. Klimut is one of my seniors and someone I look
      up to as an adventurer. He gave me a hand when I was just starting
      out, so I owe him quite a bit. I wouldn’t be able to bring myself
      to face him if you told him what I did. Er, actually, that’s not it
      at all. To be honest, I’m just flat out terrified of him."

      I’d used the Principle of Falsehood to verify his words, and
      apparently, he wasn’t lying. He was actually afraid of Klimut.

      Well, I’m glad that reference letter of ours ended up actually
      seeing some use. In fact, it more or less ended up functioning as a
      sort of trump card, huh?

      "Will tell Amanda and Klimut next time something weird
      done."

      "I’m sorry. I’ll never do anything weird to you ever again."

      You know, it’s really pretty rare to see a Guildmaster prostrate
      himself on all fours. Man, I wish I had a camera right now. Oh
      well, either way, it looked like Dias is going to stop with his
      pranks now, so all’s good. [2]

      "Nn. Got it."

      "Hahaha…"

      Seeing Fran take a haughty stance while holding Klimut’s letter
      with Dias prostrating before her almost made me want to say “Case
      Closed!”

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Raw does not say if plural or singular. The manner in which
      the writing is presented is pointing towards the first, but context
      from the previous chapter is pointing towards the second.

      [2] Dogeza. Universal Japanese apology/begging tool. Basically
      getting on all fours with your knees touching the ground and
      prostrating. Normally only used for overdramatic apologies and
      whatnot.
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      I made sure to double check a few details regarding our
      detection skills before we left Dias’ office.

      Specifically, I asked him to once again verify that we’d only
      need either a single level 8 skill or 3 level 6 skills.

      "Personally, I can figure out when someone’s using Appraisal
      right away because I’ve got the Appraisal Detection skill, but it’s
      normally quite difficult to catch someone in the act of it. The
      skill is honestly quite a stealthy one. The same goes for
      connoisseur and mind reading type skills. They’re all pretty hard
      to detect."

      That sounds like something that’d make people with secrets to
      hide go crazy with anxiety. Someone could find out whatever it is
      you’re trying to hide without you ever being the wiser.

      "Skills like Induced Thought and Technical Senility are much
      more difficult to cover up. Even I can’t make them totally
      undetectable despite having both the skills at a fairly high
      level."

      Neither the Appraisal or Connoisseur-type skills involved
      invoking any sort of effect that’d influence their targets. All you
      had to do to activate either was look at whatever it is you wanted
      to know more about, and that was it.

      Induced Thought, on the other hand, flat out messed with its
      target. Hence, it became much less difficult to detect.

      Taking that theory and applying it to the skills in my
      possession allowed me to realize that it’d probably be hard for
      people to sense Appraisal or the Principle of Falsehood. Skill
      Taker, on the other hand, seemed like it’d be pretty easy to notice
      immediately.

      "I doubt Presence Detection would allow you to detect if you’re
      being appraised, even if raised to its maximum level, but leveling
      the skill to level 8 should at least be enough for it to let you to
      detect if someone uses a skill that’ll have an effect on you."

      In other words, level 8 probably wouldn’t cut it for us. Self
      Evolution allowed us to get skills much more quickly than the
      average person, but it also came back to bite us in the ass by not
      providing us with any of the experience typically involved in
      leveling it. Luckily, it looked like the eastern dungeon would
      allow us an opportunity to overcome our shortcomings. In either
      case, it seemed like our goal was set. We’d dive into the dungeon
      and level Presence Detection up to 8 either through absorbing magic
      stones or using self evolution points.

      "Leaving now."

      "’Kay, see you around. Oh, and please don’t forget about the
      Klimut thing!"

      Fran turned her back on Dias as he begged her for a favour and
      departed from his office.

      'Let’s go check out the library and see if we can gather
      ourselves some information about the dungeon.'

      "Nn."

      'We don’t have that much time to spare, so we’d best get all
      this administrative stuff over with as quickly as possible.'

      We needed to find ourselves a place to stay before nightfall.
      That, however, was honestly not my first priority. I had something
      else on my mind, something much more important than just finding an
      inn.

      'You think Old Man Gallus is here yet?'

      ***

      And so, two hours passed. We had long stopped looking around the
      library and instead started walking around the city in search of
      Gallus. He should’ve arrived way before we did, especially after
      taking into consideration the fact that we’d gotten ourselves a
      little bit more than a little bit sidetracked.

      The reason we were searching for him, and not verification of
      the fact that he was here was because it was pretty obvious that
      he’d at least been here rather recently. Many of Ulmutt’s
      adventurers were like the ones in Alessa in the sense that they
      were walking around with high quality weapons made from iron or
      steel.

      We had started out by asking a few of these adventurers for
      confirmation, and it turned out that our guesses had hit the nail
      right on the head. Their weapons were indeed made by the old man,
      but that was where our smooth sailing came to an end, as they’d all
      pointed us in different directions when we asked them for his
      location. It seemed like Gallus had been going around the city
      borrowing other blacksmith’s forges in order to make his goods as
      opposed to staying in one place like he did back in Alessa.

      Fran and I ended up having no choice but to visit random weapon
      stores in order to hopefully run into him whilst also listening in
      on the adventurers in our vicinity along the way. Much to our
      annoyance, it seemed that most were talking about topics relating
      to dungeons or the upcoming martial arts tournament. We didn’t hear
      anything about Gallus at all. That said, we did happen to stumble
      across a group of three adventurers discussing something that just
      so happened to catch our attention.

      "Hey, you hear about the evil god’s fortress? Apparently it fell
      overnight. Wasn’t the Millenia Fortress supposed to be their most
      fortified stronghold?"

      "Yeah, but that’s not the only place in which the evil god’s
      believers have gathered en masse. The rumours have been saying that
      some of them are even getting blessed with the evil god’s
      powers."

      "Wait, wait, that’s a thing? I thought the only people that
      worshiped the evil god were criminals and outlaws."

      "Apparently, Evil Goblins and Evil Kobolds are only the way they
      are because they’ve powered up after receiving the Evil God’s
      blessings, not that I’ve ever seen either of them myself."

      "Oh! Those things? I’ve heard that they’re really hard to deal
      with. Wait, don’t some countries go all out in order to exterminate
      the evil god’s believers? Maybe that’s why Millenia fell."

      "Oh come on, you know that the Millenia Fortress is in the
      Kingdom of Reidos, right? There’s no way the Reidosians would ever
      bother wiping them out. In fact, it’s far more likely for them to
      try putting them to use instead."

      "But, if the Reidosians didn’t crush the fortress, who did?"

      "Who knows? I’ve caught wind a few rumours saying that it was
      because they had a falling out. I heard it from one of my
      acquaintances that happened to be in the area when it happened, and
      he got his info from one of the underlings that escaped from within
      the fortress. Apparently one of their top brass happened to get
      back that day and caused an uproar. It’s said that guy had totally
      transformed, as if born anew. His body became like that of a magic
      beast’s instead of a human’s. He used that new body of his to slay
      all the other executives before laughing and claiming that he’d
      consumed them for their power He was like a demon, they say."

      "Dude, that sounds freaky as hell."

      "Were you try to tell us a horror story or something?"

      "Come on guys, I was being serious. Though, it was just a rumour
      I heard, so do admit that it might’ve ended up getting
      exaggerated."

      I was rather surprised to hear that the Evil God’s believers had
      a sort of fortress set up, and even more surprised to hear that
      it’d already fallen at the hands of one of their own allies.

      （Just now, talking about Zerrosreed?）

      'You think so too?'

      To me, that sounded like Zerrosreed feeding his cannibalism
      skill no matter how you spun it. Does that mean he’ll end up going
      around tearing down all the Evil God’s strongholds for his skill’s
      sake if we just leave him be? I mean, that actually kinda sounds
      like a plan. We could leave him be till he takes out all the Evil
      God’s followers and then just kill him off. Only problem is that we
      don’t really know how strong he’ll end up getting by the time we
      get to him.

      （Growl.）

      'You sure sound pumped, Urushi.'

      （Will defeat some day.）

      'Yeah, we’ll kick his ass. But first, we’ll have to get
      stronger.'

      （Nn.）

      （Woof!）

      The conversation we overheard was interesting, but it didn’t
      really give us anything to act on, so we continued walking around
      town with our ears perked.

      We weren’t able to find anyone that knew Gallus till we entered
      our third smithy. Its owner was much like the old man, he was also
      a dwarven blacksmith.

      "Already left Ulmutt?"

      "He left a few days ago cause he heard about what happened in
      Barbra. I’m pretty sure he decided to head over because he figured
      he’d be able to help."

      Looks like we just missed each other.

      "He said he’d be back before the Martial Arts Tournament, so you
      might catch him if you sit around long enough."

      "Got it."

      "Y’know, Gallus has actually told me about you ahead of time. So
      that’s what his custom made named equipment looks like…? Damn,
      that’s fabulous."

      The blacksmith looked at Fran’s black cat armour pieces with his
      eyes gleaming. I mean, I got that he was looking at the armour, but
      many of the people that passed by seemed to think him a pervert
      ogling a little girl.

      In fact, most passerbys regarded him like he was some sort of
      weirdo, and some had even given him a series of harsh glares. I
      couldn’t help but think that they were going to end up reporting
      him to the authorities, though I hoped they’d refrain.

      The dwarven smith, however, completely ignored them all and even
      continued to do things like touching the mantle and checking the
      quality and feel of its fabric. Fran herself was rather happy that
      her equips were being praised, so she stood still and cooperated as
      he went through with the inspection process.

      It took the blacksmith five whole minutes worth of staring and
      touching before he finally found himself smiling in
      satisfaction.

      "What a sight for sore eyes. Thanks for letting me do that. Feel
      free to come here if you want your stuff repaired for cheap. I’ll
      help you get your hands on discounted dungeon supplies too."

      We hadn’t really been concerned about the repairing our stuff,
      but, the supplies part sounded pretty nice. We might end up needing
      stuff in order to go dungeon diving and whatnot.

      'Oh, right. Let’s ask him if he knows any good inns.'

      "Nn. Know good inns?"

      "You haven’t decided yet? As for me, I think the Cellar Blade
      Shop’s probably one of my favourite places. The booze they serve
      there is great."

      Well, that’s a dwarf for you. That sounds good and all, but
      wouldn’t somewhere with a lot of drunks be all noisy?

      "The bar’s in the basement, so it’s not too bad as far as noise
      goes."

      "Got it. Will go check out."

      "Alright, and do come again."

      "Nn."

      ***

      The inn the smith introduced us to was one with thick walls and
      a rather calm air to it.

      We decided to check out the place they had underground, and it
      turned out to not be nearly as loud as I’d been expecting. It was
      much more of a bar than a tavern. There was a cafeteria-like area
      as well, but it wasn’t all that loud there either. The only booze
      they served was located at the bar, so you couldn’t eat and drink
      at the same time. As a result, there were far fewer people making
      noise. It looked like the dwarven blacksmith had been right. The
      noise didn’t look like it was going to end up bothering us.

      Our room was of a similar standard of quality. The floor was
      clean, and the bed soft. We were even allowed to let Urushi in in
      his smaller form, albeit at a bit of an additional cost.

      All in all, it seemed like a really nice place.

      "Nn. Not bad."

      "Woof."

      Better yet, it looked like both Fran and Urushi liked it
      too.

      'Okay, that’s done. Any other plans?'

      "Dungeon diving."

      "Woof woof!"

      They were both just full of energy, which, I guess wasn’t really
      too bad a thing. We have a bunch of requests and whatnot to handle
      anyway.

      'Alright, but let’s check out all the requests we have
      first.'

      "Right. Forgot."

      We began placing the requests on the bed so we could go through
      them more easily.

      Wait, there’s a tonne here. Is it really okay for us to take all
      these? I feel like other adventurers would start calling nepotism
      if they found out how many we were hogging them all to
      ourselves.

      'It looks like it’d probably be better for us not to tell anyone
      else how many requests we’re handling.'

      "Nn."

      Er, well, I said that, but it turned out that half the requests
      were subjugation type requests. They were much like the regular
      goblin ones in the sense that they were perpetually active. That
      is, they could be completed by any one at any time.

      The other half required us to gather materials.

      "High Ogre horns, Man Eating Mole claws."

      'I don’t think I’ve ever even heard of any of these magic
      beasts.'

      "Woof."

      'Though, the notes I took in the library say that they can be
      found starting at the eastern dungeon’s tenth floor.'

      "Looking forward."

      All of the requests we got were clearly justified in their
      classifications as quests for D rankers, as they all needed us to
      do stuff in places newbies would have to struggle to even get to.
      It seemed that you weren’t supposed to go past the eastern
      dungeon’s 9th floor if you were F ranked or lower.

      'Let’s see… Phantom Dogs, Darkstalkers. Yeah, it looks like
      there’s lots of stuff that’ll try sneak attacking us.'

      Dias’ info had been spot on.

      It actually took us quite some time to finish looking through
      all the requests we got. Fran and Urushi both ended up bored out of
      their minds. You know, Fran should start learning how to focus on
      this stuff. Gathering information seems like it’d be a pretty
      important basic skill for adventurers.

      Though, she did manage to spend a whole hour looking through it
      all, so I guess that is technically a pretty big improvement. She
      used to start nodding off after just five minutes.

      'Alright, let’s go.'

      "Wait. Not yet."

      Oh? Is she going to go through all the info again?

      "Eat first."

      "Woof!"

      'Oh. Right, yeah. Let’s do that.'

      


      

    



    

    
      147. Arriving at the Dungeon

      
      


      We headed over to the dungeon immediately after eating our fill at
      the inn’s dining hall.

      Neither Fran nor I knew where to go, so we asked one of the
      lady’s at the inn. The reply we got from her was surprisingly short
      and simple.

      "The west dungeon’s over near the western stronghold, and the
      east one’s right beside the eastern stronghold. Just walk in a
      straight line, you can’t miss either of them."

      It looked like the dungeons were inside the large cylindrical
      buildings. Rather, it turned out that the buildings had actually
      only been constructed in order to enclose the dungeons in the first
      place. [1]

      At first, most people had still felt that the dungeon masters
      were rather untrustworthy. They didn’t actually believe that they
      would uphold the contracts they made with Dias.

      Thus, the Kingdom of Kranzel ended up constructing two large
      buildings, one around each dungeon. These two constructions were an
      attempt to minimize the people’s feelings of anxiety. The people
      would be less concerned about the dungeon masters failing to
      fulfill their promises so long as they had insurance in the case
      that it happened. The wall that surrounded the city was also
      constructed with the same purpose in mind.

      That is, the outer wall would be able to contain the dungeons’
      monsters even if they managed to break through the strongholds
      built up in their immediate vicinities. The construction of both
      these countermeasures managed to settle most of the citizens’
      concerns.

      That, however, begged a certain question. What did Ulmutt’s
      citizens think? It was technically possible for the city to end up
      as a battlefield.

      We’d asked for the innkeeper lady’s opinion, and it turned that
      most of the people that lived here actually felt more positively
      about the dungeons than anything. The majority of Ulmutt’s citizens
      either were merchants and adventurers, or had some sort of
      connection with them. They’d actually only chosen to move to Ulmutt
      because of its dungeons. They knew the dangers and had long
      acknowledged them as a part of their daily lives. In fact, the
      city’s people saw the dungeons as their breadwinners and were even
      concerned with their conservation.

      They went as far as to regard the city’s outer walls as a nice
      added bonus that they just happened to be lucky enough to get from
      the government, reason being that they hadn’t paid even a cent for
      it themselves.

      All I had to say was… wow. I mean, I should’ve expected it given
      that the city was frequented by rowdy adventurers and cunning
      merchants, but damn, the people here got guts.

      ***

      We did as the innkeeper instructed and made our way towards the
      eastern stronghold. It didn’t take long for us to realize that
      navigating the city’s streets was as hard as navigating a maze,
      even with the end goal almost in sight. It’d almost felt whoever
      built the place had done so without a solid layout planned out
      ahead of time.

      The closer we got to the fortress, the more apparent this
      became. The buildings themselves started getting older and more
      historic looking, whereas the streets just flat out degenerated
      into a huge mess of alleyways and intersections. The older
      buildings looked to be of a poor quality, as they obviously weren’t
      built with any sort of construction related principles or standards
      in mind.

      We went up and down stairs, hit dead ends, turned around and did
      all sorts of wandering before finally reaching the dungeon’s
      entrance about an hour after we first set out for it.

      "Arrived. Here, dungeon?"

      "Woof?"

      'I’m pretty sure that this is the fortress they built up around
      the dungeon. We should be able to get ourselves inside if we head
      over to that gate over there.'

      The building looked pretty big up close. I also now realized
      that the stronghold we were looking at was no normal fortress. It
      didn’t have windows, and its gate would actually be pretty small if
      you ignored the part that had been dug out under the ground level.
      I could see why though. I mean, they called it a fortress, but it
      was only actually built in order to keep the dungeon in check and
      whatnot. In other words, its goal was to keep what was inside in as
      opposed to a regular fortress’ goal of keeping what was outside
      out.

      A group of soldiers had taken up residence in the fortress’
      upper floors so they could act in times of emergency.

      Ten odd adventurers were lined up in front of a small building
      set up by the fortress’ gate. It looked like they were waiting
      their turns in order to get themselves admitted to the dungeon.

      Fran garnered a bunch of attention as she got in line, but this
      time around, there wasn’t anyone that bothered messing with
      her.

      A fair portion of the adventurers gathered at the gate seemed to
      be ranked in at D or higher, and most were able to discern that she
      wasn’t just some weakling. Having Urushi around helped quite a bit
      too. We’d already had him go back to his actual size, so he looked
      fairly intimidating.

      Even the more mischievous looking adventurers seemed not all
      that keen on involving themselves with us with our giant ass wolf
      friend around. Urushi was normally restricted from using this form.
      He couldn’t parade around town in it, and dungeons were often too
      narrow for him.

      "Next plea — WHAT THE! That wolf is huge!"

      "W-What’s wrong? What’s all this commotion all of a
      sudden!?"

      The person responsible for admissions accidentally screamed when
      he saw Urushi. The guard hadn’t ended up seeing him ahead of time
      because he happened to be in the building’s blind spot.

      "W-Whoops, s-sorry. I just got a bit surprised is all."

      "Sorry little lady, he’s a bit of an idiot."

      The guards that showed up here were much more pleasant sounding
      than the ones that we’d met outside the city. They apologized
      sincerely and whatnot, and more importantly, they didn’t really
      seem even to bear even the slightest bit of disdain. Their
      attitudes were so good that they even left Fran in a state of
      confusion.

      "…?"

      "Is something the matter?"

      "Nn. Complete opposite of guards outside city."

      "I see. Did you run into any sort of complication with them,
      perhaps?"

      "That’d probably be because they sent all the more diligent guys
      over to Barbra."

      Ulmutt’s soldiers needed to be strong enough to both guard the
      dungeons and keep unruly adventurers in check. Thus, stronger
      individuals were often hired even if their attitudes happened to be
      a bit lacking.

      The city had decided to send some of its troops over to Barbra
      in light of the recent events that had occurred, and it went
      without saying that sending the more ill-mannered individuals was
      nothing short of a horrible idea. Hence, Ulmutt’s higher ups had
      ended up deciding to send over most of their harder workers, the
      people that normally made up the backbone that supported most of
      the city’s regular guard-related activities.

      As a result, the less well mannered guards usually responsible
      for rounding up criminals and subjugating magic beasts outside the
      city’s walls were tasked with helping with maintaining public
      order. As a result, the town had, in general, gotten a lot less
      secure. In fact, the guards themselves ended up bringing about a
      fair amount of trouble.

      "The men we sent to Barbra will be returning in due time. The
      Guildmaster and several other high ranking adventurers are helping
      us keep everyone in line for the time being, so everything’s still
      thankfully under control."

      "Still, it’d be best for you to be careful. It was honestly very
      difficult for us to immediately see you as an adventurer. We
      wouldn’t have believed you if not for your guild card, and I’m sure
      there will be others that not only feel the same, but are more
      stubborn in their ways."

      "I think you’re probably the youngest adventurer to have ever
      tried entering the eastern dungeon."

      "…And you’re registered. Your guild card should now log the
      dungeon’s info."

      "Log?"

      "It’ll track the floors you’ve visited and number of monsters
      you’ve defeated. It’ll let you immediately determine whether or not
      you’ve completed a request."

      Oh, nice, that sounds really convenient. It sounds like it’d
      make reporting subjugation requests incredibly simple. It’d also
      prevent people from giving false reports, not that that mattered to
      us seeing as how we were actually planning to do stuff the legit
      way anyways.

      "Do pay attention to the fact that the east and west dungeons
      have separate trackers. Nothing done in the eastern dungeon will
      count towards trackers for the western dungeon and vice versa."

      I guess that means we’d have to register again if we wanted to
      do stuff in the western dungeon too.

      "And here’s your card back."

      "Don’t push yourself too hard."

      "Nn. Thanks."

      Alright! It’s finally dungeon time.

      （Let’s go.）

      （Woof!）

      'Be careful though. The place is supposed to be filled with
      traps.'

      （Nn. Got it.）

      You know, now that I think about it, this is actually our first
      time entering a more difficult dungeon all on our own. It’d be best
      for us to be prudent.

      Having Fran die by falling in some random trap without any real
      warning would totally suck, so I’d really prefer for that not to
      happen.

      'Urushi, don’t warn us about any traps unless we’re about to get
      totally screwed. We won’t be able to get much training done if you
      do.'

      （Ruff.）

      The door opened as one of the guards did something with an item
      he happened to be holding. There seemed to be a weird flow to the
      magic in the door’s vicinity, so he’d probably just used some sort
      of magic item.

      We caught sight of a small shrine-like thing situated in the
      centre of a stone dome the moment we went through the gate.

      'Is that the dungeon’s entrance?'

      "Small."

      "Woof?"

      Looking a bit closer, I noticed that the shrine’s entrance
      contained a flight of stairs that ultimately led deeper
      underground. Still, the dungeon’s entrance sure seemed small for
      how famous it was, but that didn’t mean we’d be letting our guards
      down. A dungeon was a dungeon, after all.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] This wasn’t all that clear in earlier chapters, but turns
      out there are two cylindrical buildings. Japanese rarely involves
      the specification of plurality, I unfortunately had no way of
      knowing whether there were one or multiple ahead of time.

      

    



    

    
      148. Disarming Traps

      
      


      "Just remembered. Thought Master would refuse."

      'Refuse what?'

      "C rank promotion, because will stand out."

      'Well, I guess you’re right, but I figured there wasn’t much
      point to it anymore. I mean, you want to participate in the martial
      arts tournament, right?'

      "Nn."

      'Yeah. Participating will make you stand out pretty much right
      away anyways.'

      "Right. Will stand out if achieve victory."

      'Haha. Yeah, basically.'

      "Nn."

      We descended the dungeon’s stairs as we chatted. Naturally, we
      didn’t relax our guards while doing so.

      It didn’t take long for us to arrive at the first floor’s
      entrance, a long, narrow passage constructed entirely of stone. It
      was far too short and thin for Urushi, so he had no choice but to
      return to his smaller size.

      "Urushi. Training to fight while small."

      "Woof."

      We didn’t need to light any torches or provide any other sources
      of light. Luminescent moss grew on the cave’s ceiling and provided
      the passage with a dim glow. It didn’t illuminate every last nook
      and cranny, but, was still good enough for our purposes.

      'Looks like we’ve already hit a crossroads, and one that
      diverges into three different paths, at that.'

      "Go down which?"

      'Hmmm, well the rule says you should always go left.'

      The rule I was referencing was the so left hand rule. It stated
      that you’d be able to find a path out of basically anything so long
      as you had your left hand against the wall and always turned left.
      I mean, it technically did work with your right hand as well, but
      yeah.

      Naturally, the left hand rule wasn’t actually perfect and didn’t
      actually apply to every given situation. For example, it didn’t
      work if the place we were trying to get to required us to traverse
      a hidden room. It also failed to apply when the place we were
      trying to reach was the centre as opposed to an exit, when there
      weren’t any walls, and when we had move up and down stairs and
      ladders and stuff in 3D space.

      Oh, and just to put this out there, we looked up all sorts of
      stuff so we could successfully complete our magic-beast related
      requests, but we didn’t actually spend any time looking at the
      dungeon’s layout, nor did we look for information pertaining to the
      traps within it. We figured that kind of info wouldn’t actually
      really help us given that we were trying to train ourselves in the
      art of detection. The whole point was for us to locate traps and
      magic beasts on our own, without any extra help.

      "Then will choose left."

      I guess that works. I’m not really sensing any traps or magic
      beasts from any of the three paths right now anyways.

      'Alright, let’s go.'

      "Nn."

      We popped our detection skills and began walking down the
      leftmost path.

      "Mmph."

      'Oh?'

      Fran and I simultaneously detected something around three
      minutes after we started moving.

      "Detected."

      'So you managed to pick it up too, Fran? It looks like a Shadow
      Snake to me.'

      "Over there."

      A single black snake was hidden away in a dark corner that the
      luminescent moss’ light failed to reach. It was quite difficult to
      notice, and almost seemed as if it was blending into the shadows.
      Its name made me think it could use dark magic, but it couldn’t. It
      was instead something that stemmed from how it it slithered around
      in the darkness.

      "Weakling."

      "Woof."

      'Yeah. It is kind of the first thing we’ve run into though.'

      It was about the same size as a Japanese rat snake, and had
      basically no offensive prowess whatsoever. Shadow Slip and Presence
      Detection skills aside, it was basically just a normal snake.
      Honestly, it would probably never be able to harm you so long as
      you just wore yourself a pair of boots.

      To be frank, it was a magic beast that the average adventurer
      wouldn’t even bother hunting. It tasted like garbage, its magic
      stone was worthless, and it basically didn’t give any exp at all.
      To make matters worse, you actually had to go through its corpse
      and extract its magic stone too, a procedure that took much more
      time than it was worth. That said, we weren’t normal adventurers. I
      saw no reason to pass up a chance to potentially level up a skill
      while also getting free magic stone points.

      And so, Fran murdered the Shadow Snake. It only ended up giving
      me a single magic stone point, but hey, one step at a time,
      right?

      'Alright, let’s keep going.'

      "Nn."

      ***

      Time passed as we advanced.

      Fran completely froze after we got a bit deeper into the
      dungeon.

      'What’s wrong?'

      "Trap…?"

      'Really? Where?'

      "Floor. There."

      'Ohhhh. I see it now.'

      Looking at the place Fran had pointed to made me feel a sense of
      discomfort, as if something was just the slightest bit out of
      place. Activating Trap Detection and staring at the area with a
      more discerning eye allowed me to understand that the trap I was
      looking at was one would activate in response to weight.
      Specifically, activating it would release an arrow.

      Fran seemed to have noticed the trap before me as a result of
      the Sole Sense skill, a skill that allowed her to detect oddities
      through the soles of her feet. It was really quite useful, as Fran
      could sense the vibrations she produced while walking around,
      thereby allowing her to derive quite a bit of information.

      It was a skill I wouldn’t get any use out of unless I was
      dragged along the floor or walls, but that’d produce way too much
      noise for comfort, so yeah no.

      'You want to try disarming it?'

      "Nn."

      Disarming traps was honestly pretty much my speciality due to my
      access to telekinesis. I could get rid of their mechanisms without
      much effort, and if I messed up, I could just choose to set them
      off from afar from without putting at us risk. That said though, we
      figured it’d be a good idea for Fran to get used to doing it
      herself as well.

      'Good luck then.'

      "Nn."

      Fran pulled out the toolkit we got back at the Adventurer’s
      Guild. In it, she found a pair of tweezers and a thin blade. Both
      items were said to be necessities for adventurers with scout-type
      jobs.

      The toolkit also included instructions on how one would go about
      disarming traps, and went over several different principles. The
      method Fran was trying now was specifically one that made the trap
      harmless instead of just flat out obliterating it. That is, she
      would figure out how it worked before destroying one of the key
      mechanisms that rendered it operational as opposed to just messing
      the whole thing up.

      The trap that the two of us were looking at right now was
      activated through a weight trigger. That is, applying weight to the
      area it which it was set would lower it, thereby pulling a wire
      which in turn would release an arrow from a hole in the wall to our
      left. As far as I could tell, there were two ways to disarm the
      trap. The first was to plug the hole, and the second was to
      carefully cut the wire.

      Fran ended up deciding to go with the latter of the two options,
      and thrust the blade she got from the toolkit into a thin gap in
      the floor that lay between the activation tile and the rest of the
      cave.

      We were still only on the first floor, so the trap was still a
      relatively simple one that didn’t take much effort to disarm. The
      arrow was positioned so that it’d only hit people that were
      standing, so we honestly could’ve just crouched and had Fran press
      the tile in order to disarm the trap by setting it off had we been
      any lazier.

      In fact, we didn’t even actually need to disarm it. We could’ve
      just avoided the activation tile and been done with it, but we
      decided to go through with the entire procedure because we figured
      it was a good chance for Fran to get some practice in.

      "…Done."

      'Yup, looks like you did it.'

      "Woof!"

      The dungeon had the ability to repair itself, so the trap would
      end up getting rearming in a few hours time. In other words, we
      won’t be able to piggyback off other adventurers. All the traps
      they disarmed would be back to normal by the time we reached
      them.

      "Let’s look for next trap."

      Apparently, Fran had enjoyed disarming the trap. She was
      scanning the area for more with an entertained expression on her
      face.

      'Er, sure. But I think we’ll have go dive a bit deeper first if
      you want to find any.'

      Why do I feel like she might end up wanting to choose a
      scout-related job for her next job change? Crap, what if she
      actually does, and stops wanting to be a swordsman?

      "Trap found. Want to disarm. Okay?"

      'S-Sure, go for it.'

      Everything’ll work out just fine, right…?

      'Is disarming traps really that fun?'

      "Nn!"

      Fran’s eyes gleamed as she approached a hole in the wall. The
      way she stood in front of it with her arms crossed and her
      expression all serious almost made it seem like she was giving off
      the aura of a trap craftsman.

      Is she this entertained because she finds traps to be like
      puzzles or something?

      'I guess we’ll keep watch over our surroundings…'

      "Woof…"

      


      

    



    

    
      149. An In-Dungeon Encounter

      
      


      We were steadily grinding our way through the dungeon.

      The first floor’s traps were simple, and its magic beasts weak.
      Hence, we’d managed to reach the stairs leading to the dungeon’s
      second floor whilst remaining completely unscathed.

      "Hurry to second floor."

      'The first floor kinda had this whole like testing ground-like
      feel.'

      "Woof."

      I mean, we were careful and all that, but holy crap that first
      floor was way too easy.

      'Let’s keep going till things start getting a bit too
      difficult.'

      "Nn."

      Welp, onto the second floor we go.

      We descended the stairs while keeping an eye on our
      surroundings, only to find a scene that could be described as
      relatively familiar.

      That is, Fran, Urushi and I found ourselves in a small room with
      three paths splitting off of it.

      "Keep left?"

      'Sure, why not?'

      I mean, we didn’t really know anything about this place, and it
      wasn’t like we could make a more informed decision or anything, so
      whatever works, works.

      And so, just like that, we managed to breeze our way through the
      dungeon’s first 4 floors without even the slightest bit of trouble
      from any of the traps or magic beasts we ran into along the
      way.

      We didn’t run into any other adventurers either. The first
      couple floors didn’t seem to have anything that’d provide an
      adventurer with any real sort of income, so most people probably
      just followed a map and dove straight down the shortest route or
      something.

      Making our way through the dungeon without a map and disarming
      all the traps we ran into along the way filled us with a sense of
      idle curiosity.

      The fifth floor was a slight bit different to the four that
      preceded it.

      "…"

      '…'

      Namely, it’s traps were a tad bit more difficult to deal with;
      it took Fran quite a bit more time to disarm them. As a result,
      traversing the fifth floor ended up taking about as much time as
      the third and fourth put together.

      "Master, trap."

      'Man, putting a trap right in front of the stairs leading to the
      next floor is one hell of a dick move.'

      "Woof."

      'And it’s a pretty difficult one to disarm too.'

      I checked out its inner workings by using echolocation, and
      turned out it was actually fairly complex. That said though, its
      complexity only ended up pumping Fran up the more.

      "Will do best."

      And so, Fran started tinkering with the trap with a serious look
      on her face. She remained quiet throughout the process, hence
      causing the dungeon to be dead silent save for the trap’s metallic
      clanking and the occasional breath.

      Both Urushi and I quietly stood by and watched over her as she
      went about taking the thing apart.

      She and I both let out a bit of a noise about five minutes after
      she first got to work.

      "Oh."

      'Welp.'

      Three arrows flew out from the ceiling, their tips aimed
      straight at Urushi’s back.

      "Whimper!"

      'Are you alright, boy?'

      "Wooof…."

      It looked like he somehow managed to dodge them in time. Well,
      hopefully he learns his lesson, and stays on guard from now on even
      if we’re not actually having any sort of trouble.

      "Sorry. Made mistake."

      It looked like she cut the wrong wire.

      'It looks like it’s much harder to deal with than the all the
      earlier ones. It might be a bit hard for you to disarm with it
      unless you get a job that enhances your ability to mess with
      traps.'

      "Will disarm next one. Without fail."

      'Sure. I don’t really see any issue with us going at it a few
      extra times.'

      "Nn!"

      Attempting to disarm more complex traps is probably a pretty
      good way to train up the Disarm Trap skill anyways.

      'You stay motivated too, Urushi.'

      "Woof!"

      Alright, let’s go down those stairs.

      'Looks like the sixth floor starts off pretty much the same way
      as the others before it did.'

      "Three paths. Still left?"

      It ended up turning out that the only part of the layout that
      actually remained the same was the first.

      The sixth floor’s traps were much more difficult to disarm, and
      we only managed to successfully get four out of five.

      They’d also become much more deadly. The arrows were coated in
      poison, there was a bunch more smoke, and the pitfalls were made
      twice as deep. I mean, they weren’t so bad that they’d cause
      instant death, but they were definitely deep enough to cause quite
      a few serious injuries.

      The magic beasts ended up getting a good bit stronger too.

      "Haaah!"

      'Fire Javelin!'

      "Growl!"

      "Nn!"

      'Nice!'

      The battles functioned as yet another form of practice. That is,
      Fran was using them in order to better her sword drawing
      techniques.

      We faced off against assassin slimes and chameleon lizards, just
      to name a few. The first of the two mentioned would crawl out of
      cracks in the dungeon’s walls in order to assault us, whereas the
      second would attempt to blend in with the walls themselves. All the
      magic beasts we met were like them, the cunning little bastards
      refused to play fair and kept trying to pull fast ones on us. Worst
      of all was the fact that most of them were ridiculously difficult
      to notice.

      Yeah, I could totally see why training here would let you grind
      up your detection-based skills real quick.

      That said though, they were still far from being our match. They
      were probably E ranked threats at best, so they didn’t end up
      managing to put any damage on us either. Honestly, I felt like the
      traps were more difficult to deal with.

      'The magic beasts should get stronger if we dive a bit deeper,
      but they honestly don’t amount to much right now…'

      I mean, it was still our first day here, so I didn’t really see
      any issue with us just sitting around and practicing stuff for a
      bit. We might end up having quite a bit of trouble detecting some
      of the stuff on the lower floors, so yeah.

      Well, we might as well keep going for now. We can figure out
      whether we want to keep going or not when we actually do start
      running into the more difficult to deal with magic beasts.

      Only after clearing the sixth floor did we meet our first
      adventurer.

      A half dead, bloodied young man was sitting on the dungeon’s
      floor with his back leaning against one of its walls. A second,
      older man lay beside him, but unlike the first, the second had
      already breathed his last. Though, the first did look like he’d
      soon do the same if we just left him there.

      It seemed he had the Appraisal Blocking skill, as I couldn’t
      actually appraise him at all, so the only thing I could do was go
      off his looks, which informed me he was some sort of beastkin. I
      didn’t really see any reason not to help him. There were three of
      us here, so we could easily just dispatch him if he turned out to
      be some sort of villain.

      'Greater Heal'

      "…What…. just….?"

      "Still alive?"

      "Did… you just help… me?"

      "Nn."

      "I see, thanks. W-Wait, was there anyone else, or was it just me
      here?"

      "One more. Didn’t make it."

      "Wha!? L-Leader!! Why did it have to come to this…?"

      The beastkin boy began to cry as he clung to the corpse of the
      man he called his leader.

      "Uuu…."

      Fran immediately raised me and pointed me towards him. Her
      actions were merciless but also absolutely necessary.

      "No evidence you didn’t kill him."

      There was always the possibility that the boy was just acting,
      and that he was a thief that’d traded fatal blows with the now-dead
      man. I mean, he looked like his feelings were genuine, but we
      couldn’t appraise him, so we couldn’t let our guard down.

      "So you’re an adventurer too? You’re… so much more amazing than
      me."

      "Give answer."

      "I don’t know how I can make you possibly believe me, but he and
      I really were friends…"

      'He isn’t lying.'

      "Nn. Got it."

      "You’ll believe me?"

      "Can tell is truth by looking."

      The boy seemed relieved despite the fact that we’d just totally
      flat out bullshitted him; he breathed a sigh as he unsteadily rose
      to his feet.

      "Thank you."

      "…What happened?"

      I kind of pity him, but I felt it was important for us to figure
      out exactly what happened.

      The boy responded to Fran’s inquiries and slowly began filling
      us in on everything. The party he’d been a part of had been
      composed of four F rankers, an E ranker, and a D ranker.

      They’d finished collecting all the materials they’d sought out
      to, and were on their way back.

      "But we were suddenly attacked."

      "Magic beast?"

      "Humans. Magic beasts wouldn’t be able to wipe out a party of
      six even if they did get the jump on them, not on this floor. The
      people that attacked us were evil adventurers, thieves."

      Yeah, I figured there’d be people who did stuff like that.

      The boy’s party had heard rumours of adventurers acting as
      thieves. They were also aware that the guild had even stated that
      bringing those guilty of the act would be rewarded. Hence, the
      boy’s party had been all gung ho about eliminating them, but they
      ultimately ended up finding themselves outmatched.

      "They used traps to get rid of two of us right off the bat, then
      killed another two of our other members in the surprise attack that
      followed. There were still two of us left afterwards, but we
      weren’t able to do anything against the three thieves we were
      against. Leader had somehow managed to use a Teleportation Feather
      by mustering up the last of his strength. The two of us should’ve
      been able to teleport out…"

      "Just you and leader here."

      "I see…"

      "Attackers, what kind of people?"

      "Their faces were masked, and their equipment didn’t really have
      any distinguishing features… so the only thing I know is that they
      were a group of four, and that they were all men."

      Hmm… what do? I mean, we could just have Solas, the boy, head
      towards the exit on his own, but he’d probably die if left all by
      himself. We kinda went out of our way to save him, so I don’t
      really want to just let him roll over and die after the fact.

      In the end, we decided to accompany him back to town. I mean, a
      pretty fair distance for just a single day’s worth of adventuring
      anyways, so yeah.

      "I’m sorry for causing you so much trouble."

      "Helping those in trouble, normal."

      "Thanks. I’d like to bring Leader with us too. I don’t want to
      let the dungeon absorb him if possible."

      The corpses of any humans and magic beasts would end up getting
      absorbed by the dungeon after about a day. This is only preventable
      by either taking the corpse outside the dungeon or dismantling
      it.

      Soras was planning to carry the corpse out on his own, but
      that’d take way too long.

      We might as well help him carry the leader guy out, even if we
      just leave the rest of his companions as is

      There was no way for us to get the rest of his companions out,
      but I guess we might as well carry the Leader guy for him.

      "Got it."

      "Huh? What just…"

      "Dimensional storage."

      "Oh! That’s amazing! I don’t think I’ve ever seen it
      before!"

      "Nn. Go."

      "Ah, yeah, wait up!"

      And so, Fran started climbing back up the stairs with Leader’s
      corpse in tow.
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      We led Solas back to surface by retracing the path we took on our
      way down. We had healed him, but he was still missing quite a bit
      of blood so I figured his pace would be a rather slow one. Contrary
      to my expectations, however, he was still moving along fairly
      steadily regardless.

      I’d honestly just kinda ended up assuming that he was an F
      ranker because he said his party was comprised of D, E and F ranked
      adventurers, but he seemed to at least be as good as an E
      ranker.

      "Hey Fran, are you using some sort of detection type skill? It
      sure seems like it. I’ve only got Presence Detection myself."

      "Nn."

      Solas seemed to be the boisterous type. He more or less kept
      talking and wouldn’t shut up despite the fact that all Fran really
      ever did in response to his rambling was nod.

      We were able to progress up through the dungeon fairly quickly
      due to the fact that the traps we disarmed had yet to be restored.
      I wasn’t sure if everything would stay disarmed long enough for us
      to break through the fifth and sixth floors, but I sure hoped that
      would end up being the case, as the traps therein were more
      difficult to deal with.

      Two men appeared in front of us as we continued to make our way
      towards the exit.

      "Hey there."

      "Nn. Hi."

      "Huh…? Are you two by yourselves?"

      "That’s impossible. They’re just kids. There’s no way two kids
      would be able to make it this deep by themselves."

      "R-Right, good point. So where’s your party at?"

      Both men seemed rather surprised that Fran and Solas appeared to
      be travelling alone. I couldn’t really blame them. They were really
      quite justified if one was to take the norm into account. That said
      though, they soon regained their calm after asking us a few
      questions.

      "So you two really are all by yourselves?"

      "And you’re adventurers?"

      "Is that wolf your familiar?"

      "Feel free to stick with us for a bit if you got separated from
      the rest of your party members."

      "Hey, that’s not a bad idea!"

      "Right? Come on, let’s go."

      They seemed like good guys that were concerned about Fran and
      Solas…

      Not.

      A quick appraisal immediately informed me that they were about
      as villainous as could be.

      They not only had the theft, torture, threaten, and deceptions
      skills, but were also marked with titles claiming them to be
      murderers.

      My immediate guess was that their strategy was to approach other
      adventurers in an amicable manner and attack them the moment they
      let their guards down. You would normally think that dungeon cards
      could totally be used to prove that one had killed another
      adventurer seeing as how it logged stuff, but that wasn’t the case.
      They only recorded monster kills and couldn’t be used to prove
      whether or not one was commiting crime within the dungeon’s
      confines.

      I felt another person sneak up behind us as I contemplated
      whether these guys were the same group that attacked Solas’ party —
      not that it really mattered. In either case, they were enemies we
      had to defeat, and that was that.

      'Be careful Fran, these guys are thieves.'

      （Nn.）

      （Woof?）

      'What’s the matter, boy?'

      （Woof woof?）

      Apparently, he was questioning why I’d used appraisal, given
      that Dias had literally just warned us to be more prudent in its
      use.

      He had a point, but I quickly justified to him my actions. That
      is, Dias’ warnings more so pertained to cases involving royalty,
      namely in public situations. He also basically more or less
      explained that other people would also sometimes get mad when
      appraised because it was seen as a breach of etiquette in general.
      One of his other key points was that using it under certain
      circumstances could also get you caught up in some sort of ploy or
      conspiracy if you weren’t careful.

      Dungeons, however, detailed a whole different scenario. You
      couldn’t really not use Appraisal in dungeon-based settings seeing
      as how it was pretty common for one to run into idiots like these
      guys. If anything, using it was more natural than not. You’d really
      need to be a special type of stupid to unconditionally trust
      someone you just met, especially if that someone happened to have a
      weapon.

      The only thing you could get out of calling breach of etiquette
      under such a circumstance would honestly be suspicion. It is
      possible for something unfortunate to come out of indiscriminately
      using Appraisal even in a dungeon, but that’d only happen if the
      other party happened to have some super rare skill that happened to
      damage those that tried to appraise them. Even then, I’d honestly
      say that appraising them would probably still be worth the
      risk.

      I wouldn’t mind being on the receiving end either. That is, I’d
      think it fair and not complain if someone wanted to appraise us in
      order to trust us if we happened to meet them in the middle of a
      dungeon.

      'That’s just how it is, so don’t worry about it.'

      I finished explaining my thoughts to Urushi right about when the
      men began getting impatient at the fact that Fran had remained
      silent.

      "So? Where yo party at?"

      One of the men began talking in a rougher tone, as if he
      couldn’t keep his act up any longer.

      "Nn?"

      'Fran, try leaving one of them alive if you can. Preferably
      whichever one seems to be in charge.'

      （The rest?）

      'It’d be too much of a pain in the ass to take them all back
      into the city with just us here, so you can just cut them up if you
      want.'

      （Nn. Got it.）

      'Their stats aren’t too low, so be careful. Urushi, you be in
      charge of guarding Solas.'

      （Growl!）

      Though even with that said, I honestly couldn’t shirk off the
      possibility that these men weren’t the same group that had attacked
      Solas. They could’ve just been former villains that had already
      been rehabilitated into upstanding citizens. The chance of such a
      scenario was incredibly small, but there nonetheless, so I honestly
      hoped for them to make the first move, just in order to confirm
      that they really were villains.

      Fortunately, their next actions almost seemed to function as a
      response to that hope of mine; one of the men lost his patience and
      began attacking us.

      "Ugh, whatever, enough of this shit already."

      The person who spoke seemed to be a leader, and his words some
      sort of signal. The man that’d been sneaking up behind Fran
      immediately drew his a dagger and dashed towards her at an
      incredible speed.

      Although the attacker was just a thief, I had to admit that he
      wasn’t all that bad at combat. Specifically, I felt that he
      deserved praise for remaining cautious. He didn’t let his guard
      down around Fran despite her being a young girl, he remained
      vigilant and tried to deliver a blow that would hinder any future
      actions as opposed to one that would slay her in one strike. In
      other words, he didn’t fully commit himself to the engagement and
      tried to make sure that he’d be able to withdraw if he wasn’t able
      to accomplish his objective.

      'He’s a careful one, but not nearly careful enough.'

      "What!?"

      I stopped the man’s dagger in place, and sliced his neck open
      with wind magic before he was able to recover from the shock of his
      arm suddenly losing all its momentum and freezing in place.

      "Huh!? What!?"

      Solas was left completely bamboozled as the situation continued
      to rapidly change.

      "Daz!"

      "Guah!"

      Fran sliced one of the men into pieces, and sent the other
      flying by batting him with the flat of my blade.

      "Gruaaahh!"

      The man that got sent flying had so much momentum that he ended
      up cracking the wall he was smashed against. His arms and ribs both
      looked like that’d immediately been broken. His spine looked like
      it’d seen much better days as well.

      "Why…"

      "Too obvious."

      "Fuck’n… ‘ell…"

      The man responded to Fran with a frustrated groan before finally
      losing consciousness.

      （Master, what now?）

      'Let’s head back into the city for now so we can hand the guy we
      just captured off to the guild. You get rewarded for turning him
      in, remember? We can probably get him to tell us who he’s working
      with while we’re at it.'

      Solas approached the man while we were figuring what to do with
      him and immediately swung his sword without even the slightest
      shred of hesitation.

      His action and Fran’s response to it caused a metallic clang to
      ring through the dungeon’s corridors.

      The man we painstakingly refrained from killing would’ve ended
      up six feet under had Fran not used me to stop Solas’ strike.

      "Explain?"

      "S-Sorry, seeing him again just made me want to…"

      It turned out that these guys really were the ones that’d
      attacked Solas and his party. He ultimately ended up lowering his
      sword, but continued to fiercely glare at the scumbag we had just
      captured regardless.
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      We started moving back towards the city immediately after
      eliminating the thieves that’d attacked us.

      Solas had asked to let him take up the lead, to which we raised
      no objections.

      It felt like a much better idea to keep him as far away from our
      captive as possible, just in case he felt like murdering him again.
      Apparently, the men had still been holding onto the items they
      stole from Solas’ party, so we retrieved them and stuffed them
      inside of Solas’ Item Box.

      We’d been unable to discern his skills because he had Appraisal
      Blocking, but it turned out that he was a scout-like kinda guy.
      He’d occasionally find traps and move to avoid them.

      That said though, it didn’t seem like he was skilled enough to
      notice and avoid all of them.

      "Woof!"

      'Huh?'

      "Urushi?"

      "Woof."

      An arrow shot out of the ceiling and made its way towards
      Urushi, but the large wolf had managed to grab the projectile with
      his mouth before it hit him. Dat reaction speed though.

      "Okay?"

      "Growl!"

      "S-Sorry, my bad."

      Solas immediately apologized for missing the trap. I couldn’t
      blame him though. He was in a bit of a rush, so he seemed less on
      guard than he otherwise would have been. Plus, it’s not like we
      pick up on every single trap either.

      Hmmmmm… Though, for some odd reason, I felt a sudden sense of
      discomfort, as if something was out of place… It was almost like a
      jolt of electricity had run through my brain — not that I actually
      had one in the first place.

      'Hmmm….'

      （Master? Something wrong?）

      'I’m not quite sure how to put it, but… I feel like something’s
      not right.'

      （Nn?）

      'Like, do you feel like anything’s just a bit off?'

      （Hm?）

      'What about you, Urushi?'

      （Woof?）

      Was I just imagining things?

      "I’m really sorry, I just set off another trap."

      Oh! There it is again…

      'How about just now?'

      （Nn?）

      （Woof?）

      Neither Fran nor Urushi were able to feel what I was feeling,
      despite the fact that it was pretty much the same as the feeling I
      got when I sensed magic beasts and traps and whatnot. Hm… Weird, I
      don’t get it.

      'Oh well, whatever, let’s just keep going.'

      "Nn."

      "Um, are you okay?"

      "Unharmed."

      "Whew, good…"

      Solas came to a sudden stop after we advanced a bit further.

      Did something happen?

      "There’s something over there."

      "Nn? Where?"

      "Over there."

      I couldn’t see anything in the direction Solas was pointing. I
      mean, he wasn’t wrong though. My senses were telling me that there
      was some sort of trap there, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.
      That odd sensation of something being off was back too.

      "It’s literally right there. You know what, come on, let’s go
      check it out."

      Huh… It just happened again. Yeah, alright. I’m definitely not
      imagining it.

      That said though, I wasn’t given any time to figure out why I’d
      been feeling it to begin with, as Solas had immediately dashed
      forwards without waiting for Fran to first respond to him. Four
      small holes opened up around us and immediately began to emit a
      sort of mist. There was one above, one under, and one on either
      side.

      The mist was something that our skills rendered completely
      invalid: poisonous gas.

      "Ah! My bad!"

      It looked like Solas had accidentally stepped on the trap’s
      activation switch. Seriously, holy crap, why is he messing up this
      much? Like, even given the current circumstances, he really
      shouldn’t be.

      "A-Are you okay?"

      We couldn’t actually see him because of all the poison that got
      emitted, but we could still hear his voice.

      And along with said voice once again came that odd sense of
      incongruity.

      It seemed like it was something I’d feel whenever he spoke.
      Wait, could it be that this is what Dias described as the odd
      sensation you’d get when someone used a skill on you? Wait, that’d
      have to mean that Solas was using some kind of skill…

      On us.

      Doubts began flooding my mind the moment I came to that
      realization, as if they’d broken through and burst out of a
      dam.

      At first, he said that he was attacked by 3 people, but he later
      went on to say that there were 4 thieves. At the time, I’d ignored
      it because I thought to be an honest mistake, but it looked like I
      messed up. I trusted someone I just met despite not being able to
      appraise them. Why the hell?

      He’d also said that the men that attacked him were masked, but
      he managed to recognize them immediately. Like, how? That just flat
      out didn’t make sense.

      I also don’t understand how I didn’t catch the fact that him
      asking us questions nonstop was actually just him probing our
      skills and whatnot.

      He kept activating traps, and even tried to kill the man we
      captured to top it all off. Like holy crap, he’s suspicious as all
      hell.

      The only reason I trusted him was because the Principle of
      Falsehood hadn’t told me that he was lying, because he technically
      wasn’t.

      An incredibly powerful sense of discomfort assaulted me, one
      much greater than all the others I’d felt before it. Why had we
      treated someone that we’d met less than an hour ago like a
      companion? And as if it was natural too.

      The answer to that question was one that I simply could not
      explain. My guess was that Solas had done something to us, but I
      couldn’t figure out what, and also still couldn’t help but have the
      sneaking suspicion that I was wrong about this whole thing.

      Solas was definitely suspicious, but we had no solid evidence
      that he was the one behind all this…

      'Fran, don’t respond to him.'

      （?）

      'Just do as I’m about to tell you.'

      Fran followed my instructions and took a knee. Likewise, we had
      Urushi “collapse” on the ground. Naturally, the two were both just
      acting.

      If Solas really was what I thought he was , then he’d probably
      try something — not that he’d actually be able to harm us. I could
      activate Telekinesis literally instantly, and I’d already cast
      Chronos Clock, a Dimensional Magic spell, on both Fran and Urushi.
      The spell allowed the two to interpret Solas’ actions in slow
      motion, and thus retaliate should he try something.

      Chronos Clock’s biggest disadvantage was the fact that his words
      would get slowed down as well, so they wouldn’t be able to figure
      out what he was saying, hence why I didn’t cast the spell on myself
      as well.

      "Did you just you use some sort of magic…?"

      "…"

      "Fran? Are you okay?"

      It seemed he sensed that we’d cast a spell. I guess casting
      Chronos Clock wasn’t exactly the best idea, but better safe than
      sorry.

      "Ugh…"

      "Hmm, so you used some sort of magic, but weren’t able to
      prevent yourself from being poisoned?"

      "Uu."

      Fran was showing off her acting skills by pretending to be in
      pain.

      "It looks like you really have been poisoned. Don’t worry, I’ll
      help you make it so it doesn’t hurt anymore."

      He still wasn’t lying, but his actions served to contradict his
      words. That is, he’d drawn the blade at his waist and swung it in
      Fran’s direction.

      Actually, thinking about it, what he said was cliché, but it
      wasn’t wrong. Killing someone was indeed a way to prevent them from
      feeling any further pain.

      "Nn."

      "What!? How!? That shouldn’t be possible!"

      "Fmmph!"

      "Guahhh!"

      Fran easily dodged his blade, drew me, and performed a pair of
      slashes. The first removed his right hand from the wrist down, and
      seperated him from his sword. The second caused him to part with
      his right leg.

      "W-What…"

      Solas, who’d collapsed, looked up at us with an expression
      filled but with shock.

      There wasn’t any way for Fran to converse with him while she was
      still under the effects of Chronos Clock, so I undid the spell and
      let her talk.

      "First. Deactivate Appraisal Blocking."
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      We quickly threw a heal at Solas, who was still collapsed on the
      ground and unable to rise to his feet. He lost both an arm and a
      leg; his injuries were far too serious for a single heal to fix,
      but we didn’t really care. All we needed was for him to stop
      bleeding so we could question him.

      "…"

      His expression remained constant throughout the process. That
      is, he simply continued to glare in Fran’s direction.

      "First. Deactivate Appraisal Blocking."

      "What?"

      "Playing dumb. Pointless."

      "…I see. You must have Appraisal then."

      "Nn."

      "And what if I say no?"

      His expression was filled with a sort of strength, one that left
      me confused as to whether he was trying to negotiate or just flat
      out defy us for the sake of it. Either way, we didn’t care. We
      weren’t planning to really negotiate with him in the first
      place.

      What we needed to do was figure out what the skill he was using
      on us was.

      "Will keep hitting, but won’t kill. Can use healing magic, won’t
      allow suicide."

      "…"

      Fran’s lack of an expression was pretty nice to have at times
      like this. It made her sound completely serious — not that we
      weren’t actually completely serious anyways.

      Solas seemed to have sensed it, as his eyes had immediately
      began expressing his fear.

      "…You’ll at least let me live, right?"

      I felt something again the moment he spoke in that probe-like
      manner. The sensation I felt this time, however, was a bit
      different than usual. It was much more clear. I could immediately
      tell that Solas had done something to us.

      The sensation was very much akin to having someone stroke my
      blade, it was one that was simply impossible for me to ignore.

      I was pretty sure that Malice Perception, Crisis Detection,
      Magic Detection, and Presence Detection were all working in
      conjunction in order to allow me to sense that he’d used a skill on
      us.

      'Fran, did you feel anything just now?'

      "?"

      'What about you, Urushi?'

      （Woof?）

      Neither of the two could sense anything at all. Why was I the
      only one capable of picking this up? My immediate guess was that it
      was probably because I had the Sorcery skill, and that it made me
      better at picking up on magical energy and the flow thereof. If
      that is indeed the case, then I guess that just means that I’m just
      better at picking up magic-related stuff, kinda like how Fran’s
      better at picking up stuff that involves using the five senses.

      （Something done to us?）

      'I think so.'

      "Nn."

      Fran nodded and stabbed me straight through Solas’ back.

      "Giiiiiiihhhh!"

      It was a well aimed thrust; I went right through his lungs. If
      Solas were an ordinary person, he probably would’ve died just then.
      Him being an adventurer only prolonged his pain. The fact that he
      wasn’t weak disallowed him from even fainting. He was forced to
      endure an exorbitant amount of pain as blood spewed from his
      lips.

      "Hiiigiiiigigiiiiiihh!"

      "Middle Heal"

      "Ugh…."

      Being healed caused Solas to fall into despair. Only then did he
      realize just how far she was willing to take this.

      "Will not allow any actions until Appraisal Blocking
      deactivated."

      "Growl."

      "Ha…Ha…"

      I couldn’t tell whether it was because he started getting
      scared, or whether it was just because we’d stabbed him through the
      lung, but Solas’ breath gotten all ragged. He didn’t bother putting
      up a front any longer. He hadn’t removed his gaze from Fran, but
      tears had welled up in his eyes.

      "I-I get it, I get it! I’ll deactivate the skill. It’s one of my
      equips, so you’ll have to let me take it off! Give me just a
      second!"

      He brought his hand out in front of him and bit down on his ring
      in an attempt to take it off. Apparently that was what was stopping
      us from appraising him.

      Oh right, we chopped off his other arm so he can’t really take
      it off normally, can he?

      That said though, it refused to budge, which kinda did make
      sense. Rings were like that. They’d get stuck if you gained even
      the slightest bit of weight.

      "Haa… mmmphhh…."

      However, Fran wasn’t what you’d call the patient type. Seeing
      him fiddle around with it only served to annoy her.

      "Enough."

      "Whagyaaa!!"

      Solas lifted his head with a bit of a stupid look on his face in
      response to her words, only to immediately lose his finger. Fran
      finished everything up nice and quick by severing it before he had
      much of a chance to protest against her actions. The man had
      naturally let out a scream in pain, but I didn’t really mind it too
      much. I was more so focused on admiring Fran’s technique. She’d
      managed to separate him and his finger without causing even the
      slightest bit of damage elsewhere.

      "Heal."

      "Hiii hiii"

      The only comment I had was that it was a shame the ring had been
      broken — not that it was even the slightest bit Fran’s fault. It
      seemed like the ring was the disposable type of equip. It was made
      to break the moment it was removed. That said though, it was still
      pretty worthwhile an item seeing as how it prevented people from
      appraising you and all.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Solas

      Age: 33

      Race: Beastman/Red Cat Tribe

      Job: Labyrinth Scout

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 34

      “HP: 208

      MP: 187

      STR: 101

      VIT: 98

      AGI: 187

      INT: 111

      MGC: 84

      DEX: 191

      Skills
Assassination: Lv 3

      Acting: Lv 6

      Espionage: Lv 6

      Deception: Lv 5

      Presence Detection: Lv 3

      Silenced Actions: Lv 4

      Dagger Techniques: Lv 3

      Dagger Arts: Lv 6

      Throwing: Lv 4

      Poison Resistance: Lv 3

      Magic Detection: Lv 2

      Trap Detection: Lv 6

      Trap Disarming: Lv 6

      Vitality Manipulation

      Unique Skills
Coerced Camaraderie: Lv 6

      Titles

      Traitor

      Murderer

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Huh, he seemed decently strong, and his skill levels weren’t too
      bad either. In fact, he looked like he could be a C ranker if he
      wanted.

      'He’s got a unique skill, it looks like. Coerced Camaraderie,
      apparently.'

      "Coerced Camaraderie? Effects?"

      "Err… that, right, yeah, that! I’ll answer you, so lower your
      sword and have your wolf back off a bit already!"

      "Growl."

      Okay, he seriously needs to just get to the point. We don’t have
      time to listen to him rabble on and on forever.

      "It’s just a boring little skill that’ll make people think of me
      as a friend or comrade. It lowers the target’s guard and makes them
      less doubtful of what I do. It’s nothing special. I can’t use it to
      make people treat me like their best friends or lovers."

      Ah, so that’s it. That’s why we didn’t suspect him, or rather,
      that’s why we thought we were just imagining the fact that he was
      acting suspiciously.

      "It’s a skill that’ll undo its effects the moment you happen to
      have any strong doubts."

      "Used skill to infiltrate adventurer parties and attack
      companions?"

      "Pretty much."

      I figured that was the case. My guess was that he’s been popping
      traps and whatnot on people here for quite some time already.

      "Any other companions?"

      "None. Just the people you killed."

      'That’s a lie right there.'

      "Lies. How many total?"

      Fran pointed me right at Solas’ face.

      "Do you… happen to have a skill that detects lies too?"

      "Nn."

      "Man, I was being extra cautious of that too…"

      Ah, I see, I see. He had Appraisal Blocking and Coerced
      Camaraderie. He’d be able to basically come off clean so long as he
      stayed vigilant of any lie detecting skills.

      Now that I think about it, he was always speaking kinda
      ambiguously. His answers, for the most part, could’ve been taken
      both ways. They’d technically be right regardless of how we
      interpreted them. Moreover, Coerced Camaraderie would do to most
      people what it did to us, and make it so that said ambiguous
      answers were regarded as ones that affirmed his innocence.

      The Principle of Falsehood was honestly a pretty useful skill,
      but we couldn’t really be relying on it all the time. We needed to
      be more careful about the manner in which we asked questions, else
      risk having this, or something like this, happen again. Learning
      that here and now was honestly one huge gain on our part.

      "Two choices. Answer honestly now. Answer honestly after
      torture."

      "I have four other subordinates!"

      "Nn."

      I’m glad he was all honest and what not, but… seriously? He was
      the guy leading all the thieves this whole time?

      "Where?"

      "…They should be at the guild."

      Solas’ role was to find targets for the rest of his teams. He’d
      usually go after parties on the rise, people who were earning a
      fair amount of cash and acting all gung ho about it. Very few would
      be suspicious of parties like that suddenly going missing seeing as
      how they usually had the tendency to act rather recklessly.

      He’d reach out about once a month, and even then, his lackies
      wouldn’t actually act every single time. They were cautious and did
      their best to ensure that there wouldn’t be any rumours about how
      the parties Solas joined would vanish.

      Alright, I guess we’ll have Solas take us to the rest of his
      companions. Gotta take out the trash and whatnot, you know?

      'Hmmm, you see, we’ve got a bit of a problem. He knows a lot
      about our skills and stuff. I’m not sure letting him go free is
      that good of an idea. He might go around telling other people about
      us. What do you think we should do?'

      （Kill.）

      'Hmm… I mean, I guess that works, but….'

      We would be able to get a good amount of info out of his
      lackies, but there’s probably some stuff that only he, as their
      boss, knows as well. You know, like where he stores his loot and
      stuff.

      'Actually, hold up. Don’t kill him just yet. There’s something I
      want to try.'

      We should be fine so long as we stop him from leaking anything
      about us.

      "Won’t inflict any more pain if taken to their location."

      "Alright, I got it…"

      "But only on one condition. Will form contract."

      "Contract? You can use contract magic?"

      "Can’t say anything about us. Leaking information means death.
      Must agree to contract terms."

      "I’ll take it!"

      Yeah, I figured he’d say that. He’d die if he didn’t, soooo,
      yeah.

      "Then will create contract."

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      On a side note, as I’m sure some of you have noticed, it’s now
      referring to Solas as a 33 year old as opposed to a young man as it
      did earlier. I’m assuming he probably just looks young, or the
      author changed his mind.

      

    



    

    
      153. Erza Is Willing

      
      


      We had a pretty easy time getting back up to the surface.

      Solas had spent the rest of the trip wrapped up in some of my
      threads and strapped to Urushi’s back. We only healed him to the
      point of necessity; we closed his wounds and stopped him from
      bleeding anymore, but that was pretty much it.

      Fran had also stripped him of all his armour and even covered
      his face with a cloth in order to make sure that his companions
      wouldn’t be able to recognize him on sight. He’d already told us
      everything we wanted to know, so we’d also gagged him in order to
      prevent him from speaking. We figured that we might as well bring
      him all the way over to the guild. It was impossible for anyone to
      tell that the person we had bagged was Solas, but we kinda just
      sorta really stood out anyways.

      "O-Oi oi, did something happen?"

      "Was it serious?"

      "Sure looks it. I wonder if everything’s alright."

      "Looks like someone’s gotten themselves a pretty serious
      injury."

      The gazes of the people around us immediately locked on to us
      the moment we left the dungeon. The guards had began rushing our
      way as well.

      Welp, it doesn’t look like we’d be able to get out of this by
      making any sort of excuse, so I guess we’ll have to tell the truth.
      That said though, we still wanted to keep attention to a minimum in
      order to prevent Solas’ lackies from getting away.

      "Got attacked during return trip."

      "Woof."

      The people around us immediately started to make a fuss the
      moment Fran informed the soldiers of our circumstances.

      "She did that to the person that attacked her?"

      "Man, she’s merciless."

      I feel like we gave the people around us a bit more of a scare
      than we should’ve, though I guess it can’t really be helped seeing
      as how our wolf companion was kinda dragging a person with severed
      limbs around like a piece of luggage. The fact that we’d hidden his
      face away didn’t really help our case much either.

      You know, now that I think about it, the way we’re going about
      this has a bit of a homicidal kinda feel to it, so I can kinda see
      why people are getting freaked out.

      "Oh, you were attacked by thieves?"

      "Nn."

      "Nice job there! Both you and your doggy did hella good."

      That said though, the only people that got freaked out were the
      general populace’s members. The adventurers and guards actually
      seemed to view our actions in a favourable light. To them, thieves
      and the like were vicious criminals whose actions verged on the
      unforgivable.

      I thought that they might end up being rather suspicious of us,
      but Fran’s outward appearance manage to dissuade those who did and
      made everyone view us in a bit more favourable a light. They seemed
      to think that there was no way such a young girl would lie about
      capturing a thief, especially if she had him in tow. Moreover was
      the fact that going to the guild would allow verification of our
      claim’s authenticity. A few soldiers ended up offering to accompany
      us to that end.

      "Are you planning to head back over to the guild?"

      "We’ll escort you over if so."

      Them accompanying us was an action that’d kill two birds with
      one stone; they’d be able to escort and monitor us simultaneously.
      Honestly, we didn’t mind it at all. In fact, we were happy to have
      them accompany us, as it’d help save time. It’d make it so we
      wouldn’t have to stop to explain our circumstances every single
      time we came across a guard.

      We happened to encounter Erza on our way back. He’d ran over
      because he’d heard something had happened, and was a bit concerned
      about all the fuss.

      He’d initially assumed that Fran had been arrested, and started
      giving one of the soldiers a really hard time.

      "Are you okay, Fran!?"

      "Nn."

      "Whew, thank god~ Were you afraid?"

      "Perfectly fine."

      "Fufufu, you sure are a strong one. So I’m guessing that’s the
      scummy thief that attacked you?"

      "Yup."

      Erza sent a hateful gaze in Solas’ direction. It was one filled
      with such an an immense amount of rage that it caused its target to
      tremble despite him not being able to see it.

      The raging bisexual lowered his lips to Solas’ ears before
      whispering a single line.

      "How wonderful."

      "Hiii…."

      "I would’ve smashed you to bits had you given her even the
      slightest scratch."

      We decided not to tell Erza about the fact that he’d made us
      inhale a decent bit of poison. I feel like the he’d go on a total
      rampage if we did, and we kinda couldn’t have Solas dying on us
      right here and now since we still needed him to verify if we got
      the right people when we hunted them down.

      Actually, that might not be that much of a problem, if any at
      all..

      'Hey Fran, what do you think of asking Erza to help us round up
      Solas’ lackies?'

      （Nn. Good idea.）

      'I mean, there’s a good chance that Erza knows what they look
      like. He’s pretty damn strong too, so he shouldn’t have any issues
      on that end of the spectrum. It’d be far more likely to succeed
      than us dragging Solas around everywhere looking for them too.'

      We were attracting a fair bit more attention than I’d initially
      been suspecting. I wasn’t actually all that keen on heading over to
      the guild as we were now. It didn’t seem like that great an
      idea.

      It seemed like us meeting Erza here was actually a lucky break
      on our parts.

      "Erza."

      "Sup~ Did you need something?"

      "Want favour."

      "Sure, leave it to me!"

      "Didn’t tell any details yet."

      "Doesn’t matter, just leave it to me. I’ll do whatever you want
      me to. What do you need? Want me to help you tap the Guildmaster
      because he’s pissed you off? Or maybe punish the guards that’ve
      been bullying you?"

      Oh god, was that a joke? Please tell me it was. He looks hella
      serious, but please tell me it was just the kind of joke
      homos like to make.

      For fucks sake, this guy makes me feel so creeped out that I get
      the chills despite being a god damn sword!

      Fran, however, seemed not to mind even in the slightest. She
      simply conveyed her request to Erza in her usual indifferent
      tone.

      "Need help capturing this man’s companions."

      "Mhmm~"

      Erza’s eyes sparkled like those of a dragon that’d found itself
      some prey as Fran told her the lackies’ names and features.

      "Will leave to you."

      "Ufufu~ I just have to not kill them, right? That’ll take a bit
      of effort."

      "Nn. No issues so long as reward."

      "Got it. I’ll personally give you a reward if you don’t end up
      getting one from the guild."

      That uh, no. We didn’t mean that. We just want to take them
      alive so we can have them tell us where they keep their loot and
      fess up about all the stuff they’ve done.

      "I’ll be off then!"

      "Nn. Do best."

      No, Fran, no. Please don’t tell him of all people to do
      his best. That just won’t turn out right.

      "Ufufufufu! Hearing you cheer me on makes my bravery and vigour
      increase a hundred fold! Of course, the same goes for my love too.
      I’ll be back soon, I’ll catch them right away!"

      The manwoman ran off like a gale before Fran had a chance to
      tell him to take it easy on Solas’ companions.

      'Uh….'

      （Master?）

      'It’s nothing, don’t worry.'

      "Woof."

      I hope he doesn’t mess them up too much. It’d be nice if
      they were at least still recognizable by the time he was done with
      them.

      

    



    

    
      154. Reeling Them All In At Once

      
      


      It took us a fair chunk of time to rush our way over to the guild.
      We’d already figured out to get between the guild and the dungeon’s
      entrance, and hence, it normally would have only taken us about 5
      minutes to get ourselves all the way over, but we had to keep pace
      with the guards that’d accompanied us, so it ended up taking a
      whole 30.

      "We’re… finally here…"

      "Woof."

      "Nn."

      The soldiers that’d accompanied us were panting heavily. It
      seems we might’ve been moving around just a bit too quickly for
      them. That said though, our thoughts weren’t really with them. Both
      Fran and I were instead wondering whether or not Erza had managed
      to successfully catch all of Solas’ companions.

      "Gyaaa!"

      "H-Help! Please, help!"

      Okay yup, Erza be on a rampage.

      "Oh, hey Fran~ Welcome back~"

      "Nn. Them?"

      "Yup yup they are. We’ve got all the evidence we need, so I’m in
      the middle of giving them just a little bit of punishment."

      "We’ll tell you whatever you want!"

      "I’ll tell you everything I’ve ever done wrong, so please, no
      more!"

      Three men were crouching with their thighs shut closed together.
      The last was, for some odd reason, collapsed face up with both
      hands on his ass.

      "You naughty little boys were attacking other adventurers in the
      dungeon, weren’t you?"

      "W-We were!"

      "So, you have a boss? Someone must be giving you orders, and
      someone must’ve brought that whole idea up to begin with."

      "W-We do have one."

      "Who?"

      "U-Uh, that’s…"

      "If we talk, we’ll…"

      "Oh? You’re more afraid of him than me? I guess I must need to
      punish you guys a bit more~"

      "Hiiii! Please, no! It’s Solas! Our leader is Solas, an E ranked
      adventurer!"

      "He’s actually much stronger than he seems! He could probably
      take a D ranker head on if he wanted!"

      "He’ll kill us all in just the blink of an eye!"

      It seemed that they were absolutely terrified of Solas, though I
      guess I could see why. He was not only fairly skilled, but also
      capable of pulling off scummy moves in a calm manner. It seemed
      that he’d always been the more cautious type of criminal too, so,
      those that knew of his actions probably thought him to be some
      ridiculously evil criminal mastermind.

      "That won’t happen. He’s already been captured too, right
      Fran?"

      Well then. Looks like Erza had us totally figured out.

      The entire guild seemed to turn their gazes in our direction the
      moment the manwoman called us out.

      "Wait, is that supposed to be…?"

      "The rumoured D ranker…?"

      "A black catkin…?"

      "H-How adorable…"

      It didn’t seem like most people were looking at us favourably.
      Their gazes seemed to contain more curiosity, doubt, and lust than
      anything else.

      "Nn. This."

      "Thankies."

      Erza lifted the cloth that covered Solas’ face and caused his
      companions to start screaming. They were completed blown aback by
      the shock of seeing the man that had always ordered them around in
      such a helpless state.

      "T-That’s Solas?"

      "D-Do you think Erza got him?"

      "Seriously?"

      "It was Fran that caught him."

      "Nn. While on way back."

      "She is a D ranker you know? And a really strong one too."

      "Haaah?"

      "What’re you saying?"

      "There’s no way a little girl like her could’ve caught
      Solas."

      Eh, I figured this would happen, and I honestly don’t
      particularly care so long as we get rewarded appropriately.

      Erza, however, didn’t seem to be able to find it in him to let
      them off.

      "So you don’t believe me?"

      "Hiii!"

      "T-That’s not true. That’s definitely not true at all! We
      totally believe you!"

      "Good. Oh, right, why don’t we ask Solas too. Hey Solas, who
      captured you?"

      "F-Fran."

      "See! It’s true."

      "A-Alright."

      Erza puffed his chest up in pride in response to their claims,
      but it seemed that he was the only one that’d believed the men he’d
      coerced into agreeing with him. The people around us were still
      looking rather doubtful of the men’s claims.

      "Where to put him?"

      "Just wait around a bit. This is a pretty big deal, so the
      guildmaster should be right on his way."

      "Nn. Got it."

      "Do you want to do anything while you wait? Do you maybe want to
      drink some tea?"

      "Nn."

      "Hey, you lot. Keep watch over these guys."

      "Sure thing!"

      Erza led Fran over to the guild’s bar and left Solas and his
      underlings to the adventurers that happened to be be present.

      I didn’t really think that to be a good idea at first, but it
      seemed that the adventurers he’d ordered ended up taking his
      instructions with a surprising amount of sincerity. Though, I guess
      it does make sense. Erza would probably give them one hell of a
      harsh punishment if they let them get away and all.

      Plus, we were kinda in the adventurer’s guild. It was kinda
      impossible for them to escape given that there were adventurers all
      over the place.

      ***

      A stack of 20 plates of cake formed next to Fran and Erza over
      the course of about half an hour. The two seemed to be having fun;
      Fran nodded along as Erza told her about all sorts of things. He
      was really skilled at conversation, and honestly would be super
      popular if he was a bit easier on the eyes. That said though, I’m
      not all that sure which gender he’d actually be more popular
      with…

      As for Urushi, he was sitting off to the side happily gnawing on
      a fairly large bone.

      "Hey, I heard something happened."

      Only then did Dias finally show up.

      "That was really slow of you. Were you up to something?"

      "I was on patrol. What about you? You two sure seem to be having
      fun."

      "Mhmm. We had looots."

      "Oh, right. And he was the one responsible for that whole
      traitor ruckus?"

      Dias seemed all laid back and whatnot, but I really had to give
      it to him. He was deserving of both his A rank and his Guildmaster
      title. He had no mercy for those that harmed the guild and its
      interests; he aimed a ridiculous amount of bloodlust in Solas’
      direction as he spoke.

      "Hmm, I see, I see. So you’ve been committing quite the number
      of crimes."

      Did he just read Solas’ mind? I think he did, but he wasn’t
      using the skill on us, and he had a tonne of other skills that made
      him more stealthy and difficult to read, so it was pretty much next
      to impossible for me to tell. I’m going to have to work on my
      detection and perception type skills if I’m going to want to be
      able to see through him.

      "And you’re the person behind it all?"

      "Yuppers he is. His name’s Solas, and it looks like he was doing
      a pretty good job of hiding his strength up till now."

      "Really? You must be quite skilled given that your name wasn’t
      one I recognized. You’ve got quite the interesting skill there
      too."

      The fact that not even Dias knew of him meant that he really did
      do a pretty good job of keeping himself inconspicuous. He stayed
      away from all those that were actually strong and preyed on the
      weak whilst laying low as your everyday harmless dude.

      "To him, what’ll happen?"

      "Hmm, well, we’re still going to be running investigations for
      the time being, but, he’ll probably eventually either get put to
      death or end up as a slave. I’m fairly certain we’ll be choosing
      the execution option seeing how difficult it is to deal with that
      skill of his. Turning him into a slave would effectively be the
      same as just leaving him be. That said though, I can’t speak for
      the type of execution he’ll get. The two options are either for us
      to euthanize him or torture him to death. "

      Oh wow, torturing people to death is actually a thing? Really
      makes me realize how dangerous a world it is out there. That said
      though, I do agree. He’d probably just manage to get himself
      released even if he did end up as a slave.

      The thieves we caught had muzzles strapped to their faces, so
      they couldn’t actually speak. They were trying, and making “mmph”
      noises as a result, but everyone around them just casually ignored
      them.

      Their fates were sealed, and that was that. However, there was a
      problem. Or rather, something that I thought of as wasteful.

      That thing happened to be the fact that Solas’ unique skill was
      going to go poof. Coerced Camaraderie was an incredibly useful
      skill. I mean, relying on it too much the way Solas did would
      probably get us caught, but, it’s something that’d probably be
      difficult to detect if used sparingly. I mean, the only reason he
      actually got exposed was because he’d been too confident in his
      ability to finish us off.

      I really did want the skill.

      But even with that said, we weren’t going to be able to get it,
      at least not normally. Skill Taker was going to be on cooldown for
      another two months, and there was no way he’d be allowed to live
      that long.

      Wait. Right, we have three Anti-Side Effect Potions. I might be
      able to get Skill Taker to cool down really quickly if I use all
      three.

      "Nn. Works."

      "I’m glad you’re not opposed to the idea."

      "But want to speak to him later. Need to ask something before
      execution."

      "That’s fine, but, I’d prefer for you to get that done before
      the Martial Arts Tournament. There’ll be lots of stuff for me to
      get ready, so I’m going to be getting fairly busy soon."

      "Then will visit in ten days. Acceptable?"

      "Barely, but yes. I’ll talk to a few people and get the
      necessary arrangements out of the way."

      "Nn."

      "Oh right, Fran, Erza, the two of you both have the right to
      claim rewards for the captures you performed. How exactly would you
      like to sort that out?"

      "I don’t need anything since I was just giving Fran a bit of a
      hand. Do what you want Fran~"

      （Master?）

      'Well, just take I guess. Erza’d probably be happier if you
      treated him to a meal or something later instead.'

      "Nn. Will gratefully accept. Will treat Erza to food later."

      "Kyaahh! Really!? I’m swwwoooo happy!"

      Yup, called it. He responded by screaming in delight and
      wriggling his body all over.

      Alright, that’s that! All that’s left is for us to head back to
      the inn and test out our Anti-Side Effect Potions.

      

    



    

    
      155. The Terror Wrought by a Skill

      
      


      We went back to the inn immediately after the Guild’s staff took
      Solas away.

      Our goal was to test the Anti-Side Effect Potion and evaluate
      its effects.

      "Master, how to use?"

      'Hmmm… I dunno…'

      I’d originally been thinking of creating a doppelganger and
      having it drink the thing, but that didn’t seem like the best idea
      as it in no way guaranteed that my main body would also be able to
      receive the potion effects.

      'Let’s try dribbling it all over my blade. Apparently that’s how
      the Greater Potion of Repair gets applied, so it should work.'

      That said though, I wasn’t actually sure whether or not the
      potion was supposed to have any effect on me to begin with seeing
      as how I was a sword.

      But you know what, whatever. What’s the worst that could happen?
      We waste a few Anti-Side Effect Potions? Yeah, that’s no big deal.
      Screw it, poverty ahoy!

      "Ready."

      'Alright, do it whenever. I’m ready too.'

      "Nn."

      Fran opened a test-tube like bottle and dribbled its contents
      all over my blade.

      I could feel the vivid sensation of the liquid flowing down my
      body, but nothing seemed to happen, even after a few seconds came
      to pass.

      'Did that not work?'

      The moment I doubted the potion was the moment in which it
      finally showed its effects; it made a “shwing” sound and began
      seeping its way into my blade.

      "Master. Glowing."

      "Woof woof!"

      'I guess that means it must’ve worked?'

      I quickly appraised myself to check the potion’s effects.

      'Sweet! It did work! Skill Taker’s cooldown got a fair chunk
      taken off of it!'

      Its 57 day cooldown had been cut down to 37 days.

      I can now use it a whole 20 days earlier, meaning, I should be
      able to use the skill right away if we just used the other two
      pots.

      It seemed that Doppelganger Synthesis’ cooldown got completely
      reset as well. Wait, wait wait, does that mean the potion
      counteracts all side effects simultaneously? Thinking that, I
      quickly checked Self Evolution, but it didn’t seem like the magic
      stones points consumed by Latent Potential Awakening had
      returned.

      It seemed that the potion could do stuff about cooldowns and
      whatnot, but I guess what was gone was gone. Wait, crap, that means
      it might not be able to counteract the recoil caused by some skills
      either.

      "Keep going."

      'Hell yeah! Bring it!'

      "Nn."

      Fran used the second potion and once again caused me to be
      enveloped by a veil of light.

      Except… things didn’t turn out the way we thought they
      would.

      'Huh, that’s weird.'

      "Something wrong?"

      "Woof?"

      'That one only cut the cooldown back down to 30 days.'

      Apparently the pot wasn’t consistent. It’d sometimes do more and
      sometimes do less. Is that due to the fact that each individual
      potion was of a different quality? Or maybe because of some sort of
      diminishing returns-type effect?

      Hmm, what to do? We might not be able to make the 10 day
      deadline even if we use our last pot. I mean, we might get it if
      the third ends up being at least as effective as the first,
      but…

      'Oh well, let’s use it anyways.'

      "Sure?"

      'Yeah, I am.'

      "Then will use third."

      And so, we did.

      'We totally failed~'

      It seemed that the difference in effects stemmed from the
      differences in quality between each individual potion. The third
      was a bit better than the second, but not as good as the first. It
      took 12 days off the skill’s cooldown.

      Skill Taker still had 18 days on its cooldown; we definitely
      weren’t going to make it in time.

      Oh well, whatever. We figured out how the pots worked and cut a
      fair chunk out of Skill Taker’s cooldown, so it’s still a win in my
      book.

      "Don’t need to steal Coerced Camaraderie."

      'Why’s that? It looks like it could be really convenient.'

      "Still, don’t need. Master said Principle of Falsehood required
      caution, and should not use very often but used lots anyway."

      'Well… okay, yeah…'

      "But mostly used to protect me from deception. Can’t be helped
      because I’m still weak."

      'Fran…'

      "Coerced Camaraderie will be same. Will say that it will only be
      used in times of need, but will use lots anyway. Skills that
      interfere with people’s minds are scary. Remember… fat noble with
      Principle of Falsehood."

      'You mean August Arsand?'

      Looked like she totally forgot his name already.

      "August, Solas, both were messed up in the head. Most likely
      because of skill use. Didn’t seem like they could trust people
      anymore. Don’t want Master to overuse skills and be the same."

      Wow I’m pathetic. I’m supposed to be Fran’s guardian, but this
      is like the nth time she’s lectured me like this.

      'Yeah… you’re right. Good point.'

      I’m a weak person. I’d definitely lose to temptation and start
      using the skill left, right, and everywhere just cause it’d be
      convenient for me to do so. I’d probably make excuses all the time
      and try to justify myself too. Skills that can mess with people’s
      minds are terrifying. It’d be better for me not to have them in the
      first place.

      'Alright, let’s just pretend Coerced Camaraderie never existed
      to begin with!'

      "Nn. Good idea."

      'Let’s check over all the loot we got this time around.'

      "Okay."

      I worked myself up whilst arranging the items we got in order to
      shake off the awkward mood that’d arose from our previous
      conversation. Fran hopped right on board and began examining the
      stuff I laid out.

      "This one. Interesting."

      'The knife? Yeah, it’s got a bit of a weird shape to it.'

      "Cheap product?"

      'Probably, yeah.'

      Everything went back to normal; we chatted as we looked over the
      items we took from Solas.

      We were allowed to take all the items Solas and his companions
      had in their possession, meaning we were also granted rights to the
      stuff he’d stolen from the adventurers he’d recently murdered. All
      in all, it was quite a lot of loot.

      Naturally, we decided to sell all our materials to the guild and
      have me absorb all the magic stones despite the fact that they were
      all of a rather poor quality.

      Most of the equips they had were kinda bad, so we decided to get
      rid of them by pawning them off. Most.

      They did happen to have 4 magic items. Two were trash that just
      gave minor stat boosts, so we completely disregarded them. The
      other two seemed a slight bit more useful. One was a tent that made
      it a slight bit harder for the people inside of it to be detected.
      It looked like something we could get some decent use out of if we
      decided to camp out in a dungeon or something like that. It wasn’t
      all that big, but it was roomy enough to fit Fran and Urushi
      assuming the latter was in his smaller form.

      The last item was much more interesting than any of the prior
      three. It was an equip meant for beast-type familiars.
      Specifically, it was a claw-like thing that you were supposed to
      strap to their front paws.

      It was made in such a way that it wouldn’t hinder any of the
      familiar’s regular activities. However, one could have claws extend
      from it should they charge the item with magic.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Name: Claw of Capture

      Attack: 230

      Mana Capacity: 100

      Durability: 700

      Magic Power Conductivity: D+

      Skill: Stunning Strike

      _______________________________________________________________

      Huh, that’s not bad. The item’s attack stat was kinda low, but
      it was still better than the nothing he had equipped right now.
      Plus, that Stunning Strike skill looked like it could put out quite
      a decent bit of work if used right. It looked like it’d fit right
      into Urushi’s hit and run style by augmenting his stikes with a
      negative status condition.

      Like honestly, that’s about as good an item as you could expect
      from a D ranked dungeon.

      'Fran, have Urushi equip it.'

      "Nn. Urushi, paw."

      "Woof!"

      "Right paw first."

      "Woof."

      Fran quickly strapped the leather gauntlet-like equip onto
      Urushi’s front feet.

      The first thing our wolf companion did after equipping both
      items was to take an imposing stance. He seemed rather proud and
      happy. His tail swung back and forth so quickly that it kicked up a
      gentle breeze.

      'That suits you pretty well, Urushi.'

      "Looks cool."

      "Woof woof!"

      'How does it feel? Did it make walking more difficult? Are the
      metal parts uncomfortable at all?'

      "Bark? Woof woof!"

      Looked like everything fit perfectly.

      'Alright! Tomorrow, we test it!'

      "Nn!"

      "Woof!"

      

    



    

    
      156. Side Story: Adventurers

      
      


      Pathetically Stupid Blue Catkin’s POV

      This couldn’t be happening.

      It simply couldn’t be real. It had to be a nightmare.

      "T-Tarkas? Rawrs? Tordo? T-The hell are you guys doing?"

      My three companions had collapsed right in front of me. They
      were missing all four of their limbs and bleeding themselves out as
      they cried in pain and despair.

      "You bitch! The hell’d y-you do to them!?"

      "…"

      "You be hella open! Die asshole! Oraahhhh!"

      "Nn"

      "Shit! The hell!? That’s impossible! Let go damn it!"

      That’s fuckin’ just not right! The brat just stopped my club
      with her bare hands!? How the hell!? There’s just no way! My
      strength matches the average D rankers, but I can’t budge even the
      slightest bit no matter how hard I try.

      "W-What kind of cowardly trick are you tryin’ to pull!? There’s
      no way someone as great as me could lose to the likes of a god
      damned black catkin!"

      "Fmph."

      "Gah!?"

      I couldn’t tell what happened, but both my arms and legs started
      to burn with a sudden intense pain.
      Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh!!!

      It hurt so bad that I couldn’t help but scream.

      And then, I realized it. I’d fallen in much the same way as all
      my companions.

      Just how did this happen? We were drinking and making merry just
      10 minutes ago…

      ***

      "Hey, you see that?"

      "What?"

      "That, over there."

      "Her? Why the hell’s a brat like that in a place like this?"

      Tarkas made a gesture with his chin and pointed in a brat’s
      direction. She was eating all by ‘erself, and you could tell at a
      glance that she was at too young an age to even drink booze.

      This bar be a place where adventurers gather. Brats like her are
      supposed to get their asses turned away at the entrance.

      "Guhehehe, why don’t we make like adults and give ‘er a bit of a
      warning?"

      "Heh heh heh. Adult my ass, you’re getting all giddy about
      having the chance to make a brat bawl her eyes out."

      Rawrs’ had a huge smile plastered across his face. Looked like
      Tordo was spot on. He was probably planning to give the kid a
      “lesson” and then ask for some “tuition.”

      He started walking towards the girl, his steps unsteady with
      drunkeness.

      "Hey brat, this ain’t the type of place you should be hangin’
      around"

      "He’s right ya know? S’only a place for adventurers, not
      somewhere brats like you should be hanging around."

      "…"

      "Oi! Say something goddammit!"

      "Respond already ya damned brat."

      "…"

      "What? So scared that a cat’s got yer tongue?"

      "That’s why you shouldn’t be coming to places like this in the
      first place. Now scram! Won’t hit you too hard if you do."

      "Kehihihi, think of this as a lesson kid. Not all adults are as
      nice as us, y’know?"

      "But it goes without saying that we’ll still be charging you
      just a bit of tuition. But don’t worry, we’re not all that bad. You
      can keep your clothes, but that’s it. Hand over everything else you
      got."

      "Gyahahahahah! Man, we’re so nice."

      "…"

      "Tsk. She ain’t saying a word is she."

      "Hey Tarkas, ain’t she one of them black catkin?"

      Oh man, I was so damned drunk I ain’t even noticed the black
      tail and ears she’s got. No doubt ’bout it, she be a black
      catkin.

      "Geheheheh, you know what? You’re just a measly black catkin, so
      forget everything I just said. Give us everything you have,
      including everything you’re wearing."

      "Yeah, yeah, do what he says bitch. You’s just a lowly black,
      you’re nothing to us blues. Only reason you exist is so that we can
      prey on you. Black Catkin? More like slave catkin."

      Man, we’re lucky. It’s like we happened across a wallet. It goes
      without saying that the blackies will always be inferior to us
      blues, and that to us, they’re nothing but prey.

      "Annoying. Shut up."

      "Haaahh? What did you just say?"

      "Shut up. Close mouth and disappear."

      Did this fucking slave catkin just talk back to me? A Blue
      Catkin? The nerves of this bitch. She’s going to fucking pay for
      this!

      "Y-You fucking brat! How dare a black cat like you defy
      us!?"

      "Get on all fours and beg for your fucking life! I’ll only leave
      you half dead if you do! You ain’t fucking getting away with
      standing against us, you fucking slave catkin!"

      "…Mmph."

      Kukuku, would you look at that. We intimidated her so badly that
      she can’t even speak no more. She’s fucking shaking in her boots,
      serves her right! Stupid bitch shouldn’t’ve ‘pposed us from the
      start! Bitch! That’s what you get for trying to be more than just a
      slave or wallet! Still though, I’m not going to be forgiving that
      bitch, not at all. It’s her own fault for disobeying us blue
      catkin!

      Or so I thought, but we were never even given so much as a
      chance to draw our weapons.

      "Blue trash cats. Live rest of lives in regret."

      And then it happened, just moments after the slave catkin
      spoke.

      First was Rawrs. Then Tordo, Tarkas, and finally, me.

      "Ugaaahhhh!"

      She grabbed the club I swung with the intent to kill and severed
      all four of my limbs.

      "Arrghghhhhhhh!"

      Damn it, what’s that noise? Oh, right, it’s come from my very
      own mouth.

      How the hell did it come to this? All we did was mess with a
      black catkin brat.

      The brat stood in front of me, her eyes filled not with the
      hatred or bloodlust I’d been expecting, but instead with disgust.
      She looked at me like she was looking at a filthy roach, or mere
      trash by the side of the road.

      "You said slave catkin twice."

      The brat swung her blade without even the slightest bit of
      hesitation.

      "Gyahhhhh!"

      This damned brat cut off my tail!! Argghhhh!!

      Why did this have to happen!?

      Rescued White Dogkin Man’s POV


      I continued to gaze at the scene before me, unable to utter even
      the slightest sound.

      It simply seemed unreal. I couldn’t believe it to be something
      based in reality.

      I felt that even the act of recognizing it would lead to it
      distorting my common sense.

      But I simply had to. The sounds that assaulted my eardrums and
      vibrations that resounded through my body informed me that it was
      all too real.

      "Haaaah!"

      "Gugyaaaaooooohhh!"

      The young girl’s blade split the last remaining high ogre in
      half.

      "Are… you serious…?"

      I unconsciously let out an amazed groan. How was a girl so young
      completely decimating a whole hoard of D ranked magic beasts in
      what almost appeared to be a single strike each? I couldn’t help
      but feel that the phrase “One Hit One Kill” existed for the sole
      purpose of describing what I’d just bore witness to.

      High Ogres were by no means weak. In fact, they were incredibly
      powerful. They were capable of smashing through a full suit of
      armour in a single hit. They regenerated ridiculously rapidly, and
      their skin was so hard that the average blade would find itself
      simply unable to pierce it.

      I knew for a fact that they were strong, especially seeing as
      how they’d almost killed me just a few minutes back. In fact, I’d
      already long steeled myself for death, as my sword was unable to
      inflict them with any wounds whatsoever.

      But then she showed up.

      When she did, my heart fluttered from despair to hope, and back
      to despair. I’d realized that the person that came to help me was a
      mere little girl, a black catkin one at that.

      Just think about it, one little girl against a swarm of High
      Ogres, this dungeon’s most powerful foe. A group of five high ogres
      was considered a C ranked threat. There was just no way a single
      girl could win against them. In fact, she was probably going to get
      totally demolished. I didn’t think she’d even be able to buy me
      enough time to escape.

      But she did.

      She killed all 5 High Ogres in just 3 minutes. It took her less
      time to wipe them out than it would’ve taken me to kill the same
      number of goblins.

      "A black catkin kid…"

      I remember hearing a rumour about her as of late.

      They said that she was a D ranked adventurer that showed up in
      Ulmutt rather recently. That in itself was normal, Ulmutt was where
      all Kranzel’s intermediate-ranked adventurers gathered.

      But that was the only normal part about her.

      The first abnormal thing about her was that she was extremely
      young. She was also a member of the weakest beastkin tribe, the
      black cat tribe, and made it so that everyone that messed with her
      lost the ability to remain as an adventurer. That wasn’t it either.
      She was also diving solo as opposed to with a party, and coming out
      with incredible achievements regardless.

      The rumours were totally absurd. I’d assumed that she’d spread
      them amongst the drunks herself in order to promote her name.

      Besides, there was no way for Black Catkin to be anywhere even
      remotely close to strong in the first place. As a beastkin myself,
      I thought that to be common sense.

      Beastkin were creatures that more or less valued strength over
      all else. Those that behaved poorly would be forgiven and their
      actions excused so long as they were strong. In other words, we
      were the type of creatures that would always lay blame on the weak.
      Such a trend was deeply rooted in our culture. Black Catkin were
      thought of as the weakest type of beastkin, and as a result, the
      ever so douchey Blue Catkin would often sell them into slavery. The
      fact that they were the lowest in the beastkin hierarchy was
      exactly that, a fact.

      That’s why I simply couldn’t believe that a young, female black
      catkin could be that much stronger than me. Many other adventurers
      felt the same. That was why conversations about her were often
      centered on her tribe rather than her strength or appearance.

      "I guess she must be The Black Cat that everyone’s been talking
      about."

      It looked like the rumours had been based in truth.

      The girl that many had started referring to as The Black Cat
      didn’t bother turning around to face me. It seemed that her saving
      me had just happened to be a little bit of an extra bonus, and that
      she’d only been after the High Ogres to begin with.

      I myself was also a D ranked adventurer, but seeing her in
      action had ripped my pride to shreds.

      But still, I considered myself lucky. My pride was worth much
      less to me than my life.

      I managed to stay free of injuries and live to see another day.
      And on top of that, I even managed to learn that The Black Cat’s
      strength was genuine. I’m glad I learned that here and now rather
      than at a bar or tavern somewhere. I surely would’ve messed with
      her had I not known that she was this powerful.

      "I better make sure I tell everyone else about this. They’re all
      just as dumb as I am, so they’ll probably try messing with her if I
      don’t."

      

    

