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      157. The Old White Dogkin

      
      


      "Wait Fran! Hold on for just a second!"

      "Nn?"

      Erza called out to us as we made our way over from the inn to
      the dungeon.

      He ran towards us with full force, his inner thighs rubbing
      together and his massive frame jiggling as a result of his
      movements.

      Urushi seemed to feel the same way as me; he was lying down with
      his tail between his legs. His body language made it seem as if he
      had simply lost the will to exist because Erza did.

      Fran, on the other hand, was able to maintain her composure.
      Man, she’s got more guts than the two of us combined.

      "Erza? Need something?"

      "You see, I just so happen to know someone that wants to meet
      and ask something of you."

      "Wants to meet me?"

      "Yuppers! He’s taken an interest in you because of all the stuff
      he’s heard from all the other adventurers. He really wants to meet
      the Magic Sword Girl that everyone’s been talking about."

      "What kind of person?"

      "Hmmm… well, he’s not a bad guy for sure. He used to be an
      adventurer, so he’s not the strict type either. He’s effectively
      the boss of Ulmutt’s beastkin, so it won’t hurt for you to know
      him."

      Erza’s description made it sound like getting along with the
      person in question would provide us with a lot of benefits. That
      said though, we might not actually be able to get along with
      him.

      He might think us to be cheeky. Plus, he’s a beastkin, so the
      very fact that he wants to meet with Fran seems kinda fishy given
      that she’s a Black Catkin.

      （But introduced by Erza.）

      'True. I doubt Erza would introduce you to anyone that’d try to
      screw with you….'

      "I know how you feel. You must be a bit anxious about it,
      mhmm?"

      "Nn."

      Yeah, in more than one way at that.

      "Don’t worry! I’ll be right there with you. I’ll make sure I
      take responsibility if he tries to take you for a fool."

      What? Just how? God damn, Urushi’s getting all teary eyed. It’s
      okay boy, he’s not that scary, it’s okay.

      "…Okay. Will meet."

      "Thankies! I’ll show you over to him then."

      "Nn."

      "Would you mind if we took a shortcut? I think it’s one you
      should be able to take without any issues."

      Erza jumped the moment he finished speaking.

      Apparently his so called shortcut just involved running atop the
      building’s roofs. I guess that made sense seeing as how this the
      city was built like a maze and all that, but was that really okay?
      Would we not get in trouble?

      Er, actually, I guess there wouldn’t really be any complaints,
      at least not to Erza’s face anyways. Oh well, I guess it saves
      time, so whatever.

      "Nn. No issues."

      "Woof!"

      "Knew it~!"

      ***

      And so, we found ourselves in front of a fairly large house
      after 10 odd minutes.

      It wasn’t as big as the mansions nobles would typically have,
      but it was still fairly sizeable. Two fairly strong-looking
      beastkin were standing guard in front of the property’s gate.

      "Here?"

      "Yup. This is Old Man Aurel’s house. Good day, guards."

      "Good day, Erza. It has been quite a long time since we’ve last
      seen you. Please, do come on in."

      "That I’ll do. Oh, right, I’ve brought a little someone along
      with me, so don’t worry about her."

      "Sir."

      Wow, Erza showing his face just flat out gets us past security
      and everything? Damn.

      "I’ve done quite a few jobs for the old man, so he’s taken a
      liking to me and allowed me go in and out as I please."

      "Spacious."

      "Woof."

      "He’s a former B ranked adventurer and a successful businessman.
      He’s even also served at the King’s side."

      Holy crap, Aurel sounds like he’s the spitting image of success.
      Yeah, he doesn’t really sound like the type that’d get along with
      Fran. Alright, I should find us an excuse to get us the hell out of
      there just in case the mood turns sour.

      Though, I guess he kinda already has his eyes on us already
      seeing as how he’s calling us out right now.

      Man though, the dude’s garden is absolutely massive. We
      still hadn’t even reached the actual house yet.

      The garden was beautiful. It was filled with an assortment of
      flowers in full bloom and decorated with both fountains and
      statues. Erza taught us a bit about the flowers’ names as we
      traversed our way through to the main building.

      That said though, neither Fran nor Urushi really seemed to
      really care about what he was talking about at all.

      "Gramps! I’m here!"

      "Hello Erza."

      "Hey Shalla, where’s Aurel?"

      "He’s currently out relaxing on the terrace."

      "Thankies. This way Fran."

      "Nn."

      Erza seemed to know the place pretty well. The maid recognized
      his face, and he’d managed to easily find his way over to his
      destination without having to stop and ask the maid for
      directions.

      Our destination, the terrace, was on the building’s second
      floor. It, like the garden, was incredibly vast and expansive. The
      mansion’s size made it so that the terrace provided us a good view
      over the city in its entirety. Both Fran and Urushi also seemed
      rather impressed by the angle we had on Ulmutt.

      "Wow."

      "Ruff."

      They both jogged right up to the terrace railing and began
      looking at the city while completing ignoring the mansion’s
      owner.

      "Hahahaha. Looks like the view happens to be to your
      liking."

      Whew, thank god he wasn’t all anal about manners and stuff. He
      simply watched over Fran, Urushi, and the pair’s sparkling eyes
      with a bit of an amused look on his face.

      "Nn. Amazing."

      "Woof."

      "That’s good to hear. I’m Wijaht Aurel, a White Dogkin. Mind
      telling me your name, little missy?"

      "Nn. Black Catkin, Fran. This is Urushi."

      "Woof!"

      "Thanks for accepting my invitation. Do have a seat."

      The White Dogkin was like Erza in the sense that he gave off an
      incredible sense of impact, albeit one of a completely different
      type; the man gave off the same sort of impression as a Mafia’s
      Don.

      His back was straight, and his gait full of vitality despite the
      fact that he appeared rather old.

      "You really don’t look like someone in their seventies no matter
      how I look at you. I really would like you to tell me your
      secret."

      "It isn’t really anything special. I simply kept setting goals
      for myself and moving forward. I just didn’t give my body any time
      to age."

      Thank god he isn’t the type of person I was suspecting he might
      be.

      "This tea is quite delicious, it’s one of my favourites, so I do
      recommend you try some."

      "Nn."

      "The leaves come from the Continent of Chrome. Collecting tea
      leaves has in fact been the sole hobby that I’ve picked up in my
      older years."

      "Garden?"

      "I don’t do the gardening myself. I just hire someone and have
      them do what they think works best. The garden would probably end
      up some sort of jungle if I was the one in charge of it."

      Fran got down to business while enjoying the refreshments
      provided.

      "Wanted to meet me? Why?"

      "Hahaha, you sure are a hasty one. I honestly wasn’t driven to
      do so by anything in particular. I just happened to feel like
      meeting you after hearing all the rumours that’ve been going around
      town lately."

      "As I said earlier, he’s basically the one in charge of all of
      Ulmutt’s beastkin. He just so happened to be interested in you,
      Fran."

      "In charge of the city’s beastkin? That’s an exaggeration. I
      just happen to know most of the people around because I was an
      adventurer for at least fifty years."

      Is that really it? Does he really not like run an operation from
      the shadows or something? Okay, you know what, let’s use the
      Principle of Falsehood and double check. I know Fran totally just
      warned me about overusing it, but this is one of this scenarios
      where I kinda have to! Right…?

      "I took quite a bit of interest in how terrifyingly strong
      everybody said you were."

      "So, what do you think? Isn’t she cute? She really is just as
      strong as they say too."

      "It seems that you’ve taken quite the liking to her. I can see
      why, it’s been a while since I’ve seen such a bold kid, so I too
      immediately took a liking to her. Also, I assume the fact that
      she’s got your approval means that the rumours were true as
      well."

      Apparently the part about him taking a liking to Fran was the
      truth.

      "Still believe rumours even though I’m a Black Catkin?"

      "What, did you think that being a Black Catkin innately made you
      weak? That’s not true at all. I’ve met a fairly strong one when I
      was young, and right here in one of Ulmutt’s dungeons at that."

      Aurel spoke in a bit of a nostalgic tone.

      "Really? That’s not something I’ve ever been told about."

      "That’d be because I’ve never mentioned it."

      "Where is that person now?"

      Fran questioned Aurel in a tone of voice much firmer than her
      usual one. I could see why though, this was our first time ever
      hearing about any other strong Black Catkin.

      "That… isn’t a question that I know the answer to."

      "Then, what kind of person?"

      "Well, it all happened a whole 53 years ago, so I’ve basically
      forgotten everything."

      It seemed that he just lied to us… but why? Was it because he
      died in the dungeon or something?

      Aurel’s expression had gone dark. It didn’t seem like he wanted
      to explore the topic in any more detail.

      "I know most of this city’s beastkin, so do tell me if you
      happen to run into any issues. I’ll be sure to give you a
      hand."

      The Principle of Falsehood informed me that he really meant what
      he said, that he’d help us out if need be. You know what, let’s not
      try digging into that whole other Black Catkin and whatnot. There
      was no point probing him about the topic, especially seeing as how
      we seemed to have just won his favour. No point going out of our
      way to lose it now.

      "By the way, I happen to have a request for you. Would you mind
      taking it?"

      "What kind?"

      "I’d like you to deliver something to a place not too far from
      here. You should be able to get it done if you work at Erza’s
      pace."

      "Can’t just ask Erza?"

      "I’d prefer if you took this request. How about it?"

      "Okay."

      Fran replied to him immediately. I felt that this whole thing
      seemed a bit fishy, but Fran seems to think it’s okay, so , so I’ll
      just roll with it.

      "Great. Thanks."

      "Nn."

      Aurel made a bit of a relieved smile. It seemed that he’d really
      wanted Fran to take his request.

      "Alright then. I’d like you to take this to one of my
      acquaintances."

      "Pendant?"

      Aurel handed Fran a plain looking pendant with a black stone
      embedded inside of it. It looked like the type you were supposed to
      wear around your neck.

      It looked a really cheap item, the kind of thing you could find
      just about anywhere.

      "That it is. Could you hand it over to the eastern dungeon’s
      Dungeon Master?"

      "Dungeon Master?"

      "Yeah. Make sure you hand it over personally, okay?"

      "Nn. Got it."

      Hmm, this request’s got a bit of a mysterious air to it. I’m
      really looking forward to seeing what’ll come out of us doing
      it.

      

    



    

    
      158. The Mysterious Dungeon Master

      
      


      （Sorry?）

      'What for?'

      （Accepted request without asking.）

      'Oh, that? I’ll admit I’m a bit worried about it, but I’m game
      so long as you are.'

      （Nn.）

      'Seems like you took a liking to that old man, eh?'

      （That old man. Evolved.）

      'Seriously?'

      （Evolved White Dogkin. White Wolfkin.）

      'Didn’t he call himself a White Dogkin though?'

      I could swear he introduced himself as “Wijaht Aurel, a White
      Dogkin.”

      （White Dogkin still White Dogkin after evolution. Just White
      Wolfkin variant.）

      'Oh, so that’s how that works? So you’ll still technically be a
      Black Catkin even after you evolve?'

      （Nn. Still some sort of Black Catkin.）

      'Man, I’m honestly surprised you noticed though.'

      （Can tell because also beastkin.）

      'Is that how that works?'

      （Nn. That’s how that works.）

      Is it cause their instincts, or maybe some sort of racial
      trait?

      （Need to ask about evolution. That’s why accepted request.）

      'Ah, I get it. So that’s why.'

      "Nn."

      "Hmmm? Did you say something?"

      "Nothing."

      "Really?"

      We’d left Aurel’s mansion and headed in the Adventurer’s Guild’s
      direction. We were still with Erza, and hence, naturally taking one
      of his shortcuts.

      We hopped from roof to roof like a group of bunnies and
      surprised the crap out of anyone that happened to be in the middle
      of hanging their laundry.

      Our purpose was simple. We were heading over to the Guild in
      order to formally file Aurel’s request. If we didn’t, it’d kind of
      end up as something along the lines of a personal favour as opposed
      to something that went through the guild and got processed.

      Apparently, anything that involved delivering something to a
      Dungeon Master would automatically be qualified as a request of
      rank D or higher, hence, Erza had recommend that we record it so we
      could add it to our list of completed requests.

      Moreover was the fact that anything that involved meeting a
      Dungeon Master was actually kind of a big deal. Hence, reporting in
      and notifying the Guildmaster ahead of time would be in our best
      interests.

      "I’ve never actually been given the chance to meet the Dungeon
      Masters myself you know?"

      "Really?"

      "Mhmm. The Dungeon Masters shut themselves in, so you might not
      find them even in the dungeon’s deepest depths. The Guild Master is
      more or less the only person capable of meeting them 100% of the
      time."

      Well then, it looks like this request of ours is an even bigger
      deal than I thought.

      'Oh well. We kinda accepted it, so let’s put our heads together
      in order to figure out some way to actually see it through.'

      I’ve also gotta think about Aurel’s true intentions as well.
      Why’d he go out of his way to ask this of Fran in particular?

      I guess we should start by looking up some info about the
      Dungeon Master. The fact that it’s capable of negotiation means
      that we know for a fact that it’s a member of a race capable of
      speech, but honestly, that’s about the extent of our knowledge.

      ***

      We managed to immediately get ourselves a moment of Dias’ time.
      Meeting the Guildmaster just like that wasn’t something that’d
      normally happen. Things only went as smoothly as they did because
      we happened to be in Erza’s company.

      Apparently, Erza wanting to talk to the Guildmaster basically
      out prioritized everything else.

      "Wow~ I’m surprised you’re here."

      "Well, I’m not always out and about. Did you need
      something?"

      "Not exactly. Fran was the one that needed something."

      "Oh?"

      "Nn."

      Fran quickly told Dias about the request Aurel had given
      her.

      Rather, she started from the fact that the old dogkin had wanted
      to see her, and accounted everything between that and her receiving
      the request with particular emphasis on the refreshments she was
      treated with.

      "Ah, so you met Aurel."

      "Acquainted?"

      "Well, the city isn’t exactly what you’d call large, so yes, I
      have. Though, I’m rather surprised to see that he’s given you a
      request."

      "I can’t figure out Old Man Aurel’s intentions myself. You got
      any clues, Guildmaster?"

      "Hmm… So Aurel too, huh…?"

      "Nn?"

      "Nothing, don’t worry about it. I’ll acknowledge his request,
      but with it, I’ll also give you a few warnings. First and foremost
      is the fact that you are absolutely forbidden from harming the
      Dungeon Master. Harming the Dungeon Master is a crime that’s
      deserving of something much worse than just capital
      punishment."

      "I know."

      He gave us one helluva harsh warning. It was possible for the
      Dungeon Master to destroy Ulmutt altogether if we pissed it off.
      That said though, we weren’t planning to attack it in the first
      place, so that at least shouldn’t be an issue.

      "You should also keep in mind the fact that you may not actually
      be able to meet the Dungeon Master."

      "Know that too."

      "Good. "

      "Nn."

      "Another thing is that she’s a bit hard to please. Try not to
      piss her off if you actually get to meet her."

      "She?"

      The Dungeon Master’s a chick?

      "Whoops, that’s something you should be looking into yourself,
      not something I’m supposed to be carelessly telling you."

      "Got it."

      We tried looking up a few things about the Eastern Dungeon
      Master a bit later on, but didn’t come up with anything at all.

      Everything about the Dungeon Master seemed to have been
      classified or something. The only pieces of knowledge we ended up
      having were the fact that she was female and the fact that she was
      capable of speech.

      I figured that we might be able to find ourselves some hints if
      we looked up stuff about the Western Dungeon Master instead, but
      that didn’t really end up producing any results either. Again, all
      we found out was that the Western Dungeon Master was also
      female.

      A part of the lack of knowledge stemmed from the fact that very
      few had actually made it all the way through to the dungeon’s
      depths. Even fewer had actually managed to encounter the Dungeon
      Masters.

      'Well, I guess going in blind is basically the only option we’ve
      got.'

      I mean, we were planning to dive into the Eastern Dungeon’s
      depths anyways, so whatever, I guess.

      

    



    

    
      159. Traps Suck

      
      


      'Alright, you ready to move on?'

      "Nn."

      Today was our fifth day in Ulmutt. We’d already finished all our
      business in the dungeon’s simpler subsections, and hence, we’d
      started digging a bit deeper.

      We were currently hunting magic beasts around where the 14th
      floor was located. We could’ve gone a bit deeper given the fact
      that we had to handle Aurel’s request and all that, but we decided
      to take it slow in order to avoid injury.

      Speaking of which, Fran was currently in the middle of slowly
      disarming a trap.

      The 14th floor was one of the dungeon’s lower floors, and the
      traps had been modified to match. They were much more complex than
      the ones we’d encountered earlier. They were made much nastier
      too.

      What I mean by that is that the traps themselves were full of
      well, traps. For example, there was a trap composed of a bunch of
      wires. You’d normally assume that it’d activate if you stepped on
      something, and that you were supposed to disarm the trap by cutting
      its wires. However, that one was instead made so that it’d only
      trigger if you tried messing with it. Another example would be a
      trap that fired an arrow that activated another trap.

      Some traps had also started causing teleportation or instant
      death upon activation. We also started hitting areas that’d seal
      off our ability to teleport or use Presence Detection — not that it
      mattered to me seeing as I had the Unsealable skill.

      I mean, I knew that the Guildmaster’s managed to get a few
      negotiations done and all, but this was still technically a
      dungeon. It wasn’t some sort of training ground for adventurers. It
      was the real deal, a place in which one wrong step could lead to
      death.

      "Nn… Done."

      'Really? Lemme see.'

      Yup, looks like she disarmed that one perfectly.

      Many of the Magic Beasts that thrived in the dungeon’s lower
      levels had the Trap Detection, Trap Disarm, and Trap Creation
      skills. The magic beasts themselves weren’t actually all that
      strong, but they could make for a deadly force when when working in
      conjunction with the dungeon’s traps. And that, to me, honestly
      seemed rather logical seeing as how the dungeon itself was pretty
      much crammed full of traps.

      Absorbing said magic beasts’ magic stones meant a fair increase
      in the respective skills’ levels. Trap Detection had leveled to 7,
      Trap Disarm to 4, and Trap Creation to 3.

      The dungeon’s traps served to provide us with a bunch of
      practice too. The combination of the skill and practice had led
      Fran to become much more skillful in the art of disarming traps.
      The difference between her now and her when she tried disarming her
      first trap was as clear as the difference between night and
      day.

      Two of the magics we’d obtained from Zerais’ golems, Ice/Snow
      Magic and Lava Magic, turned out to be rather useful when it came
      to their applications in disarming traps.

      Moonlight Magic, on the other hand, had been stuck sitting on
      the backburner. The only two spells we had at the moment were
      Moonphase and Night Vision. The former would provide us buffs at
      night. The latter would allow us to temporarily see in the dark.
      Neither was all that useful; we probably wouldn’t be able to get
      any value out of Moonlight Magic until it leveled itself up a
      bit.

      Ice/Snow Magic allowed us to freeze traps and hamper them from
      activating. In fact, a single activation of the magic would
      actually even flat out disarm explosion-type traps altogether.

      Lava Magic was actually even more useful than Ice/Snow Magic. We
      could use it to weld a trap’s subsection and just flat out stop it
      from activating.

      Both Magics had quite the potential for practical use even
      outside of battle-type situations.

      That said though, Fran was still far from being able to disarm
      every single trap every single time.

      "Oops."

      'Short Jump!'

      "Whimper!"

      Holy crap that was close. We were almost hit by a series of
      super high speed bullets made of water despite the fact that we’d
      teleported away. The area of effect was insane. We probably
      would’ve gotten seriously injured had we not escaped. The bullets
      were powerful enough to just flat out kill you should they hit your
      head or some other vital.

      "Sorry."

      'Looks like you’re still a bit shy of being able to disarm the
      traps here perfectly.'

      "Nn."

      "Woof."

      Oh well, can’t really be helped. That trap was the kind that
      wouldn’t let you go any further unless you did something about
      it.

      Aurel’s request aside, we’d set out to do four other things.

      The first was to level up. The second was to finish all the
      quests required for us to rank up. The third was to git gud and
      learn how to use all our current skills. The fourth and final was
      to get our hands on a skill that’d prevent us from being
      susceptible to skills that’d mess with our minds.

      To be more specific, we were looking for a skill that’d prevent
      us from being affected by stuff like Coerced Camaraderie and
      Induced Thought.

      Skills like those two only guided our thoughts, and didn’t
      provide us with any obvious indicators like status conditions,
      hence why they were especially troublesome to deal with.

      We ultimately managed to discover that there actually was a
      monster with the skill we were looking for here in Ulmutt’s eastern
      dungeon, but it was one that only resided in the dungeon’s deepest
      depths.

      Dias and Solas both claimed that their skills simply didn’t work
      on said monster.

      Hence, we were currently giving ourselves a bit of practice
      while advancing towards our goal: the area at and beyond the
      dungeon’s 18th floor. Getting there would allow us to finish
      Aurel’s request too. It was a veritable two birds one stone type
      situation.

      Our pace wasn’t all that bad despite us actively looking for
      practice. We’d managed to make our way down to the dungeon’s 14th
      floor after just 2 days worth of adventuring.

      Dimensional Storage made it so that we didn’t really have to
      worry too much about meals, baths, or bedding. More importantly,
      both Fran and Urushi still looked fairly motivated. In fact, the
      stronger enemies and more difficult traps were only getting the two
      even more pumped up.

      Several large magic beasts had been standing in the 14th floor’s
      first notable room.

      "Growllll."

      "Master. High Ogres."

      'I guess that means this room won’t have any traps in it
      then.'

      High Ogres, unlike the dungeon’s other monsters, lacked the
      ability to deal with traps. None were placed in the rooms in which
      they were placed in order to avoid the possibility of them killing
      themselves.

      They compensated for that weakness through pure power. They
      generally considered strong enough to give a D ranked adventurers a
      fairly hard time.

      We could just flat out take them head on though, so to us, their
      spawn zones were more or less safe because they lacked traps.

      'Here we go!'

      "Nn."

      "Grrrrrrr!"

      Our strategy was to wipe them all out in one go with a surprise
      attack. Fighting them for an extended amount of time was a bad
      idea, seeing as how other magic beasts could come back them up.

      Urushi immediately leapt towards one of the high ogres and
      readied himself to bite it.

      "Growl!"

      A barrage of arrows flew straight towards us the moment he tried
      to take action.

      'Holy shit! Air Shield!'

      "Ruff?"

      I repelled the projectiles with a spell as Urushi panicked and
      dove straight back into the shadows.

      Apparently the room actually did have traps inside of it. I
      looked towards the high ogres only to find that the arrows had
      simply bounced off their skin.

      Ahhh, I see. Traps like this can work with them because they
      can’t damage the High Ogres at all. That said, they could prove
      rather lethal if they hit us.

      Man, these traps just keep getting nastier.

      'Alright, you know what, let’s just quickly wipe them out.
      Inferno Burst!'

      "Grooowl!"

      The flame spell I used turned one of the High Ogres into a lump
      of coal as Urushi impaled another with a spear constructed of pure
      darkness.

      'Well, so much for High Ogre zones being safe zones…'

      "Bring it on."

      Well, I guess at least Fran’s motivated, so there’s that.

      'Let’s try being extra careful just in case. It looks like the
      traps are going to be getting even nastier from here on out.'

      "Nn."

      'You be careful too, Urushi. We’ll need to avoid stuff like what
      just happened.'

      "Whimper…"

      We discovered a type of trap we’d never seen before shortly
      after concluding that we’d do best to be a bit more prudent.

      "Weird thread here."

      'Good job catching that. I only barely noticed it myself.'

      "Trap?"

      The thread Fran and I saw looked identical to the infrared
      sensors you’d normally see in movies and whatnot. The fact that it
      was visible meant that it was likely linked to some sort of magic,
      but I couldn’t tell what would come out of popping it.

      "Want to try activating?"

      'Sounds like a plan. It’d be a good idea for us to know what
      happens when you pop it. You know, just for future reference.'

      We triggered the trap with one of my doppelgangers after moving
      a fair ways back.

      I heard a bit of an odd rumbling sound the moment my
      doppelganger stepped into one of the infrared-like lines.

      "Master. Walls moving."

      'What?'

      It was exactly as Fran described. The walls at the passage’s
      rear slid along the floor and rearranged themselves. The former
      straight passageway now ended in a forced right turn.

      I see, I see. The trap was on a rather large scale, and
      honestly, I had no idea how we were supposed to go about disarming.
      Just looking at it didn’t really provide us many clues; we more or
      less had no choice but to just give it a shot.

      The moment I thought that was the moment the walls started to
      move again.

      "Master?"

      'Don’t look at me. My Doppelganger’s already gone. Was it maybe
      cause of Urushi?'

      "Woof woof!"

      Urushi frantically shook his head. I guess that means it wasn’t
      him either. So… who triggered it then? I mean, someone had to, the
      walls were moving.

      My question was answered as the left wall vanished and opened up
      a passage that revealed a single High Ogre.

      'Oh! I get it now! It was the High Ogre that popped the
      trap!'

      It seemed that these traps were the kind that’d trigger
      regardless of how careful we were. That is, the High Ogres would
      pretty much just keep setting them off.

      Huh, this looks pretty bad. You wouldn’t be able to use a map
      here even if you had one. The traps would move around, so you’d
      never really be able to know what was coming at you next.

      "Graaahhhhh!"

      The ogre caught sight of us as we were thinking about the
      dungeon’s traps.

      'Alright, you know what, let’s just get rid of that first, and
      then think.'

      Man, this dungeon sure is one hell of a pain in the ass to deal
      with.

      

    



    

    
      160. The 18th Floor

      
      


      'Looks like we’re finally here.'

      "Nn."

      "Woof."

      We finally reached the the dungeon’s 18th floor, the place
      that’d let us complete one of our overarching objectives.

      The floors that extended beyond the 14th had given us one hell
      of an adventure. The number of magic beasts that attacked us
      multiplied exponentially, and we ended up activating more than 30
      different traps as we traversed our way through the dungeon.

      The most troublesome Magic Beasts we ran into were vapor-like
      creature whose species were simply known as “MIST.” They could
      disperse their bodies and make themselves not only invulnerable to
      physical attacks, but also entirely undetectable to any that relied
      on Presence Detection. They even had the ability to activate traps
      if they chose to condense their bodies down to a smaller size. That
      in particular was something the MISTs did to us like n
      times. God, they were annoying as all hell.

      Disposing of the MISTs was, in and of itself, rather easy. All
      we had to do was blast a few AOE spells every time we entered a new
      area. They kinda couldn’t just stay in hiding if we flooded the
      entire area with our attacks. They’d more or less get destroyed
      immediately after two or three repetitions as their specs made it
      so that they weren’t really suited to battle.

      In some cases, us firing off AOEs like crazy also allowed us to
      set off a few traps in advance and save ourselves from having to
      deal with them.

      The only issue with us doing that was that we more or less
      deprived Fran of a fair portion of her practice. That said though,
      we were already pretty deep in the dungeon, so I figured it was
      about time for us to focus on making sure she stayed unhurt
      instead.

      Besides, I figured that it was a much better idea for us to
      focus our efforts on finding the magic beast that’d give us the
      skill we wanted anyways.

      Specifically, we were looking for Dirty Wisps. They were rare
      apparitions that looked like black balls of light.

      We walked around the 18th floor for quite some time, but we
      weren’t able to find so much as a single one.

      All our efforts ended up doing nothing but providing us exp and
      magic stones. Fran had leveled all the way up to 43, and I was on
      the verge of getting myself a rank up as well. Fran was pretty damn
      close to her level cap, and I was rather curious as to what would
      happen when she reached it. In fact, I was so curious that I even
      considered just having her grind out the last little bit on
      multiple occasions, but I ultimately ended up deciding against
      it..

      'Oh well, I guess it can’t be helped. Dirty Wisps are elusive.
      If we can’t find them, we can’t find them. Let’s move on.'

      "Nn."

      "Woof?"

      'What’s wrong, boy?'

      "Growl!"

      Urushi suddenly growled and used Dark Magic; he shot a jet black
      spear straight towards one of the dungeon’s walls.

      "Pigiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!"

      'Dude, that’s gross.'

      A large, purple and orange caterpillar suddenly seemed to phase
      into existence. It wriggled about as it clung to the dungeon’s wall
      and barged a strange, black liquid. A similar, putrid smelling
      substance spilled from the hole Urushi had opened up in the
      caterpillar’s gut.

      'Wait a sec, did I seriously not notice that thing till it got
      that close to us? Did you catch it at all, Fran?'

      "Also missed."

      "Growl!"

      Apparently the thing was called a Mimic Venom Crawler. It seemed
      to be the type of creature that’d wait for its prey to come to it.
      This was further evidenced by its skills, as it had Mimicry,
      Presence Isolation, and Muffled Action. As per its name, the Mimic
      Venom Crawler’s offenses mostly stemmed from abilities related to
      poison. That is, it had Poison Fang, Poison Magic, and Poison
      Spray.

      It seemed that Urushi happened to notice it because he’d
      detected its scent.

      The intel we gathered before venturing into the dungeon
      suggested that Mimic Venom Crawlers were the dungeon’s leading
      cause of casualties, and that adventurers should be as wary of them
      as possible. In fact, they were even thought of as more of a threat
      than High Ogres.

      Now that we’ve seen them in the flesh, I pretty much came to the
      same conclusion. They were not only extremely stealthy but also had
      the ability to fell a man in a single blow by poisoning him. The
      only ones that could possibly deal with them were those that were
      highly skilled in detection, and hence, they seemed like they could
      cause an exorbitant amount of trouble even for adventurers of an
      intermediate skill level.

      On the other hand, the materials you could get from subjugating
      Mimic Venom Crawlers made hunting them down well worth it. They
      were extremely useful, and four of the fetch quests we were
      assigned actually involved grabbing stuff from their corpses.
      Specifically, we needed their carapaces, their poison sacs, their
      venomous fangs, and their meat.

      I couldn’t really see anyone wanting to eat one of these things,
      but they were actually considered quite the delicacy. They were
      said to be like pufferfish in the sense that they were delicious,
      but could screw you over pretty hard if you didn’t detoxify them
      properly.

      Their magic stones didn’t really give that many points, but
      absorbing them gave me opportunities to level up Presence Isolation
      and Poison Magic, so again, hunting them was hella worth.

      Alright Urushi! It’s all you, go go go!

      "Urushi. Do your best."

      "Woof?"

      Do nose things!

      ***

      We spent the next two hours having Urushi, who’d more or less
      become a professional caterpillar hunter, lead us around.

      Our little adventure had taken us all the way to the stairs that
      led down to the dungeon’s 19th floor.

      We had managed to take down a whole 10 of them. Hnnng.

      "Master. What now?"

      'Well, I mean, we’re already here, so we might as well just move
      on. Dirty Wisps are supposed to spawn on every floor after the
      17th, and we’ve already got all the caterpillar corpses we’ll need,
      so there’s not really any reason for us to go out of our way just
      to sit around on the 18th floor.'

      "Nn. Got it."

      And so, we began descending the staircase.

      "Woof?"

      'What’s wrong boy?'

      "Woof woof!"

      Urushi began barking at something. He seemed to be looking
      towards the ground.

      I honestly couldn’t tell what he was barking at. To me, it
      looked like he was just making a fuss about the stones paved below
      us. Only after activating all my detection based skills did I
      finally manage to notice that there actually was something
      there.

      "Growllll!"

      Urushi shot a jet black spear straight towards the floor. Man,
      what’s with this deja vu? I swear this literally just happened.

      "Aaaaaaahhhhh!!!"

      The thing that Urushi had attacked screamed and almost seemed to
      ooze out of the floor in response to his strike. The form it took
      was like that of an orb giving off a dark light. Its identity was
      none other than that of the Dirty Wisp that we’d been looking
      for.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Race: Dirty Wisp. (Spirit/Magic Beast)

      Level: 11

      HP: 28

      MP: 66

      STR: 11

      VIT: 17

      AGI: 86

      INT: 101

      MGC: 151

      DEX: 30

      Skills
Presence Isolation: Lv 4

      Thought Isolation: Lv 3

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 3

      Magic Absorption: Lv 3

      Dark Magic: Lv 6

      Dark Resistance: Lv 2

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      It seemed like the Dirty Wisp had used Dark Magic in order to
      hide itself in the shadows. Urushi had probably only noticed it
      because he himself was well versed in Dark Magic.

      Man, I swear Urushi’s like perfect for this dungeon. I sure am
      glad he’s with us. Shit would’ve been terrifying without him; Fran
      definitely wouldn’t have been able to get this far unscathed.

      'Good job Urushi! I’ll treat you to something nice later.'

      "Woof!"

      'How’s some super spicy curry sound?'

      "Woof woof!"

      "Mmph. Will also do best."

      Fran took a stance; it seemed that hearing about Urushi’s reward
      had gotten her all fired up.

      'Make sure you don’t let that Dirty Wisp get away.'

      "Nn!"

      The Thought Isolation skill that it had was exactly what we were
      after. No way in hell we’re leaving without it!

      'Urushi, make sure it doesn’t teleport away!'

      "Woof!"

      

    



    

    
      161. The Night Fran Hit Level 44

      
      


      "Hah!"

      "Aaahh!"

      Fran swung me straight at the Dirty Wisp, but my blade ended up
      passing through its body.

      It looked like it used Dark Magic in order to defend itself.
      Specifically, it used a spell that made it momentarily immune to
      physical attacks.

      "Fire Javelin!"

      "Aaaahhh!"

      'Tsk. Damn this thing’s fast.'

      The Dirty Wisp had managed to create a Dark Shield and fend off
      Fran’s attack. It was not only swift as a coursing river, but also
      able to cast its spells at an extraordinary speed.

      'Fire Arrow.'

      'Fire Arrow.'

      'Fire Arrow.'

      I adapted to the Dirty Wisp’s traits and fired off a larger
      number of spells in order to make sure it wouldn’t be able to
      defend itself. I figured that the barrage I shot at it would
      finally allow us to take it down, but apparently I was in the
      wrong.

      "Aahh!"

      'It disappeared…? Wait, no! The damn thing teleported!'

      The Dirty Wisp appeared about 3 meters away from its prior
      location.

      It didn’t seem like it was capable of teleporting long
      distances, but still, it was a pain in the ass to deal with. We
      honestly probably could just spam at it till it died if we wanted,
      but we might end up breaking its magic stone if we used anything
      with too much power behind it. Destroying the thing we were after
      would kinda defeat the whole purpose of us hunting the thing down
      in the first place.

      The issue we were plagued with was one that stemmed from the
      fact that the Dirty Wisp was actually quite weak. Stronger magic
      beasts would have harder magic stones, and thus, we could hit them
      harder without having to worry about smashing their cores to
      bits.

      In that case, the best thing for us to do would be…

      'Let’s focus on speed and hit it before it can react.'

      "Nn."

      'Urushi!'

      "Woof! Growl!"

      'Fire Arrow!'

      "Aaahhh!"

      The Dirty Wisp dove into the shadows in order to escape our
      attacks, and, in doing so, danced right to our tune.

      Despite being quick as hell, the Dirty Wisp didn’t have access
      to Chant Shortening, so it wasn’t capable of teleporting in quick
      succession. In other words, all we needed to do was hit it the
      moment after it teleported.

      We made use of our detection skills in order to predict where
      it’d teleport to, a feat only made possible through the experiences
      we gained throughout our exploration of Ulmutt’s eastern
      dungeon.

      "Ha!"

      Fran’s right hand flashed as she wreathed me and flame and
      cleaved straight through the Dirty Wisp.

      'Nice!'

      "Nn!"

      'Alright, let’s keep this up and have ourselves a wisp
      hunt!'

      "Woof!"

      ***

      And so, three hours flew right by.

      'Fran, Urushi, dinner’s ready.'

      "Nn!"

      "Woof!"

      We set up camp in one of the 19th floor’s corners.

      The combination of the tent we looted off Solas and the barriers
      Urushi and I put up practically made our little campsite the
      dungeon’s safest spot.

      We accomplished a lot today. We hunted ourselves some Dirty
      Wisps, got the skill we wanted, and even grinded Fran all the way
      up to level 44.

      Tomorrow, we would finally reach reach the dungeon’s 20th floor
      and maybe even have Fran hit her max level.

      That was all fine and dandy in and of itself, but there was
      something I had to tell her before she capped.

      'Hey, Fran. You got a bit?'

      "Nn?"

      'You’re on the verge of hitting level 45.'

      "Nn."

      'Appraisal telling me that level 45 is also your max.'

      "I know."

      'So uh… yeah…'

      It was a bit hard for me to actually say it, but still, it was
      better to disappoint her now than later.

      Hence, I steeled myself and decided to just be honest.

      'I don’t actually think hitting the level cap will let you
      evolve.'

      It was just a prediction, but one I felt I simply had to say to
      her nonetheless.

      I knew that the Black Cat Tribe was weak, but that didn’t
      necessarily mean that all of its members were just flat out
      incapable of combat. She can’t have been the only one to have ever
      hit level 45.

      In order words, Black Catkin probably needed to do more than
      just hit the level cap if they wanted to evolve.

      "Nn."

      Fran simply responded to the concern I voiced by nodding. She
      didn’t seem particularly upset.

      "Same as other beastkin. Satisfied conditions required for
      evolution. Example, fox tribes’ conditions well known."

      High level foxkin were only able to evolve if they happened to
      possess Fox Fire, one of the tribe’s inherent skills. Black Catkin
      also likely had some sort of restriction that would gate from
      evolution unless they managed to fulfill it.

      "Don’t know details, but heard White Wolf also needs special
      condition."

      'Really?'

      "That’s why want to talk with Gramps. Might be able to get
      hints."

      'So I’m guessing that’s why you accepted his request?'

      "Nn."

      I really should’ve realized that Fran was thinking more about
      her evolution than I was. It’d been her goal this whole time.

      'Well, alright. All’s well so long as you’re aware.'

      "No issues."

      

    



    

    
      162. The Boss Room

      
      


      "At dungeon’s deepest part?"

      'I think so. The boss should be on the other side of these
      doors.'

      A day had passed since Fran and I discussed the terms of her
      evolution. And since then, we’d finally reached the dungeon’s 20th
      floor, its deepest depths.

      In front of us stood a single door. Its intimidating frame stood
      at a height of almost ten meters. It had a property that made it
      deflect magical energies, so we couldn’t really discern as to what
      was in the room it led to.

      We could feel a bit of bloodthirst leak through the door, but,
      that alone wasn’t enough for us to discern the extent of the boss’
      strength. All it told us was that the boss was our foe.

      "Dungeon Master inside?"

      'Probably. My guess is that the answer is yes, but I don’t
      really have anything to back it up.'

      "I see."

      'The info we have on the boss is all over the place, so I
      honestly can’t even make a good guess as to what we’ll
      encounter.'

      The eastern dungeon was the type that didn’t have a set boss.
      Apparently, there were about 15 different bosses. The one that
      ended up appearing would typically be the one that was best suited
      to combat the challenging party.

      Weaker parties would sometimes be pitted against E ranked
      bosses, monsters even weaker than the High Ogres that one could
      encounter on the way to the boss room. More powerful parties would
      sometimes be faced by boss monsters labeled as C ranked threats. In
      other words, the bosses could be so powerful that they ended up
      transcending the dungeon’s rank.

      Mages have studied the dungeon and come up with a theory to
      describe the phenomenon. Said theory states that the precise boss
      that’d spawn was actually based off of the actions the party took
      as they made their way through the dungeon.

      We did gather ourselves a bit of info on the stronger bosses
      that the dungeon was known to spawn, just in case.

      The number of known C ranked possibilities totaled to 3. There
      was the Tyrant Saber Toothed Tiger that I’d fought in the past, the
      Smog Hydra, a six headed monster whose smoke would inflict all
      sorts of different status conditions, and the Specter Lord, a
      creature that’d summon and make use of the spirits of the dead.

      Erza had fought both of the first two species. Amanda had stated
      that she fought the last back when she herself was a C ranker. In
      other words, both cases served to evidence that stronger
      individuals would end up facing off against stronger enemies.

      Dias, on the other hand, seemed to be completely exempted from
      all combat. His face more or less served as a pass that’d let him
      get through the dungeon without having to face off against a
      boss.

      I’m pretty curious as to the type of boss we’ll end up having to
      face off against. We could take it easy if the boss turned out to
      be rather weak or something, but I’d end up feeling a bit miffed
      cause that’d mean that we were thought to be weak. That said, I’d
      really prefer if we weren’t forced to face off against something
      that was too powerful.

      Honestly, I was hoping for a D ranked spawn. That sounded like
      it’d be the most ideal.

      That said though, there wasn’t actually any issue in having a
      more powerful enemy spawn. Ulmutt’s Eastern dungeon was unique in
      the sense that its boss room didn’t lock you in.

      You could make an escape so long as the boss didn’t kill you
      instantly. Apparently that was one of the terms of the contract
      Dias and the Dungeon Master had signed.

      We’d even be able to just use Dimension Jump to teleport out so
      long as there weren’t any magic related restrictions in place
      too.

      I planned to immediately test whether or not we actually could
      teleport out of the boss room. If so, I figured that we could
      totally just fight whatever was thrown at us regardless of how
      powerful it is, cause we’d at least have ourselves a life line.

      'Alright, let’s do this.'

      "Nn!"

      "Woof!"

      And so, Fran gave the door a push.

      It groaned as it opened and revealed to us the boss room’s
      contents.

      "Ball?"

      'Looks like one.'

      "Woof?"

      The thing that awaited us was exactly what Fran had described.
      It was… some sort of ball. Its shape was a bit irregular, so you
      couldn’t really say that it was a perfect sphere or whatever, but
      it definitely was some sort of ball nonetheless.

      Hmm… how do I put this? The boss looked like it was made out of
      a bunch of huge turtle shells stitched together to form a ball. It
      actually kind of resembled a gigantic, black pineapple of sorts.
      Its hard exterior looked to be about 20 meters in diameter.

      I honestly couldn’t tell what the hell it was based purely on
      how it looked, but it seemed pretty strong.

      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Species: Disaster Pill Bug (Insect-type Magic Beast)

      Level: 45

      HP: 522

      MP: 521

      STR: 335

      VIT: 339

      AGI: 412

      INT: 101

      MGC: 298

      DEX: 151

      Skills
Air Jump: Lv 5

      Harden: Lv 8

      Presence Detection: Lv 5

      Regeneration: Lv 8

      Vibration Strike: Lv 7

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 8

      Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 8

      Rush: Lv 9

      Magic Resist: Lv 7

      Magic Detection: Lv 5

      Magic Emission: Lv 7

      Reinforced Carapace

      Lightweight Carapace

      Hardened Carapace

      Reinforced Regeneration

      Automatic Mana Regeneration

      Weight Boost

      Greater Vitality Increase

      Description: A pill bug that’s undergone an abnormal evolution.
      It’s body is covered in a hard shell. Its wings do not allow flight
      despite it being an insect-type magic beast. Its main method of
      attack is to charge at its target whilst relying on the weight of
      its massive body. It can use Magic Emission to suddenly change
      directions. It is very difficult to inflict damage upon. It is
      classified as a C ranked threat despite being roughly as powerful
      as a B ranked threat in combat.

      Magic Stone Location: Heart (Center of Body).

      _______________________________________________________________

      The boss was a top tier C ranked threat, a foe of unquestionable
      strength.

      I honestly wasn’t really sure as to whether or not we’d actually
      be able to damage the damned thing. It had a whole tonne of
      resistances and could even regenerate. Luckily, it wasn’t capable
      of casting any spells, but honestly, its inability to do so was
      more or less negligible given how powerful its charge could be.

      'Fran! Urushi! Let’s go all out!'

      We started off with a preemptive strike. That is, all three of
      us fired off a spell.

      'Inferno Burst!'

      "Tornado Lance!"

      "Grooowl!"

      The pillbug moved at a near unbelievable speed and dodged all
      three spells in a heartbeat by rolling away.

      Even just watching the action filled me with a sense of
      revulsion. There was no start up or anything like it. The pillbug
      simply went from being stationary to suddenly moving around at a
      super high speed. My guess was that it’d used its ability to emit
      Magical Energy.

      This battle was one that was impossible for us to win lest we
      threw away the presumption that heavy things with massive frames
      were also slow and clunky.

      "Enemy attacking."

      'Dodge it!'

      The Magic Beast rolled in our direction as it used its Rush
      skill. This must be how Indi*na Jones felt when whenever he met
      himself a giant rock. The large black ball gave off an incredible
      sense of pressure.

      "Kuh!"

      'Are you okay, Fran!?'

      "Nn… Just a scratch."

      'The fact that it’s damaging you just by giving you a little bit
      of a scratch is one hell of a problem.'

      Its high speed attacks were already capable of causing quite a
      bit of damage on their own. The fact that it had access to
      Vibration Strike only served to make it even more deadly. You could
      end up taking a lot of damage just from having it scrape you.

      More importantly was the fact that it had magic resistance. We
      couldn’t damage it from afar by bombarding it with spells.

      'What a pain in the ass!'

      "But first powerful enemy in long time."

      'What do you mean?'

      "Given chance to become even stronger."

      God damn battle maniac!

      But, you know what? I guess that’s in part what makes her so
      reliable.

      

    



    

    
      163. Disaster Pill Bug

      
      


      A large black ball, the Disaster Pill Bug, rapidly closed in on
      us.

      Its massive body made its attacks incredibly powerful, but that
      wasn’t all — the bug was extremely mobile. The combination of these
      two factors made it ridiculously difficult to deal with.

      We’d already experienced the extent of this combination head on
      several times. We barely managed to dodge the bug’s attacks only to
      have it suddenly turn on the spot and fly in our direction on
      several occasions. We would’ve long been squashed if not for our
      ability to teleport.

      One couldn’t even get away from the damn thing by taking to the
      air, as its Air Jump skill allowed it to chase its prey in all 3
      dimensions.

      Even more troublesome was the hardness of its shell. Poking at
      it with anything other than an all out attack would only leave it
      with a scratch. That would be fine and dandy and allow us to
      accumulate damage and all, if not for the fact that the insect
      could regenerate. Its defenses were as solid as Rynford’s.

      And if you thought that was all, then boy, you’ve got a whole
      ‘nother thing coming. The Disaster Pill Bug was capable of throwing
      a counter with Vibration Strike the moment we tried to attack it.
      Its detection skills seemed to make it capable of figuring exactly
      when we were going to strike each and every single time.

      It didn’t seem like we were going to beat the bug by kiting it
      and poking at it sporadically. In fact, we were racking up more
      damage than it was.

      But that honestly just made things a lot simpler.

      "Nn. Same as usual."

      We just had to do as we always did and finish it off with a
      single powerful blow.

      "Master."

      'Roger.'

      Transform was one of the skills I’d used the most in our
      exploration of Ulmutt’s Eastern Dungeon; I’d practiced it hundreds
      upon hundreds of times. The Katana form was one of the forms I’d
      assumed the most, and hence, I was now able to take it in an
      instant. I’d even become capable of maintaining it for an hour with
      relative ease.

      "Master. Going."

      'Alright! Urushi, lure the boss real quick.'

      "Ruff!"

      We hid our presences as Urushi provoked the pill bug and got its
      attention.

      The large black ball immediately turned in Urushi’s direction
      the moment he threw a spell at it. The wolf was in his larger form,
      but he still looked puny next to the giant pill bug regardless.

      "Grooowl!"

      Urushi was not only more agile than Fran, but also capable of
      diving into the shadows if need be, so I was pretty sure that he
      wouldn’t have any issues if all he needed to do was dodge the pill
      bug’s attacks. His efficacy as bait was furthered by the fact that
      his magical strikes allowed him to ensure that the enemy stayed
      focused on him.

      We finished all necessary preparations in a mere few
      moments.

      That said, there wasn’t actually enough space for us to use the
      thing we used on Rynford. The ceiling was too low; we couldn’t fall
      far enough to build up all the kinetic energy we needed to make the
      technique work. I wasn’t too sure how things would end up going, so
      I didn’t dare pour every last bit of magical energy I had into my
      blade.

      That said, we did have a plan. None of the dodging we did was
      aimless. We hadn’t just been running away.

      Fran waited for the exact moment the pill bug struck a wall and
      immediately went on the offensive right as it lost all
      momentum.

      She used a combination of my threads and Air Compression to fire
      herself off in the bug’s direction. That, of course, wasn’t all.
      She threw both wind and fire magic into the mix to accelerate
      herself even further. She activated weight manipulation and cloaked
      my blade in the elements twice over as she drew me from a sheath of
      compressed air. Every last bit of destructive force she outputted
      was concentrated on the very tip of my blade.

      "Haaah!"

      'Nice!'

      I’d been pretty sure of our victory, but it looked like I’d been
      underestimating the Disaster Pill Bug. It was a C ranked threat. C
      ranked threats were more than just one trick ponies. The bug was
      capable of much more than mere offense.

      The pill bug suddenly used magic emission and caused its body to
      begin rotating in the slash’s direction, an action that negated a
      fair portion of the damage that would have otherwise been
      inflicted.

      As a result, her slash only managed to leave a large gash in the
      magic beast’s shell; its internals remained unharmed.

      'Damn!'

      "Strong as expected."

      'But we’ve at least made enough progress.'

      I mean, it would’ve been nice if we were able to finish him in
      just one hit, but not doing so was just fine as well. We’d already
      planned ahead, just in case.

      We focused our attentions on the wound that we’d just
      opened.

      'Looks like it worked just the way we thought it would.'

      "Nn. Can’t regenerate when frozen."

      Our element of choice hadn’t been the combination of the usual
      fire and lighting that we’d always loved to use. It’d instead been
      ice/snow.

      The experiments we conducted regarding elemental weaknesses had
      led us to come to realize that wounds inflicted through ice/snow
      magic would regenerate at an abnormally slow rate.

      We’d created the perfect weakness. All we needed to do now was
      launch an attack into the crack we made in its shell and we’d be
      golden. In other words, we secured ourselves a means of attacking
      the bug’s internals.

      "Once more."

      'Let’s finish it off!'

      "Woof!"

      The only problem was that the pill bug would likely rotate in
      much the same manner as it had earlier. It’d be pretty hard for
      Fran to attack the exact spot she was aiming for.

      'Alright, here’s the plan. We’ll let attack immediately after he
      finishes one of those spins. It’s gotta take a good amount of force
      for him to spin like that, and he probably uses a tonne of magical
      energy every time, so he probably can’t do it in rapid
      succession.'

      "Nn. Urushi, leave to you."

      "Woof!"

      We kicked ourselves into gear so that we could bring the damned
      thing down. Urushi started spamming magic at it in order to draw
      its attention while Fran and I quietly awaited an opening.

      It didn’t take long for opportunity to knock.

      The pill bug emitted a bunch of magical energy in order to hunt
      down Urushi, but missed and crashed into yet another wall.

      Fran immediately leapt at the pillbug, whose open wound just so
      happened to be facing us. Everything was perfect. All we needed to
      do was hit the damned thing one more time.

      'Let’s do this!'

      "Haaaah!"

      We launched a second attack with everything we had behind it
      —

      — Only to realize that we hadn’t grasped the full extent of the
      pill bug’s strength.

      I’d thought that the tides of battle were in our favour and that
      victory would soon be in our grasp. In fact, I hadn’t just thought
      it. I’d been convinced of it by none other than the Disaster Pill
      Bug itself.

      Shit! How the hell!? I lost to a mere bug in a battle of
      wits!?

      Something burst out from within the bug’s wound the moment Fran
      was about to slash it.

      It lured us in and made sure to attack from a range at which we
      would be unable to avoid its strike. That said, it seemed that it’d
      been pushing itself, as its actions had caused its MP to
      plummet.

      "Nraaah!"

      'Shittt!'

      The insect compressed its magical energy and launched a
      projectile from within its broken carapace.

      Our eyes were instantly filled with not but a single flash of
      white.



      

    



    

    
      164. Level 45 And Self Evolution Rank 12

      
      


      The burst of magical energy that’d come from within the pill
      bug’s carapace shattered it and caused its fragments to fly towards
      us at an incredible speed. The resulting attack that came at us was
      so fast and destructive that it was almost like that of a
      shotgun.

      I hadn’t realized that the pill bug could use its Magical
      Emission skill in such rapid succession. It hadn’t done anything
      like this before despite having crashed into walls. In other words,
      the damned insect had been holding its trump card in reserve.

      We’d been under the effects of Chronos Clock. As a result,
      everything was moving in slow motion, but the insect’s projectile
      continued to move at a ridiculously high speed regardless. With the
      attack’s absurd speed came an incredible amount of power. Even a
      single fragment of the insect’s shell could probably inflict onto
      Fran a serious chunk of damage.

      Shit. I can’t deploy my full powered barriers in time.

      I’d already created a set of magical and physical barriers
      purely out of reflex, but neither had been full forced, and as a
      result, the pill bug’s attack had shattered them both with ease.
      The moment I realized that was the moment I played another one of
      the cards I had on hand. One of our contingencies was for me to use
      my Telekinetic Catapult. To that end, I’d been saving up a bunch of
      telekinetic energy. I immediately unleashed every single last bit
      of in order to form a defensive wall so I could protect Fran.
      However, there was a problem. I had to cover a rather large area,
      so I wasn’t able to exert all that much force. I was only capable
      of weakening the projectiles that came at us. Stopping them
      altogether was simply not an option.

      Still, I at least had to try.

      Fran had already pushed herself to the limit. She’d already
      started using several skills and spells in conjunction. Moreover
      was the fact that she’d also already initiated a full force charge
      in the pill bug’s direction — there was no way for her to suddenly
      avoid the bug’s counter. She simply didn’t have the liberty to do
      so.

      "Kuh!"

      'Short Ju-'

      I immediately tried teleporting us out the moment I heard Fran
      groan.

      We needed to make a bit of distance between us and the pill bug
      if we wanted to be able to escape it.

      （Don’t!）

      But Fran stopped me from actually casting the spell. Unlike me,
      she had yet to give up on the assault. She put the left half of her
      body forward in order to shield her dominant hand from harm. The
      black catgirl supported efforts further by cancelling some of her
      offensive skills in order to erect a barrier, one that would assist
      in her in her charge. She even made use of the Air Jump skill in
      order to make sure she wouldn’t get blown away.

      Fran firmly held her ground, but as one could expect, she was
      unable to remain unscathed. The combination of Fran’s barrier and
      my telekinesis were able to drastically reduce the attack’s power,
      but each of the projectiles still held enough force to rend Fran’s
      flesh; countless shell fragments embedded themselves inside of
      her.

      The numerous wounds that’d been torn into her body were painful
      enough to make even the most mature adults scream in pain, but she
      managed endure the bug’s last stand by gritting her teeth and
      grinding down on them.

      "Burniaaaaaa!"

      Fran used a flame spell to hit the gas yet again as she thrust
      me at the pill bug with all her might. The attack the magic beast
      fired off had rid it of its hard exterior and rendered it
      defenseless. Hence, my blade sank into its exposed body as easily
      as a hot knife would a block of butter.

      I felt not the sensation of a hard exoskeleton, but instead the
      softness of tearing flesh as my body was driven inside of the
      insect’s.

      "Haah… Guh…."

      Fran had managed to embed me within the pill bug’s, but she’d
      lost a lot of her own strength and stamina in the process. She
      seemed completely exhausted and on the verge of going limp.

      'Come on Fran. Hang in there, you’ve almost got it!'

      "Will finish now…"

      'Do it!'

      Shit. I’m not sure she’ll be able to fight much longer. It’d be
      best for me to try finishing the damned thing off here and now.

      I already knew exactly what to do. A clear image of my
      intentions resonated within my mind as I solidified them.

      I focused all my magical energies into my blade and activated
      Vibration Fang and Wind Elemental Blade simultaneously. I then
      directed my attention towards the use of transformation and
      manipulated my body in much the same way the System Announcer had
      done before me. I imitated the actions she took when she’d used
      thin, sharp strands of my blade to absorb the numerous Skeletons’
      magic stones. That is, I warped my body whilst retaining the image
      of having thin threads extend from my tip.

      A hundred steel fibres parted from my body and began shredding
      the pill bug from inside out. I backed the the effort further by
      throwing the Thread Manipulation skill into the mix. I forcibly
      controlled every last part of my body in order to have its strands
      run rampant within the pill bug’s figure.

      I wasn’t able to manipulate myself nearly as skillfully as the
      System Announcer had, but that was honestly something I’d already
      been expecting.

      "Nn!"

      Fran pitched in as well and used Elemental Blade to cloak my
      body in lightning.

      "Gigiii…. Giiiiiiii!!"

      Fran’s actions functioned as a finishing blow; her spell caused
      the pill bug to let out one last cry as it lost its life. The
      strength drained from its limbs. Its body’s functions slowed to a
      stop.

      〈Self Evolution has activated. You have gained 60 self-evolution
      points.〉

      I ranked up. That was nice and all, but I had priorities. What
      mattered right now was Fran. I made use of my telekinetic abilities
      and gently laid her down on the boss room’s floor.

      'Greater Heal!'

      "Uu…"

      'Fran, are you alright?'

      "Master…"

      Whew, looked like I managed to heal her in time. Most of her
      larger wounds had closed up. She was still alive and kicking.

      "Won…?"

      'That we did.'

      Fran pushed herself off the ground with both arms in response to
      my words.

      "First victory in long time."

      'What do you mean?'

      "First time in long time facing strong enemy head on and
      winning."

      Hearing Fran say that made me think about all the strong foes we
      had faced in the past.

      The demon we fought hadn’t been able to show its true potential,
      and we’d only won because it’d basically half screwed itself.

      Amanda always completely rekt us every time we sparred her.

      The Lich totally destroyed us. We probably would’ve died if not
      for the System Announcer.

      Fran hadn’t been able to engage in direct combat with the
      Midgard Wyrm. Plus, we didn’t end up actually taking that one down
      either.

      We only won against Rynford because of the people that’d helped
      us beat him back. We probably would’ve lost otherwise.

      There was only a single instance in which we went head on
      against anything that was considered a C level threat or higher and
      won, and that was when we fought the Legendary Skeleton.

      〈Fran has reached level 45.〉

      "Nn!"

      'Nice! You finally did it!'

      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Fran

      Age: 12

      Race: Beastkin (Black Cat Tribe)

      Job: Magic Warrior

      State: Bound to Contract

      Status Level: 45/45

      HP: 551

      MP: 432

      STR: 286

      VIT: 220

      AGI: 275

      INT: 192

      MGC: 231

      DEX: 190

      Skills
Espionage: Lv 4

      Wind Magic: Lv 2

      Court Etiquette: Lv 4

      Presence Detection: Lv 5

      Sword Techniques: Lv 7

      Sword Arts: Lv 7

      Blink: Lv 6

      Fire Magic: Lv 4

      Cooking: Lv 2

      Undead Killer

      Evil Killer

      Insect Killer

      Vigour Manipulation

      Goblin Killer

      Evil Resistance: Lv 1

      Mental Stability

      Demon Killer

      Skillful Dismantling

      Resolute

      Sense of Direction

      Magic Manipulation

      Night Vision

      Innate Skills
Magic Convergence

      Special Skills

      Black Cat’s Divine Protection

      Titles
Undead Killer

      Match For a Thousand

      Evil Killer

      Insect Killer

      Lord of Dismantling

      Healer

      Goblin Killer

      She Who Slaughters

      Skill Collector

      Skill Maniac

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Big Game Eater

      Demon Killer

      Wielder of Flames

      Wielder of Wind

      Lord of Cooking

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

      Bracelet of Herculean Strength

      Sacrificial Bracelet

      Magician’s Necklace

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Fran had finally hit level 45. She’d capped herself out.

      '…'

      "…"

      "Woof…"

      Urushi and I both watched over Fran with bated breath as she
      opened and closed her palms as if to verify whether or not there’d
      been any changes.

      '…Doesn’t look like anything’s any different.'

      "Nn."

      "Whimper…"

      Damn it. It looked like my hunch had been right all along.
      Nothing happened to Fran; she didn’t evolve.

      'Don’t worry about it too much, alright?'

      "No problem."

      'Really?'

      "Nn. More importantly. Master ranked up too?"

      "Right, yeah I did. I totally forgot because I was too caught up
      in everything."

      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Master

      Wielder: Fran

      Race: Intelligent Weapon

      Attack: 622

      MP: 4150/4150

      Durability: 3950/3950

      Magical Conductivity: A+

      Skills

      Appraisal: MAX

      Appraisal Jamming

      Transform

      High Speed Self-Repair

      Self Evolution 〈Rank 12 | Magic Stones: 6689/7800 | Memory: 112 |
      Evolution Points Remaining: 62〉

      Self Modification (Superiorized)

      Telekinesis

      Lesser Telekinetic Amplification

      Telepathy

      Lesser Attack Boost

      Space/Time Magic: MAX

      Dimension Magic: Lv 1

      Skill Sharing

      Intermediate Status Boost (Wielder)

      Lesser Recovery Boost (Wielder)

      Eye of Empyrea

      Unsealable

      Lesser MP Boost

      Knowledge of Magic Beasts

      Sorcerer

      Intermediate Memory Boost

      Unique Skills
Principal of falsehood: Lv 5

      Superior Skills

      Sword Arts SP

      Skill Taker SP

      Doppelganger Synthesis SP

      _______________________________________________________________

      'I’ve got a whole 62 self evolution points. Looks like we’ll be
      able to make ourselves a decent bit stronger.'

      "Nn."

      I couldn’t help but feel good about the fact that I finally had
      over 600 base attack. I’d only ever seen a few with numbers that
      high.

      Heh, I was finally strong enough to be worthy of a sword with a
      name, even without all my skills and what not. I’m no longer the
      same sword I once was! No way in hell I’ll ever get depressed by
      appraising one of Gallus’ swords ever again!

      "Master. Grats."

      "Woof."

      'Thanks! Don’t worry, you’re next. We’ll definitely find a way
      for you to evolve!'

      "Nn!"

      To that end, we’d need more information. I didn’t know if Aurel
      actually knew anything about how Black Catkin were supposed to
      evolve, but he himself was still a beastkin that’d undergone an
      evolution, and thus, he might at least be able to point us in the
      right direction.

      'Alright! Let’s go meet that Dungeon Master so we can get Aurel
      to tell us what we want to know.'

      "Nn."

      "Woof!"

      

    



    

    
      165. An Encounter With the Dungeon Master

      
      


      Urushi laid himself down at Fran’s feet, as if trying to appeal
      for something.

      "Wooof!"

      'Oh, right. Yup, you did level up, Urushi.'

      Yeah I totally forgot that I was supposed to check Urushi’s
      stats too.

      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Urushi

      Species: Darkness Wolf (Magic Wolf / Magic Beast)

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 30/50

      HP: 754

      MP: 865

      STR: 401

      VIT: 341

      AGI: 507

      INT: 317

      MGC: 541

      DEX: 271

      Skills
Darkness Resistance: Lv 8

      Darkness Magic: Lv 4

      Sharp Nose: MAX

      Espionage: Lv 7

      Fang Techniques: Lv 6

      Fang Arts: Lv 6

      Shadow Dive: MAX

      Shadow Transport: Lv 6

      Air Jump: Lv 8

      Fear: Lv 4

      Vigilance: Lv 7

      Presence Concealment: Lv 6

      Regeneration: Lv 5

      Deadly Poison Magic: Lv 2

      Evil Energy Detection: Lv 1

      Evil Energy Resistance: Lv 1

      Blink: Lv 5

      Muffle: Lv 6

      Spirit Magic: Lv 5

      Life Force Detection: Lv 8

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 6

      Claw Arts: Lv 1

      Poison Magic: MAX

      Echolocation: Lv 8

      Howl: Lv 8

      Shadow Slip: MAX

      Dark Magic: MAX

      Night Vision

      Greater Poison Fang

      Automatic HP Recovery

      Automatic MP Recovery

      Immune to Poison

      Metamorphosis

      Magic Manipulation

      Unique Skills
Prey Absorption

      Titles
Kin to the Sword

      Kin to the God of Wolves

      Equipment
Claw of Capture

      _______________________________________________________________

      Defeating the pill bug had allowed Urushi to gain a level; he’d
      finally hit level 30. He needed way more exp than Fran to get
      anywhere at all, but he was still gradually making gains.

      "Urushi, strong."

      'And I think he’s learned a new skill too. I’m pretty sure he
      didn’t used to have Claw Arts.'

      He always did like battering his enemies with his front paws,
      but I guess he never really used his claws until after he equipped
      the Claw of Capture.

      Urushi picked up a nearby rock and tossed it into the air. He
      watched it for a bit and used his hind legs to stand up while
      skillfully swiping at it with his front right paw. A series of
      claws extended the moment he attacked and easily split the rock in
      four. The attack appeared both fast and powerful, it could
      definitely be put to good use, especially when taking the Claw of
      Capture’s paralysis effect into consideration.

      "Nn. Urushi, cool."

      "Woof!"

      The fact that Urushi was praised made him so happy he nearly
      jumped for joy.

      You know, Urushi was actually pretty damned strong for a magic
      beast ranked in at a C ranked threat. His stats were relatively
      high, and he had an incredible amount of skills compared to the
      pill bug and basically everything else like it.

      He might even end up being considered a B ranked threat if he
      just levels up and grows a bit more.

      That said, he was lacking both in combat experience and
      composure. He also wasn’t really like… wild enough. I guess that’s
      kind of my fault because of how much I spoiled him, but how could I
      not? Just look at how adorable he is. He’s capable of two way
      communication, and even listens to what we say even without the
      need for any sort of disciplinary action. He’s practically a dog
      owner’s wet dream.

      In fact, he was only just responding to Fran petting his head by
      narrowing his eyes and wagging his tail. I mean, that’s at least
      better than flipping over and showing his belly, but, still. It’d
      probably be better for us to be a bit more strict with him.

      "Master. What next?"

      'Oh, right, I got side tracked, my bad.'

      We shouldn’t just be hanging around like usual. We didn’t come
      all the way here just so we could beat up the boss. We were here to
      see the Dungeon Master.

      I shoved the Disaster Pill Bug’s corpse in storage and had us
      survey the boss room for the time being.

      We were currently at what was supposedly the dungeon’s deepest
      depths, but I expected a door or pathway of some sort to open up
      after we beat the boss regardless.

      What actually happened differed from, but still kinda resembled
      what I’d expected. That is, a glimmering pillar of light appeared
      at the room’s center after a bit of a short wait.

      "Master. Something appeared."

      'Looks like the info we got was spot on.'

      The pillar was a teleportation device, specifically one that’d
      return all who entered it to the dungeon entrance. It’d normally be
      a helpful device as it’d save you the walk, but, it wasn’t what
      we’d been looking for. Entering it would force us back out the
      dungeon.

      'Let’s try investigating the room and seeing if we can find
      anything.'

      "Nn."

      ***

      We looked around for about 10 minutes, but we weren’t able to
      find any sort of hidden area.

      Er, actually that’s not right. I mean, we did technically find a
      spot that seemed like it had something on the other side, but we
      couldn’t figure out how we were supposed to get to it.

      It wasn’t like the other areas in the sense that it the Dungeon
      Master had restricted access to it. Forcing ourselves in probably
      wasn’t that great of an idea. We’d be putting not only the request,
      but also Fran’s life at risk.

      'Hmmm… What do?'

      "Hmm?"

      Oh wait. You know, thinking about it, it wasn’t actually
      absolutely necessary for us to go to where the Dungeon Master was.
      We could just have her come out instead.

      'Hey Fran, try showing off the pendant Aurel gave you.'

      "Nn? Got it."

      Fran rummaged through her dimensional storage and pulled the
      pendant from out within it.

      'Now try calling the Dungeon Master.'

      "Got it. Dungeon Master. Delivery."

      She raised the pendant overhead as she spoke.

      I was pretty sure that calling the Dungeon Master would work.
      We’d just beaten the boss, so chances were, the Dungeon Master
      probably had her eyes on us right about now.

      And you know what, we can just try something else if it doesn’t
      work. It’s not like giving it a shot would cause any harm.

      "Delivery here."

      "Woof woof!"

      "Are you perhaps on one of Dias’ or Aurel’s errands?"

      A young woman’s, presumably the Dungeon Master’s, voice
      resounded through the room after we tried calling out a few
      times.

      "Nn. Aurel."

      "I see… Very well. I request you wait a brief moment."

      A hole appeared in one of the walls shortly after the woman
      voiced her agreement. It seemed to lead to the area that we’d
      suspected just a bit earlier.

      "You may enter."

      The corridor didn’t have any traps in it. Still, I couldn’t help
      but worry that we’d be lead to a room full of magic beasts or
      traps. It wasn’t impossible for the Dungeon Master to choose to do
      precisely that, so we proceeded with caution. I made sure to have a
      bit of teleportation magic queued up just in case.

      However, our concerns ended up appearing to be in excess. There
      weren’t any magic beasts anywhere to be found. The path was well,
      just a normal path.

      The passage’s only defining traits were its dimness and the
      softness of the light that seemed to shine through from where it
      lead.

      A magnificent sight reached us once we finally arrived at the
      tunnel’s exit. The room it lead to looked like it’d come straight
      out of some noble’s mansion. It was incredibly wide, and filled to
      the brim with all sorts of gaudy furniture.

      A beautiful woman of about 30 years stood in the room’s centre.
      The robe-like thing she wore made it look like she was in the midst
      of enjoying a sort of leisurely respite. Her body was rather slim,
      and her face charming, but I still couldn’t help but feel that she
      gave off the air of a warrior, a perfect balance of strength and
      beauty.

      She was strong, incredibly so. I knew it from the moment I first
      laid eyes on her, but I couldn’t tell exactly how strong she was.
      Either way, she was at least stronger than we were. In fact, she
      was probably at least a match for Amanda.

      I didn’t feel any bloodlust or malice from her, so I managed to
      avoid putting myself on guard. However, I surely would’ve
      immediately switched to battle mode if we came across her under any
      other set of circumstances, especially so if we were in a dungeon,
      seeing as how dungeon goers had the tendency to be more easily
      aggravated.

      To be honest, I actually tried appraising her, but it seemed she
      had access to Appraisal Jamming, and thus, I wasn’t able to really
      get many details out of it. I only managed to learn her name,
      confirm the fact that she was the Dungeon Master, and figure out a
      few of her skills.

      That said though, my attention had already been drawn
      elsewhere.

      Her head sported a pair of black cat ears, and her rear a black
      tail. Both of these identifying features were ones that I were
      rather familiar with. They practically looked identical to Fran’s,
      after all.

      'Is she a Black Catkin…?'

      "You’ve done well to venture this far. I welcome you, fellow
      sister of the Black Cat Tribe."

      "Nn!"

      Fran immediately took to her right knee with her left fist
      pressed against the ground the moment the woman welcomed her. She’d
      placed her right hand behind her back and placed it on her
      waist.

      "Thank you for gracing me with your presence. I believe this to
      be our first meeting. I am Fran, of the Black Cat Tribe."

      Fran kicked her Court Etiquette skill into full swing and bowed
      whilst speaking in a manner that completely differed from her usual
      one. Her greeting was not like that of a retainer, but more so like
      that of someone acknowledging another’s superiority. I guess that’s
      just a beastkin thing?

      "And I am Rumina, Warrior to the Black Cat Tribe and the master
      of this dungeon."

      I knew it, she was a Black Catkin, but that doesn’t really
      explain why Fran suddenly went all out with the etiquette. I was
      confused, but didn’t have to wait all that long to find out, as the
      pair’s next exchange provided the answer I’d been looking for.

      "Might I presume you to be a Black Tigerkin?"

      "Fuhahaha, that is correct. Allow me to reintroduce myself. I am
      Rumina, one of the Black Cat Tribe’s Black Tigerkin."

      Ah, so that’s it. Fran’s respect stemmed from the fact that the
      person that stood before her was one that’d achieved her goal.

      "Again, I welcome you to my domain."

      

    



    

    
      166. Of Rumina and Hope

      
      


      'I’m honestly surprised you had it figured out.'

      （Had what?）

      'The fact that she was a Black Tigerkin in particular. I mean,
      this is your first time ever even hearing about the fact that Black
      Catkin could actually evolve, right?'

      （Given, since same tribe. Can tell just by looking.）

      Oh, right, I remember her saying a bit ago that Beastkin could
      differentiate between the evolved and unevolved. I guess the fact
      that they’re both Black Catkin only deepens her understanding of
      Rumina’s state all the more.

      "I will prepare you a seat. Do make use of it."

      "Okay."

      Rumina, the Dungeon Master, went out of her way to procure Fran
      a chair. It seemed that she wasn’t a bad person despite the fact
      that she was extremely intimidating.

      Fran rose from her prior position and seated herself in the
      chair Rumina had prepped for her. You know, this is the first time
      I’ve ever seen her be listen to anyone other than myself with such
      a degree of earnestness. She was acting in the same manner as one
      would upon meeting some sort of celebrity or hero that they’d
      always looked up to.

      In fact, her eyes almost seemed to sparkle every time she looked
      in Rumina’s direction. Likewise, her ears and tail both continued
      to move around restlessly. I could only gauge the manner in which
      she was acting to be normal. The person before her held the key
      that’d allow her realize her desires, or at least the closest thing
      to it.

      "That wolf of yours… No, nevermind me. Let us disregard my
      mention of the topic and move on."

      "Woof."

      Urushi was sitting on the carpet with his limbs sprawled, not
      because he’d gotten attached to Rumina, but instead because he
      understood that he should listen to her because she was above him,
      and therefore should not be offended. Yup, that’s a canine for
      you.

      "I believe you stated that you came on Aurel’s behalf?"

      "This."

      "Oh…? So that is what he intended."

      Rumina nodded in acknowledgement after taking the pendant from
      Fran’s hands and looking it over.

      "It appears to be genuine."

      She fiddled with something at pendant’s centre and flipped it
      open to reveal a small piece of paper. It seemed that the paper was
      actually what we’d been tasked to deliver.

      Rumina unfolded the piece of paper, the letter, and looked over
      its contents with a bit of a pondering expression.

      "Nn!"

      "Growl!"

      An incredible amount of bloodlust leaked out of Rumina’s body.
      It’d been sustained for but an instant, but the sheer strength of
      it had caused Fran to jump with a start, and Urushi to growl whilst
      raising his body.

      "Apologies. I merely happened to recall an unpleasant
      memory."

      Rumina smiled a gentle, refreshing smile. The bloodlust that
      stemmed from her body was nowhere to be seen — not that it’d been
      directed towards us in the first place.

      Whew, that had me on edge. It seemed that the same had happened
      to Fran, as she only just managed to sit herself back down.

      "Provide that Aurel kid with my acknowledgement."

      Rumina handed Aurel’s pendant back to Fran.

      "Pendant?"

      "I’ve no longer any need for it. Return it to Aurel."

      Turned out she really didn’t care about the pendant itself.

      "Got it."

      Wait, did she just call Aurel a kid? I swear the dude’s like at
      least 70. The hell? Rumina looks like she’s around 30.

      "Rumina, seems young?"

      "Hahaha! You are quite the brave one. I believe this to be the
      first time anyone has ever asked my age since I became this
      dungeon’s master."

      Rumina’s words didn’t carry even the slightest hint of anger. In
      fact, she instead regarded Fran with a kind, grandmotherly
      expression. It seemed that she was acting a bit more relaxed than
      she otherwise would have because she and Fran were of the same
      tribe. Likewise, Fran was continuing to act rather respectfully
      despite having reverted back to her usual curt manner of speech. I
      guess that’s just what it meant to be of the same tribe; the
      relationship they shared was just flat out special.

      "I’ve stopped keeping tally ever since becoming a Dungeon
      Master, but I believe I should at least be five hundred years of
      age."

      According to Rumina, she stopped aging the moment she became a
      Dungeon Master. She could apparently only die if the dungeon core
      was destroyed if someone was to actually just straight up murder
      her.

      "It is possible for Dungeon Masters to alter their appearances
      through the use of magic, but I myself have chosen to remain as I
      was on the day that I was first changed."

      In other words, Rumina had lived a long life despite her
      appearance and attained evolution with her very own hands.

      "Rumina."

      "What is it?"

      Fran righted her seating posture and gazed in Rumina’s
      direction. In doing so, she conveyed to the other party that she
      wanted to talk about something serious. Rumina seemed to catch her
      drift, as she returned the younger catgirl’s gaze.

      "Black catkin… can evolve?"

      Fran cut straight to the point and asked the about the one thing
      she wanted to know about most.

      Rumina had the answer and was right before us, but I still
      couldn’t help but worry that she wouldn’t be able to get her hands
      on what she sought.

      "…"

      Fran held her breath and squeezed her hands in anticipation; a
      moment of silence persisted as she stared straight at Rumina and
      awaited her answer.

      "Without a doubt."

      "I see."

      Fran was flooded with a whole assortment of emotions, all at
      once. They were so fierce and numerous that they rendered her
      unable to provide anything but a short response. She didn’t just
      feel joy or hope. She also recalled all the hardships that she’d
      gone through, all the her frustrations and pains. Above all, there
      was relief. She learned that the path she’d walked was not one
      travelled in vain.

      That single short phrase of her carried with it every single one
      of her feelings.

      "I want… to evolve."

      "Yes, and?"

      "Please tell me what I need to do to evolve."

      Fran immediately placed both her hands on the table and lowered
      her head as she awaited Rumina’s answer. Chances were she probably
      would’ve totally genuflected or prostrated had she been on the
      ground.

      I too focused all my attention on Rumina and awaited her
      reply.

      "I would love to instruct you my method of evolution."

      "Then!"

      Fran lifted her face as her body leaned itself in Rumina’s
      direction. Her face was flushed, and her mouth half open. She was
      clearly as excited as could be.

      But Rumina’s next words cut it all short.

      "But that is not meant to be… I cannot directly convey to you my
      methodologies in their entirety."

      "Why…?"

      Fran’s expression twisted into one of desperation.

      "I am sorry…"

      "…"

      Fran fell back into her seat like a puppet with its strings cut.
      She probably would’ve totally fallen over if not for her chair’s
      backrest.

      She was very clearly disappointed. The key that’d allow her to
      achieve her goal had been dangled in front of her only to be taken
      away before she had any chance of actually grabbing at it.

      Still, I think she did a good job holding in her discontent.

      Rumina’s expression did the same as Fran’s and darkened. But
      unlike Fran, her eyes were filled with pain.

      "My sincerest apologies. I would have been willing to tell you
      it all if I was not a Dungeon Master."

      "Meaning…?"

      "The Goddess of Chaos grants upon Dungeon Masters a large number
      of blessings. We are given the ability to manage a dungeon and
      eternal youth, but blessings are not all we are given. The goddess
      also binds us with a curse."

      Rumina informed us that she wasn’t able to tell us too much. She
      was restricted in her speech with regards to the dungeon and its
      workings.

      She wasn’t capable of conveying any restricted information, be
      it through speech or writing.

      "So Goddess of Chaos related to Black Catkin evolution?"

      "Indeed. We of the Black Cat Tribe were shackled by the will of
      the Gods five hundred years prior. Thus, I am now the last Black
      Tigerkin."

      "One question."

      "Very well. I shall answer any question I am capable of
      answering."

      "Black Catkin, evolution impossible?"

      "That would be incorrect. It is simply difficult for our members
      to attain evolution."

      Rumina’s answer hit Fran with a wave of relief. It seemed she
      could have hope so long as it was still possible.

      "Okay. But, why Gods made more difficult?"

      "That… I cannot tell you, for I know not the answer."

      "Then, how to evolve in the past?"

      "Kuh… Apologies. I cannot tell you that either."

      Rumina clenched her teeth and lowered her gaze. It seemed that
      she was feeling just as frustrated as Fran was. She wanted to help
      her fellow tribesman evolve, but was simply unable to.

      "What… if I was to tell you…"

      "Nn?"

      "What manner of choice would you make if I was to tell you that
      you could evolve if you simply chose to slay me?"
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      Rumina suddenly suggested something that I could only describe
      as outrageous.

      "What manner of choice would you make if I was to tell you that
      you could evolve if you simply chose to slay me?"

      "If I… kill you?"

      "’Tis just hypothetical, but do give me an answer."

      "Won’t kill."

      Fran’s reaction came immediately.

      Her response was exactly what I’d expected it to be. Fran wanted
      to evolve, not for vanity, but for the sake of her tribe’s pride.
      There was simply no way she’d be willing to trade the life of one
      that’d accomplished her goal in order to fulfill it. Plus, Dias had
      totally nailed into us the fact that we weren’t allowed to kill the
      Dungeon Master — not that I thought we were actually capable of
      doing so in the first place.

      The guild would end up labeling us a traitor even if we actually
      did manage to kill her, so in that sense, we technically just
      couldn’t.

      "So that is your answer… It was exactly what I had expected it
      to be. Quite the resemblence you bear…"

      "Nn?"

      "I was merely rambling, do not mind me nor the odd question I
      posed. Unfortunately, that is all I have to tell you regarding
      evolution."

      Why’d she just ask us that? Could it maybe… be true? Nah, no
      way, right? I mean, she wouldn’t have been able to ask us the
      question if that were to be the case. But like, would she really
      ask us something like that for literally no reason? It had to be
      some sort of hint, at the very least.

      Was killing another member of the black cat tribe supposed to be
      what’d allow her to evolve? Or what about maybe just killing a
      Dungeon Master of some sort? Wait no, can’t be that one. We’d
      already killed that one Goblin Dungeon Master guy already.

      Hmmm, iunno. I don’t get it.

      "It is not much for consolation, but do have yourself a cup of a
      tea."

      Rumina offered Fran a drink and started talking to her about the
      Black Cat Tribe’s village in an attempt to cheer her up. It seemed
      that the two were able to converse as much as they’d like so long
      as the topic didn’t pertain to evolution.

      She described that it was normal for Black Catkin to evolve 500
      years ago, back before she became the dungeon’s master. They didn’t
      used to be considered as inferior to any of the other beastkin
      races. In fact, they’d been one of the most respected tribes. She
      wasn’t able to tell us too many details about what had happened way
      back then, but, she recounted what she could.

      I couldn’t really understand the exact extent to which the
      Goddess restricted one’s ability to disclose information, but it
      evidently stopped her from talking about evolution or the reasons
      for which the Black Catkin ended up under their current
      circumstances in the first place.

      The Black Cat Tribe’s history had practically been wiped clean
      off the board. The only people that still knew it were probably the
      elves, seeing as how they were long lived. I’d really like to talk
      to one and ask why the gods wanted to go as far as even making it
      seem like Black Catkin were unable to evolve.

      Fran and Rumina ended up having a fairly long conversation
      despite the fact that they weren’t able to discuss evolution.
      Neither had met another Black Catkin in quite a long while, so they
      really hit it off.

      "Ah, right… I do have one last matter I’d like to ask if you, if
      you would not mind it."

      "Nn. Won’t mind anything."

      "Hahaha, worry not. It is nothing difficult. I would simply like
      to ask you to convey to Dias a message for me."

      "Dias? Not Aurel?"

      "Yes, Dias. My message to him is but a single phrase: Fulfill
      the contract. Do well to remember it."

      "Got it."

      "Have you anything you would like to request of me in return? I
      will do for you anything that I am capable of."

      "Request?"

      "Indeed."

      Rumina’s question caused Fran to fall into thought. I was fairly
      certain that she was thinking of and dismissing a whole slew of
      ideas.

      （Master?）

      'She did say you ask for whatever you wanted, so just do that.
      Voice whatever happens to come to mind.'

      "Got it."

      "Have you a request?"

      "Nn."

      Fran quietly nodded as she looked at Rumina with a gaze like
      that of a warrior.

      "Want to spar."

      "Oh?"

      "Want to see extent of Black Tiger’s power."

      I had to say, it really was like Fran to want something like
      this. She wanted to experience first hand the power that she
      sought.

      Rumina responded to Fran’s request with a heartfelt, entertained
      smile.

      "Very well. I shall show you my strength. I will, however, first
      require a moment, as I must prepare."

      "Nn."

      "I shall provide you a servant for the time being. Order it as
      you will."

      A wooden doll, much like the ones used in character design,
      materialized in response to Rumina’s words.

      It refilled Fran’s cup with movements as fluid as those of a
      human.

      "Thanks."

      The doll not only nodded in response to Fran, but also retrieved
      some cookies and chocolate from a shelf in one of the room’s
      corners before presenting them as if serving her.

      From the aforementioned actions, I understood that it was
      basically Rumina’s familiar despite the fact that it wasn’t capable
      of speech.

      "Nn. Tasty."

      ***

      "I seem to have kept you waiting for quite the amount of
      time."

      "Nn?"

      Rumina returned after ten odd minutes. She claimed to be ready,
      but looked exactly the same as she had before setting out.

      She was still wearing the same thing, a thin outfit made of
      cloth that seemed to resemble a noble’s casual wear. Her body
      hadn’t been decorated with even a single piece of armour.

      Her sword was pretty sharp, but it didn’t emanate any magical
      power; it didn’t seem to have any special properties or
      abilities.

      "Follow after me."

      Rumina lead us to a dome-shaped room with a diameter about a
      hundred meters across.

      "I have only just made this room, and thus, ’tis a bit dreary.
      Unfortunately, it was all I could prepare as I hadn’t a suitable
      space for us to spar in. Have you any particular complaints with
      this space?"

      Apparently, Rumina hadn’t gone off to prepare any sort of
      armour. She had instead been working on preparing a room. Yup,
      that’s a Dungeon Master for ya. The scale she thinks on is
      completely different from our own.

      （Master, just watch.）

      'Yeah, I know. You do you.'

      I mean, it’s not like they’re fighting for real. It’s just a
      spar, so yeah.

      "Shall we start?"

      "No equipment?"

      "Oh? Have you confidence in your ability to land a blow?"

      "Of course."

      "Hahaha! How spirited you are. Fear not, my clothes have been
      enhanced through the magical arts. It offers greater defenses than
      most armours crafted of metal. I have also in my possession a
      Sacrificial Bracelet."

      "Got it."

      "Now then, I believe it should be time for us to begin?"

      "Nn!"

      And begin they did. Rumina, like Fran, was a swordsman. The way
      she traded blows with Fran demonstrated the fact that she was
      highly skilled.

      Her Appraisal Jamming skill made it so I was only able to pick
      up on her detection based skills, so I was only now able to find
      out that she was capable of casting magic. That is, I could tell at
      a glance that she had access to the Magic Manipulation skill.

      They began at a milder pace, and probed at each other for the
      sake of evaluating each other’s skill. From there, the two
      gradually picked up the pace and started swinging in sharper,
      faster manners.

      "Splendid! Your skill with the sword is incredible for one of
      such a young age."

      "Nn!"

      ***

      "What? Can you no longer keep up?"

      "Haaah!"

      "You have erred! Your blow would have been much more effective
      had you taken another step forward."

      Rumina was, as one would expect, much more skilled than Fran.
      The older Black Catkin had the liberty to verbalize the other’s
      mistakes despite her going all out. Her precise manner of doing so
      was like that of a coach or teacher.

      "That is not all you have, is it? Display to me all you
      can!"

      "Nn. Fire Javelin!"

      Fran created a spear wreathed in flame as she threw yet another
      slash. Her plan had been to distract Rumina in order to land a blow
      with a two pronged attack, but her attempts ended in utter failure.
      The flames hadn’t been enough to offer even the slightest
      distraction.

      "You are far too naive! A spell like that fails to so much as
      even serve as a distraction!"

      "Nn!"

      Their battle transformed from one purely based in swordplay to a
      fierce exchange of spells. Rumina turned out to be capable of using
      both the fire and wind elements.

      The two fought for what felt like an hour.

      Fran was out of breath. Rumina, on the other hand, merely looked
      satisfied.

      "You are incredibly strong for a Black Catkin that has yet to
      evolve. You will surely become strong enough to leave your name in
      history should you find a path to evolution."

      She spoke with a smile, but quickly twisted her expression into
      a more stern one.

      "It is about time for us to bring this session to an end. I
      shall do you the favour of putting a portion of the very power you
      desire on display for my last act. Worry not, I shan’t kill
      you."

      "Bring it on."

      My blade trembled as an incredible amount of magical energy
      suddenly burst out of Rumina’s body. Holy crap. She had to be at
      least as strong as Rynford.

      "Then here I come…. Lightning Rush!"

      I’m not sure if it was because of I was super focused on her or
      what, but everything Rumina had said sounded clear to me despite
      the fact that she’d muttered the first half of it. The attack she
      launched caused an incredibly bright flash and sent Fran flying
      across the room.
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      "Lightning Rush!"

      Fran flew; the attack that followed Rumina’s shout launched her
      a whole 30 meters. Her body sank into and shattered the wall
      despite it looking like it was made of a rather tough material.

      Holy fuck! The hell just happened!? The attack was so quick that
      I couldn’t see shit!

      I had no idea exactly how it all happened, but Rumina was now
      standing exactly where Fran had been just a moment ago. We, on the
      other hand, had been sent flying. I mean, I did feel like we’d
      gotten hit by something, but I wasn’t able to tell what that
      something had been.

      Only a few moments after receiving the attack did I finally
      begin to process any information pertinent to it. The attack’s
      name, the fact that I’d felt a slight shock right as Rumina
      collided with us, and the smoking burn mark on Fran’s chest all
      pointed towards the fact that she’d attacked us with something
      based in the lightning element.

      'Fran! You okay?'

      "Ugh… Heal."

      Fran coughed up a wad of blood as if to evidence that her
      internals had suffered a good bit of damage. Luckily, it looked
      like she was still alive and kicking regardless.

      Rumina really had followed through with her declaration. She’d
      inflicted a pretty major injury, but Fran had managed to live
      through it. It seemed that she’d only used this attack because
      she’d become convinced of the fact that Fran would be able to tank
      it.

      "Are you alright? I accidentally put a slight excess of force
      into the attack as it has been far too long since I have had the
      chance to enjoy a battle like this one."

      Though it looked like she messed up a bit.

      "I had only intended on blowing you aback."

      Rumina hurried over and used a potion on Fran.

      Man, just what the hell was that Lightning Rush thing anyways?
      It was so damn fast that I honestly couldn’t tell.

      That, however, didn’t mean I didn’t have any idea as to its
      identity. The term Innate Skill floated through my mind despite the
      fact that I had no confirmation as to whether or not she’d even
      used a skill in the first place. Rumina’s words had mentioned that
      she wanted to show Fran what was to come, that she would show her a
      Black Tigerkin’s power. In other words, the attack she just
      showcased would logically be a skill innate to Black Tigerkin.

      Though I hadn’t been able to observe it, I had at least learned
      that the epitome of strength still lay far beyond.

      ***

      "It is regrettable, but I must not keep you in a pen with me in
      perpetuity."

      Rumina spoke to Fran, whose wounds had been healed, in a tone
      filled with lament.

      The younger Black Catkin seemed to feel the same, as her gaze
      was cast downwards in loneliness. However, her feelings were only
      second to her goal. It was mission critical for her to go back out
      into the world so she could find out more about evolution. We were
      still betting on us being able to get a few hints from Aurel seeing
      as how he’d gone out of his way to ask us to do this and
      everything.

      I mean, I didn’t think him sending us here was just a
      coincidence, as he knew Rumina. He himself had evolved as well, so
      I figured there was no way he didn’t know she herself was someone
      that’d evolved. He also knew that Fran was a Black Catkin. Throw in
      all those factors, and you have for yourself something that could
      only possibly be some sort of setup.

      In fact, it almost felt like he’d only acted in order to
      acquaint Fran and Rumina with one another. It would only make sense
      for him to know something about the Black Cat Tribe’s evolution, or
      at least something that’d be of help to us.

      "The teleportation device left in the boss room has yet to
      deactivate. Entering it will allow you to return to the dungeon
      entrance."

      "Can meet again in future…?"

      "Hahaha. That, I would enjoy. I shall arrange it so that you
      will have the opportunity to visit me simply by visiting the boss
      room. "

      "Nn. Got it."

      Rumina ruffled Fran’s hair, which caused the younger girl’s eyes
      to narrow and ears to twitch in delight.

      ***

      'You sure you’re all set?'

      （Nn.）

      The two stalled for about 10 or so minutes because they were
      rather reluctant to part. I myself thought it’d be fine for the two
      to enjoy a bit more time together, but Fran herself had decided it
      was time to go. She said goodbye to Rumina and started walking back
      towards the boss room.

      "Farewell."

      "Nn."

      Fran turned back several times, but eventually managed to get
      herself to leave, albeit whilst looking back in Rumina’s
      direction.

      "Bye bye."

      "A path to your goal most definitely exists. ‘Tis narrow and
      full of obstacles, but it is not one you will be unable to traverse
      so long as you persevere."

      "Nn!"

      Rumina gave her one last shout of encouragement as the the
      teleportation circle’s light enveloped us and brought us back up to
      the surface.

      The dungeon’s entrance looked just the same that it had a few
      days ago.

      'I guess we might as well go hit up Aurel and tell him we’re
      done.'

      We tried to leave the fortress that surrounded the place in
      order to make our way over to Aurel’s mansion, but we weren’t able
      to as we were almost immediately swarmed by the guards and
      adventurers in the area.

      Apparently the adventurers standing right outside the dungeon
      had noticed that we teleported in, and immediately started
      spreading the news.

      "Damn! Looks like she’s back in one piece."

      "You just teleported, right? Doesn’t that mean you beat the
      boss?"

      "Really gotta give it to her. That’s the girl subjugated those
      dirty thieves for you."

      "You planning to stay solo? Cause my party would be glad to have
      ya."

      "She’d be much more at home in our party. We’ve got way more
      girls than you guys."

      Holy crap. Everyone was acting like they loved us.

      It seemed that beating the boss, and by extension, teleporting
      back to town, was a status symbol of sorts, an act that earned the
      respect of Ulmutt’s adventurers. This held especially true if the
      dungeon in question was the eastern one, seeing as how it was the
      more difficult of the two.

      The fact that she was young and entirely solo, Urushi aside,
      only made her achievement shine all the more.

      All ten or so of the adventurers bombarded us with their
      questions and comments. The answers she gave them caused their eyes
      to sparkle as they raised their voices in wonder. Even hardened
      veterans far older than herself were looking at her with
      admiration. I thought it to be a rather funny sight, but Fran
      seemed happy, so all was good.

      "You charged into a horde of High Ogres all by yourself?"

      "Wow, I can’t believe you actually managed to disarm that
      trap!"

      "What was the boss like?"

      A certain blob of muscle raced over and liberated Fran from the
      onslaught shortly after it started.

      "Mmkay everyone, that’ll be it for questions."

      "Erza."

      "It’s been so long since I last saw you! I was so worried cause
      you never came back out of the dungeon."

      "Nn. Was training."

      "I know, but I just couldn’t help but be worried."

      Erza’s eyes dampened as he twisted his body back and forth on
      the spot. It looked like he really was worried about her. I mean, I
      was grateful that he was, but I honestly couldn’t stand how uncute
      his actions were.

      "And I’m sure you’re just exhausted from the boss fight, mh,m.
      This dungeon’s really well known for how it likes to throw bosses
      that scale with you and work against your weaknesses. You’re really
      strong Fran, so I’m sure you would’ve gotten a magic beast whose
      threat level was at least a C."

      "Nn. Got one."

      "Weally? Are you okay? You’re not hurt, right?"

      "Already healed."

      "Already? So you really did get hurt? Waaaaow, I really
      should’ve come with you. Everything would’ve been totally
      A-Ok."

      "But then not good for training."

      "Mhmm. That’s true. You know, I really love how stoic you are
      Fran. It’s so adorbs. Being able to beat a C ranked threat with
      just you and your puppers means you’re reallllly strong too."

      Wait, why’s Erza here anyways? Is this just a coincidence,
      or?

      "Hey sis, Erza, weren’t you here because you had something to
      you wanted to talk about?"

      "Ah, right! Yeah, I did!"

      Apparently it wasn’t any sort of coincidence, as one of the
      guards promptly called out to the buff dude had actually asked to
      be notified when Fran made her way back to town. Said guard also
      reminded him that he apparently did have some sort of business.

      "Whoopsie daisy. Sorry, I almost forgot. I was just super
      excited because I hadn’t seen Fran in so long."

      Oh god why. Please, no. Please never stick your tongue out and
      wink at the same time ever again.

      I mean, I knew Erza was actually a pretty good guy, but that’s
      just gross.

      "Something?"

      "Mhm! But it’s not something we can talk about out in the open,
      so let’s head back to the guild first."

      "But need to tell Aurel quest clear."

      'We can have the Guildmaster just send him a message or
      something, so there shouldn’t be any issue with us heading there
      first.'

      "Nn? On second thought, will go to guild first."

      "Is that really okay? Are you sure you don’t need to talk to the
      old man first?"

      "No issues."

      And so, we had Erza lead us back to the guild.
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      A sudden important reminder popped itself into my head as we
      made our way in the guild’s direction.

      'You think leveling up Thought Isolation might be a good idea
      seeing as how we’re about to have to talk to the Guildmaster?'

      （Nn. Sounds good since still level 1.）

      'Yeah, but there kinda is a problem. Iunno how he’ll react to us
      suddenly having the skill at a decent level.'

      If I was him I’d think it pretty sketchy for us to suddenly have
      something that’d stop him from reading our minds.

      （Already too late. Identity as intellegent weapon already
      exposed.）

      'Hmm. Is it really too late?'

      （Nn. Justification, can just say used Master’s ability. Master
      just that amazing.）

      'Seriously?'

      （Nn. Since Intelligent Weapon.）

      You know, now that I think about it, I might actually be pretty
      awesome. The fact that I knew about the Divine Blades had always
      made me think of myself as an inferior good. I mean, I at least had
      enough confidence to think if I’d be targeted if people found out
      about me, but that was pretty much it. Reflecting on it from a more
      logical standpoint made me actually seem rather desirable, as
      Intelligent Weapons were better than Magic Swords, but not as good
      as Divine Blades.

      In other words, the fact that I was an intelligent weapon could
      actually be used as a pretty decent arbitrary excuse for when we
      wanted to just bullshit through things. People wouldn’t really find
      it odd because of how strange Intelligent Weapons were in the first
      place.

      'True true.'

      Eh, yeah, I was convinced that there weren’t any detriments to
      actually going through with it, so I used up 18 of my self
      evolution points and just flat out maxed the skill.

      〈Thought Isolation has reached its maximum level. It has evolved
      into the the Perfect Thought Isolation skill.〉

      Oh shit! The skill evolved? Sweet, Perfect Thought Isolation
      sounds hella awesome. Mind reading? Induced Thought? Come at me
      bro, I got this. The best part about the skill was that I could
      adjust the extent to which I blocked my thoughts out. I could use
      it to mess with people that could read minds by only allowing them
      to read specific thoughts.

      （Other skills, what to do?）

      'Would probably be better for us to just hold onto them for now
      and think things through a bit more carefully first.'

      I had a limited number of points, so it’d be best for me to be a
      bit more prudent in their use.

      'Let’s think carefully about how we want to use them.'

      （Nn. Got it.）

      I was thinking of leveling up the Divine Sword Arts skill
      myself, but I didn’t really mind relinquishing the points to some
      other skill if Fran wanted to, seeing as how she was the one that
      was going to be using them and all.

      That was especially true because of the fact that she was more
      creative than me. She came up with some pretty interesting stuff
      back when we were fighting Rynford, so I was really looking forward
      to seeing what she’d be able to think of and pull off in the
      future.

      ***

      Erza stopped just a bit before we arrived at the guild.

      "Hmph. It’s started getting really crowded. Everyone’s in our
      way."

      There were a lot more people here than there were where we were
      a few minutes ago. To make matters worse, they weren’t just walking
      along or anything either. They’d all gathered up in a crowd, which
      in turn made it more difficult for us to get through them.

      'You think something happened?'

      "Erza. Something happened?"

      "It seems like a bunch of high ranking foreign nobles have just
      arrived in town. They’re here to watch the Martial Arts Tournament
      because it’s coming up soon. It’s just going to keep getting worse
      from here on out because we’ll be getting a huge influx of nobles
      and adventurers. Everything always gets really crowded around this
      time of year. It’s Ulmutt’s busiest season."

      Ohhhhh. So the nobles are taking up basically the whole road and
      making everyone else sit off to the side while they do? I guess
      that means it’s kinda like, but not as bad as the old Japanese
      Daimyo stuff they used to do; everyone here has to just sit and
      wait until they’re through.

      "I think we should just take the high road from here."

      "Got it."

      I looked down on the crowd from Fran’s back as she leapt onto
      the rooftop

      In doing so, I saw the most extravagant looking carriage I’d
      ever seen since reincarnating. The wooden lion stuck on its roof
      looked so real that could honestly see it coming to life at any
      given moment. Its body was crafted of a lustrous ebony, and its
      ornaments a gaudy mix of gold and silver. Much to my surprise, its
      near excessive decorations didn’t make it look vulgar or over the
      top, but instead caused it to give off an elegant air.

      Even a single glance was enough for me to tell that they weren’t
      just your everyday low end nobles.

      The only thing I didn’t get was why they had so few escorts.
      Their carriage looked like something that’d normally be accompanied
      by dozens of guards.

      I actually couldn’t believe that it was totally exposed to
      danger save for the coachman and the pair of guards that stood to
      its left and right. It wasn’t even a part of a caravan or anything
      like that either. I knew that we were in a in town right now and
      all that, but still, weren’t the people inside of the damn thing
      being you know, a bit too careless?

      Or so I thought… until I observed the coachman and the
      carriage’s two guards in more detail.

      'Damn, they look strong.'

      Just looking at the way they carried themselves made me
      intuitively realize that they were extremely capable.

      'Hmmm, I should be able to get away with it if I do it right
      now…'

      I wanted to appraise all three of the people outside the
      carriage, but Fran was moving too quickly, and made it so I was
      only capable of appraising one of the two guards.

      'Whaaaa?'

      （Master. Problem?）

      'Nothing really important. Just that carriage’s guard is hella
      stronk.'

      I knew he’d be strong, but I’d never been expecting him to be
      that strong.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Goldalfa

      Age: 44

      Race: Beastkin (White Rhino Tribe / Black Steel Rhino)

      Job: Sharpaxer

      Status Level: 72/99

      HP: 1256

      MP: 422

      STR: 654

      VIT: 582

      AGI: 267

      INT: 173

      MGC: 247

      DEX: 299

      Skills
Intimidation: Lv 8

      Super Herculean Strength: Lv 8

      Herculean Strength: MAX

      Fist Techniques: Lv 5

      Fist Arts: Lv 5

      Presence Detection: Lv 3

      High Speed Regeneration: Lv 4
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      Club Techniques: Lv 6

      Club Arts: Lv 6

      Mining: Lv 8

      Resistance to Abnormal Status: Lv 7

      Blink: Lv 3
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      Elemental Blade: Lv 8

      Greater Earth Resistance: Lv 4

      Charge: Lv 7
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      Divine Axe Arts: Lv 7

      Magic Perception: Lv 3

      Vigour Mastery

      Goblin Killer

      Dampened Sense of Pain

      Dragon Killer
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      Shockwave

      Titles
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      He Who Is Like a Great Mountain

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Dragon Killer

      A Ranked Adventurer

      Equipment
Earth Dragon Horn Great Axe

      Earth Dragon Scale Armour

      Sticky Flame Spirit Mantle

      Mastermind’s Bracelet

      Ring of Poison Detection

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Shit, he’s an A ranked adventurer, and an evolved beastkin too.
      He was just as strong as Amanda. Were the other two like that too?
      I guess that explains their lack of other guards. They literally
      don’t need them. Actually, having three people that strong is
      already just flat out excessive. The three of them would honestly
      probably be able to just totally roll the entire city of Ulmutt all
      on their own.

      Fran turned back in excitement the moment I told her about
      him.

      （Amazing! Rhino tribe famous for strength, but few in
      number.）

      'Wow, really?'

      You know, thinking about it, this is actually my first time
      seeing any rhino beastkin, which kinda makes sense if they’re
      really rare. That said, the guy just kinda just looks like a human
      with a big frame.

      Both the Super Herculean Strength and Vigour Mastery skills
      caught my interest.

      I didn’t get to appraise either skill, but I figured they were
      the respective upgrades to Herculean Strength and Vigour
      Manipulation. I was interested in his innate skills as well, but I
      couldn’t appraise or intuit either, so they were left as unknowns
      for the time being.

      We might be able to find the answer if we do a bit of research
      at the guild or ask Aurel or something. He’s got a tonne of
      experience, so he might no. Moreover, there’s actually a fair
      chance he might have some info on the person himself as well.

      （Nn. Will ask!）

      It seemed Fran herself was totally on board and going full steam
      ahead.
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