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      170. Dias’ Secret

      
      


      Dias greeted us with a surprised look on his face upon our
      return to the guild and ascent into his room.

      "You’ve already beat the boss? That was pretty quick."

      "Nn."

      It seemed he didn’t expect us to already be done with the place,
      which I guess did make sense seeing as how we were training and all
      that. It probably would’ve taken like twice as long if not for my
      ability to level up skills through the absorption of magic
      stones.

      "Message from Rumina. Fulfill contract."

      "Oh my. Who’s Rumina?"

      "Sorry Erza, that’s a bit of a secret."

      Apparently everything about Rumina was supposed to be a secret
      kept even from Erza.

      Whoops…

      "Mmkay. Don’t worry, I get it."

      "Sorry. Thanks."

      "Teehee. A good woman is one that doesn’t ask too many
      questions."

      Erza seemed to catch onto to what was going on and dropped the
      topic immediately after winking. His quick response seemed to stem
      from the fact that he was completely aware of the difference in
      status between him and the Guildmaster, and that he wasn’t
      qualified to listen in on what we almost started discussing.

      It’d be better for us to just move on to the next topic for the
      time being.

      "Finished several requests."

      "I see. What exactly have you finished? We might as well verify
      it all now."

      "This, this…"

      Fran pulled out all the sheets representing requests she’d
      completed. She first started with the 9 kill quests before working
      her way into the fetch quests. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like
      we managed to hit the 23 quest threshold Dias had told us we
      needed.

      "Mind showing me your dungeon card?"

      "Nn. Here."

      "Hmmm, these are some nice results. You really have finished all
      the kill quests."

      "Wow Fran, you’re so awesome. Mhmm, yes you are~"

      Dias and Erza were both surprised by the results shown on Fran’s
      dungeon card, as it informed them of all the magic beasts she’d
      slain.

      Apparently, it was normal for adventurers to avoid battle if
      possible. We, on the other hand, did the exact opposite and
      basically mowed down everything in our way, so we ended up killing
      a tonne more monsters than they’d been expecting.

      "Wow Fran! Even a whole party of D rankers would normally
      struggle to kill this many. Mhmm."

      "You should have enough materials to finish quite a few of your
      fetch quests too, right? Have you dismantled everything
      already?"

      "Nn. Done already."

      "Could you put everything over there then?"

      "Got it."

      Erza had already laid out a vinyl-like sheet for us to put stuff
      on so that we wouldn’t dirty the floor with blood or whatever.

      We laid our materials up on top of it, starting with the High
      Ogre’s horns and the Mimic Venom Crawler’s poison sacks. Erza was
      watching, so we made sure we made it look like we were taking
      things out of the cloth bag Fran had as opposed to my storage
      space.

      Fran treated the poison sack with great care. Neither Erza nor
      Dias would probably die even if we messed up and popped the thing,
      but it’d still be a pain in the ass to clean up after. They’d
      probably still get mad at us anyways too.

      "They’re in good condition and of a pretty high quality. Do you
      want to turn them all in for your quests?"

      "Yes."

      "All in all, you’ve completed a total of 17 quests. Actually, 18
      counting the boss’ subjugation. You’ll be able to rank up if you do
      5 more."

      "You’re so close! Just a little bit more effort and you’ll be
      there Fran!"

      That posed us a bit of a problem. The only quests we had left
      required us to hunt rarer magic beasts like Dirty Wisps. It’d take
      us quite a bit of time to actually go through and get everything we
      needed.

      Them being rare was bad enough, so the fact that they were also
      stealthy made finding them a nightmare. It was much harder for us
      to home in on them than it was for us to just kill whatever came at
      us.

      We might end up having to spend even longer in the dungeon than
      we had last time.

      。

      Oh well, whatever. We can figure that out after we check in with
      Aurel. The tourney’s coming up, and there’s a chance we might
      actually have to wait till after it’s done to actually dive back
      into the dungeon and get the stuff we need to rank up.

      Dias sank into thought as Fran informed him of her plans.

      "Hmm… So you’d like to rank up as quickly as possible?"

      "Mmmm, I don’t really think it’s necessary. You’re already
      really well known for all the stuff you’ve done, so I don’t think
      there’ll really be anyone wanting to pick any fights with you
      anymore."

      Erza judged that it wasn’t needed, but Dias offered a
      contrasting opinion.

      "That may be true for now, but I doubt it’ll apply for the
      adventurers that’ll be entering the city in the coming days."

      "Trueee."

      "I guess that’s why she wants to rank herself up as soon as
      possible."

      "Nn."

      Again, there was something pretty important that was stopping us
      from running back into the dungeon and ranking up.

      "Want to participate in tournament."

      You had to sign up at the Adventurer’s Guild, the Arena, or one
      of the many other venues set throughout the city unless you had a
      letter of recommendation. Said sign up started in three days.

      Anyone that signed up would be refused unless they went in
      person and presented their papers. Registration by proxy was simply
      disallowed.

      "Oh, don’t worry about that. I can just hold onto your
      application for you."

      "But need to sign up in person."

      "You see, the guild’s actually got a fair number of
      recommendations left over, and we don’t see any reason not to hand
      one to a competent C ranked adventurer."

      Is that… really okay? Isn’t getting recommended by the guild
      kinda like a really big deal? It means effectively functioning as
      the guild’s representative, right? Don’t you need to not only be
      strong but also really polite and stuff?

      "Don’t worry about the technicalities, administrative stuff or
      anything else. We’re the ones that asked you to rank yourself up in
      the first place, so there’s no harm in us doing you a favour or two
      in exchange. We’ll handle everything, so feel free to just go hole
      yourself up in the dungeon some more and get all your stuff done
      with."

      Dias was acting suspicious. I couldn’t wrap my head around why
      he was treating us the way he was. I mean, I knew we had
      connections, and that both Amanda and Klimut were backing us, but
      he was still treating us way better than he should given that we
      were just D rankers. It was almost like he was doing everything he
      could to get us to go to and stay inside of the dungeon.

      "Dias. Acting weird?"

      "Hahaha, what’re you talking about? I’m just acting the same way
      I always do."

      "Really weird."

      "I agree with Fran. It seems like you’re a teensy bit rushed.
      It’s kinda like you’re up to something."

      Likewise, Erza also seemed to have realized that the old man
      wasn’t acting as he usually would, and ended up tilting his head in
      confusion.

      "You’re just imagining things."

      "Are you trying to play some sort of prank on Fran again?"

      "Again?"

      "Nah, no way."

      Yeahhhhh, he’s definitely up to something, but I don’t think
      he’s about to let us in on what that something is no matter how
      much we poke at him, least not right now. I was stuck trying to
      think of some sort of solution, or at least I was until I saw Erza
      bring his face right up to Dias’ before speaking in a quiet tone of
      voice.

      "I knew it. You really are up to something."

      "H-hahaha, you sure seem confident."

      "Call it the result of a woman’s intuition!"

      So uh… I decided to set aside the idea of how reliable Erza’s
      “womanly intuition” would be and focused on something a bit more
      important: the fact that Erza, who’d known Dias for quite a long
      time, asserted that he was probably up to something, then he was
      probably up to something.

      I guess it’d probably be best for us to play our trump card
      then.

      [Fran, use that.]

      "Nn!"

      Fran pulled out Klimut’s letter and held it up as if she was
      showing it off. That, of course, wasn’t enough on its own, so she
      threw in a few extra lines for added effect.

      "Dias. Speak truth."

      "H-haha… I don’t know what you’re talking about."

      Dias’ fear of Klimut was immediately demonstrated as his eyes
      began wavering the moment he saw the letter.

      "Can tell you’re hiding something."

      "Oh come on… I swear you’re just imagining things."

      His voice wavered as well. Yeah, okay, I’m convinced now. He was
      definitely hiding something, and all we needed to figure out what
      that something was one last push.

      "Will tell Klimut and Amanda that was pranked by Dias."

      "I’m sorry! I’m really sorry!"

      The old Guildmaster leapt straight into the air before landing
      in a stance indicative of nothing but prostration. Yeah, gotta give
      it to him. He’s really got the physical capabilities of an A ranked
      adventurer. The fact that he flew over his huge ass desk made it a
      10/10 performance.

      "I’m really, really sorry!"

      "W-What just happened? Just what is that thing?"

      Erza’s eyes moved between Fran and Dias; the look on his face
      was one of clear confusion. The sight of an old man grinding his
      face into the ground whilst prostrating to a child was one that
      could bring a grown man to tears, so his confusion was only
      justified, especially seeing as it all happened just cause said old
      man happened to see a certain letter.

      "Erza. This branch, any Carrier Hawks?"

      "Yuppers."

      "Nn. First, will send letter to Klimut…"

      "I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m really, really, really sorry. Please,
      anything but that."

      You know, he’d probably suffer a social death if word got out
      that he tried to play a prank on a little girl. Telling Amanda,
      however, would probably result in him experiencing an actual
      death.

      "Then tell everything."

      "Alright. Maaaan, you’re so mean. Have you no mercy? I did so
      much for you too."

      We decided to wait till after we heard his case before we
      finally gave him a verdict.

      


      

    



    

    
      171. The Beast Lord

      
      


      "Are you aware of the fact that a large number of nobles have
      been visiting the city as of late?"

      "Nn."

      We kinda just saw them on our way over, so yeah.

      "One of the visitors I just mentioned happens to have a special
      sort of status."

      "Special status?"

      "Well, let’s just say said person happens to be the Beast
      Lord."

      "Really!? Wow, we’ve got some big names here this year."

      Erza’s expression changed into one of honest surprise. It seemed
      that the Beast Lord was apparently someone famous.

      "Big name?"

      "Oh my. I guess that means you must not know much about the
      Beast Lord."

      "Only heard name before."

      I haven’t.

      "Well, you’re a beastkin yourself, so I think it you should
      learn a bit more about it. Mhmm."

      The Beast Lord was apparently a self-evident name; it was the
      title granted to the person that ruled over the Beastkin’s Country.
      The Beast Lord stood above all tribes and was respected by all
      beastkin regardless of whether or not they were the lord’s
      countrymen. Its influence was so great that it held notable power
      within every single nation.

      The Beastkin’s Country itself was located on another one of the
      world’s continent, but considered the Kingdom of Kranzel friendly
      regardless. The lord has been known to visit Ulmutt in order to
      watch it’s famed Martial Arts Tournament once every few years as a
      show of goodwill.

      "And this year just happens to be one of those years."

      "Well, you sure make it sound like you don’t like the Beast
      Lord’s visits."

      "That’d be because I already have enough on my plate. This
      year’ll be especially busy with Fran here."

      "Nn?"

      What’s that supposed to mean? We’d never met anyone like the
      Beast Lord before, so why’s this sound like it’s supposed to be
      some sort of big deal that relates to us?

      "You see, it was said that the Blue Cat Tribe was the first to
      sell the Black Cat Tribe into slavery, but some say that their
      actions had actually been ones ordered by the Beast Lord. Typically
      speaking, the Beast Lord is chosen from amongst the Red Cat Tribe,
      or more specifically, their evolved members, the Golden Lionkin.
      The Blue Cat Tribe is known for taking action as under the Beast
      Lord’s orders.."

      "Wow, really? I never knew."

      "That’d be because it’s been considered a part of one of
      history’s darker canals. Not even the citizens of the Beastkin’s
      Country actively seek discussion about the topic."

      It seemed that Fran hadn’t know much about what was said either,
      as she was listening to Dias with an earnest look on her face.

      "I don’t really think I need to say this because it’s rather
      obvious, but it’s been a long time since the Black Catkin were
      first sold into slavery, and the Beast Lord that ruled back then
      has long died. Though, they do say that the Blue Cat Tribe still
      does function as one of the Beast Lord’s agents."

      Which means that it’s possible that the Black Cat Tribe had been
      enslaved because the Beast Lord had willed it.

      You know, thinking about it, that does actually seem quite
      possible. That kinda stuff happened back in my world too. History
      was stained with acts in which people used others as scapegoats and
      forced them into slavery and the other poor social circumstances in
      order to use them as scapegoats and appease the masses.

      Selling off the Black Cat Tribe’s members not only created said
      scapegoat and abated the common folk’s dissatisfaction, but also
      also allowed the country to gain access to foreign currencies.

      The Black Cat Tribe’s members basically filled the role
      perfectly too, seeing as how they were both weak and unable to
      evolve.

      "The current Beast Lord is especially unpopular. They pried the
      role from their predecessor in what may as well have been a coup
      d’etat."

      "Oh, I heard about that too. They say the newest Beast Lord is a
      parricidal thief."

      "I can’t imagine a person like that having any good impressions
      on the Black Cat Tribe. In fact, it’ll more likely than not be the
      opposite."

      That… was some pretty important but bad news. It meant we had to
      be on guard around basically all other beastkin.

      （Beast Lord…）

      [You think the Beast Lord might’ve been in the carriage we saw
      just a bit ago?]

      I recalled the carriage and the ridiculously powerful guards
      that protected it. Yeah, that kinda looked like it was probably the
      Beast Lord’s carriage. The Beast Lord being some sort of Lionkin
      explained the lion that decorated the carriage’s top. Ugh, what a
      pain. The Beast Lord was a foe we wouldn’t be able to overcome, be
      it through political power or brute force. It was also supposedly
      an evolved beastkin, so I didn’t really think we’d be able to win
      in a fight if it came down to it. That said, it wasn’t like we
      already knew for a fact that the Beast Lord would actually
      antagonize us.

      （Then… Assassinate?）

      [Just… no. You’re being way too over the top as far as the
      violence goes. The Beast Lord might not end up antagonizing us at
      all.]

      Aw crap. It looked like Fran’d already been convinced that the
      Beast Lord was basically Hitler. I figured it would best for me be
      on my toes if we ever happened run into it. I was pretty sure Fran
      wouldn’t like just suddenly attempt murder, but you know, just in
      case, right?

      "The Beast Lord may end up taking an interest in you if they
      happen to catch wind of you, and let’s just say I can’t imagine
      anything good coming out of that."

      "So you want her to stay in the dungeon so she can avoid meeting
      the Beast Lord?"

      "Exactly. We can also protect her by giving her designated
      requests if she manages to hit C rank before the tournament
      starts."

      "Designated Requests?"

      I’d never heard of them, so we ended up having Erza explain the
      fact that they were basically requests the guild would offer to
      specific adventurers.

      Designated requests tended to be of high importance and taking
      on one went hand in hand with receiving every last bit of support
      the guild was capable of providing. Hence, messing with an
      adventurer working on a designated request was more or less
      equivalent with messing with the guild itself. That, by extension,
      meant that Fran would effectively remain under the guild’s
      protection so long as she was on a designated request.

      There kinda wasn’t anyone brave enough to pick a fight with
      guild, seeing as it not only spanned what was basically the entire
      world, but also helped maintain the populace’s everyday lives. The
      sheer amount of influence the guild held would then make it
      possible for it to function like a shield that’d stop Fran from
      being put under the influence of the Beast King’s authority.

      "I don’t really think you can just kinda give out designated
      requests all willy nilly though, can you?"

      "I’ve already got that covered. All I have to do is give her a
      designated request associated with the dungeon. I’m basically the
      only person the Dungeon Master is willing to negotiate with, so I
      can just say she’s helping me look for something the Dungeon Master
      wants."

      "Ohhh~ So that’s why you want to get her promoted. Mhmm, I get
      it now. It’s because designated requests can only be given to
      adventurers that are at least C ranked."

      "Exactly."

      Huh, I guess that means he really was just doing everything he
      was doing for Fran’s sake this whole time. I had to say, it really
      was hard for us to believe him because of how shady he was. In
      fact, I probably still wouldn’t believe him if I hadn’t the
      Principality of Falsehood.

      "Why didn’t you just tell her everything from the start?"

      "I was worried she’d take an interest in the Beast Lord if she
      learned the truth."

      Well uh, can’t say he’s wrong, seeing as she kinda did exactly
      that.

      "And that, Fran, is why I’m asking you to raise your rank as
      soon as possible."

      "Nn. Got it."

      "Try your best to get it done before the Martial Arts
      Tournament. As I said earlier, I’ll get you a recommendation, so
      you at least won’t have to worry about that."

      "Don’t need recommendation."

      "Really? Why’s that? It’ll get you seeded so you can skip the
      prelims, you know?"

      "Want to participate in prelims."

      "But Fran, the prelims are completely random. You might end up
      having to fight someone really strong."

      "Don’t care."

      To Fran, the Martial Arts Tournament was effectively an event in
      which she’d have a chance to fight a bunch of people.

      "T-That’s fine. I can make it so you get registered like any
      other person and can take part in the prelims."

      "You sure do like fighting, Fran. Ermagawd, that part of you is
      just so adorable~"

      It seemed like Dias was willing to comply with our request as he
      deemed it dangerous for Fran to meet the Beast Lord. He was all for
      having us hole ourselves up in the dungeon so we could rank
      ourselves up while also avoiding the worst possible scenario. I got
      that and all, but I still couldn’t help but feel that he was acting
      suspiciously.

      "Why going so far?"

      Fran’s question hit the nail on the head and got to the exact
      thing that resulted in me feeling all suspicious. I understood that
      Dias, as Guildmaster, was obligated to protect the adventurers that
      worked under him. Still, I failed to see why he would go this far
      for us.

      "I’ve got my reasons. For now, let’s just say it’s to fulfill a
      promise I happened to make with a certain someone."

      Oh. I get it now. It must’ve been because of that contrat Rumina
      asked him to fulfill. Its contents probably mentioned touched on
      having dias do his best to help any Black Catkin he happened
      across. This was further evidenced by his lack of ability to name
      her seeing as how Erza was still present.

      "Do thank her next time you two meet."

      "Nn. Got it."

      "What’s this? You two have got some sort of secret going? I’m
      soooo jealous."

      Well, we kinda are heading back to the dungeon anyways, so we
      might as well do that while we’re at it. She really has made life a
      lot more convenient for us, after all.

      


      

    



    

    
      172. The Black Cat

      
      


      The Disaster Pillbug’s corpse was kinda a bit too big to fit in the
      Guildmaster’s room, so we dumped it in the dismantling room
      together with all our other non-quest related materials. This
      action also served a second purpose. One of the guild’s clerks
      would be helping us evaluate its worth.

      I was a bit worried as to whether or not we’d actually be able
      to sell it seeing as how it wasn’t dismantled, but I soon recalled
      that the guild did actually offer a dismantling service, albeit at
      a bit of a price.

      According to Erza, the fee for said service wasn’t fixed. It
      could vary based on how large and difficult to dismantle the magic
      beast in question happened to be.

      "Hmmm… I don’t think it’ll cost you any more than 40k Golde. I
      think they only charged The Hundred Blade about 40k-50k for the B
      ranked Lesser Dragon he brought in that one time. Do you know about
      him? Hundred Blade Forrund, I mean."

      "Nn. Met in Barbra."

      "Wow! I’m so jealous! He’s soooo cool! I just can’t help but
      look up to him. Don’t you think so too, Fran?"

      "Nn. Very strong. Will become that strong too someday."

      "That’s not what I mean! Come on Fran, don’t you think he’s
      really hot and dreamy? He’s just my type."

      Erza started doing the usual thing and twisting his body back
      and forth whilst wearing an expression you probably wouldn’t expect
      to see on anything other than a maiden in love. Honestly, at this
      point, I’d already gotten so used to him that he actually started
      kind of looking like a girl. Kinda.

      "Nn?"

      "Oh, how I’d love for him to embrace me with his thick burly
      arms while whispering words of love."

      Welp. Sure sucks to be Forrund right now. I actually just flat
      out feel sorry for him. You know, this is probably the first time
      I’ve ever felt any sympathy for any sort of super good looking guy.
      I guess being attractive isn’t without its detriments after
      all.

      Erza’s words were explicit, but Fran didn’t really seem to catch
      his drift regardless.

      [I guess you might as well just nod along for now.]

      "Nn."

      "Oh, you see where I’m coming from, Fran?"

      "Nn."

      "He sure is hot, isn’t he?"

      "Nn."

      "It looks like we might just have similar tastes in men."

      "Nn."

      Fran casually nodded along and affirmed Erza’s statements as
      brought out the materials she wanted to sell.

      The staff member responsible for appraising the items Fran was
      selling had a look on his face that almost made it seem as if he’d
      completely lost all faith in humanity. He simply had nothing to
      say, and didn’t know how to feel. On his left was a homo wriggling
      his body back and forth as he acted like a girl in love. On his
      right was a small child diligently sorting a whole slew of
      materials without even the slightest change in expression.

      "Take pillbug out here too?"

      "Huh? What? O-Oh, yeah, sure."

      "Nn."

      Fran dumped the Disaster Pillbug’s corpse onto the floor. It had
      yet to be dismantled, so it was in the exact same state it’d been
      in right after its death. The room was immediately filled with a
      putrid stench as a result. It was one born from a mix of the
      creature’s electric burns and the simple unpleasant odor its body’s
      fluids happened to give off. Speaking of which, said fluid had yet
      to stop dripping out from within the insect’s open wounds.

      Insect-type magic beasts had the tendency to be much more
      grotesque than their beast-like counterparts, and this one in
      particular was especially so as a result of its massive size. In
      fact, it was so much more disgusting than usual that even the clerk
      in charge of dismantling ended up grimacing in response.

      Despite that though, the clerk ended up approaching it. Wow. I
      really had to give it to him. Dude was one hell of a
      professional.

      He, however, was pretty much the only man present capable of
      really keeping his cool. A certain other person happened to freak
      the hell out.

      "Gyaaah!"

      "Erza?"

      "Eeeeeeeeeekkkkkk!"

      The sudden throaty scream had sounded so panicked that I’d
      almost thought something serious had happened.

      "Something wrong?"

      "T-There’s a bug!"

      "Nn. Pillbug."

      "H-Hiiiiii!!"

      Erza’s face paled as he clasped both hands to his chest and
      started trembling in terror. His legs were shaking in much the same
      manner as those of a newly born deer.

      The immediate conclusion I made was that Erza just wasn’t a bug
      person. He didn’t seem capable of handling them, and that was that.
      The pillbug’s ridiculous size didn’t really help his case either.
      In fact, it probably was doing the exact opposite.

      The specific emotion reflected in his eyes wasn’t disgust, but
      rather terror. God, is he actually supposed to be some sort of pure
      maiden? Er, I guess he does have a heart like one, soooo…

      "Nn? Erza?"

      "Aaahhh…"

      Fran, on the other hand, didn’t actually seem to have a
      particular disdain for any sort of creature whatsoever. She stared
      at Erza with a confused look on her face; she seemed not to have
      even the slightest bit of an understanding of the other party’s
      fear of bugs.

      Erza’s screams started escalating in volume in the meantime, and
      his face had began warping to an even greater degree. That said
      though, his was no longer the face that contained in it the most
      fear. The clerk had gotten extremely pale for some odd reason, but
      spoke in as comforting a tone as he could manage regardless.

      "P-Please calm down Erza! That isn’t a bug!"

      "I-It totally is!"

      "It just happens to resemble one. That’s it!"

      "I don’t believe you! It has to be a bug!"

      "J-Just think about it for a second. T-There’s no way a bug that
      big could actually exist."

      "Big bug…? Hiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!!"

      "Aw shit!"

      "Uguguguguguuuu!!!"

      "Craap! Hey, you! Can you move that thing somewhere else? Like
      right now? Please?"

      [Shove it in storage for now. I’m pretty sure the whole
      situation will spiral out of control if you don’t.]

      "Nn!"

      Fran still didn’t understand exactly what had happened, but she
      abided by the man’s request and immediately shoved the pillbug into
      storage as she had at least got the fact that something was wrong
      given that Erza had started tensing up.

      "Everything’s okay Erza! It’s not here anymore!"

      "W-Where’d the bug go…?"

      "Gone."

      "M-Mkay…"

      The tension that’d filled the air around Erza dispersed as he
      fell flat on his butt. Seeing said action caused the clerk in
      charge of dismantling to breathe a sigh of relief.

      "W-Whew. Thanks."

      "What happened to Erza?"

      "Well, you see, Erza isn’t exactly comfortable around anything
      that resembles an insect. She gets so terrified of them that they
      make her go berserk. The rampage that ensues tends to produce some
      pretty terrible results, as she’s still capable of using her skills
      quite masterfully even when not fully conscious."

      "Any problems in dungeons?"

      "Kinda, yeah."

      Erza was still just as capable of making use of his abilities
      when in his berserked state, so he wouldn’t die or anything, but
      that didn’t mean he was problem free. Not being in control meant
      that he would not only cause damage through friendly fire, but also
      completely obliterate any monster-related materials and hence
      reduce his party’s income.

      He could tolerate smaller bugs, but he was known to go crazy if
      he got surrounded. There’d also been a case in which he went on a
      rampage after having a cockroach lunge straight at his face.

      "One of his incidents had even lead to him sending about 20 of
      the guild’s clerks to the infirmary."

      "Sounds like dangerous event."

      "That’s cause that’s exactly what it is. Her rampages are so
      crazy and sudden that even A-rank adventurers find themselves
      having a fair bit of trouble dealing with them."

      The sudden appearance of a gigantic bug had pretty much put him
      on the verge of having one of his so called incidents.

      "Erza, okay?"

      "I’m sorry Fran… I just can’t stand bugs!"

      I wanted to ask him the reason for his fears, but refrained
      because I figured there was a chance that recalling the memory
      would make him lose it. It looked like just casually pretending
      nothing ever happened would probably be in our best interest for
      now.

      "Erza, leave room."

      "I’ll do exactly that. Check in with me once you’re done, I’ll
      go have some tea."

      With Erza’s departure came a wave of silence; we finally found
      ourselves capable of selling our materials.

      The pillbug sold for a total of 560k Golde. It was considered
      fairly difficult to dismantle, and thus, cost us about 30k, which
      meant we made an overall profit of 530k. The fact that it was worth
      way more than a high ogre’s hide, which averaged in at about 40k a
      piece, really served to provide a sense of scale and show off just
      how ridiculously large the Disaster Pillbug really was.

      All in all, we’d made a total of 800k Golde since departing
      Barbra.

      I wasn’t really sure how we should feel. It felt like we were
      earning ourselves a bunch of money really easily, but it also kind
      of felt like we’d kind of put our lives on the line at the same
      time, so I couldn’t really tell if it was worth it. Oh well,
      whatever works, I guess.

      ***

      "Are you all done now, Fran?"

      We found Erza doing exactly what he said he’d be doing after we
      finished selling everything. He was sitting at the guild’s bar,
      drinking a cup of tea together with an old man. The teapot he was
      using seemed rather stylish, whereas the cup was adored with a bit
      of a floral design. The tea was accompanied by a snack consisting
      of scones. The hell? Are we in a goddamn cafe or something?

      "Done."

      "Would you like some too?"

      "Okay."

      "I have red tea, black tea, and ulm tea. Which would you
      like?"

      "That many choices?"

      "Mhmm. I recommend scones for the red tea, cookies for the black
      tea, and pie for the ulm tea. "

      "…Will have all."

      "Oh my. Can you really eat that much?"

      "Can."

      "Alright then. You heard the girl."

      "Sure did."

      The bartender had an old gentlemanly look to him. He didn’t fit
      in with his rowdy surroundings. Fran seemed to feel the same way,
      as she had her head tilted in confusion.

      "This place. Bar?"

      "Mhmm."

      "Hahaha. I get that quite often. I can assure you that it is.
      However, I’ve started to stock a wider variety of tea and snacks at
      Erza’s request."

      "Teehee. That’d be because the tea you make is always really
      delicious, which is also why I tend to punish everyone that
      troubles you just a teensy bit more than I normally would. Doing so
      teaches them just how great tea can be too. I think it’s become
      just about as popular as the alcoholic drinks you serve,
      right?"

      "That’s in part due to the rumours about how much you and the
      Guildmaster hate drinking. A fair number of our clients tend to
      pick tea over alcohol if either of the two of you are present."

      I guess it does only make sense for people to have an aversion
      to the stuff if the guild’s two most influential figures have a
      dislike for it. In that sense, I guess you could say that Erza,
      like Dias, was abusing his power to do whatever he wanted. Er,
      actually I guess that’s not quite right. It’s more like he’s
      throwing around the influence brought about by people’s fear of and
      respect for him.

      "Here’s your first cup of tea, and a few snacks. I’ve started
      you off with the red tea."

      "Nn."

      Fran took a scone in each hand and devoured the entire plate’s
      worth in an instant. I’m not even actually sure when it happened,
      but, she also somehow managed to down a tonne of cream and jam as
      well.

      Erza enjoyed his team in a much more elegant manner as he
      watched over Fran with a smile. His hands were posed exactly as
      they should’ve been; his pinky was sticking up and out. The sheer
      refinement of his mannerisms almost seemed to serve as a testament
      to the fact that he was really girly.

      I was a bit worried about as to whether or not the old man
      sitting across from us would think poorly of Fran as a result of
      her poor mannerisms, but that fortunately didn’t end up being the
      case. He was instead gazing at her endearingly, as he likely would
      his own grandchild.

      If I was to judge his occupation purely off his attire, I’d
      probably assume him to be some sort of adventurer.

      "Fuofuofuo. The healthiest children are the ones with healthiest
      appetites.."

      "Who?"

      "Oh, excuse me, I must’ve forgotten to introduce myself. My name
      is Radyer, a mere C ranked adventurer."

      "He’s known for being Ulmutt’s oldest adventurer."

      The fact that he was a white haired magician instantly made me
      assume that he was someone really strong. I was basically
      completely convinced that his rank was lower than it should’ve been
      despite the vast extent of his experience because his body had
      gotten old and frail. I was also more or less sure of the fact that
      he used his wisdom and knowledge to compensate for his
      weaknesses.

      "He’s actually realllly strong. He’d be a B ranker if not for
      the sheer amount of time he spent as a court magician."

      "I’m fairly disheartened by the fact that you didn’t claim me to
      be on par with an A ranker instead."

      "Well, that’d be because A ranked adventurers are far out of the
      norm."

      "That aside, Black Catkin adventurers sure are quite rare,
      aren’t they?"

      Radyer’s evaluating gaze seemed to carry with it a hint of
      nostalgia.

      "It’s been about fifty years since I’ve last seen one, hasn’t
      it?"

      "Hmmm? Fran isn’t the only Black Catkin adventurer around, you
      know? We’ve got quite the number of them. In fact, they make up
      many of our new recruits."

      "If you’re talking in technical terms and including all Black
      Catkin that are adventurers, then yes. But, there aren’t any others
      this young or capable."

      "Well, I guess that is true. So you’re saying that there was
      another Black Catkin like Fran about fifty years ago?"

      "There was. The lass here is nearly identical to the one I met
      back then. They’ve the same black hair and the same curt manner of
      speech. I can’t recall her name, but I can still vividly recall the
      sharpness of her gaze."

      Radyer closed his eyes and stroked his beard in order to better
      recall his distant memories.

      "I think she said she was 15. I also recall that she liked to
      solo, and would treat those that insulted her tribe without even
      the slightest shred of mercy. She would also attack Blue Catkin
      adventurers and violently perform acts of retribution. I believe
      she would cut off their tails as if it was nobody’s business."

      "She really does sound just like Fran."

      "Doesn’t she? I believe she used to be called The Black Cat.
      There used to be a rumour that said any that involved themselves
      with The Black Cat would but lose their lives."

      "That person, where now?"

      "I have no idea. She just suddenly vanished one day. I’ve no
      idea as to whether she died, or simply happened to leave town."

      "Oh…"

      If she was really that strong, then she, like Fran, had probably
      been seeking evolution. If this all happened 50 years ago, then
      there’s actually a chance she’s still alive. I’d like for us to
      talk to her and have her tell us everything she’s learned. I’m also
      a bit curious about the part where she just upped and vanished.

      "The reason I don’t know is because The Black Cat and I weren’t
      what one could call intimate. Aurel, one of my old party members,
      however, might."

      "That sounds just perfect. The two of us were planning to go see
      Grandpa Aurel soon anyway. Why do you think he’d know though?"

      "There are quite a few reasons. The first is because they’re
      both beastkin, and the second is because I happened to see them
      speaking with one another on multiple occasions. The third would
      likely be because she had apparently saved him once in the past. He
      warned us not to ever mess with her thereafter. It was a fair
      warning. I may very well have hit on her given her appearance and
      how I was in the past."

      "Was The Black Cat really cute?"

      "She was. Just between you and me, I’m almost certain that Aurel
      had fallen for her."

      "Kyaaah!! Wait, does that mean Gramps is a lolicon?"

      "No, no, definitely not. He was still in his teens back then. It
      was way back when he was still known as a genius as a result of the
      fact that he’d broke the record for being the fastest adventurer to
      become a D ranker."

      Right. For some odd reason, I’d almost been under the impression
      that Dias, Aurel and Radyer had just always been old men. I almost
      forgot that they too had, at one point, been young. You know, to be
      honest, I can’t even actually imagine them being young. Oh well,
      either way, I guess we’ve got one more reason to go hit Aurel up
      now.

      


      

    



    

    
      173. Maintenance

      
      


      We decided to stop by that one dwarven blacksmith’s shop before
      heading over to Aurel’s manor.

      "Oh, hey. It’s that little missy Gallus told me to take care of.
      You need something?"

      "Want equipment repaired."

      We hadn’t really bothered getting the Black Cat Set repaired up
      ’till now ’cause its self-repair function made it so we’d never
      really needed it. We technically didn’t need it now either, but the
      pillbug had damaged the equips so badly that they had still yet to
      fully fix themselves. We’d also kind of never bothered maintaining
      the armour in any which way either, and figured we might as
      well.

      The Martial Arts Tournament was coming up, so it’d probably be a
      good idea for us to have our gear in top shape.

      "Sure thing! I, Zerld, will fix it right up. They don’t call me
      Ulmutt’s best blacksmith for nothing."

      Zerld procured a magic crystal and started setting up a magic
      circle after spending a bit of time inspecting Fran’s gear. Most of
      the work seemed rather front loaded, as he instantly fixed it by
      casting Repair immediately after getting everything ready.

      The 100k Golde price tag he slapped onto the service was pretty
      worth; all Fran’s stuff was back in peak condition.

      "That’s that. Hand me your sword next."

      "Nn?"

      "Well, I just thought your sword might be in tatters given how
      damaged your self-repairing armour was."

      Oh, right. I guess that would normally be how things go, huh? In
      my case, all the damage I take gets nullified over time by my
      Self-Repair and Regeneration skills.

      "Here."

      [I-I’m perfectly okay. I don’t need any repairs.]

      I thought I was fine, but Fran took me off her back and handed
      me over to Zerld despite my protests.

      （But better to have skilled blacksmith check just in case.）

      It seemed that Zerld’s words ended up making Fran feel a bit
      anxious. She herself wasn’t really all that skilled at discerning
      my condition, and would normally have no choice but to just believe
      what I told her.

      [Oh well. Whatever works, I guess.]

      You know what, it might actually not be a bad idea to get a
      checkup every once in a while. There was always the possibility
      that there was something off about me, and I just didn’t notice
      it.

      "Hmmm, this sword is made of quite the metal."

      Zerld looked at me from a bunch of different angles before
      placing me on top of a table and tapping me a few times with a
      small hammer.

      He continued hitting me with the hammer, and sent vibrations
      through my blade at regular intervals. It was a sensation I
      honestly couldn’t bring myself to dislike. I could feel the
      seriousness and earnestly of the dwarven craftsman’s actions, and
      it was actually honestly quite a comfortable sensation.

      He then put me inside a box full of water and shake it lightly
      before finally polishing me off with a nice clean cloth.

      Wew, that felt great. I only barely managed to refrain from
      letting out a sigh because of how good it felt. The reason I
      managed to hold back wasn’t something as mundane as wanting to keep
      my identity from Zerld. It was instead because I didn’t want to
      moan in response to getting my blade stroked by another man. I’d
      rather kill myself.

      Fortunately, I was capable of holding onto my will to live
      because the pleasure I felt wasn’t sexual in any which way. It was
      instead more akin to what you’d feel when getting a massage. I
      guess one could say it didn’t really matter which it was, but the
      part of me that was a middle aged man insisted otherwise.

      I’m not quite sure how it happened, but, Fran somehow managed to
      catch onto the fact that I was internally gritting my teeth and
      holding myself back.

      （Master, something wrong?）

      [N-Nah, nothing’s wrong.]

      （Acting… weird.）

      I decided to explain myself to Fran after realizing that I’d
      worried her for a reason I couldn’t really call anything but
      ridiculous.

      Still, I really had to admit that this felt hella good. Fran
      always wiped me off as well so I wouldn’t get all dirty and stuff,
      but she never managed to make it feel this good.

      If I had to guess, I’d say that the difference in the sensation
      stemmed from a difference in skill levels. Reason being that the
      difference between Zerld’s touch felt like that of a real
      blacksmith, whereas Fran’s felt like that of an amateur.

      "And that’s that. Your blade wasn’t bent or scratched at all, so
      I just gave it a good old polish."

      Man, that was one helluva polish. Shit was relaxing as hell. I
      felt like I’d just gone to a super high end bath house, soaked in
      the water for half a day before getting a massage and sleeping all
      night. It was like I was totally exhilarated and rejuvenated all at
      once.

      I’d already been in perfect condition to begin with, so that
      massage had only pushed me further beyond. It felt like I was in
      absolute peak form and ready to give it my 120%. That said, my
      stats hadn’t changed at all, so I guess it was more of a mood thing
      than anything else. I did feel like the internal flow of my magical
      energy had improved, and that it was a bit easier than usual for me
      to use skills and whatnot, but I wasn’t sure if that was actually a
      thing or just some sort of placebo.

      "Nn. Blacksmith amazing."

      "Gahahaha. Where’d that come from?"

      Fran spoke in a tone filled with admiration as she looked at how
      shiny my blade had become. You know, I really did feel better than
      usual. It’d probably be a good idea to do this more often, and not
      because it felt good!

      …

      Okay, well, maybe because it felt good, but you know what? Me
      being in good shape also means me being able to do more for
      Fran.

      "Later."

      "Sure thing. I’ll do all the maintenance you need, especially
      seeing as how the tourney’s coming up."

      ***

      Not a lot of time had passed despite the fact that a bunch of
      different things had happened. It was still rather early, so we
      moved towards Aurel’s manor at a rather leisurely pace.

      In fact, Fran had started buying random stuff and just eating it
      as she slowly walked towards the hill on top of which the mansion
      was situated.

      [These stalls sure are selling a tonne of magic beast meat. I
      guess that’s just how life goes when you live in a city with two
      dungeons inside of it.]

      Magic beast meat was treated as a luxury good back in Barbra,
      but here, it was literally all over the place. It was being treated
      like… well… regular meat.

      "Nn. Tasty."

      "Woof."

      Apparently many of magic beasts one could find in dungeons meant
      for newbies were actually edible. I couldn’t help but wonder, was
      that just how it was? Or was it only because of the deals made with
      the city’s dungeon masters?

      Fran and Urushi pretty much picked up food from every single
      street stall they came across. I’d been expecting them to do the
      usual thing in which they buy an armful of stuff, but they didn’t
      actually do that this time around. Instead, they instantly consumed
      everything they bought.

      It didn’t take long for us to pass through the residential
      district and lay eyes on Aurel’s mansion.

      [Seems like there’s a lot of people around there.]

      "Nn. Lots."

      "Woof."

      It looked like 10 odd people were crowded around the manor’s
      front gate.

      


      

    



    

    
      174. Blue Pride

      
      


      A group of what seemed to be adventurers had gathered in front
      of Aurel’s manor. I didn’t know exactly who they were or why they
      were here in the first place, but, I could at least tell that they
      were only barely organised. They kind of resembled the hoodlums one
      would normally find loitering around in front of a convenience
      store. The only two members of the group that looked to have even
      the slightest bit of decency were the ones I presumed to be their
      leaders. There was a male and a female, with the latter looking to
      be around 17 or 18 years old.

      I didn’t really get what they were doing; the two were standing
      right in front of the guards with their arms crossed. It kind of
      looked like they were waiting on something, but I couldn’t really
      say for sure as to whether or not that was the case.

      Looking a bit closer allowed me to realize that the female was
      some sort of catkin. The same applied to the rest of the group’s
      members as well.

      （Mmph.）

      [What’s wrong, Fran?]

      （All Blue Catkin.）

      [Wait, really? All of them?]

      （Nn.）

      [I guess we’d best be on guard then,]

      （Woof!）

      I didn’t think that they’d just attack us out of the blue, but
      hey, better safe than sorry.

      Getting through the gate looked to be a huge pain, but I still
      figured it’d be fine. Aurel was apparently supposed to be really
      influential amongst beastkin, so I didn’t think we’d have to worry
      about them trying to pushing through the gate even if the guards
      did let us in.

      [Let’s just ignore them and keep a move on, regardless of what
      they say.]

      （…Got it.）

      I was a bit worried despite the fact that Fran had agreed to my
      suggestion because she had hesitated before replying. Oh well,
      whatever. I figured I could always just teleport us through the
      gate If worse came to worst. Aurel seemed to have taken a liking to
      Fran, so we probably wouldn’t be treated as trespassers or
      intruders so long as we explained ourselves.

      Fran briskly approached the gate whilst keeping her guard up.
      She made use of the Presence Isolation and Stealth skills in order
      to make herself as difficult to notice as possible.

      The male Blue Catkin were rather weak, so we were able to stop
      ourselves from attracting their attention so long as we avoided any
      direct lines of sight.

      That, however, was slated to change the moment we actually tried
      entering the property. We would have to speak with one of the
      gatekeepers in order to gain access, and doing that would expose us
      to the teenage girl and her companion.

      Oh well. We could probably just ignore them or something.

      "Hello."

      "Huh? Oh, hello Fran. Feel free to enter."

      "Allowed to?"

      Wait, they let us in? I was expecting them to have to go speak
      with a few other people and double check stuff first. We’d only
      ever been here once, so I really wasn’t counting on us being
      allowed in just like that.

      "You are. Master Aurel told us to let you in and prioritize you
      over all else."

      "The only other person we’ve ever been told to treat like that
      was Erza."

      Huh, I guess he took much more of a liking to Fran than I’d
      thought. Well, works for us, I guess.

      "Nn. Will be entering then."

      "Please do."

      "Hey, what gives!?"

      "Yeah, what the hell is the meaning of this!?"

      "Nn?"

      Both the male and female blue catkin standing by the gate raised
      their voices in protest as a result of the fact that Fran had
      easily been let inside.

      The girl’s expression warped from one that seemed to be waiting
      for something while stumped to one that was more so resembled an
      antagonizing glare.

      "How come she gets to go through like that? Why do we have to
      wait even though we went out of our way to visit so we could
      exchange greetings?"

      "Do you have any idea how long we’ve been standing out
      here?"

      "I’ve already told you that you can’t meet Master Aurel unless
      you’ve a prior appointment. You were the ones that insisted you
      wanted to see him no matter what."

      "Come on! We’re Blue Pride! Don’t you know how famous we are on
      the the Khrome Continent?"

      "I’m our boss’ proxy. Making me wait is basically the same thing
      as making our boss wait!"

      The way they were boasting made it sound like Blue Pride was
      supposed to be a famous group of mercenaries whose very name
      inspired fear, which, given that they were from a different
      continent, could very well be possible.

      "I don’t care."

      However, their influence failed to extend past their area of
      origin. Here, their name seemed to be just like any other, as the
      gatekeeper just casually shook his head and denied the girl entry,
      which in turn caused the veins in her forehead to swell in anger.
      If I were to offer an opinion, I’d say that she was acting in an
      unbecoming manner. She ended up getting all mad because the
      gatekeeper had basically ignored her proclamation of how great she
      supposedly was. The emotional way in which she reacted was one that
      you really couldn’t call anything but lame.

      "We are granting Fran access because she is one of our lord’s
      honoured guests."

      "Haaah? She’s just a black catkin, and a little girl at
      that."

      A moment of pondering led me to realize that the group’s name,
      Blue Pride, indicated that it was probably comprised solely of Blue
      Catkin, which in turn meant that it’d probably probably be best for
      us to stay as far away from them as possible.

      My assumption was only supported by the way they looked at Fran.
      Their eyes were filled with contempt; it was obvious that they
      didn’t think highly of her.

      "So you’re saying that this Black Catkin is more important than
      we are?"

      "Just to be clear, her race has nothing to do with the fact that
      we’re letting her inside."

      "She is simply one of our master’s honoured guests. By
      extension, insulting her is no different from insulting our
      master."

      Aurel’s two gatekeepers spoke in turn, with one supporting the
      argument made by the other.

      "What are you saying!? Can’t you see that she’s a Black
      Catkin!"

      Man, you know, this is why I hate Blue Catkin. I couldn’t recall
      us ever meeting one that actually didn’t look down on Black Catkin.
      They all just seemed to believe that every single last member of
      the Black Cat Tribe was useless, and that Black Catkin only existed
      so they could be sold into slavery and whatnot. Moreover, none of
      the Blue Catkin we’d met thus far had seemed even the slightest bit
      opposed to the idea. It’d almost seemed like it was something that
      came to them naturally.

      [Let’s just ignore them and go.]

      （…）

      Aw, crap.

      It didn’t really show on her face, but Fran had her foot on the
      gas and was ready to slam the hell out of it. She’d probably hit
      the limit of her tolerance if they said another one or two
      things.

      [Urushi, push Fran forwards!]

      "Woof."

      "Mmph…"

      I pulled Fran forwards with Telekinesis whilst Urushi pushed her
      from behind; the two of us worked together in order to get her to
      move before she lost her temper. Unfortunately, our efforts didn’t
      really amount to much, as Fran and the Blue Catkin girl glared at
      each other regardless.

      [Come on, let’s just get out of here.]

      "Woof woof!"

      "Nn."

      Fran reluctantly agreed to move after Urushi and I made a few
      more desperate attempts.

      Whew.

      Starting a fight here and now wasn’t exactly be what I’d call a
      good idea.

      That, however, didn’t mean that she was going to let them off
      for looking down on her and her kin. She turned around right as she
      made her way through the gate and activated the Coercion,
      Intimidation, and Domination skills all at once whilst also
      directing at the girl and the man standing beside her a powerful
      wave of bloodlust.

      "Hiii!"

      "Kuh…"

      The girl’s face paled as fell flat on her butt, whereas the man
      ended up taking a few steps backwards. All their immediately ended
      up springing to their feet in surprise before sending their glares
      in Fran’s direction. Though they tried, they were unable to hide
      their fear of her.

      As mercenaries, and hence, people experienced in the art of
      combat, they were able to recognize Fran’s overwhelming power.

      "W-What…"

      Fran calmly walked through the gate as she took note of the fact
      that the out of breath Blue Catkin girl behind her had muttered
      something in a lifeless tone.

      [Look at you, all smug and stuff…]

      "Heheh."

      [That wasn’t a compliment, you know?]

      "Nn?"

      


      

    



    

    
      175. The Ten Original Tribes

      
      


      "Hey, welcome."

      "Nn."

      The maid we met the first time we visited, Shara, led us through
      Aurel’s mashion and towards our destination, the dining room.

      "Sorry it had to be here of all places. I was stuck in a meeting
      with a bigshot all day, so I haven’t really had a chance to eat
      anything yet."

      "Don’t mind."

      "Care to join me? My personal chef just happened to get back
      from Barbra last night. I’m sure his dishes will be able to catch
      your interest."

      Why the hell not? The fact that Aurel called the chef his
      personal one pretty much instantly convinced me that the person in
      question was incredibly skilled.

      "Please."

      It looked like Fran shared the same sentiment, as she
      immediately consented to having another meal.

      "Shara, make sure the chef makes enough for her as well."

      "Yes sir."

      It was only then that I finally realized the implication of
      Aurel’s statement. He was a pretty influential figure, but he was
      so busy that he hadn’t a chance to eat until the afternoon had come
      to pass. That could only mean that the person he’d been
      entertaining was even more influential than he was.

      "Weird people outside."

      "Some sort of mercenary band, I hear."

      "Famous?"

      "Well, it’s not a group I’ve ever heard of, at least. My guess
      is they want to talk to me so they can boost their prestige."

      "Really?"

      "Yeah, it’s something that happens all the time. People love to
      make claims about how well known they are elsewhere. They’ll boast
      about slaying powerful demons and knowing influential nobles."

      Oh, I get it. So everyone new in town is just desperate to leave
      an impression on all of Ulmutt’s more important people.

      "Aren’t’t they aware that I can tell how strong they are just by
      looking at them?"

      "Blue Catkin mercs, all weaklings."

      "Gahahaha! That so? If so, then there’s only be two possible
      ways for them to truly be well known. The first would be because
      one of their members happens to be incredibly strong. The second
      would be because they were cruel."

      "Nn."

      "To be honest, I didn’t like their attitudes. Their leader had
      sent a representative instead of coming on his own. At first, I’d
      almost wondered if said leader was a noble instead. Either way, I
      ended up deciding to just leave them be. I was hoping they’d
      eventually give up and go home."

      Huh, so they really were just scrubs after all. I guess that
      makes sense given that they seemed rather weak.

      "Aurel. This."

      "Hmmm… I see, I take it you’ve completed my request then?"

      Aurel opened the pendant and confirmed that we’d delivered the
      letter he wrote.

      "Want to ask about evolution."

      "Well, it does look like you did as you were asked and got the
      pendant to Rumina."

      "Nn."

      "I guess that must mean I’ll have to pay my dues."

      "Won’t need payment if told about evolution."

      "I’m not capable of providing you enough knowledge to have made
      the request I gave you worth your time."

      "Really?"

      "I wouldn’t have sent you to see Rumina if I was capable of
      telling you what you wanted to know. I simply would have told you
      it myself. I myself have spent many years looking into the the
      Black Cat Tribe and its potential for evolution, but I’ve never
      been able to find satisfactory results. All I know is one has to do
      more than just reach a certain level."

      Damn… Not even Aurel’s figured anything out after spending
      several years researching the topic despite the fact that he’s an
      influential B ranked adventurer…?

      "Then would like to ask about the Black Catkin in the past."

      "…Where’d you catch wind of that?"

      "Radyer."

      "That loose-lipped son of a…!"

      "Was told about incredible strength."

      "Yeah… She was quite the strong one…"

      Aurel began speaking in a quieter tone as he recalled his youth.
      He told us about the Black Catkin he met, how she saved him, and
      how the two of them had hit it off.

      "It’s already been 53 years since then."

      "That person. Couldn’t evolve?"

      "She couldn’t. She, like you, had been out on a journey in
      search of a way to evolve. She’d even visited Rumina fairly
      frequently in hopes of finding a clue."

      "But still failed?"

      "I presume so."

      Wait, he presumed so? Did that mean he wasn’t certain?

      Fran had also caught onto his lack of confidence, and tilted her
      head in response.

      "A few things happened, and she ended up leaving town. We
      haven’t been in touch since then."

      "Few things?"

      "A few things indeed. Anyways, that’s enough of that. There’s no
      point talking about someone that’s been long gone. You’d best try
      talking to Dias if you’d like to know more about her. The two of
      them got along quite well. Anyway, why don’t we get back on
      track?"

      I didn’t even need to activate the Principle of Falsehood in
      order to know that he was still hiding something, but I figure out
      exactly what that thing happened to be.

      If I had to guess, I’d probably assume it was because she’d died
      off in a dungeon somewhere. If that were the case, then Aurel would
      probably find it rather difficult to talk about her. He also
      probably thought that Fran would end up mourning her predecessor’s
      death as well. I figured that there was no point putting a damper
      on Aurel’s mood, and that we could probably get Dias to tell us
      everything we wanted to know, so we just went with the flow and
      allowed him to change the topic.

      "I’m sure you already know this seeing as how you’ve spoken to
      Rumina, but it used to be much less difficult for Black Catkin to
      attain evolution."

      "Nn."

      "That, however, has changed. It is exactly that change that
      leads us to our next question: why? Why did the circumstances
      change? I personally believe that the answer is that the change is
      most likely a result of divine retribution."

      "Divine retribution? Punished by Gods?"

      "It’s something often applied to those that have committed grave
      sins or opposed the Gods. The most famous example would be what
      occured on the continent of Goldishia."

      Oh right. I remember hearing about that. Trismegistus, Lord of
      the Dragonmen, made use of the Evil God’s power in order to create
      a magic beast. Said magic beast went berserk and basically fucked
      the whole continent. Trismegistus was punished by being forced to
      fight his creation for the all of eternity.

      "I know that it’s something that happened far in the past, but I
      still find it strange that there’s so little information that links
      evolution to the Black Cat Tribe. It almost seems to be exactly
      like the method in which one manufactures magic beasts in the sense
      that all pertinent information is simply gone. It’s like the Gods
      have simply erased all records of it. I dare say that they have
      even gone as far as to fiddle with people’s memories."

      Well I mean, that does sound like something a God would be
      capable of.

      "Some beastkin tribes practice the art of keeping their
      evolutionary methods a secret, but it’s relatively easy for one to
      discover the methodologies so long as they refer to books or other
      works of literature. It’s not like that with the Black Cat Tribe’s
      evolutionary methods. Only a few works remain at best. I’ve also
      tried asking the Elves, but none of them seem to remember it at
      all. In fact, they seem to have completely forgotten the fact that
      the Black Cat Tribe was even capable of evolution to begin
      with."

      Okay yeah, that does sound pretty damn unnatural. I wouldn’t
      really be surprised if the Gods had just tinkered with people’s
      heads and forced them to forget stuff. Again, that sounds like
      something they’d be capable of.

      I ruminated on it for a bit, but none of that God stuff actually
      served for anything more than an afterthought. I was much more
      focused on one of the other things that Aurel had said, as it
      simply couldn’t be ignored.

      "Still some remaining literature?"

      Fran had addressed the exact same point I’d caught onto. Aurel
      hadn’t stated that there were no longer any works of literature
      containing details regarding the Black Cat Tribe’s evolutions. He’d
      only said that most were no longer present.

      "Truth be told, I did happen to find a single work that
      contained a few pertinent details."

      "What kind?"

      "Calm down. What I found was not something that addressed the
      matter directly."

      Aurel smiled bitterly at the fact that Fran had gotten so
      excited that she ended up slamming the table while rising to her
      feet. Apparently the book he found wasn’t one that’d addressed the
      topic directly, but only mentioned it in passing.

      "Have you ever heard of The Ten Original Tribes?"

      "Ten original tribes? No."

      "The Ten Original Tribes refer to the first ten groups of
      beastkin that the God of Beasts and Insects had birthed into the
      world. Each is said to possess the power of a Divine Beast laying
      dormant within."

      "Divine Beast? Cool sounding."

      "Nine of the Ten Original Tribes have been known since ancient
      times: The Golden Flame Lionkin, The White Snow Wolfkin, The Yellow
      Dust Ratkin, The Purple Wind Elephantkin, The Orange Iron Foxkin,
      The Red Earth Horsekin, The Green Water Turtlekin, The Blue Life
      Snakekin, and The Cherry Blossom Cowkin. The tenth was, for some
      odd reason, unknown. For many years, its identity was thought of as
      one of the Beastkin’s greatest mysteries…"

      "Last is Black Catkin?"

      "Possibly, yes. The work I happened to procure stated that the
      last tribe was the Black Heavenly Tigerkin, and it just so happens
      to be that Rumina is of the Black Tigerkin race."

      "Black Heavenly Tigerkin same as Black Tigerkin? Then, Aurel,
      White Wolfkin same as White Snow Wolfkin?"

      "Not exactly. We, the White Dog Tribe’s members, are capable of
      evolving into White Snow Wolfkin as opposed to White Wolfkin if we
      happen to fulfill a certain set of conditions. I myself was only
      capable of becoming a White Wolfkin."

      According to Aurel, his species, the White Dogkin, descended
      from a line of White Snow Wolfkin. Hence, its members were also
      capable of becoming a White Snow Wolfkin so long as they were
      qualified to do so.

      Through extrapolation, one could then assume that it was
      possible for Black Catkin to either evolve into Black Heavenly
      Tigerkin if they too met a certain set of conditions. Else, they do
      as Rumina did and simply evolve into Black Tigerkin instead.

      As a tribe that descended from one of the ten, White Dogkin were
      and are to this day respected by their beastkin peers.

      "And that is why I believe it to be odd for the beastkin to have
      simply forgotten about the Black Cat Tribe, which has likely also
      descended from one of The Original Ten Tribes."

      "Nn."

      Many tribes have performed investigations in order to determine
      which of the tribes was supposed to be the last of the ten, many of
      which ended in an assertion of the superiority of one’s own
      lineage. Naturally, most of these assertions were false. Had he not
      known of Rumina, Aurel would have disregarded the work that made
      mention of the Black Heavenly Tigerkin as one of these false
      claims. But he didn’t. His knowledge of her made it so he simply
      couldn’t. Instead, he’d been convinced that the work he came across
      spoke merely of the truth.

      But that, again, begged a question. Why exactly had that one
      work been left behind if all the rest had been purged?

      "And that is all I have come to know."

      Aurel’s face twisted in what could only be expressed as deep
      rooted frustration. He’d evidently thought at length about the
      topic, quite possibly because of the Black Catkin girl he’d known
      in the past.

      "However, I do still have one thing to say. Divine retribution
      comes not without salvation. Even Trismegistus may one day be
      released from his curse if he simply defeats the magic beast he
      spawned. By that logic, the Black Cat Tribe must also be capable of
      the same. There must be a way for you and your kin to release
      yourselves from the fetters that bind you."

      "Nn."

      "But again, that is the extent of my knowledge. I’m sorry I
      wasn’t able to be of much use."

      "Not useless. Helped lots. Thank you."

      "You really think so?"

      "Nn."

      "That’s quite comforting to hear."

      Fran’s words caused Aurel’s expression to blossom into a
      heartfelt smile.

      


      

    



    

    
      176. Having Curry in Ulmutt

      
      


      Shara, the maid, brought Fran and Aurel their meals shortly
      after they finished discussing evolution. She was accompanied by a
      pudgy man, who I presumed to be the chef Aurel had mentioned
      earlier.

      "I’m sorry about having kept you waiting."

      "No worries, Asuto. The dish you’ve prepared has quite the
      delicious smell to it."

      "It’s one I learned of during my time in Barbra."

      Asuto, the chef, lifted the pot’s lid and started to stir its
      insides with a ladle.

      "Oh? I’m looking forward to giving it a try."

      "Don’t expect too much. I’m still in the process of tuning the
      recipe."

      "And you’re still serving it in spite of that?"

      "I’m serving it to you because I know you’ve a very sharp sense
      of taste. I’d love for you to help me figure out what the dish is
      lacking. The version I tasted in Barbra was much more complete, and
      also the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted in my life."

      "Well, now I’m really looking forward to trying the dish."

      "This prototype is already quite delicious in and of itself, but
      it seems to be missing something, so I’d really appreciate your
      opinion on it."

      "Hah hah hah. I’ll give you as many opinions as you’d like so
      long as it means I get to enjoy delicious food."

      "I was also wondering whether or not it’d be best for me to make
      several of my regular dishes for the guest. Should I?"

      "Well? What do you say?"

      "Nn. Don’t need."

      "Then please do give me your opinions on the dish as well."

      "Leave to me."

      "Woof woof!"

      Urushi simply couldn’t stand for missing out on a free meal, so
      he made sure to make his presence known.

      Oh God damn it Urushi, stop drooling! We might have to pay for
      it if you mess it up!

      "Some for Urushi too."

      "The taste might be a bit too strong for a dog."

      "Not problem. Urushi, Magic Beast."

      "Woof!"

      "Oh, he’s your familiar? He seemed so friendly that I didn’t
      even realize. Alright then, I’ll get some ready for him too."

      Asuto scooped the pot’s contents, a thick, syrupy, brown liquid
      composed of potatoes and other vegetables, onto a plate of
      rice.

      The dish the chef had created was one I’d seen before. Rather,
      it was one I had a vast amount of tucked away inside my dimensional
      storage. Hell, there was no way I wouldn’t recognize it. It was the
      dish I’d popularized back when we visited Barbra.

      "Curry?"

      "Wow, I’m surprised you knew. You hit the hammer right on the
      head, it’s the dish that took this year’s cooking contest by storm,
      curry."

      "Oh, right, you did say you were just in Barbra, right
      Fran?"

      "Nn."

      "Then I take it you’ve had it before?"

      "Nn."

      "Great! That’s just perfect."

      Yeah uh, it was more like she ate the stuff every single day,
      but apparently that didn’t matter, seeing as both she and Urushi
      were looking at it with their eyes sparkling regardless.

      "Enjoy."

      "It looks a bit odd, but smells delicious."

      "Nom nom."

      "Worf worf. Bork bork."

      "That’s a good appetite the two of you have there."

      The chef complimented Fran and Urushi with a smile.

      "Hmmm… The taste is… unusual, but really fuels the
      appetite!"

      Curry seemed to suit Aurel’s palate. He’d initially started off
      eating at a rather slow pace, but soon began shoveling it into his
      mouth as quickly as he could.

      "Seconds."

      "Woof."

      Fran and Urushi finished three plates each by the time Aurel
      finished his meal.

      [Is it good?]

      （Mediocre?）

      She ended up eating five dishes despite not really being
      satisfied with the taste.

      （Nn. Still tasty, but bad compared to Master’s curry.）

      "This is pretty good. What did you say it was called again?"

      "It’s called curry. Barbra’s actually currently in the midst of
      a curry boom. Everyone’s developing recipes for curry bread, curry
      pasta, and other things that make use of it. Dozens upon dozens of
      stores have also started putting it on their menus."

      "Given its taste, I’m not surprised. You said this recipe still
      needed some work?"

      "It does. It can’t hold a candle to the original I had in
      Barbra."

      "The original’s that good?"

      "Everyone there has been saying that it would’ve won had the
      cooking contest not been cancelled due to the incident."

      "Nn! Guaranteed victory."

      Fran nodded happily in order to assent to Asuto’s statement.

      We hadn’t managed to win, but we’d still at least managed to get
      that one dude to acknowledge the dish, which in and of itself made
      me quite happy. Likewise, the fact that the recipe had started
      becoming more and more widespread did the same. It looked people
      were already starting to come up with decently interesting spin
      offs too, like curry pasta, for example.

      "Well, you sure seemed to suddenly get all giddy. Why the
      change?"

      "Master won."

      "Master? Master who?"

      "Oh, are you talking about the Master that everyone’s been
      talking about? The Curry Master?"

      Wait. Wait what? Did he just say what I thought he did? He was
      referring to me, right?

      "Was your cooking Master the person that introduced curry to
      Barbra?"

      "Not just cooking. Master for everything."

      "Magic and swordsmanship included?"

      "Nn. Master capable of anything."

      "That’s one impressive Master you’ve got right there. Wait,
      didn’t you enter the city all on your own?"

      "Nn. Master elusive like phantom."

      "Well, you’re just as skilled as any full fledged adventurer, so
      I can’t say I’d be surprised if you were going around without any
      supervision."

      "Huh? So you really are the Curry Master’s disciple?"

      Okay, yeah, apparently I actually heard him right. God dammit!
      Why did I end up with such a stupid sounding nickname!?

      [Hey Fran, you mind double checking that by the Curry Master, he
      means me?]

      "Asuto. Curry Master, who?"

      "Wasn’t he your Master?"

      Aurel raised his brow; he was a bit confused.

      "Oh, that may be because he doesn’t actually refer to himself as
      such. The person responsible for inventing curry remained
      anonymous, and otherwise went only by Master. That’s why people
      started calling him the Curry Master to begin with. I myself chose
      to follow the trend because a group of adventurers I am acquainted
      with calls him that, and because I only managed to get my hands on
      a recipe through my connections with said group."

      "Adventurers?"

      "Yeah. They’re a party by the name of the Scarlet Maidens. Do
      you acquainted with them?"

      "Nn. Acquaintances."

      Oh god damn it! It was them? Zzz… My bet’s on this all being
      Lydia’s fault.

      "So, what did you think of the curry I made?"

      "Nn. Okay."

      "I see…"

      Asuto’s face clouded over; he immediately caught onto the fact
      that Fran hadn’t been complimenting him.

      [Why don’t we give him a copy of the recipe?]

      We owed Aurel, and we were probably going to be relying on him
      much more going forwards as well, so I figured we might as well do
      him a favour.

      Fran told Asuto our curry rice recipe in exchange for his own.
      It turned out that some spices were rather hard to get in Ulmutt,
      so he’d been using different ones to fill in for the missing
      flavour.

      I wasn’t able to actually try what he’d made, but I was at least
      able to imagine it to some extent by making use of the Cooking
      skill. That, in turn, made it possible for me to give him a bit of
      advice.

      As a result, we were able to create a type of curry that varied
      greatly from the one we made in Barbra, an Ulmuttian original.

      I couldn’t help but look forward to the possibility of curry
      spreading through Ulmutt as it had Barbra.

      ***

      And so, an hour passed.

      During said hour, Fran had asked Aurel about a few more things,
      most of which were with regards to the Beast Lord that Dias had
      told us about earlier in the day.

      "And here’s what I owe you for finishing the request I gave you,
      as well as a bit of an added bonus as thanks for the recipe."

      "Don’t really need."

      "Please just accept it. You’d leave me feeling awkward if you
      didn’t."

      Aurel handed us a leather bag containing 300k Golde.

      I didn’t really think we deserved it. He’d only given us the
      request so he could acquaint us with Rumina. Likewise, us giving
      him the recipe was just more or less our way of thanking him for
      what he’d told us, so I felt like we were still in his debt. That
      said, cash was cash, and he was kinda just giving it to us, so we
      decided to just accept it anyways.

      "Thanks."

      "No problem. Do stop by again."

      "Nn."

      


      

    



    

    
      177. The Menace Known as the Beast Lord

      
      


      Fran left Aurel’s manor after receiving her award. The blue
      catkin that’d been gathered outside earlier were already nowhere to
      be seen. They’d likely already given up and gone home.

      [Alright, what now?]

      "Will talk to Dias."

      [Good point. Let’s go ask him about the Black Catkin he knew 53
      years back, and get all our questions answered right away.]

      "Nn."

      And so, we went to the Adventurer’s Guild. The act of visiting
      it, however, in no way guaranteed our ability to actually meet with
      Dias. He was known for going in and out of the building, so our
      only choice was to just check if and hope that he was present.

      But we couldn’t.

      We were instead ended up immediately taking a stance the moment
      we tried to enter the guild. More accurately, we became unable to
      resist the urge to ready ourselves for combat.

      [Woah!]

      "Nn!"

      "Growl!"

      The reason for which was the sheer extent of the pressure that’d
      suddenly assaulted us. Said pressure didn’t contain any bloodlust
      or even the slightest hint of aggression, but, we felt overwhelmed
      and intimidated regardless. That was just how strong its source
      happened to be. We were the only people around, and hence, the only
      people on guard, but I was sure that any other adventurer would’ve
      reacted in the same manner.

      I surveyed my surroundings, only to find what could only be
      described as a strange looking door. It was in the middle of the
      road and didn’t have anything to support it. It was just there. I
      immediately interpreted it as something along the lines of a
      Dokodemo Door. a portal that could lead basically anywhere. Though,
      it was a bit different from the standard variant, seeing as how its
      appearance was that of a pair of super fancy double doors. The
      pressure’s source was evidently whatever lay waiting for us on the
      door’s other side.

      I almost seemed to have jinxed it, as the door slowly began to
      open the moment I had that exact thought. In said moment, I managed
      to catch a quick glimpse of the furniture that lay beyond.

      Okay, welp. I guess that must mean it really is a Dokodemo Door,
      huh?

      "Right this way, Lord Rig."

      "Sure."

      A figure emerged from the door’s other side. The man’s frame was
      so massive that it put even Erza’s to shame. He stood at almost two
      meters tall, and had pretty much built purely of muscle. The way
      his shimmering, yellow-gold hair was arranged to look like a lion’s
      mane really seemed to match with the way his movements almost
      seemed to resemble those of a felines’.

      I instantly appraised the man the moment I saw him.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Rigdis Narasimha

      Age: 38

      Race Beastkin (Golden Flame Lionkin/Red Cat Tribe)

      Job: Spearlord

      Status Level: 71/99

      HP: 1965

      MP: 1081

      STR: 1084

      VIT: 840

      AGI: 748

      INT: 476

      MGC: 587

      DEX: 491

      Skills
Sole Sense: Lv 8

      Intimidation: MAX

      Espionage: Lv 3

      Super Herculean Strength: Lv 6

      Flame Magic: Lv 7

      Fire Magic: MAX

      Mimicry: Lv 3

      Confusion: Lv 8

      Presence Detection: lv 8

      Combat Qigong: Lv 7

      Inner Qigong: Lv 8 [1]

      Torture: lv 2

      Herculean Strength: MAX

      Claw/Fang Techniques: Lv 7

      Claw/Fang Arts: Lv 7

      Regeneration: Lv 8

      Command: Lv 3

      Raise Morale: Lv 6

      Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 7

      Limber: Lv 6

      Blink: MAX

      Blink Step: Lv 5

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 5

      Elemental Blade: MAX

      Threaten: Lv 3

      Dominating Aura: Lv 8 [2]

      Roar: Lv 8

      Magic Resistance: Lv 3

      Magic Perception: Lv 4

      Magical Barrier: Lv 8

      Flame Invalidation

      Vigour Mastery

      Intermediate Boost to All Stats

      Enhanced Spear Techniques

      Enhanced Spear Arts

      Enhanced Elemental Blade

      Enhanced Body Hair

      Hardened Body Hair

      Demon Killer

      Dragon Slayer

      Sense of Balance

      Predation

      Magic Manipulation

      Night Vision

      Unique Skills
Spear God’s Grace

      Spear Lord’s Arts [3]

      Spear Lord’s Techniques [3]

      Extra Skills
God of Beasts and Insects’ Grace

      Innate Skills
Awakening

      Golden Flame of Extinction

      Spear Deification

      Titles
Kingslayer

      Parricidal

      Usurper

      Beast Lord

      Loved by the God of Beasts and Insects

      Spearlord

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Demon Killer

      Dragon Slayer

      Flame User

      S Ranked Adventurer

      Equipment
Flame Dragon Fang Greatspear

      Flame Dragon Scale Armour

      Magical Poison Lord Snake Garments

      Gold Flame Lion’s Mantle

      Sacrificial Bracelet

      Ring of Reason

      Proof of Beast Lordship

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Ohhhhhhhhhhh shiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeetttttt! The fuck is
      with his stats!? The hell!? Why does he have over 1k strength!?
      Holy shit, dude makes Amanda and Dias look like fucking
      kittens.

      He also had a tonne of skills we hadn’t seen before, alongside
      an extra skill and several unique and innate skills.

      All those, however, were basically completely overshadowed by
      the two titles he held: Beast Lord and S Ranked Adventurer. Wait,
      wait, did that mean that he was the Beast Lord? The one
      paying Ulmutt a courtesy visit? He isn’t just some really strong
      adventurer crowned the Lord of the Beasts, right? I mean, he is an
      S ranked adventurer, so that is at least a possibility of some
      sort, right…?

      I wanted to examine his skills in more detail, but stopped
      myself as I noticed someone follow him out the door.

      "What’s wrong, girl?"

      We looked up to see yet another man with a massive frame. His
      muscles were massive; they bulged to such an extent that I almost
      wanted to say he’d be able to beat a stone golem in a punch out.
      Unlike the Beast Lord, he was a man I at least knew of, one of the
      Beast Lord’s two guards. I recalled him being named something along
      the lines of Goldalfa.

      Apparently he thought Fran had seemed rather suspicious, given
      how she was staring at the pair in silence.

      Crap. The Beast Lord’ll probably end up making note of us at
      this rate.

      [Hey Fran, let’s get the hell out of here while we still have
      the chance.]

      （…）

      I figured that we’d best get out of here, so I tried calling out
      to Fran, but she didn’t respond.

      [Fran? Hey Fran, you alright?]

      （…）

      She instead continued to just stand there with a pale look on
      her face.

      （Too strong… Can’t win…）

      Fran had always been able to keep her cool, even in front of
      beastkin that’d evolved, like Aurel or Rumina. Sure, she respected
      them, but she was capable of handling herself. But now, she was
      completely frozen over in fear.

      Though, I guess it was kind of fair. The Beast Lord was a Golden
      Flame Lion, a member of the original ten tribes Aurel had just told
      us about. We’d imagined the tribes’ members to be strong, but never
      could we have even fathomed for them to be this strong. He
      was already intimidating enough as he usually was. I could totally
      seeing him instantly killing any weaker foes just by throwing his
      bloodlust at them.

      Beastkin seemed more or less capable of intuiting how strong
      other beastkin were, so I didn’t really think it’d be weird for
      someone like Fran to get like this in front of one as strong as the
      Beast Lord.

      "Huh? Oh, hey, you girl. Aren’t you a Black Catkin?"

      Shit. The Beast Lord actually noticed us. Worse, he was looking
      at Fran as if he was trying to evaluate her.

      "It’s pretty rare to see a Black Catkin adventurer."

      "Especially one with a decent amount of skill."

      Goldalfa added to his lord’s comment with a compliment.

      "She doesn’t look skilled to me."

      "That is just because your standards are far too high, Lord
      Rig."

      "That so? Oh well, I can’t say I’m not curious, so I guess I’ll
      bite and show her a bit of affection."

      Tsk. Fran had caught his eye, and not in a good way.

      The manner in which he looked at her was akin to that of a lion
      that’d found itself some prey; his gaze was full of fighting
      spirit.

      Fran, on the other hand, was still completely frozen. The fact
      that she was in the beast lord’s presence had already caused her to
      completely break down.

      （No… Will be killed…）

      （Whimper…）

      Urushi was the same, despite the fact that he was still hidden
      away in the shadows.

      I considered teleporting us out, but realized that it was
      possible that running away like that would just bring us even more
      trouble further down the road. In other words, warping was nothing
      but a last resort. Neither option was really much better than the
      other, so I decided to just prioritize Fran’s will and go with what
      she wanted.

      Or at least that’s what I would have done had I needed to.

      "I am sorry Lord Rig, but I do not think you have the time for
      it."

      "Ugh, come on, Royce."

      A third person emerged from the door and called out to the Beast
      Lord. He too was someone I remembered, the carriage’s second
      guard.

      The door almost seemed to melt away the moment he touched it. It
      was probably something he’d created with one of his abilities to
      begin with.

      "We’re already late for the meeting we scheduled with the
      Guildmaster. We really need to hurry it up."

      "Mannnn, I guess it can’t be helped. Be grateful, girl. It looks
      like you’ll get to keep your life, for now at least."

      "Lord Rig, the line you just said made you appear like a
      gangster."

      Goldalfa offered Rigdis some advice on his lack of etiquette,
      but was immediately shot down.

      "There ain’t much of a difference between a noble society and a
      mafia anyways."

      "I would very much beg to differ."

      Again, Goldalfa offered a correct, and again, his opinion was
      ignored.

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah, shut up already. Let’s just hurry the hell up
      and get a move on."

      Whew. Thankfully, it looked like Rigids ended up losing his
      interest in Fran, as he ended up going further into the guild
      whilst speaking with his bodyguards.

      Fran collapsed onto her hands and knees the moment he vanished
      from her line of sight.

      She was gasping desperately for air with all four of her limbs
      on the ground and sweat profusely dripping from her body, a
      miserable state.

      [Hey, you still doing okay?]

      "Nn…"

      Yeah no. There was no way she was, but she nodded in a show of
      assent regardless. Well, at least she’d finally regained the
      ability to respond to me.

      [Let’s just get out of here, go back to the inn, and get
      ourselves rested up. We can head back into the dungeon first thing
      tomorrow morning and put off talking to Dias till some time later,
      alright?]

      "Nn."

      I teleported us near the inn after helping Fran up with
      telekinesis. I knew it was flashy, and that people might see us,
      but I figured it would be best for us to have her get some rest
      right away, teleporting was still less conspicuous than having her
      walk through town in her current state.

      [Can you still walk?]

      "Still fine…"

      She only barely managed to drag her feet along as she walked.
      She was clearly even more drained than she would be after a fierce
      battle.

      [Man, the Beast Lord sure did live up to his name. Dude was a
      total monster. Let’s try making sure we’re C rankers by the next
      time we run into him.]

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Seems as good a time as any for me to explain the difference
      between the two types of Qigong. In Japan, Qigong is described as
      “Hard” and “Soft,” which I translated as “Combat” and “Inner”
      respectively. Combat Qigong is effectively the same thing as
      martial arts. You use it to punch people. Inner Qigong is what
      relates to the healing other people with your qi (ki) stuff and
      whatnot. Note that these are derived from Chinese meanings, and,
      funnily enough differ greatly from their roots due to some sort of
      ancient localization error. China doesn’t actually have the “hard
      qigong” or “soft qigong” terms. They do have the hard/soft strength
      concept, but it’s applied quite differently. The hard concept is
      when one strengthens one’s own body. The soft concept is when one
      makes one’s own body more flexible. Both can be applied in a combat
      sense; the first is related to brute force or head on strikes,
      whereas the second is more closely related to receiving another
      individual’s blow and returning with a counter, preferably one that
      uses the attacker’s strength against them. Do keep in mind that Qi
      (Ki) is still related to the concept of healing, and good fighters
      are commonly also people with great control over their ki, and
      therefore capable of healing others. It’s quite difficult to
      explain this in detail without like 5k words, so I’ll just leave it
      at this for now.

      [2] One piece reference. I was going to localize it the same way
      they localized it in one piece, but the I found out that the lazy
      fucks didn’t… which I guess makes sense because they have to worry
      about lip sync, but still. Gdi, I wanted to slack off and not
      think.

      [3] This is higher tier than “Divine” because Japan says so. I
      was thinking of not literally translating it and instead going with
      “Transcendent,” but I ultimately ended up just saying fuck it. I
      remember someone warning me about this, but I didn’t want to think
      of something to replace “Divine X Arts” at the time. I still don’t.
      Now, if the series was finished and I already knew all the tiers,
      then I’d actually bother, but it’s too much of a pain when the
      author can still introduce higher tier shit going forward.

      


      

    



    

    
      178. Royce

      
      


      We were currently back at the inn; 30 minutes had passed since we
      met the Beast Lord.

      [Want to just call it a day?]

      "Still okay."

      Fran, whose face finally had its colour restored to normal,
      shook her head. It seemed she’d fully recovered after staying away
      from the Beast Lord for long enough.

      [You sure? Don’t force yourself, alright?]

      "Nn. Will go take bath."

      Fran liked baths, so having one for a change of pace sounded
      like a pretty good idea.

      It would take her at least half hour to return. Normally, I
      would use the time she spent in the bath to practice using my
      skills, but today was going to be different. I happened to have a
      certain something else in mind.

      [Hey Urushi, let’s go appraise the Beast Lord and his
      companions.]

      "Woof?"

      [Let’s go hang around the guild, appraise them the moment they
      leave it, and then run the hell away.]

      "Ruff…"

      [Don’t sweat it, it’s not like we’re going to go pick a fight or
      anything.]

      "Whimper…"

      Urushi was scared of the Beast Lord, and therefore not exactly
      willing, but I insisted anyways because I wanted to know more about
      his abilities, especially seeing as it was possible for us to
      encounter a worst case scenario in which we ended up antagonizing
      them.

      We needed to know if they had any skills that’d aid them in a
      pursuit. It’d be difficult to escape them if they did, but fairly
      easy otherwise. The former of these two possibilities implied that
      there was a chance we’d have to devise ourselves a few schemes
      ahead of time. There was also the fact that examining their skills
      in more detail would allow us to learn about what we might end up
      having in the future.

      Things were looking pretty good so far. Goldalfa and the Beast
      Lord were both the more combat oriented types. Neither really had
      too many skills that’d help them in a chase or search. The ones
      they did have were rather high level, but still not enough for them
      to actually prevent us from escaping them. Hence, all our issues
      lay with the other guard and the coachman, both of which I’d missed
      the chance to appraise.

      There was also always the possibility that the Beast Lord had a
      ninja-like covert ops division protecting him from the shadows.

      [Don’t worry. We won’t need you to get really close to them or
      anything like that. In fact, it’d be better for us to stay rather
      far away.]

      "…Woof."

      [Let’s try looking for them real quick. We’ll just totally back
      out if they’re not in the guild anymore, alright?]

      "…Woof."

      Urushi’s fear of the Beast Lord made him reluctant to go with
      the plan I suggested.

      Welp, just asking him didn’t work. It looked like I had to try
      giving him the carrot.

      Apparently, you weren’t actually supposed to train dogs through
      a reward or merit based system, as it’d lead to them only doing
      things when also given treats. That said though, the same probably
      didn’t apply to Urushi. I knew that I myself wasn’t always exactly
      conscious of the it, but Urushi was in fact a Magic Beast, and not
      a dog.

      [Well, how about this. I’ll make you some super spicy curry
      after we get back. It’ll be so spicy that not even Fran’ll find it
      too hot to eat.]

      "Growl…!"

      Sweet. Looks like he’s taken the bait.

      [Alright! Let’s do this!]

      ***

      I situated myself on top of a roof that happened to have a good
      angle on the guild not too long after I finished negotiating with
      Urushi.

      My wolf companion was hidden in a position a bit further
      distance away. It was safer for me to be alone. I was just a sword,
      so most people wouldn’t notice me so long as I made sure to use
      Presence Isolation. It didn’t even matter whether or not they
      happened to have Appraisal Detection, as they’d probably just think
      of me as a mysterious item that was capable of appraising things at
      most. Besides, it probably wouldn’t even come to that. Appraisal
      Detection simply told its user that they were being appraised. It
      wouldn’t be able to pinpoint me as the thing doing the appraising
      in the first place. Plus, they probably wouldn’t be able to trace
      me back to Fran even if they did. Who in their right mind would
      suspect that the sword she was carrying around was the same as the
      one that’d appraised them?

      That said, one could never be too careful, so I made sure to
      shrink my body down as much as possible whilst also changing its
      shape.

      [Hmmm, should be good.]

      The form I took was like that of an odd looking metal ball, and
      hence, functioned for more than enough of a disguise.

      The reason I had Urushi accompany me is because I needed a pair
      of feet to get around town. I was a sword, so I kinda couldn’t just
      randomly head out. I mean, I’d considered using a doppelganger,
      but, my doppelgangers’ skills had their levels reduced, which in
      turn would make me more susceptible to being discovered. I figured
      stealth was more important than anything else at this point in
      time, so I chose that over the ability to carry out the whole
      operation alone.

      The Beast Lord’s presence was a fairly obvious one, especially
      seeing as how he wasn’t trying to hide his presence. Thanks to all
      that, I managed to sense him fairly easily even from outside the
      guild.

      After thinking about it a bit, I realized that the Beast Lord
      hadn’t actually seemed all that intimidating at all when he was
      riding the carriage earlier in the day. The discrepancy between the
      two states caused me to immediately question it. Had he been trying
      to hide his aura back then? Or was it the opposite? Did he just
      recently decide to start seeming all terrifying because he had to
      deal with Dias or something?

      Welp, Dias seems kinda young and all, but he is still
      technically an old man. Hopefully the guy doesn’t give a heart
      attack.

      One of the only issues that I could really see with this whole
      plan of mine was the fact that I didn’t know how long the meeting
      was going to last. Ideally, I wanted to get back before Fran
      finished with her bath, so we probably only had around another 15
      minutes.

      The other thing that could totally mess up my plans was the
      possibility of the Beast Lord’s party choosing to leave Dias’ room
      through the Dokodemo Door they used to port into the guild in the
      first place. I wouldn’t even so much as have a chance to appraise
      them if they didn’t leave through the Guild’s front door.

      Fortunately, I soon discovered that my worries were needless, as
      I sensed that they began moving, and more specifically, heading in
      the direction of the building’s entrance.

      [Alright, I’ve only got one shot at this. I’m going to have to
      get the hell out of here the moment I finish appraising them.]

      It probably wouldn’t be an issue if none of them had Appraisal
      Detection, but you know, just in case.

      [There they are!]

      The Beast Lord stood at the forefront. He was immediately
      followed by Goldalfa. The shorter guard we spotted earlier had
      taken up the rear. The coachman guy was missing, so I decided to
      just appraise the third guy and call it a day for now.

      [Fuck yeah! It worked! I’m out of here!]

      I executed the escape plan I thought up just in case they
      happened to have skills that would allow them to chase me down.
      That is, I warped over to Urushi, grabbed him, and started spamming
      Long Jump in the inn’s direction while also consciously hiding my
      presence. I figured I was probably going a bit overboard, but ended
      up carrying it through just in case. I chose the safest possible
      option because peeking at the Beast Lord’s status had caused me to
      feel a bit nervous.

      It turned out the last guard was just as ridiculously strong as
      I’d been expecting him to be.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Royce

      Age: 46

      Race: Beastkin (Grey Rabbit Tribe/Silver Rabbitkin)

      Job: Transporter

      Status Level: 74/99

      HP: 401

      MP: 1199

      STR: 151

      VIT: 212

      AGI: 419

      INT: 401

      MGC: 709

      DEX: 127

      Skills
Sole Sense: Lv 4

      Digging: Lv 2

      Espionage: Lv 2

      Recovery Magic: Lv 8

      Moonlight Magic: Lv 4

      Presence Detection: Lv 7

      Presence Isolation: Lv 4

      Space/Time Magic: Lv 4

      Kicking Techniques: Lv 4

      Kicking Arts: Lv 4

      Blink: Lv 4

      Purification Magic: Lv 3

      Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 4

      Vibration Sense: Lv 3

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 7

      Staff Techniques: Lv 5

      Staff Arts: Lv 6

      Earth Magic: Lv 3

      Leap: Lv 4

      Soil Magic: MAX

      Support Magic: Lv 5

      Magic Resistance: Lv 8

      Magic Detection: Lv 4

      Magic Mastery

      Orc Killer

      Goblin Killer

      Automatic MP Regeneration

      Enhanced Hearing

      Innate Skills
Awakening

      Dimensional Gate

      Crescent Moon’s Crest

      Titles
Orc Killer

      Goblin Killer

      He Who Protects

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Earth Mage

      A Ranked Adventurer

      Equipment
Silver Moonstone Staff

      Crescent Moon Rabbit’s Robe

      Earth Spirit’s Mantle

      Bodyguard’s Bracelet

      Suction Magic Ring

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      It looked like the Dokodemo Door he had came from his job in the
      form of an innate skill, and was actually referred to as the
      Dimensional Gate skill.

      Man, that was nerve racking.

      [We’re back~]

      "Woof."

      It seemed I messed up and ended up eating up a bit too much
      time, as Fran had gotten back before us.

      I immediately recognized the state she was in as a bit abnormal.
      The lights were off, and she was on top of the bed with her face in
      her knees and her arms around them.

      [Hey Fran, why are the lights off?]

      "Nn…!"

      Fran rushed towards us the moment we called out to her. She then
      wrapped her arms around Urushi and buried her face in his fur.

      [Woah. What’s up?]

      "Woof?"

      "Master… Urushi…"

      [What’s with you all of a sudden?]

      "Nothing…"

      Her words were in direct contrast to her expression. Her eyes
      were red, and she seemed rather uneasy. It looked as if she’d just
      been crying.

      "Woof woof?"

      "Nn. Tickles."

      She didn’t end up cheering up and smiling until after Urushi
      started to lick her.

      That was when it finally hit me. The Beast Lord’s strength had
      totally broken her will, there was no way for her to have already
      recovered from it. She’d merely been putting up a front so she
      wouldn’t worry me.

      And then there was the fact that we were just flat out gone by
      the time she got back. She wasn’t in exactly what I’d call mentally
      secure right now, so she ended up in a state of anxiety; she
      worried that we’d abandoned her.

      And hence, Fran, a girl I’d always thought to have nerves of
      steel, had ended up crying.

      I was assaulted by a sense of guilt. It was all my fault. I
      could’ve just appraised the Beast Lord’s guard whenever. There
      wasn’t really much of a point in going out of my way and doing it
      now of all times, even if I did feel a bit worried that we’d end up
      making enemies of them. I shouldn’t have acted on my impulses. I
      shouldn’t have let Fran all on her own.

      [Sorry.]

      "Not problem. But sleep together tonight."

      [Huh? Wait, what? You’re talking to me, right?]

      "Nn."

      [But I’m a sword you know? I’m not exactly what you’d call
      huggable.]

      "Don’t care."

      [Well, as long as you’re fine with it.]

      "Urushi too."

      "Woof?"

      And so, I ended up spending the night as Fran’s body pillow. I
      mean, I did have a sheath and all that, but I was still technically
      a sword, so… I didn’t exactly see how it was even the slightest bit
      comfortable, but whatever.

      Fran ended up falling asleep wrapped in Urushi’s fur while also
      desperately clinging onto me with both arms.

      [Welp. I got nothing to do.]

      I wasn’t exactly able to mess around with my skills given that I
      didn’t want to wake Fran up. The only thing there really was for me
      to do was to stare at her face as she slept.

      You know, this doesn’t seem too bad from time to time.

      


      

    



    

    
      179.Rumina’s Oddity

      
      


      The night passed, and with it, almost every remaining trace of
      Fran’s display of weakness. She still seemed a bit frailer than
      usual, but the look on her face demonstrated that she was back to
      being herself.

      I decided not to pursue the topic any further, and instead
      decided to discuss the day’s plans with her over breakfast.

      [How about diving back into the eastern dungeon and getting
      stuff done? You know, so we can rank up and all that.]

      "Nn. Agreed."

      "Woof."

      Both seemed totally on board with my suggestion, possibly in
      part because they’d seen the extent of the Beast Lord’s strength
      with their very own eyes.

      I myself felt the same way. We would probably be able to take
      either Goldalfa or Royce one on one and somehow manage to win so
      long as we used everything we had at our disposal. It’d be pretty
      close, but not something we wouldn’t be able to handle. The Beast
      Lord, on the other hand, was on a whole new level. Beating him in
      our current state was more or less just flat out impossible.

      First was the fact that his stats were through the roof. He
      simply overwhelmed us from a numerical standpoint. We didn’t even
      come close to holding a candle to his might. His skills more or
      less gave off the same impression. That is, he had a tonne of high
      leveled abilities we knew nothing about. He’d be able to
      exploit our lack of knowledge and completely obliterate us. The
      icing on the cake was his aura. He simply radiated an air of
      superiority. The way he carried and projected himself made him
      incredibly difficult to oppose.

      The Beast Lord was a freak of nature, a walking natural
      disaster, and last but not least, an entity that could turn into to
      an enemy of ours at any given moment. To be honest, that very fact
      almost made me want to just instantly throw in the towel.

      [Let’s just focus on finishing our quests as soon as possible
      instead of worrying about training and whatnot.]

      "Nn."

      We decided to try finishing all the requests we had on hand by
      the day’s end if possible. We knew for a fact that we’d be able to
      finish them some time tomorrow at the latest.

      The reason we thought such a tight schedule was even remotely
      possible was because we already knew where the monsters and traps
      spawned. Hence, we figured that it wouldn’t take long for us to
      reach the dungeon’s lower levels so long as we went all out.

      ***

      It took us about an hour to get everything ready and arrive at
      the dungeon’s entrance.

      "Hey there little missy. You’re headed back in already?"

      "Nn."

      "Alright. I know you’re really skilled, so I think you’ll
      probably be fine anyways, but I guess I’ll tell you what I’ve been
      telling everyone else just in case. Be careful, the dungeon’s been
      acting up a bit as of late."

      "Acting up? Something happened?"

      "Apparently the place has started to spawn magic beasts it
      didn’t used to spawn in the past."

      The guard cum dungeon receptionist stated that Evil Beings had
      been spotted within the dungeon’s confines. The specific species
      discovered were all variants of goblins or orcs.

      "The dungeon’s structure hasn’t seemed to have changed yet, but,
      there does seem to be something odd going on inside of it, so you’d
      best be on your guard."

      "Got it."

      We entered the dungeon while heeding the guard’s advice, only to
      run into a goblin almost immediately after entering the
      dungeon.

      The goblin left me a bit confused, as it was several times
      weaker than all the other stuff the dungeon typically spawned.

      If anything, it made it seem like the dungeon had gotten much
      easier to handle than it’d been before, especially seeing as how
      its structure and trap placement had yet to change.

      Getting on Urushi’s back and having him dash through the place
      made clearing the dungeon a ridiculously simple feat. It only took
      us about 3 hours to reach the 15th floor.

      We spotted Evil Beings in the forms of orcs, goblins, and
      kobolds as we engaged in our descent. Again, I noted that all three
      species felt out of place, as none of them fit the dungeon’s theme
      or feel.

      They didn’t really have any stealth skills, nor did they take
      advantage of the traps that happened to be lying around. If
      anything, it was the opposite. They’d end up popping and getting
      screwed by the traps more often than they’d actually make decent
      use of them.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what’d happened. I mean, the fact
      that Rumina had done something was a given, but the things she’d
      done made absolutely no sense whatsoever.

      "Evil beings. Weak."

      [Yeah, but they’ve kinda made clearing through the place a lot
      easier than usual.]

      An easier clear wasn’t the only benefit we derived from whatever
      it was Rumina was doing either. We also managed to get a tonne of
      creation-type skills from the monsters we encountered, something we
      hadn’t really had any chances to get much of up till now.

      The High Ogres we met starting at the 12th floor were especially
      helpful in that regard, as some had smithing and leather crafting
      skills that went all the way up to level 5. Naturally, they also
      had pretty decent combat skills, so I was able to profit out the
      ass by absorbing their magic stones.

      The smithing and leather crafting skills were the ones that
      leveled the most though, as both hit level 3. None of the other
      skills gained nearly as many levels, but we still managed to give a
      boost to what was almost 20 different skills for free, so I wasn’t
      complaining.

      Again, I wasn’t really complaining, but I did happen to notice
      an issue. It felt that more and more of the magic beasts were
      slowly getting swapped out for Evil Beings, which in turn meant
      that we were going to have trouble finishing the requests we’d set
      out to complete, as they required us to hunt certain magic beasts
      in particular.

      [We should probably be a bit more careful of the traps from here
      on out. That said, let’s keep pushing forward.]

      "Nn."

      [Urushi, you keep an eye out for enemies, alright boy?]

      "Woof."

      The only requests we had left to complete all involved
      retrieving materials from magic beasts that’d been rare and
      difficult to come across to begin with. It getting harder for us to
      find them only meant that actually finishing the requests would end
      up being a huge pain in the ass.

      Or at least that’s how things would’ve been had I been
      right.

      [Sweet. That’s one request out of the way.]

      There basically weren’t any Evil Beings past the 15th floor. If
      anything, there seemed to be more monsters than usual, so we
      actually managed to finish all the stuff we had to do without
      really eating up all that much time at all. I didn’t get why
      everything had ended up the way it was, but it worked for us, so
      again, I didn’t really mind it. That said, I figured it’d probably
      be a good idea for us to ask Rumina what was going on seeing as how
      we happened to be in the area anyways.

      [Looks like we’re done. Should still be around evening right
      now.]

      "Will go visit Rumina."

      [Go for it.]

      I didn’t know whether or not Dungeon Masters actually slept, so
      I actually would’ve been a bit concerned about visiting her if it
      was any later in the day. Fortunately for us, it wasn’t.

      We kept on guard as we entered the boss room, the room in which
      we defeated the Disaster Pillbug. Rumina had said that we’d be able
      to pass right through it, but we were a bit concerned that may no
      longer be the case given that there seemed to be something wrong
      with the dungeon.

      But once again, my suspicions turned out to be needless. The
      worry we’d spent was completely wasted, as we were promptly greeted
      by both the teleporter that led back up to the dungeon’s entrance
      and the passage that led to Rumina’s quarters.

      Naturally, Fran, Urushi and I chose to enter the latter of the
      two options presented, and made our way over to the room Rumina had
      invited us to last time.

      She was in a bit of an unusual state; she was kind of just
      sitting there, completely zoned out. She didn’t actually raise her
      face till after Fran called out to her.

      "Hello."

      "Why… Good evening, Fran…"

      Wait, did she not actually realize that Fran’d been here? Was
      she maybe feeling a bit under the weather?

      I couldn’t tell. What I could tell was that she began beaming
      the moment she saw Fran, but reverted to a stern looking expression
      shortly after.

      "Nn. Visiting."

      "I see."

      She was acting a bit cold. Last time, she welcomed us. This
      time, she didn’t even do so much as even offer Fran a seat.

      "Evil Beings appearing in dungeon."

      "I see."

      She barely responded even when Fran tried talking to her. It
      almost looked like she didn’t want to welcome the younger black
      catgirl.

      "Um…"

      "Fran, it would be best for you to leave."

      "What?"

      "I have much to attend to, and very little time to mind
      you."

      Rumina grabbed Fran, who was staring in blank surprise, by the
      shoulders and started pushing her towards the exit.

      Wait what? Why was she acting so different?

      I figured she probably had a reason of sorts, but I couldn’t
      bring myself to accept her actions.

      "Leave. You are disrupting me."

      "Um…"

      "Never return to my quarters."

      Fran was, once again, flabbergasted. It didn’t look like she
      could grasp Rumina’s sudden change in attitude either.

      I’d tried using the Principle of Falsehood real quick to double
      check whether or not she was just bullshitting us, but apparently
      she was telling the truth, Fran really was getting in her way.
      That, however, didn’t necessarily mean that she really wanted to
      treat Fran the way she was. The Principle of Falsehood wasn’t
      almighty. It could tell the difference between a true statement and
      a false one, but it wasn’t capable of figuring out the emotion that
      drove the statement. That was left to its user.

      In my opinion, it’d be best for us to straight up ask her what
      was going on, for Fran’s sake. Leaving the dungeon here and now,
      and thereby not fishing out Rumina’s emotions, would lead to
      uncertainty. Fran would never know whether or not Rumina had really
      come to hate her, especially seeing as how it’d also become
      extremely difficult for the two to ever meet again.

      Fran, however, would never be able to actually ask Rumina for
      the truth herself. She was too crestfallen, too… afraid. The fear
      she felt wasn’t the same type of terror she’d felt when she met the
      Beast Lord. It was a sentiment much more emotional in origin than
      the primal, instinctual rejection of death. Fran was instead afraid
      of losing someone she’d grown attached to. She was afraid of being
      disliked by one of the few people she admired.

      Rumina was the first fellow Black Catkin Fran had met after a
      life of solitude, the life she’d lived after losing both her
      parents and being sold into slavery. Moreover, she was someone that
      not only earned Fran’s respect, but also treated her with
      affection. That was precisely why I found Fran’s confusion to be
      completely understandable. She was in shock. There was no way she’d
      be able to doubt Rumina, let alone analyze her given the
      circumstances.

      And that, in turn, meant that it was up to me to ask the
      question. It meant that I would have to expose myself, but I
      honestly could care less so long as it cleared things up between
      the two catgirls.

      Given that, I steeled myself and spoke.

      [So, are you really trying to reject Fran?]

      


      

    



    

    
      180. Of Master And Godblades

      
      


      [So, are you really trying to reject Fran?]

      "Who…exactly was that…?"

      [Me.]

      "A sword capable of speech…!? Are you perhaps an Intelligent
      Weapon?"

      [I am.]

      "Well… I am quite surprised to see that your race is one that
      truly exists."

      "Master. Exposed, okay?"

      [Of course not. But it can’t be helped at this point.]

      This was my first time intentionally exposing myself to anyone
      other than Fran of my own accord, and to be honest, doing it made
      me feel like a fool. I immediately regretted my actions because I
      knew they were incredibly stupid, but ultimately ended up deciding
      that all was fine. As of this moment, my highest priority was no
      longer keeping my identity a secret. Nor was it minimizing the
      number of eyes on us. What mattered most right now was Fran. I
      couldn’t let Rumina do something as detrimental to her as cutting
      all ties with us here and now.

      While that was the driving force behind my decision, it wasn’t
      the only one that’d pushed me to expose myself. To be frank, it was
      in part because I felt apologetic. Fran had made sure not to tell
      Rumina about me. She’d gone out of her way to keep a secret from
      the predecessor she respected from the bottom of her heart.

      All for my sake.

      The stress the act had caused her was only further evidenced by
      the light sigh she breathed as I announced my identity.

      "I see… And that would mean that your journey was not one spent
      in solitude… Knowing that puts my heart at ease."

      "Nn?"

      "Mind me not. ‘Twas nothing."

      Nothing my ass. She too had clearly breathed a sigh of relief,
      one that proved she still cared for Fran. I mean, I’d clearly heard
      her. She’d even muttered that knowing Fran wasn’t alone had put her
      at ease.

      It seemed that she really had just been putting on an act in
      order to keep Fran at bay.

      "L-Let us move on and discuss matters of greater interest.
      Sword, are you by any chance a Godblade?"

      Rumina brute forced her way through the conversation and
      blatantly changed the topic — not that I minded. We’d already
      gotten proof that her feelings for Fran hadn’t changed. In that
      sense, it was safe to say that I’d accomplished my goal.

      [Unfortunately not. I was told by a famous blacksmith that I was
      nothing more than a sword with a strange ability.]

      "And what precisely might this strange ability be?"

      Hmmm… what do? I accidentally told her a bit more than I’d been
      intending to. In doing so, I allowed her to catch onto something
      that could lead all the way down the rabbit hole, and I wasn’t
      really sure exactly how much it would be best for me to say.

      [Hey Fran, what do you think? Personally, I don’t really think
      we need to do anything more than just make a few brief
      mentions.]

      （Can’t… just say everything…?）

      Her response was exactly what I’d been expecting it to be. She
      didn’t want to keep any more secrets from Rumina. Besides, it
      seemed that the only other person the older Black Catkin was
      willing to meet face to face was Dias, and Dias already knew I was
      an Intelligent Weapon anyways, so there kinda wasn’t really that
      much of a point in hiding my abilities from her.

      Besides, I wanted to abide by Fran’s will. She really seemed
      eager to tell Rumina, and that alone was enough to convince me to
      give her the green light.

      [You know what? Just go for it.]

      （Thanks.）

      And so, Fran began to speak. She told Rumina everything she knew
      about me. She told her how I used to be human, how I had the
      ability to absorb skills and magic stones, and how I had somehow
      first came to inside the centermost part of the Maohkami
      Plains.

      To be fair, Fran wasn’t the only one all gung ho about telling
      Rumina about me. The older Black Catkin was a Dungeon Master and
      one that’d lived for over 500 years at that. There was a chance
      she’d know a bit more than us about the circumstances surrounding
      my origin.

      "Your sword can absorb skills by absorbing magic stones, you
      say? That is quite an interesting ability to have. C-Can it absorb
      any sort of skill whatsoever? Does it function with Unique Skills?
      What about Extra Skills?"

      [I’ve pretty much been able to absorb any and every type of
      skill I’ve ever encountered so long as it comes from a magic
      stone.]

      "So you truly have the ability to attain any skill you wish
      for…"

      [Only if you can find a magic stone that happens to have
      it.]

      "How… splendid! Hahahahahaha!"

      "Something matter?"

      Rumina suddenly broke out in a fit of laughter. I was a bit
      surprised, but could tell from the bright smile she wore on her
      face that she was still both lucid and sane.

      "No, no, ’tis nothing. I simply laughed in response to what I
      had just come to realize."

      [Right, I’ve been meaning to ask you. Why exactly were you
      rejecting Fran just now?]

      "I have my reasons."

      [And those reasons are…?]

      "I must apologize. I cannot inform you of them. It is
      unfortunate, but I have no choice but to ask you to believe that my
      actions serve to Fran’s benefit."

      That, in other words, meant that whatever she’d been doing must
      be related in some way to Fran’s evolution. Could she maybe have
      been doing something that would allow for Fran to evolve?

      [But then why were you trying to distance yourself from
      her?]

      "I wished to create distance between the two of us in order to
      prevent myself from harming her. It seems, however, that my efforts
      were in vain, as I have done precisely that regardless."

      Rumina’s expression wavered as she spoke.

      "Fran…"

      "Nn?"

      "I am sorry."

      Fran and I both stared in confusion as Rumina began bowing and
      apologizing immediately after she finished laughing.

      "I have done you harm by making for myself a foolish choice. I
      would like to apologize to you from the bottom of my heart; I am
      truly sorry. My actions contained within them far too much
      haste."

      "Doesn’t matter if Rumina doesn’t hate me."

      "My emotions are all but given. I could not possibly bring
      myself to hate you, Fran."

      "Thank goodness."

      That was great and all, but her sudden change in attitude could
      only be described as odd. There had to be a reason for it. Looking
      back, I realized that Rumina stopped wanting to distance herself
      from Fran the moment she heard about my abilities, which in turn
      meant that my ability to absorb skills must be in some way related
      to Fran evolving. I wanted to pursue the topic further, but it
      didn’t seem like something she’d be able to tell us more about.

      "Your potential is truly astounding. Are you absolutely certain
      that you are not a Godblade?"

      [Apparently I don’t qualify because my stats are too low.]

      "It appears that you are misinformed. Not all Godblades have
      been deemed so for their offensive abilities."

      [Really?]

      "Indeed. Hold for just a moment."

      Rumina headed deeper into her quarters, only to return a bit
      later on with a scroll in hand.

      "I apologize for the delay. Behold."

      [What’s this supposed to be?]

      "’Tis an incomplete list of Godblades, one I obtained long in
      the past."

      [Holy crap! You serious?]

      I couldn’t help but feel excited as hell after finding out what
      we had right in front of us.

      The Godblade of Origin — Alpha — Ulmer

      The Godblade of Insanity — Berserk — Dionysius

      ×The Blade of Wisdom — Cherubim — Ermella

      The Warmount Blade — Chariot — Folkan

      The Demon Lord’s Blade — Diablo — Dionysius

      The Seeker’s Godblade — Explorer — Ermella

      ×The Blade of Zealotry — Fanatic — Dionysius

      The Earth’s Edge — Gaia — Ulmer

      ×The Holy Spirit Blade — Holy Order — Ulmer

      The Blade of Imprisonment — Hell — Folkan

      The Brilliant Flameblade — Ignius — Ulmer

      ×The Blade of Conviction — Judgement — Ulmer

      The Emperor Serpent Blade — Jormungandr — Fargo

      The Sacred Blade of Water — Krystalos — Ulmer

      The Raging Dragonblade — Lindwurm — Fargo

      ×The Nuclear Strikeblade — Meltdown — Ulmer

      The Moonbeam Blade — Moonlight — Kruselka

      The Blade of Sorcery — Necronomicon — Ermella

      The Divine Songblade — Oratorio — Kruselka

      The Blade of Hypocrisy — Pacifist — Dionysius

      The Winged Rainbow Blade — Quetzal — ――

      The list contained the names of a bunch of different Godblades
      alongside what I assumed to be the smiths that’d crafted them. Some
      were marked with an x, but I couldn’t really figure out why.

      "Do you happen to be familiar with the Extra Skill by the name
      of “Oracle?”"

      "No."

      "It is a skill that allows one to pose questions to the Gods in
      exchange for a proportional amount of magical energy through the
      act of manifesting a God within one’s body. This list was one
      created through said method, as there once existed an individual
      that had asked the Gods for the Godblades’ locations."

      But wait, why would the list be incomplete then? Was it because
      the guy cancelled his skill so he could start writing, or what?

      "It appeared that the individual did not have enough magical
      energy for the Gods to heed his request. Thus, the skill began to
      drain his life force instead. Still, he hungered for knowledge and
      continued to write to his last breath. He was a fool to the end,
      and failed to even record all of the blades’ names and
      creators."

      [So why do some of them have x’s beside their names?]

      "The blades marked are blades that exist no more. I am unsure as
      to how they were lost, as I am doubtful as to how one would go
      about destroying a Godblade to begin with."

      So I guess that means Cherubim, Fanatic, Holy Order, Judgement,
      and Meltdown all got destroyed then.

      "Alas, the list I have here is one over 500 years old. The
      information contained within it may no longer be accurate, as some
      of the list’s items may have long been replaced"

      "I see."

      "Now, I would like to redirect your attention to a matter I wish
      to discuss. Specifically, I would like to direct your attention to
      the blade named Explorer."

      "Seeker’s Godblade."

      "Indeed. There exists another skill possesses a skill not to
      different from the Oracle skill I had just informed you of. It,
      Named Index, has the ability to provide additional information on
      whatever topic one wishes, so long as they know its name. The
      compensation required to activate this ability is, once again,
      magical energy."

      [I’m getting a bad feeling about this.]

      "It is as per your conjectures. There once existed a man that
      had tried to use the skill in order to learn more about Explorer.
      He too had lost his life in the process."

      [I knew it!]

      "He too left behind a document as death came knocking on his
      door. He testified that, while Explorer was capable of granting its
      user high leveled search and detection based abilities, it was in
      fact not exceptional in terms of its other specifications. It bore
      only the same strength as an average Magic Sword."

      [You serious?]

      "Indeed. These two pieces of knowledge lead us but to a single
      conclusion. Not all Godblades are named as such for the sheer
      destructive force they provide. Given that, I feel the temptation
      to classify you as a Godblade, but I cannot. For if you were truly
      a Godblade, you would possess a name granted by a God. Your lack of
      such a name can only serve to evidence that you are by no means a
      Godblade."

      You know, I actually kinda figured that after looking over the
      list she’d shown us. I didn’t really have the sort of fancy title
      you’d find attached to a Godblade. The only name I had was the one
      Fran gave me, and honestly, it was all I needed. At this point,
      being called Master made me proud. In fact, I’d go as far as to say
      that I wouldn’t actually be able to stand being referred to as
      anything else.

      "Fret not. You may be no Godblade, but you are still an
      Intelligent Weapon, a sword that one could only deem as
      legendary."

      "Nn. Master amazing."

      I was glad she was trying to cheer me up and all, but it also
      kinda made me feel all embarrassed

      .

      [So who do you think might’ve made me anyways?]

      "I have not the faintest idea. I have never seen any other
      Intelligent Weapons before you, nor do I know much of the altar
      situated within the Maohkami plains. I do, however, have a piece of
      information that you may find useful as a clue."

      [Do tell.]

      "You simply must be the work of a God tier blacksmith."

      [But didn’t you just say I’m not a Godblade?]

      "God blades are not all God tier blacksmiths work to create.
      Their reasons are numerous. Godblades are super weapons, and only
      26 are ever allowed to exist in conjunction. Further, I have heard
      rumours that the crafting of such a blade takes upwards of 10
      entire years worth of preparation."

      [10 whole years? The hell do use all that time for?]

      "That is not a question I have the answer you, as, once again,
      the information’s source is but a mere rumour."

      [Right. I guess that means I’m something someone happened to
      make between a few Godblade projects or something?]

      "I believe that is indeed a possibility."

      I wasn’t sure whether I was supposed to be proud of the fact I
      was made by a God tiered blacksmith, or sad about not being a
      Godblade. But either way, I figured it’d probably be best for us to
      do a bit of research on God tiered blacksmiths, as it could
      potentially allow me to find out a bit more about how I came to be.
      Our conversation with Rumina made it so we now knew what we didn’t
      know, which, in and of itself, was a pretty decent bit of progress
      already.

      


      

    

