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      181. The Trio’s Reasons

      
      


      It turned out that Rumina really hadn’t been lying about being
      busy. Her familiars came to consult her almost constantly, to which
      she would always respond by giving out a series of orders. The
      familiars she had out this time around seemed to be designed a bit
      differently from the one we saw last time we visited. They looked
      more like mannequins and had the ability to communicate through
      human speech.

      "Do we need to summon any more go-"

      "No, that is enough."

      "Understood, ma’am."

      "In fact, I believe it is time for us to stop summoning Evil
      Beings altogether."

      "Yes, ma’am."

      Given that she was still in the middle of something, we decided
      to ask her a few final questions before heading back on our
      way.

      [Is it true that the only reason it’s hard for Black Catkin to
      evolve is because the tribe suffered from from Divine
      Retribution?]

      "Indeed. That is precisely the truth."

      [So what happened? Why’d they get punished in the first
      place?]

      "That… I cannot say."

      Damn it, I figured as much. Her answer was a bit disappointing,
      but I was satisfied nonetheless. We weren’t able to learn the juicy
      details we wanted to hear, but I was at least able to verify that
      Aurel’s theory had been on the mark.

      [So Aurel told us about that whole Ten Original Tribes thing.
      Was the Black Cat Tribe one of them?]

      "I cannot say."

      It seemed that her saying she couldn’t tell us was more or less
      equivalent to her affirming our statements, so I decided to
      continue asking her stuff to see if we could really dig at what we
      wanted to know. Naturally, the whole affirmative thing was just an
      assumption on my part, but something was better than nothing, and I
      was pretty confident I was right.

      [So I remember seeing a cloak by the name of the “Black Heavenly
      Tiger’s Mantle.” Does it have anything to do with the Black
      Catkin?]

      The item I happened to be thinking of was one of the things
      Salrut had been wearing. Taking the item’s name and assuming the
      worst possible scenario allowed me to come up with the conjecture
      that it was something made out of one or more evolved Black Catkin.
      Using a deceased beastkin as a material wasn’t something that you
      could call within the realm of common sense, but the fact that he
      was a Reidosian made it so it didn’t actually seem like too far a
      stretch.

      "I believe that the most understandable reply to your inquiry
      would be one that comes in the form of an example. You are aware of
      the White Snow Wolves of the White Dog Tribe, correct? There used
      to exist a monster that shared the same name. It was referred to as
      the White Snow Wolf, and, like the Beastkin Tribe, descended from
      the Divine Beast. The difference between the two is that one was
      created through the union of a Divine Beast and a human, whereas
      the other was born from the union of the Divine Beast and an
      animal."

      You know, that actually doesn’t even weird me out or anything.
      Earth’s supposed Gods would do stuff like that too. Some went
      around taking different forms and having children with pretty much
      anything and everything.

      "The two were once the same, but have now been separated in
      classification. One side is treated as would a human, while the
      other, as would a magic beast, a definition born from a time in
      which there was no choice but for them to consume one another for
      sustenance. But again, ’tis simply the talk of old. The magic
      beasts have long devolved and lost all resemblance to the Divine
      Beast save for their form. Moreover, the White Dog Tribe cares not
      whether one hunts the White Snow Wolf magic beast. This same
      concept also applies to all the remaining nine original
      tribes."

      I guess that made sense. It seemed to be kinda like how I
      wouldn’t think much of people killing monkeys. There wasn’t any
      reason for me to accuse them for picking a fight with one of my
      ancestors just because they happened to murder one.

      Welp, that was all I happened to want to know for now, so I
      figured it was time to go.

      "I have heard that the Beast Lord has come to Ulmutt. Do be on
      your guard. Very little good is said of him."

      "Nn…"

      Fran grimaced in response to Rumina mentioning the Beast Lord;
      she wasn’t completely over what’d happened yet.

      [We’ve already met him.]

      "What!? Has he done anything to you? Are you unharmed?"

      [We’re fine, least for now. All he did was intimidate us a
      bit.]

      The way I saw it, the Beast Lord hadn’t been intending on
      completely crushing Fran’s will. He just happened to be a bit too
      strong for his own good was all.

      "Alright now."

      "A-Are you certain?"

      "Nn."

      "S-Still, I believe it would be best for you to be on your toes.
      Not even I have the slightest clue as to the manner in which he
      will act."

      "Got it."

      "The current Beast Lord is known for the act of parricide. I
      doubt it is even possible to be too careful when in his
      vicinity."

      Rumina made a bit of a dreadful face as she issued us a warning.
      She bore for the Beast Lord what appeared to be a rather deep
      seated sense of resentment, one that I couldn’t help but want to
      assume came from a personal grudge she bore for one of his
      ancestors.

      The thought jogged my memory and reminded me about something
      we’d heard from Dias. He’d said that the Beast Lord was the first
      to order the Black Cat Tribe to be sold into slavery. If that were
      true, then Rumina herself most likely knew quite a bit more about
      it, not that she’d be able tell us anything either way.

      "I would just like to say it once more to emphasize that I
      really do mean it. Be careful, the both of you."

      "Nn."

      [Yeah, we know.]

      "Good."

      Rumina nodded before continuing.

      "Ah, right. Before you leave, I would like to ask you to
      complete a task. Could you relay for me a message to Dias?"

      "Message?"

      "I would simply like for you to ask him to come see me."

      "Got it."

      "Now go. Do be careful on your way back, and look forward to
      what is to come."

      "Nn?"

      [Look forward to what now?]

      "Hahaha! That, I cannot say. What I can say, however, is that
      Fran was lucky to have met you, Master. And for that, I am
      thankful."

      Rumina refused to say another word, so ended up bidding her
      farewell without learning any additional details.

      We hurried over to the guild the moment we left the dungeon.
      This time, we’d actually managed to get ahold of Dias. We weren’t
      unlucky enough to actually end up having a second run in with the
      Beast Lord.

      "Have you already completed all your remaining requests?"

      "Nn. Here."

      Fran handed the materials we’d gotten over to Dias, who
      immediately confirmed that there wasn’t anything wrong with any of
      the stuff we’d procured. He was a bit surprised at how quick we
      managed to get everything done, but ended up conforming he could
      now elavate Fran’s rank regardless.

      Dias called over one of his subordinates and issued to him a few
      orders. Specifically, he told him to queue two announcements. The
      first was that Fran had been promoted to C rank. The second was
      that she’d accepted a designated request.

      [You sure it’s okay to announce that she’s accepted a designated
      request?]

      "Don’t sweat it. It’s just a little something I’m doing to keep
      a few certain individuals in check. I know for sure that the Beast
      Lord wouldn’t want to antagonize us in any which way."

      Well, I guess that’s fine then.

      "Want to ask something."

      "What is it?"

      [You remember the Black Catkin you used to talk to about 53
      years ago?]

      "I see… I guess that means Aurel let the cat out of the
      bag."

      "Nn."

      "Oh, right, that reminds me. Did you guys happen to have some
      sort of run in with the Beast Lord?"

      [How’d you know?]

      I had Perfect Thought Isolation up and running, so there was no
      way for him to have read our minds.

      "Heh. Just wanted to remind you that I am technically a
      professional. Did you really think I wouldn’t be able to read you
      just because I’m not actually reading your mind anymore? I’m not
      actually totally reliant on the skill, you know?"

      [Seriously?]

      "Seriously. It’s mostly because Fran happened to react the
      moment I mentioned the Beast Lord is all."

      Honestly, I should’ve seen this coming. Dias was not only a
      Guildmaster, but also someone whose skills focused around the
      concept of taking advantage of other people’s’ weaknesses.

      "Met in front of guild."

      "I’m guessing you ran into him yesterday then?"

      "Nn."

      [We happened to run into him when we tried checking in with you
      yesterday.]

      "That’s unfortunate. He happens to be the type of person that
      considers intimidation as a method of negotiation. You know how he
      was pretty much full force when he came to visit? I guess it still
      is a passable behaviour though, since it stops people from picking
      fights with him…"

      [What’s that supposed to mean?]

      "Well, I guess I might as well tell you. Have a seat."

      "Nn. Got it."

      Dias personally brewed us a pot of tea, sat down, and started to
      speak.

      "It all happened 53 years ago. Both Aurel and I were still just
      D ranked newbies back then."

      Wait wait, wouldn’t that mean they managed to become D rankers
      while they were still in their teens? Honestly, that sounded pretty
      damned impressive if you asked me.

      "I was really proud back then. I loved to brag about all my
      achievements. But one day, she showed up, and in doing so, tore my
      beloved pride to shreds."

      "Black catkin girl?"

      "The Black Catkin girl indeed. Her name was Kiara, and back
      then, she’d only been a mere 15 years old. Me and Aurel, we
      honestly used to look down on her, but not because she was a Black
      Catkin. The reason we didn’t really approve of her was because she
      was younger than us. We didn’t really think adventuring was
      something a kid could pull off."

      I guess adventurer culture really hasn’t changed in the last 50
      odd years, has it?

      "Our negative view of her, however, was incredibly short lived.
      She shut us up almost immediately by putting her strength on
      display, as she would always beat up anyone that mocked her. I
      can’t deny that she had the tendency to go a bit overboard, but
      that only served to emphasize her ability. Though she only went
      solo, her dungeon raids could only be described as extremely
      successful. I don’t know exactly when it happened, but she ended up
      earning herself a nickname, we adventurers had started referring to
      her as “The Black Cat.” "

      That’s pretty damned impressive. I wonder, did she have some
      sort of magic item that assisted her? Or was she simply a genius of
      some sort?

      "So a few things happened, and she ended up saving both Aurel
      and I from certain death. The three of us started partying up
      thereafter from time to time. Honestly, she was a lot of fun to be
      around. I don’t recall ever being bored in her presence."

      "Fell in love?"

      "Ahahahaha! Man, you just went straight there without a moment’s
      hesitation. Hmmm… I’m not quite sure, to be honest. What I can say
      for sure though is that I used to look up to her, and that she was
      indeed quite the beauty."

      Dias’ smile was tinged with an ever so slight bit of sadness. It
      seemed he still missed her.

      "Kiara… wanted to evolve. She’d already hit her maximum level,
      but didn’t know what to do thereafter, or at least until she met
      Rumina. The two talked about several different things on several
      different occasions. One of their conversations seemed to have
      ended up giving Kiara a hint as to what she needed to do, and thus,
      prompted her disappearance."

      "Seemed?"

      "I put it that way because I don’t actually know what happened
      to her. She disappeared before telling me any details."

      [Did she disappear so she could go evolve?]

      "I doubt it. At one point, she’d told both Aurel and I that she
      wanted to us to accompany her and lend her our abilities so that
      she could evolve."

      Huh, then why’d she end up leaving without saying anything to
      either of them then? She had to have a pretty damned good reason to
      just up and vanish.

      "Aurel and I both came to the conclusion that she got involved
      in some sort of incident, so we tried our best to find her. In the
      end, all we managed to get were a few hints."

      "Details?"

      "The first hint was that Rumina and Kiara seemed to have ended
      up arguing with each other just before it happened. Aurel happened
      to overhear the latter shout at the former while telling her to
      mind her own business, and that she was going too far."

      I wonder what ended up leading to that? Rumina didn’t really
      seem to be the type that’d try to harm a Black Catkin.

      "Well, that part’s actually not too relevant. Kiara’s
      disappearance wasn’t Rumina’s fault. That much, I verified with by
      reading Rumina’s mind."

      Specifically, he’d drawn the conclusion because Rumina had ended
      up reacting with both surprise and sorrow when she caught wind of
      Kiara’s disappearance.

      "However, it seemed that Kiara really had caught on to what
      Black Catkin needed to do to evolve. Hence why I thought it to be
      something to do with her disappearing."

      [Did someone end up targeting her because they found out she
      knew what to do in order to evolve?]

      "That’s what I thought too. I even actually ended up identifying
      the person likely responsible for her disappearance.."

      "Who?"

      "I was convinced it was the Beast Lord that happened to be in
      power at the time, the current Beast Lord’s father. To be more
      exact, the perpetrators had been the Blue Catkin that worked under
      him. I don’t have any real proof, but I did manage to get myself
      enough evidence to at least make them out to be suspects."

      Dias and Aurel had heard rumours of several Blue Catkin often
      visiting the place she stayed at immediately following her
      disappearance. Thus, they investigated them.

      They used Aurel’s influence and information network to snoop
      around until they came across a piece of information that stated
      that the the Beast Lords of old weren’t actually Golden Lionkin,
      but instead Black Tigerkin.

      From that, the two came to the conclusion that the Golden
      Lionkin had ended up usurping the Black Tigerkin after the latter
      incurred the Gods’ wrath.

      The Golden Lionkin had obtained dominion over the Beastkin. But
      even then, they were still afraid, terrified that the Black
      Tigerkin may one day reclaim what was once theirs. Hence, they
      eliminated any and all documents pertaining to the the past,
      destroyed anything that would hint at what the Black Catkin needed
      to do in order to evolve, and ordered the Blue Catkin to persecute
      them and keep them as weak as possible. And that, in turn,
      explained precisely why none of the other tribes give the Blue Cat
      Tribe flak for selling their fellow beastkin into slavery; the
      ruling tribe had their backs.

      It was a deal the Blue Cat Tribe only derived benefit from. They
      not only rose in prestige, but also gained a significant source of
      income from their dealings in the slave trade. Plus, it was an
      opportunity for them to trample upon those that’d been thought of
      as superior to them, an opportunity they took with glee. Through
      this, one could clearly tell that the Blue Cat Tribe’s disdain for
      the Black Cat Tribe remained despite the fact that the Gods had
      erased from their memories the other tribe’s sins.

      "We tortured and interrogated all the Blue Catkin in town at the
      time, only to find that one of their higher ups, one that still
      resided within the Beastkin’s country, had ordered Kiara’s capture.
      Through that, we also learned that the Beast Lord had sent a
      skilled warrior that hailed from a tribe that’d served by his side
      for generations, and that said warrior had happened to come in
      contact with Kiara."

      In other words, the Beast Lord had either killed, kidnapped, or
      silenced Kiara…

      Hearing Dias’ tale had caused Fran to become angrier than I’d
      ever seen her before. She trembled in rage and irradiated an air of
      bloodlust so powerful that I actually felt grateful we were talking
      to Dias in particular. Her desire to kill had swollen up to the
      point where it’d probably terrify just about anyone else.

      "Truth?"

      "Again, I can’t really say 100% for certain, as these are just
      my deductions, nothing more, nothing less. That said, I’m convinced
      that she did end up getting involved with the Beast Lord."

      "Ok."

      Fran’s expression turned dark. I felt as if she probably
      would’ve charged straight at the Beast Lord and challenged him had
      she not been aware of the extent of his strength. Having met him,
      she and I were now both aware just how bad an idea that was.
      Approaching him without a plan could only lead to death. To make
      matters worse, his guards were highly capable. We’d at least need
      Fran to evolve before even thinking of challenging him. Knowing
      that, Fran held herself back, but in doing so, ended up clenching
      her fists so hard that she started bleeding.

      "I know you’re angry, but don’t go challenging the Beast Lord,
      alright?"

      "Nn…"

      Fran nodded despite being about as frustrated as could be. She
      probably would’ve immediately stormed over, beat the crap out of
      him, and made him divulge everything she knew if she could.

      "Listen. Don’t throw your life away. Evolve and get stronger
      before even thinking of challenging him."

      "Nn."

      Dias shifted gears and began talking about his association with
      Rumina.

      The two of them suffered a mental blow from Kiara’s
      disappearance, and thus, ended up agreeing to a pact, one in which
      both parties would work to support any Black Catkin that happened
      to follow in her footsteps, any Black Catkin that sought
      evolution.

      Rumina used her abilities in order to create a second dungeon,
      Ulmutt’s western dungeon. She’d intentionally crafted it as a
      training ground for new adventurers, for Black Catkin that wished
      to become more powerful. The western dungeon was advertised as a
      second dungeon, its own independent labyrinth. But in reality, that
      wasn’t the case. It was merely an extension of the eastern one.
      There was no second Dungeon Master. The role had simply been played
      by Rumina all along.

      That wasn’t all she did either. She’d also saved up as much
      strength as she could in order to assist any and all Black Catkin
      that’d reached their level caps in the process of evolution. Dias
      didn’t know the particulars himself. Rumina couldn’t tell him what
      was needed for Black Catkin to evolve. However, she was able to
      tell him that he was still able to be of assistance. She would need
      an exorbitant amount of magical energy in order to provide the
      assistance she wished to. It wasn’t an amount that was outside of
      the scope of her abilities so long as she conserved as much as she
      could over the course of several decades. That, however, wasn’t
      something she could just do. There were naturally downsides to her
      actively conserving her magical energy. The act of it left the
      dungeon defenseless. She needed a method by which she could ward
      off powerful adventurers in the meantime.

      And that was where Dias came in.

      He reported to the Adventurer’s Guild and state that he’d
      managed to negotiate with the Dungeon Master. That, of course,
      wasn’t all. He also spoke to the country’s leaders and convinced
      them that the dungeon was valuable, both for its resources and for
      its ability to rear new adventurers. The scheme paid off. The
      Kingdom viewed his contributions as phenomenal, and hence, he was
      not only able to guarantee Rumina’s safety, but also become the
      city’s Guildmaster.

      Dias had done it.

      He’d obtained all the power he needed in order to protect the
      Black Cat Tribe.

      The elderly adventurer’s words hadn’t contained even the
      slightest shred of falsehood. He, Aurel and Rumina were all truly
      working towards the same two goals: identifying Kiara’s enemies and
      protecting the Black Cat Tribe as a whole. That was why all three
      individuals had treated Fran so favourably.

      "We’ll announce that you’ve ranked up some time tomorrow."

      "Nn. Got it."

      "That said, there is an official process that we need to go
      through. Why don’t we go ahead and get all that out of the way
      right here and now?"

      


      

    



    

    
      182. Getting One’s Thoughts in Order

      
      


      We headed back to the inn after we finished going through the
      formal rank up procedure.

      [Looks like we’re finally officially C rankers.]

      "Nn."

      [Let’s throw a bit of a celebration. How about this, I’ll let
      you guys can eat as much curry as you want tonight. There won’t be
      any limit on the number of toppings you can have either.]

      "Nn! Want curry with hamburgers, karaage, tonkatsu, egg on top.
      Extra large."

      I gave Fran exactly what she asked for. The end result turned
      into something that looked like it came straight out of a food
      challenge, but whatever. She was happy, and that was all that
      mattered.

      [Try not to bloat yourself too much, alright?]

      "No problem."

      [And as for you, Urushi, I’ve finally made that super spicy
      stuff I promised you yesterday.]

      "Bark bark."

      The pot of curry I showed Urushi was a modified version of the
      spiciest curry I had sitting around in storage. I added a whole
      sloth of extra spice to it and caused the amount of capsaicin
      within to skyrocket. The liquid within had been turned crimson, and
      almost looked like a boiling vat of blood that’d come straight out
      of hell. To Urushi, however, the mixture evidently looked and
      smelled delicious, as he immediately began to drool the moment I
      procured it.

      I honestly didn’t really get how or why he was actually looking
      forward to consuming the stuff. It was so spicy that it even caused
      Fran to reel back; she didn’t even want to try it. I felt that I
      probably would’ve reacted the exact same way had I still been
      human.

      The pair went through their curry incredibly quickly, so I
      decided to serve them some desert in the form of ice cream as I
      began getting my thoughts in order. I decided not to think about
      the possibility of me having been made by a God-tier blacksmith,
      and only focused on concepts related to Fran and evolution.

      The Black Cat Tribe was one of the original ten, and the tribe
      had originally held either the Beast Lord’s position or something
      similar. That, however, all changed somewhere in the neighborhood
      of 500 years ago.

      We were never able to figure out exactly what the Black Cat
      Tribe’s sin had been, but whatever it was, it was enough to merit
      having the Gods deliver onto them Divine Retribution. Specifically,
      the Gods changed the conditions under which Black Catkin evolved;
      they made it much more difficult. Not a single individual had
      managed to fulfill the necessary requirements ever since.

      And that was when the Red Cat Tribe’s Golden Lionkin stepped in.
      They toppled the powerless Black Cat Tribe’s rule, and stole for
      themselves the Beast Lord’s seat. They then ordered the Blue Cat
      Tribe’s members to persecute the Black Catkin in order to prevent
      them from ever regaining their former glory. It was an order the
      Blue Cat Tribe had likely abided by due to the fact that the Red
      Cat Tribe was one of the original 10, and therefore of a higher
      status. It was a firm measure, but it alone failed to sate the Red
      Cat Tribe’s concerns. They still feared that the Black Cat Tribe
      could one day rise again to power, and thus, they destroyed any and
      all texts relating to the Black Cat Tribe’s evolution. It was a
      plan that, in their eyes, ensured that no Black Catkin would ever
      evolve again.

      Their efforts paid off; the combination of the Gods manipulating
      everyone’s memory and the Red Cat Tribe eliminating all the
      relevant documentation made it so that the Black Cat Tribe’s
      history had almost been forgotten. The number of people possessing
      knowledge of their ability to evolve had been cut down to just a
      few handfuls at best.

      But, 53 years ago, someone had pulled off the nigh impossible.
      That someone, Kiara, had started solving the mysteries that
      shrouded the Black Cat Tribe’s past. She managed to get in touch
      with Rumina, and in doing so, somehow managed to find a clue that
      led her towards her goal, evolution. She’d asked both Dias and
      Aurel for their assistance in evolving, but disappeared before
      telling either of the two any further details.

      All three of the people that Kiara had bonded with, Rumina,
      Dias, and Aurel, attempted to figure out what had happened to her.
      They gathered information from all over, only to ultimately arrive
      at the deduction that her disappearance most likely had something
      to do with the Beast Lord. They were fairly confident in what
      they’d thought up, but had no way of confirming it for certain. For
      that reason, all three individuals happened to regard the Beast
      Lord with a sense of animosity.

      To be frank, I thought their theory seemed like it’d pretty much
      hit the nail on the head. The royal family being afraid Black
      Catkin even to this very day was honestly quite plausible.

      Either way, Kiara’s whereabouts ended up remaining as an
      unknown. None of the three were really ever able to move on, and
      so, they ended up banding together in order to protect any that
      followed in their friend’s footsteps.

      Dias was unaware as to the details, and hence, unable to inform
      us, but we were still made to know that Rumina had been storing
      magical energy for decades, and that said magical energy would be
      used in order to aid one or more Black Catkin in their quest for
      evolution. Both Aurel and Dias were assigned the role of protecting
      her in the meantime, as saving up her magical energy was equivalent
      to her lowering her defenses. I’d say the two were quite persistent
      in their task. Dias had even gone as far as becoming the master of
      Ulmutt’s Adventurer’s Guild.

      Fast forward a few years to present day, and finally, enter
      Fran, a young Black Catkin girl out on a journey to achieve the
      exact thing they’d been looking to facilitate. Unaware to us, the
      three had played a bunch of cards under the table in order to
      assist us in the whole ordeal. Specifically, Aurel had arranged for
      us to meet Rumina while Dias had tried his best to help us rank up
      so he could confer upon us the guild’s protection.

      Rumina had also started setting something up. I didn’t know
      exactly what that something was, but I did know that it was
      something that’d work to Fran’s benefit.

      My lack of understanding was precisely what fueled me to think
      further on the topic. Why exactly did she start summoning Evil
      Beings? For what reason did she try driving Fran away? Her changing
      her attitude the moment she heard about my ability to absorb skills
      made it obvious that said ability must in some way be related to
      helping Fran evolve, but how? Did I need some sort of skill in
      particular? Was it something we could get from Evil Beings?

      There were too many holes and missing links for me to go any
      further with my deductions. I couldn’t figure out anything unless I
      had a bit more information, and so, I decided to shelve my thoughts
      for the time being. The Martial Arts Tournament was coming up, we
      didn’t have time for me to just sit around and think myself into a
      ditch. What we needed to do now was to train and level our skills
      if possible.

      [Oh yeah, Fran, remember how I told you to think about how you
      wanted me to use my Self-Evolution Points? Did you ever end up
      figuring out what skills you wanted to level?]

      "Nn."

      I’d originally been planning to ask her about this last night,
      but you know, shit happened.

      My guess was that she probably wanted to at least put a few
      points in both Divine Sword Arts and Divine Sword Techniques, as
      they were straight forward, something she used often, and probably
      two of the skills that’d give us the greatest boost in
      strength.

      Presence Detection was a pretty likely contender as well. It was
      pretty close to its maximum level, and could see some decent use in
      battle. Its sensing abilities aided us in reading the opponent’s
      next move.

      The other fairly likely contenders were Flame Magic, Lightning
      Magic, and Elemental Blade.

      [So what’ve you decided on?]

      I was fairly confident in my deductions.

      "Blacksmithing."

      But I was wrong nonetheless.

      [Wait. What? Blacksmithing!?]

      My predictions were off by a mile. They were so far off, in
      fact, that I ended up shouting in surprise.

      "Nn."

      [What? I don’t recall you ever having even the slightest
      interest in Blacksmithing. Shouldn’t you try investing in something
      that’ll help you out in battle seeing as how the tourney’s right
      around the corner? Why choose it all of a sudden?]

      "Because Blacksmithing."

      It seemed that Fran had totally made up her mind, and that I
      wasn’t going to be able to convince her to change it.

      "Master’s maintenance, important."

      [That’s why you wanted to level up the Blacksmithing skill? I
      really appreciate the thought, but I don’t think you need to use
      points on it. Go ahead and just level up the skills you actually
      want.]

      "Blacksmithing."

      And so, given the fact that Fran was being stubborn, I ended up
      maxing out the Blacksmithing skill.

      《Blacksmithing has reached its maximum level. You have obtained
      the Blacksmith Magic skill. It is currently at level 1.》

      I ended up getting the Blacksmith Magic skill as an added bonus.
      That was nice and all, seeing as how it became possible for me to
      maintain myself and whatnot, but I had a bit of a hard time
      accepting the fact that we ended up using my self evolution points
      for Blacksmithing of all things. It just felt wasteful.

      "Nn!"

      [Wait, Fran, what’re you doing?]

      "Maintenance."

      [Right now?]

      "Nn."

      I really had to admit, Lv 10 Blacksmithing really did prove
      quite effective. Fran was pretty much doing exactly the same thing
      she’d always been doing, but it ended up feeling just as good as
      when Zerld did it. Fran rubbing a cloth across my blade felt as
      good as a full body massage.

      [Ahhhhhh, yeahhhhh, that’s the spot.]

      ***

      I ended up getting polished for a whole 30 minutes; I wasn’t
      really able to ask her to stop because of how good it felt.

      Thinking about the fact that Fran planned to polish me every day
      put a huge grin on my face. Man, this is the life. I guess I
      finally understand why fathers love it so much when their daughters
      give them backrubs.

      [Oh man, that was refreshing. Thanks.]

      "Will polish more in future."

      [Please do.]

      I’d been planning on using most of the rest of my remaining
      self-evolution points on a few specific skills, but realized that
      Fran hadn’t benefited at all from me maxing out Blacksmithing, so I
      offered to let her use all the points I had left on whatever she
      wanted.

      "Already chose what wanted. Will let Master use rest."

      [But…]

      "Just use."

      I ended up conceding to Fran and spending points on whatever I
      wanted. Specifically, I ended up throwing a bunch into Divine Sword
      Arts. It went without saying that leveling the skill worked to
      Fran’s benefit, but that wasn’t the only reason I pointed it.

      The other was something that I’d ended up becoming curious about
      after seeing the Beast Lord’s skillset. He was a bonafide spearman.
      His job described him as a Spear Lord and he evidently had one
      equipped. However, he didn’t have access to Spear Arts or Divine
      Spear Arts. He instead had a skill by the name of Spear Lord
      Arts.

      Spear Lord Arts was, in all likelihood, what one would obtain
      after completely maxing out one’s Divine Spear Arts. From that, I
      figured that maxing Divine Sword Arts could potentially unlock a
      new skill, and hence, wanted to try getting my hands on it.

      [Alright, here we go.]

      Maxing both Blacksmithing and Divine Sword Arts ended up eating
      a total of 34 points, and left me with only 20 remaining.

      《Divine Sword Arts has reached its maximum level. You have
      obtained the Enhanced Sword Arts skill.》

      Well, that wasn’t what I was expecting, but hey, that works too
      I guess.

      《You have unlocked a unique skill by the name of Sword Lord
      Arts, as all necessary requirements have been fulfilled. All Sword
      Art related skills have been merged into the Sword Lord arts skill.
      Acquisition of the Sword Lord Arts skill has caused your wielder,
      Fran, to obtain the Sword Lord title.》

      Woah, that was a lot all at once! It looked like I actually did
      manage to get the Sword Lord Arts skill that I’d been hoping for.
      The merged part confused me, so I quickly appraised myself. Every
      single last one of my Sword Art related skills had ended up
      disappearing. Naturally, I wasn’t just referring to the Divine
      Sword Arts skill, but also stuff like Short Sword Arts and Katana
      Arts.

      For a moment, I was tempted to immediately begin screaming in
      frustration, but stopped almost immediately as I realized what the
      word “merged” meant. I decided to give the skill a quick once over
      just to be sure.

      Sword Lord Arts: Allows use of all swords.

      Oh hell yes. This means what I think it means, right?

      [Hey Fran.]

      "Nn?"

      [I’m going to shapeshift a bit. Do me a favour and try swinging
      me around when I do.]

      "Got it."

      The first form I took was that of a dagger, otherwise known as a
      short sword. Fran readily grabbed ahold of me and began swinging me
      around. She cycled between a series of relaxed and more intense
      actions so easily that one could probably mistake her as a sword
      dancer.

      [Alright, how about this?]

      The next form I took was that of a foil, a fencer’s sword.
      Again, Fran managed to wield me with ease. They way she moved
      around and used the sword’s flexibility made it seem like she’d
      trained with a foil for years and in doing so, completely mastered
      the blade’s use.

      "Interesting to use. Boingy."

      [Does it feel even the slightest bit unnatural?]

      "Nope. No issues."

      [Sweet.]

      The skill did exactly what I thought it did. It basically
      allowed the person that had it to use any type of sword they
      wished. Better yet, they’d be able to use it just as well as if
      they had they maxed out the divine arts for whatever sword
      subcategory they happened to be working with. To us, that was
      nothing but good news, as it meant that there wouldn’t be any
      issues even if I was to warp myself into an actual katana and not
      just something that happened to resemble one.

      With that out of the way, I decided to check Fran’s new
      title.

      Sword Lord: A title granted to one that mastered the way of the
      sword and obtained the Sword Lord skill.

      Effect: All stats increased by 20. Bolsters the Enhanced Sword
      Arts skill. Allows one to judge the quality of a sword.

      Sword Lord looked to be even more effective a title than both
      Match For a Thousand and Big Game Eater despite the fact that both
      titles were typically only bestowed to heroes. Boosting all one’s
      stats by 20 provided the same amount of effective strength as four
      or five levels.

      Though, thinking about it, I realized that maxing out one’s
      Divine Weapon Arts was actually incredibly difficult under normal
      circumstances. In fact, neither Amanda nor Forrund had actually
      managed to do so, and they were both famous A ranked
      adventurers.

      It looked like maxing out Divine Sword Arts was indeed the right
      choice to make. I immediately considered maxing out Divine Sword
      Techniques to match, but I wasn’t 100% sure if that was the best
      idea. I had a few other skills I wanted to pump points into as
      well.

      [Hey Fran, you sure you didn’t want me to point anything else in
      particular?]

      "Nn… Dimensional Magic?"

      


      

    



    

    
      183. Dimension Gate

      
      


      Fran’s reply to my query caught me off guard. The fact that she was
      interested in Dimension Magic wasn’t something I’d been aware
      of.

      That said, I could easily see why she felt the way she did, as I
      shared her interest in it.

      [You sure you don’t want to pump a few points into Divine Sword
      Techniques first?]

      "More curious about Dimension Magic."

      [Why’s that?]

      "Door used by Beast Lord’s guard."

      [Oh nice. Looks like we’re on the same page then.]

      Royce’s skill, Dimensional Gate, sounded like something one
      would probably learn if they pumped a few levels into Dimension
      Magic. It looked super convenient to use, and it seemed that having
      it could potentially make visiting Rumina a hell of a lot
      easier.

      Long Jump was nice and all, but it was too limited in its
      use.

      The number of things that bothered us about it numbered two,
      with the first being its carrying capacity and the second being its
      ease of use, or rather, its lack thereof. It’s carrying capacity
      was limited by mass, and was actually so lacking that it couldn’t
      even allow us to warp Urushi unless he shrank himself down. Even
      then, the distance that could be teleported was inversely
      proportional with the mass, so we weren’t really able to go all
      that far. The furthest we could go, even without Urushi, was like
      five or six floors worth of distance at best; we weren’t able to
      instantly warp ourselves over to Rumina’s place of residence. The
      ease of use part pertained to the fact the only objects that could
      get warped were ones the caster was in direct contact with.

      Dimension Gate looked like the type of skill that didn’t really
      care about the mass of whatever it transported so long as you
      plopped a pair of doors down. It didn’t look like the type of skill
      that really had much use in battle, but, man did it make getting
      around a helluva lot easier. The convenience factor alone made it
      look like something that was honestly well worth investing in.

      [Alright. I guess I’ll try feeding Dimension Magic a bit and
      seeing what happens.]

      I only had 20 self evolution points remaining, so I decided to
      give the skill one level at a time.

      "That’s level 2… Looks like I learned how to do two new
      things?"

      Pointing the skill once had allowed me to obtain a skill by the
      name of Turn Shield. It allowed one to block long ranged attacks
      and disrupt enemies by twisting space itself. The amount of magical
      energy the skill consumed scaled with the size of the spatial
      distortion created. Unleashing something on a scale large enough to
      completely engulf my surroundings seemed like it would end up
      eating somewhere in the neighborhood of 2k mana. The skill seemed
      pretty decent, and appeared to have a whole slew of different use
      cases.

      The other spell I learned was named Beacon. It allowed me to
      sense the areas in which and objects on which I cast it, even from
      a fair distance away. It was pretty convenient, but I didn’t
      immediately see why it was something I got from leveling up
      Dimension Magic of all things. I only came to realize why it was
      classified as it was after giving its parent skill another
      level.

      Getting Dimension Magic to level 3 unlocked a skill by the name
      of Apport. Apport allowed me to pull anything within sight towards
      me. It didn’t seem all that special at first glance, but thinking
      about it made me to realize that moving an object towards oneself
      was actually a step up on moving oneself over to an object.

      Combining it with Beacon only made it even more impressive;
      Apport became able grab anything I wanted so long as it happened to
      have a beacon placed on it ahead of time. This use case immediately
      caused me to realized that Beacon was capable of working with more
      than just Apport. It also enhanced Long Jump, and allowed me to
      teleport even greater distances with it. Beacon had seemed rather
      plain at first, but it turned out to be something hella useful.

      Apport wasn’t all I got from level 3 Dimension Magic. I also
      managed to learn Over Haste, which was basically just the same
      thing as regular Haste, save for the fact that it had a bit of an
      AOE to it.

      Only after pointing Dimension Magic all the way to level 4 did
      we finally get the skill we’d been gunning for.

      [Sweet, looks like I finally learned how to use Dimension
      Gate.]

      Dimension Gate’s ability was to create a pair of doors. The
      first would always appear at the caster’s present location. The
      second, on the other hand, was up to the caster’s discresion, but
      could only be placed in an areas that lay within the caster’s
      memory. Anything could pass through the gate, so long as it fit,
      which was just perfect seeing as how the gate’s size would grow
      based on the amount of magical energy used. I was capable of
      creating one big enough to fit Urushi at his largest if I didn’t
      mind throwing in all my mana.

      Our skill, Dimension Gate, was actually slightly different from
      the Dimensional Gate skill that we’d seen on Royce. Though their
      names were similar, the two actually functioned completely
      differently, as ours basically just ripped a hole in space, whereas
      Royce’s seemed to operate based on a different sort of mechanism
      altogether.

      Dimension Gate was like every other spell derived from the
      Dimension Magic family; its performance could be improved upon
      through the use of Beacon.

      Specifically, Dimension Gate was capable of opening doors to
      places I’d never been before so long as there happened to be a
      beacon present — we’d confirmed this functionality by casting
      Beacon on a random rock and having Urushi carry it off
      somewhere.

      The spell seemed like it could be really handy so long as we
      were careful and placed a few beacons at a few critical junctions
      ahead of time.

      Under normal circumstances, Beacons would expire after a few
      days. The caster could extend this preset duration by increasing
      the amount of mana used in the spell’s initial casting. It seemed
      like I’d be able to leave a beacon somewhere for about a year so
      long as I put every single last drop of mana I had into crafting
      it.

      I figured it’d be a pretty good idea for us to just casually
      dump a beacon somewhere in Rumina’s living quarters in order to
      make it easier for us to visit her whenever. The gate’s size would
      decrease as distance to its target location increased, but it
      didn’t seem like it’d be too hard for us to somehow fit ourselves
      through it regardless.

      The other spell I was granted for leveling Dimension Magic to
      level 4 was called Slow Mine, and more or less allowed us to deploy
      triggerable debuff zones. They were hard to detect, and could be
      placed both on the ground and in the air. Our ability to deploy
      multiple at once seemed pretty useful for allowing us to catch
      someone off guard.

      [Looks like we managed to get the skill we wanted. Did you
      happen to have anything else in mind?]

      Each level in Dimension magic ate up 3 self evolution points, so
      getting the skill all the way to level 4 left us with only 11
      remaining.

      I mean, we could’ve just kept pumping points into Dimension
      Magic regardless, but we did always have the option of just doing
      something else instead. It wasn’t like we were locked into it or
      anything.

      "Vigour Mastery…?"

      [Why that one in particular?]

      "Beast Lord had. Might have connection with evolution."

      Looking at the Beast Lord’s stat sheet had more or less
      convinced us that Vigour Mastery was basically an upgraded version
      of Vigour Manipulation. The reason she wanted it was pretty clear
      as well. She wanted get all the skills the Beast Lord had that we
      didn’t, as it was possible that evolution was something linked to a
      skill.

      [Sure. Let’s give it a shot then.]

      "Nn."

      I spent 5 points on Vigour Manipulation, which in turn unlocked
      Vigour Mastery as expected.

      [So? How do you feel?]

      "…?"

      It turned out that Vigour Mastery didn’t have anything to do
      with evolution. However, it had a clear, immediate effect
      nonetheless. The manner in which my mana flowed through my body
      seemed to change. It became much smoother, and I could feel my
      detection-based skills growing much more sensitive as a result.

      But that wasn’t all.

      [I feel like my body just got easier to control.]

      I activated Shape Shift and transformed a part of my body into a
      series of threads. The threads seemed quite easy to manipulate; I’d
      managed to use them to form a number of different geometrical
      patterns with ease. I then split my blade into ten smaller pieces,
      and moved them all around simultaneously. I was able to do what the
      System Announcer did to the Legendary Skeletons did back when we
      fought a whole bunch of them at once. That is, I was able to form
      each into a thin but solid thread and thrust them in different
      directions.

      My blade deformed and moved exactly how I wanted it to; I became
      capable of manipulating it to much finer a degree, and at a much
      lower mana cost to boot.

      Vigour Mastery hadn’t seemed like anything too fancy, but it
      turned out to be useful as hell.

      [Want to just hold onto the last few points for now?]

      "Nn. Sounds good."

      


      

    



    

    
      184. The Dungeon’s Barrier




      We immediately headed back into the dungeon the day after we ranked
      up, reason being that it was critical for us to get as strong as
      possible as quickly as possible given that the tourney was right
      around the corner.

      Both Sword Lord Arts and Dimension Magic were incredibly potent
      skills in and of themselves, but we wouldn’t be able to use either
      properly if we didn’t first accustom ourselves to them. To that
      end, we decided to fight while purposefully imposing upon ourselves
      a series of heavy restrictions.

      Doing combat training also doubled up as grinding magic stones,
      as we’d be able to earn another batch of self-evolution points if
      we did enough of it. Training was a reliable, proven way for us to
      get stronger. Though it was definitely important, it didn’t end up
      being the only thing we did. We had also visited the guild prior to
      heading out in order to check whether or not it’d be possible for
      Fran to undergo a class change and beef up her stats.

      One would assume that obtaining the Sword Lord title would also
      unlock the Sword Lord class, but unfortunately, it didn’t. She did,
      however, unlock a whole slew of other classes, many of which
      centered around smithing or advanced magic. The training she’d gone
      through had also allowed her to unlock several stealth and
      scout-like classes as well, but none were to our fancy. Thus, she
      ended up remaining a Magic Warrior.

      Upon entering the dungeon, we discovered that it’d turned back
      to normal. The Evil Beings that’d flooded it were nowhere to be
      seen. They’d been replaced by the magic beasts we saw on our first
      pass through. In other words, Rumina had reverted all the changes
      she’d made.

      Knowing that, we cut our way through dungeon and slowly
      progressed towards its depths.

      Fran needed to be back in town within 4 days, as that was when
      the tourney’s prelims were set to begin. For us, however, heading
      back to town was a trivial non-issue, as we’d already set up
      several beacons that’d facilitate the process. Specifically, we’d
      placed one at the inn and several others just outside the city.
      Thanks to that, we’d be able to keep training until the very moment
      we needed to show up in person.

      That said, we did have something to do prior to actually heading
      back, so it wasn’t like we could just spend the whole four days
      wandering. Specifically, Fran and I had been planning on setting up
      an addition beacon inside Rumina’s room, as it’d make visiting her
      much more convenient.

      We’d spent some time experimenting with the Beacon spell in
      order to figure out its limitations. It turned out that we could
      only actually have 8 active beacons at any given point in time. The
      skill followed a first in first out methodology, as creating a 9th
      beacon would immediately cause the 1st we made to disappear.
      Moreover, its range wasn’t actually unlimited. Beacons would only
      remain active so long as they were within a radius of about 10
      kilometers.

      Now, one might wonder how exactly we managed to figure out that
      10km was our upper limit. The answer to that question was actually
      a rather simple one; we had Urushi grab a rock with a beacon on it
      and just run off into the sunset. We made him keep going until we
      could no longer pick up on the beacon’s signal.

      We also discovered that Dimension Gate’s mana consumption varied
      with the amount of distance between it and its target. It normally
      ate up about 100 mana, but could consume up to 500 if we tried to
      jump a whole 10 km in one go.

      I’d originally been expecting to be able to use the spell to
      teleport back and forth between Barbra and Alessa, but that
      unfortunately didn’t actually seem all that practical. That said,
      it could potentially be possible if we set up a whole slew of
      beacons along the way and warped between them till we hit our
      destination. Fortunately, that issue wasn’t one we had to consider
      when contemplating whether or not we’d be able to tele into
      Rumina’s room, as we’d only need to set a single beacon for it to
      be in range.

      And so, with a clearly defined goal in mind, we spent the rest
      of our day grinding our way down into the dungeon’s depths. It was
      already our third time through, and we’d already committed all the
      traps to memory, so it’d ended up turning quite the easy
      excursion.

      ***

      The manner in which Rumina greeted us this time around was
      completely different than it’d been just yesterday. Moreover, her
      expression was bright, and her skin, which’d been a bit darker than
      usual, had reverted to its usual shade. I was glad to see that she
      was in good health, and that the light had returned to her
      eyes.

      "Welcome. And for what purpose should I attribute your visit to
      on this fine day?"

      "Wanted to ask favour."

      [You see…]

      I told her about the Beacon spell we’d recently obtained, and
      asked if we could put one in her room in order to make it easier
      for us to visit.

      "I mind it not at all. In fact, I would have very much wanted
      for you to place one in my place of residence."

      [Would have?]

      "The answer to that question shall come to you should you make
      an attempt. Fret not, no harm shall come to you in the
      process."

      She seemed rather convinced that we’d fail, and implied it in
      her speech. However, we decided to give it a shot anyways since she
      affirmed it wasn’t dangerous.

      [Beacon.]

      I placed a beacon on the floor in one of the room’s corners and
      in doing so, made it so I’d be able to teleport back.

      [Alright, let’s head back up a few floors.]

      "Nn."

      We made our way back up to the dungeon’s 14th floor before
      attempting to activate Dimension Gate — only to have the spell
      totally fizz out and fail despite consuming mana.

      I could still feel the beacon we’d set, and Rumina’s room was
      naturally still in memory, so I didn’t really see why the skill
      would fail to function. We’d fulfilled all its conditions, after
      all.

      I purposefully activated the skill several times, but to no
      avail. It was never capable of doing much besides just fizzing
      away.

      "Not working?"

      [Yeah. It looks like something’s preventing the skill from
      actually activating.]

      The sensation I felt was fairly similar to the one I had when we
      were stuck inside Rynford’s barrier. It was like something was
      getting in the way and interrupting the skill before it went off.
      Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to discern exactly what that something
      was, nor even really sense its identity or location despite the
      fact that I could feel it interfering with the casting process.

      Going back and checking in with Rumina allowed me to verify that
      I’d been in the right.

      "It appears that you were unable to break past the Goddess’
      barrier."

      Her words made me realize that her having a barrier of some sort
      should’ve been something I’d taken as a given from the very
      start.

      Dungeons were supposed to be extremely difficult to conquer.
      Even something like a D ranked dungeon could lead to a whole slew
      of casualties. Higher ranking adventurers were generally better at
      eluding death, but even they could meet their ends if they got
      caught off guard by traps, or ran into a magic beast that just
      happened to be able to take advantage of their weaknesses.

      That, of course, naturally begged a question: what was the most
      risk free way for one to conquer a dungeon? I was sure that many
      would claim that it’d best be done by training up one’s detection
      based skills, joining balanced parties or bringing a ton of
      potions, but none of those answers were in fact correct.

      The simplest and safest way to conquer a dungeon was to not
      conquer a dungeon in what you’d call a traditional manner.

      I could imagine a whole slew of methods that worked off that
      precise paradigm of thought. You could teleport into the core room,
      blast magic into said room from afar, or pull off many other
      similar tricks that’d allow you to destroy the dungeon’s core
      without having to go through a series of challenges.

      Though the methods I imagined had many strict requirements, they
      were by no means unrealistic. Teleporting directly into a dungeon’s
      core room sounded like something that was honestly quite easy so
      long as one maxed out Dimension Magic and threw in a magic item or
      two for a bit of extra assistance.

      Plus, it wasn’t like you could just not take the fact that
      Godblades existed into account. Godblades were known for their
      incredible power, and frankly, they seemed like items that could
      defy what one viewed as common sense altogether. Meltdown no longer
      existed, but its title had implied that it was a nothing less than
      a veritable nuke, a weapon of mass destruction that was most likely
      capable of completely wiping a dungeon and everything around it off
      the map with ease.

      I thought it seemed fairly logical for dungeons to have
      defensive mechanisms built in to prevent scenarios like that from
      happening. Dungeons more or less seemed to be equivalent to trials
      imposed by the Gods, so there was no way for them to not have
      mechanisms that would prevent you from totally cheating your way
      through them.

      The barrier being something created by a God only made the fact
      that I couldn’t sense it all the more understandable as well.

      "I advise you attempt placing the beacon just outside my room
      instead."

      [Iunno if that’s the best place for it. Someone might
      accidentally blow it up while fighting a boss or something.]

      We couldn’t put it on any floor above the boss floor either,
      seeing as how people might see us using the gate and whatnot.

      "Am I correct in assuming that it will function so long as the
      barrier does not prevent your spell from activating?"

      "Nn."

      "In that case, I ask that you wait while I make
      accomodations."

      Rumina headed deeper inside her chambers and didn’t come out
      until after we’d heard the sound of something heavy scraping
      against something else of equal mass.

      A brand new corridor had spawned along a nearby wall.

      "I thank you for your patience. The room that lies beyond this
      corridor is outside of the core room’s territory, and thus, is
      treated as any other one of the dungeon’s rooms would be. It will
      be possible for you to teleport inside of it."

      Rumina had made use of her Dungeon Master abilities in order to
      create a brand new room.

      Man, that’s a Dungeon Master for you. She and I think on totally
      different scales.

      "Thanks."

      "You need not thank me. As I stated prior to your excursion, our
      wills had happened to align. I too wish for it to be easier for you
      to visit."

      We ran a second experiment and confirmed that Rumina had been
      spot on.

      The inn we were staying at was rather close to the dungeon, so
      placing a beacon in Rumina’s newly created room had made it super
      convenient for us to go back and forth between the two locations
      with ease. Moreover, it was basically impossible for anyone to
      catch us in the act. We’d ran into a few unexpected mishaps along
      the way, but ultimately accomplished our goal and met every single
      requirement we’d set for it along the way.

      "Please, visit as you see fit. I will welcome you at any
      time."

      "Nn."

      [Alright, see ya. We’ll make sure to stop by.]

      


      

    



    

    
      185.Reunion

      
      


      [You ready to get going?]

      "Nn."

      We had breakfast, checked to make sure all our equipment was in
      good form, and headed out.

      Our destination was one of the many venues in which the
      tournament would be hosted. The tournament had actually started
      yesterday, but today was more so the one Fran had been looking
      forward to, as it had finally come time for her first match.
      According to the schedule we got from Dias, the tournament was to
      last for 14 days, with the first 4 dedicated to the preliminaries.
      The preliminaries were defined as a 2 step process, with each of
      the 2 taking up half the allotted time.

      Over 1000 people had signed up for the tourney, and thus, there
      simply wasn’t enough to time for the preliminaries to be done in
      the usual 1 on 1 style. They were instead organised such that
      they’d allow for four people to be eliminated at once. That is, the
      preliminaries consisted solely of 5 person battle royales in which
      only the last man standing would be allowed to progress.

      Not surprisingly, the tournament’s managers knew exactly what
      they were doing. They understood that the only way for them to
      complete all 200 plus preliminary matches within the 2 day timebox
      was for them to have multiple matches running at once. Thus, they
      had set up a series of locations around town in order to facilitate
      the process, a feat only made capable precisely because the
      tournament happened to take place in Ulmutt. Ulmutt was unique in
      the sense that it existed for and because of adventurers. Hence,
      its city plan included a great number of open areas that often saw
      use as as training or dueling grounds.

      The second preliminary round would have far fewer participants
      than the first, and thus, they had it hosted within a pair of
      larger stadiums instead of a bunch of smaller ones scattered all
      over. Unlike the first, the second also allowed for spectators.

      The main event consisted of 6 rounds, which meant a total of 64
      participants. About 50 of the combatants typically came from the
      prelims. The rest were seeded and thereby excluded from the
      qualification process.

      Interestingly, killing one’s opponent was not actually
      considered a crime, as you weren’t allowed to participate in the
      tournament unless you signed a waiver. Said waiver included a
      statement about the fact that you knew you were going into
      something that might lead to your death. Honestly, I’m not really
      sure what else I should’ve expected from a world as violent as this
      one.

      That said, I had to admit that it wasn’t actually as bad as it
      may have otherwise seemed. After all, health potions were a thing,
      so you probably wouldn’t die unless you were killed instantly. That
      said, the organisers only really supplied that kinda stuff to the
      main event’s participants. You could say it was rather cold hearted
      for them to not assist those that got eliminated early on, but I
      couldn’t really blame or antagonize them for it. Culling the weak
      was kind of what this tournament was all about in the first place.
      Besides, distributing potions to all thousand or so participants
      would probably put the organisers well in the red, so it was
      honestly only fair. There was also always healing magic for people
      that couldn’t afford potions, though again, healers weren’t really
      something supplied to people participating in the prelims.

      Speaking of which, healing magic was precisely what made it
      possible for the tourney to take over the course of such a short
      time period. Its effects were more or less instant, so injured
      participants didn’t have to wait for their injuries to heal. All
      they needed was for someone to say the word, and they’d be back in
      tip top shape.

      [You feeling nervous at all?]

      "Nn. Fine."

      Fran nodded. We’d done everything we could these past few days
      to get ourselves as ready as we could possibly be, and so, the look
      on her face almost seemed to be the spitting image of
      confidence.

      [I’ll just stay on the sidelines and watch unless we run into
      someone really strong. Alright?]

      "Nn. Want to know how far we can go."

      Fran wanted to both test her own strength and see how much
      stronger she was when we fought together.

      There was still a decent bit of time before the match started,
      so we walked through town at a rather leisurely pace. The venue we
      were headed to happened to be right by the guild, so we weren’t
      even the slightest bit worried about getting lost.

      I made use of our travel time by explaining to Fran the
      tourney’s rules.

      Given that this was a martial arts tournament, an event that
      almost seemed to ooze with violence, there weren’t actually all
      that many restrictions. We just had to be careful not to consume
      any potions mid-combat, and we were pretty much good. There weren’t
      any rules against any skills and spells, you were pretty much
      allowed to do whatever. The only thing one would probably want to
      avoid would be the Evil Arts, as using them would more likely than
      not cause one to get instantly mobbed by any and all nearby
      adventurers.

      The only part of the rules that we really had to pay attention
      to was the part that detailed what you could and couldn’t do with
      summons. Any non-human summons were in fact allowed, but only under
      the condition that they weren’t summoned ahead of time. In other
      words, we could bring Urushi so long as we had him hide in Fran’s
      shadow and have him not come out until she pretended to summon him.
      The reason that this was in fact legal, and not against the rules,
      was because they stated that rules regarding summons applied not
      just to summons, but also to anything else that happened to
      function in a similar manner. Specifically, the rules would apply
      so long as the creature you called was initially either not present
      or hidden from sight.

      Fortunately, there weren’t any restrictions with regards to
      magic items, you could use whatever you wanted. It seemed that what
      this tournament cared about wasn’t one’s base stats, but rather how
      strong one was with all one’s gear and familiars factored in as
      well.

      There were only two possible ways to get disqualified. The first
      was to leave the ring, and the second, to deliberately attack
      someone that’d already surrendered.

      Fran looked at all the stalls around her as she slowly made her
      way forwards, but as one could expect, not even she was enough of a
      glutton to start chowing down the moment before she had to fight
      her first match.

      [You can eat as much as you want after we’re done, so sit tight
      for now, alright?]

      "Nn."

      She continued glancing at the stalls in our vicinity despite
      voicing her agreement. It was simply something that couldn’t be
      helped. Stalls started appearing en masse the moment the tournament
      began, and their merchandise honestly looked nothing short of
      delicious.

      Her staring any longer would only serve to tempt her, so I had
      her rush back over to the guild. I didn’t think we’d end up
      stopping on our way there given that she’d hit the gas, but for
      some odd reason, we did.

      [Is something the matter, Fran?]

      "That."

      I looked in the direction Fran’s finger was pointing, only to
      find a stall that almost seemed a bit familiar.

      [Wait, isn’t that… The Dragon’s Table?]

      The Dragon’s Table, one of the stores that’d competed against us
      back in Barbra, had a stall set up right by the Adventurer’s Guild.
      Upon closer inspection, I discovered that they seemed to be selling
      the Dragon Bone Soup they happened to be famous for. Standing
      behind the counter was a familiar face, a tall, A ranked adventurer
      by the name of Fermus. He was looking just as sharp as he was the
      last time we saw him.

      "Oh, well if it isn’t the Black Tail’s Fran."

      "Nn. Long time no see."

      "It has been quite a while. Are you perhaps here in order to
      participate in the tournament?"

      "Nn."

      "Well, then please do try your best."

      Fran ended up speaking with Fermus till we had to go.

      It turned out that he was also taking part in the tourney. But
      as one would expect of a former A ranked adventurer, he’d been
      seeded and wouldn’t be going through the prelims.

      "I would normally opt out of participating seeing as my age is
      what it is, but this year happens to be be a bit special, as one of
      my acquaintances asked me to participate. I was unable to turn him
      down because I owed him a favour."

      He had nothing to do in the meantime, so he ended up deciding to
      set up shop for publicity’s sake. I had to say, Fermus seemed
      really into this whole merchanting thing. Dude’s spirit was
      brimming with entrepreneurship.

      Well, that’s one more powerful foe we might end up running into.
      He’s literally killed dragons. Like shit, no way in hell we’ll be
      able to beat him easily.

      Fermus also told us a bunch about what happened to Barbra in the
      event’s aftermath. The former Lords, the Krystens, had effectively
      thrown away their fortune by using it to fund the city’s
      reconstruction. The guild had helped out as well, so the
      reconstruction was pretty much right on schedule.

      Amanda’s support had allowed the orphanage to get back on its
      feet, which in turn allowed Io go all out and do cook to the best
      of her ability. The soup Io made was ridiculously delicious despite
      the fact that she used nothing but super low quality vegetables in
      it. I really couldn’t help but wonder just how delicious the stuff
      she was making now was, given that she finally had access to all
      the spices and condiments she could ever dream of.

      Last but not least, he mentioned that Barbra was currently going
      through what could only be described as a curry boom. People were
      setting up curry stalls all over and naming them after our own.
      They’d call themselves the X Tail, or the Black Y, with X and Y
      being substituted out for random words. Many of these stalls would
      claim that they’d inherited our recipes, which I guess wasn’t
      entirely false seeing as how I’d handed the recipe over to the
      Chef’s Guild and told them to do whatever with it.

      Fran was really engaged in the conversation, and seemed really
      interested in everything else Fermus had to say, but we had to
      go.

      [Hey Fran, it’s time.]

      "Nn. Time for match."

      "Well, I won’t keep you any longer then. Sorry for the hold
      up."

      "Not problem. Wanted to talk about Barbra."

      "Great. Then I’ll look forward to trading blows with you in the
      ring."

      "Nn. Got it."

      "Fufu. You sure do seem eager."

      It seemed that Fermus’ words had flipped Fran’s switch, as the
      smile she flashed him was one filled with drive and battlelust.

      Welp, here’s to hoping she doesn’t hit the people we’ll be
      facing in the prelims too too hard.

      


      

    



    

    
      186.The First Preliminary Round

      
      


      Upon arriving, we found the venue to be surprisingly quiet.
      Further consideration made me feel like I’d stated the obvious
      given that the first preliminary round wasn’t actually open to the
      public.

      Men we presumed to be adventurers were entering and leaving the
      building, their bodies exuding auras of passion and excitement.

      [It looks like they’re handling all the reception stuff over by
      the entrance.]

      "Nn."

      Fran approached the receptionist in her usual, calm manner, with
      Urushi hidden in her shadow. He’d actually chosen to hide there on
      his own volition, as he knew he would’ve ended up having to do once
      we got into the waiting room anyways.

      "I’m sorry, we aren’t allowing spectators today. The second
      preliminary round starts tomorrow. You’ll have to come back
      then."

      The receptionist did the usual thing and treated Fran as a
      non-participant despite the fact that she had me shouldered. It
      seemed that the receptionist had thought Fran to be an adventurer
      that’d just joined up or something.

      I was a bit confused as to why the receptionist didn’t recognize
      Fran given the guild had announced that she’d hit C rank and all
      that. I only came to understand exactly why it’d happened after
      appraising the receptionist and finding out that he wasn’t actually
      associated with the guild, and was instead a civil servant working
      under the local lord.

      "Participant."

      "R-Really? What’s your name?"

      "Fran."

      "Let’s see… Oh, there it is. Wait, you really are participating
      in the tournament?"

      "Nn."

      "Are you sure you want to? There aren’t any healing services
      available for the first preliminary round, so you can get hurt
      really badly. It’s okay for you to back out if you want."

      The receptionist seemed like a pretty good guy, but he wasn’t
      really doing Fran any favours. That said, she wasn’t getting
      irritated either, seeing as how she could tell that he was only
      saying what he was because he was actually concerned for her
      safety.

      "Not problem."

      "I’m serious. It really is dangerous, alright?"

      "Thanks. Bye."

      "Make sure you surrender if you feel like you’re outclassed,
      okay!? And do it before you get hurt! It’ll be too late for you to
      regret your choices if you do!"

      The receptionist wasn’t able to leave his desk, so he ended up
      voicing his concerns by shouting them at Fran as she headed
      inside.

      ***

      Meeting the receptionist was pretty much the only hiccup we
      encountered along the way; everything that happened thereafter went
      rather smoothly. The person that showed us around after we got
      inside was an old adventurer, one skilled enough to tell that Fran
      was much stronger than she looked.

      In fact, he’d even ended up looking at the other participants
      with a look of pity, as most seemed to be grinning at her as if she
      was mere prey.

      "Heh. Looks like the last participant’s just a brat!"

      "I guess that means this’ll effectively just be a 4 way free for
      all then."

      "You do know that this tournament isn’t some sort of game,
      right? I’m supposed to be winning it big and making a name for
      myself, not playing with some kid."

      The other 4 participants were already present. Half of them
      looked like mercenaries, and the other half like adventurers.

      All but 1 of the participants had ended up looking down on Fran.
      The sole individual to regard her with a stern gaze was also the
      only person bothered appraising immediately. It turned out that he
      was actually a decently strong adventurer; his stats indicated that
      he was at least D ranked, which in turn meant he probably knew
      exactly who we were.

      "Take your places, we’ll soon begin."

      The old man that guided us over immediately began acting like a
      referee. However, he was interrupted by the less skilled adventurer
      before he could continue giving directions.

      He approached the old man and asked him to remove Fran from the
      fight.

      "Look, I get that kid’s qualified for this and all, but she
      really shouldn’t be here. I’m only taking part in this tournament
      in order to make myself famous. I’ll probably end up going down in
      infamy instead if word gets out that I ended up hurting a little
      girl like her just to get past the preliminaries!"

      "Say what you want. I don’t have the authority to disqualify
      her."

      "Hey kid! Back out, right now! This is a martial arts
      tournament, not some sort of children’s game!"

      He likely would have continued yelling at us if the other
      adventurer hadn’t called out to him.

      "I’m guessing you just got here then?"

      "Arrived yesterday. What of it?"

      "I see…"

      The more skilled of the two adventurers breathed a bit of a
      sigh. He seemed to have guessed that the other adventurer had only
      just in Ulmutt, and hence, had yet to hear about Fran. From that,
      he determined that convincing the other man was impossible, so he
      instead turned towards the judge and urged him to start the
      match.

      "We should probably begin if you want the tourney to stay on
      schedule."

      "Come on! You’ve got to be kidding me!"

      "Look, man, you’re wasting everyone’s time. If you don’t want to
      fight the kid, then just forfeit."

      "He’s right. You’re getting really annoying."

      "What did you say!?"

      The two mercenaries joined the fray, which ultimately caused the
      four men to enter a staring contest in which they all glared at one
      another.

      （Master. Can’t just send flying?）

      [Not right now. You’ll end up getting disqualified if you
      do.]

      Fran was starting to get a bit frustrated.

      The old man responsible for doing all the rep work seemed to
      feel the same way; he started the match because he didn’t really
      want to put up with everyone’s bickering.

      "The match will begin in 5, 4, 3—"

      "Hey, wait, what the hell!"

      "—2 , 1, start! "

      And so, the match ended up starting despite the weaker
      adventurer’s complaints.

      Both mercenaries immediately kicked off the moment the ref said
      the word ‘start.’

      "Heh heh heh. Best thing to do at a time like this…"

      "…Is to immediately team up and jump the strongest guy!"

      Though both mercs were rather weak, they still did have a fair
      amount of experience in combat. As they worked in the same field,
      the two established a mutual understanding and immediately began
      working together.

      I’d always thought of mercenaries to be the type of people that
      were capable of using all sorts of different weapons, but weak
      nonetheless. However, after being presented with live samples, I
      came to realize that they were in fact individuals rather skilled
      at cooperating. My guess was that they were most likely even more
      skilled than adventurers were in that regard.

      The weaker adventurer immediately reacted to their words.

      "Kuh! How cowardly! I can’t believe you’d gang up on me right
      off the bat!"

      Wait, did he seriously think that he was the one that was going
      to get ganged? Just how in the world did someone as weak as him end
      up with that much confidence? Dude’s been rattling on about
      getting famous and all that, but as far as I could tell, his
      attitude wasn’t backed by his ability. I didn’t understand why he
      assumed he’d be actually able to get past the first round of the
      prelims.

      "First up is you!"

      "Oraaahh! Go to hell!"

      The individual the two mercenaries immediately approached was
      naturally the more powerful of the two adventurers; they closed in
      on him from both directions while swinging their blades. Their
      choice seemed logical, as the man did give off the sense that he
      was rather strong.

      But they were simply too weak in comparison. Both were sent
      flying out of bounds with a single swing of the adventurer’s
      sword.

      "No way!"

      "He was way too strong!"

      Fran faced off against the other adventurer in the meantime. He
      really seemed to be the type of guy who wasn’t good at reading the
      mood, as he ended up trying to convince her to forfeit even
      now.

      "Listen here kid. I hit ranked all the way up to E faster than
      of Corrent Village’s other adventurers. There’s no way a little
      girl like you could possibly match up to my genius! Forfeit, walk
      yourself out of bounds right now if you don’t want me to hurt you.
      This is your final warning, you hear!"

      Did he end up turning out the way he did because the tiny ass
      village he came from thought him to be a genius or something? Is
      that how all this happened?

      "So yo—"

      "Shut up."

      Fran interrupted the weaker adventurer by kicking him in the
      stomach and sending him flying so far he almost fell out of
      bounds.

      "Urgh!!"

      He held his stomach and looked up at Fran with eyes filled with
      disbelief as he vomited all sorts of different things. It seemed he
      was incapable of comprehending the fact that she’d just sent him
      flying about 10 meters back.

      "Will get serious next time if you still want to fight."

      "Hiiii…"

      The adventurer lying on the ground in front of us was rather
      unskilled, but, even he could feel the aura of intimidation that
      Fran’s body had began exuding. He finally shut up and immediately
      rolled himself right out of bounds without even bothering to voice
      anything about shame or dishonor.

      [Why’d you purposefully make him not go out of bounds?]

      （Stupid and annoying, but wasn’t bad person.）

      For that reason, she’d intentionally allowed him to choose
      whether or not he wanted to back off as opposed to just sending him
      flying further. I got where she was coming from, but honestly, I
      almost wanted to say that the way she did it was even more cruel
      than just finishing him in one hit. The way she attacked him made
      it so he wouldn’t be able to make excuses or say that he’d been
      caught off guard, which in turn might’ve just broke his spirit and
      made him lose heart.

      "I knew this would be how things turned out…"

      "Nn."

      "I doubt I’ll be able to triumph over you, but I will at least
      get a hit in!"

      He drew his blade and attacked in a fluid, skillful motion, but
      failed to damage Fran regardless.

      She swung her left fist, smacked him with a counter, broke his
      stance, and caused him to collapse on the spot.

      "How… mortifying…"

      And so, Fran ended up moving onto the second round of the
      preliminaries.

      


      

    



    

    
      187.In the Waiting Room

      
      


      Today was the day we would fight our second preliminary match.

      Its location, a large stadium, was practically the exact
      opposite of the the puny training ground in which we’d fought the
      first round.

      The first round’s 1000 plus participants had been cut down to a
      measly 240. Soon, that 240 would be further reduced all the way
      down to 48.

      The participants were split into 2 groups of 120, with each
      assigned to one of the two larger stadiums the event was to be
      hosted in. Both stadiums were known to get pretty full seeing as
      how the second preliminary round not only functioned as the first
      round open to spectators, but also the only public round that
      featured battle royale style matches. The 5 FFA format was actually
      quite popular, as people thought it fresh compared to the standard
      1v1 format used throughout the rest of the tourney.

      Another reason spectators enjoyed flocking to both this round
      and the tournament as a whole was the fact that one could gamble.
      Everyone other than the match’s participants would be allowed to
      bet to their hearts’ content. Participants were banned from placing
      bets in order to discourage them from fixing their matches. Match
      fixing was considered a serious crime and any found guilty of it
      would be put to death.

      In my world, gambling had been an act that was often associated
      with organized crime and the underworld as a whole, but that
      apparently wasn’t something we had to be concerned with. Dias was
      rather strict, he was known for cracking down on and preventing it.
      Larger criminal organisations would always be destroyed the moment
      they were discovered. Smaller scaled organisations sometimes
      managed to find themselves staying off the radar, but none of them
      held nearly enough power to have their way.

      Plus, the Adventurer’s Guild was the entity responsible for all
      the bookkeeping. They possessed the power, authority, and talent
      necessary to make sure nothing happened, so there really wasn’t
      much to worry about.

      [Alright, let’s go.]

      "Nn."

      We still had a fair chunk of time before Fran’s match began, but
      apparently, all participants actually needed to arrive earlier than
      was scheduled. Hence, we’d planned to spend about 30 minutes in the
      venue’s waiting room.

      Fran didn’t actually seem nervous. She was still her usual
      taciturn self despite the upcoming second preliminary round. Since
      we had a bit more time to spare today, she even ended up buying and
      eating a bunch of stuff on her way over to the stadium.

      [Man, this place is huge.]

      "Nn."

      The venue was a massive cylindrical building that looked almost
      exactly like a colosseum. Today was our first time viewing it from
      up close, but I could feel the excitement contained within
      nonetheless. The sheer hype amount of hype that filled the arena
      was only evidenced by the ridiculously loud cheers we heard booming
      out from within.

      Fran headed inside through the combatants’ entrance at the
      building’s rear. Today’s receptionist seemed to be the kind that
      had their shit together, and so, we managed to make into the
      waiting room without anyone stopping us in our tracks. All of the
      other participants immediately turned towards Fran the moment she
      entered the waiting room. Most regarded her with surprise,
      contempt, or a sense of bewilderment, but she ignored them and
      found herself a seat.

      To her, this was only normal.

      There were a total of 5 different waiting waiting rooms. The
      tournament’s organisers had intentionally made it so people
      wouldn’t run into their opponents prior to actually entering the
      arena in order to minimize the amount of potential conflict. They’d
      also even gone as far as to set a rule stating that combat was
      banned within the waiting rooms’ confines.

      "The hell’s a brat like you doing here? Scram!"

      Unfortunately, people were people, and rules weren’t always
      respected.

      One of the second round’s participants immediately started
      blabbing off to Fran despite the fact that he would’ve realized
      that she wasn’t just some random kid if he’d so much as just used
      his brain. A mere moment worth of thought would’ve allowed him to
      realize that she’d had to at least have some ability given that
      she’d gotten through the first preliminary round.

      The man in question, a dude with a vulgar look on his face, went
      out of his way to rise to his feet and approach Fran. The fact that
      combat was against the rules put me at a loss. I wasn’t really sure
      how to handle the situation given that we weren’t allowed to do the
      usual thing and just smack him to shut him up.

      It turned out that Fran didn’t share my sentiments. She knew
      exactly what to do, as evidenced by the fact that she activated all
      her intimidation-type skills without a moment’s hesitation. That
      is, she immediately filled the entire room with an
      incredible amount of pressure.

      [Hey Fran, you’re going a bit overboard there.]

      "Nn?"

      Fran’s aura had caused many of the other participants to rise to
      their feet with the faces paled and their weapons drawn out of
      sheer habit — and they’d only been been hit with collateral
      damage.

      The man Fran had been aiming her bloodlust at had lost control
      of his legs and fallen flat on his ass. He was trembling in fear
      and almost on the verge of passing out.

      "Nn."

      "Hii…."

      He even went as far as immediately scuttling backwards the
      moment Fran laid eyes on him.

      Welp. It getting all quiet was good and all, but I kinda felt
      bad for what we did to all the other contestants.

      They weren’t able to relax until after Fran cancelled the skills
      and bowed her head in apology. That said, their expressions had
      ultimately ended up remaining stern; most seemed to have come to
      understand their own relative weakness.

      Yup, she definitely went overboard.

      Everyone present remained dead silent, which in turn made the
      cheers coming from the colosseum’s arena sound strangely distant.
      Fran, however, literally didn’t give a shit. She simply sat down,
      pulled a glass of juice out of her dimensional storage, and started
      drinking it with an innocent look on her face like it was nobody’s
      business.

      The atmosphere ended up remaining as is until another contestant
      ended up entering the room.

      "Oh hey, well if it isn’t the Magic Sword Girl."

      "Nn? Lydia?"

      "Hey, long time no see. So you’re taking part in the tourney
      too?"

      The girl that walked into the otherwise tense room was Lydia, an
      adventurer we met back in Barbra, and a member of the Scarlet
      Maidens. She was fairly easy to recognize, as her face was
      currently decorated with its usual expressionless mask.

      The fact that she was here immediately led me to assume that the
      other two members of her party were also actively
      participating.

      "Judith and Maia here too?"

      "Yup, they’ve also both signed up for the tourney. Judith’s over
      in one of the other rooms. Maia had to go to the other venue
      instead. But seriously, whew."

      "Nn?"

      "Well, it’s just that you being here means I won’t have to worry
      about fighting you."

      Lydia had seen the extent of Fran’s strength back in Barbra, so
      learning that she wouldn’t have to fight her had caused the older
      girl to breathe a sigh of relief.

      "Our goal is to make it past the preliminaries."

      "Not win?"

      "That’s just not something that’s going to happen. Both Colbert
      and Forrund are going to be participating, and there’s no way any
      of us could even imagine matching up to them. To be honest, we’re
      just entering in order to make ourselves better known so people
      won’t look down on us. Our party only has girls in it, so it’s a
      necessary measure."

      The reason the Scarlet Maidens had decided to take part in the
      tourney seemed like one of the more common ones. It did make sense
      though. Getting filtered through the preliminaries despite the
      tournament’s scale really would serve to evidence one’s skill to
      some extent. I mean, that was interesting and all, but I cared much
      less about the reasons he was participating than I did about the
      other participants she had just mentioned.

      "Colbert and Forrund participating too?"

      After all, it seemed that two more powerful opponents had joined
      the fray.

      "Uhmmmm… Could you not smile like that? It’s kinda scary!"

      Hearing that Colbert and Forrund had come seemed to light both
      Fran’s spirit and her desire to fight aflame, as she immediately
      smiled a belligerent smile.

      "Oh, yeah! Congrats on ranking up! The fact that you’re already
      a C ranker is really impressive."

      "Thanks."

      "Please go easy on me if we happen to happen to get matched up
      against each other after the prelims are done with. Please try not
      to hurt me, ‘kay?"

      "Nn."

      "I’ll hold you to it then! I swear I’ll get really mad if you
      make me hurt all over!"

      I honestly couldn’t tell if Lydia was weak or strong from a
      psychological standpoint. But either way, Fran ended up getting
      called shortly after the two started to converse.

      The clerk that called for us led us through a narrow passageway.
      Blinding sunlight flooded into it as we made our way through; it
      almost seemed to emphasize that the arena lay beyond.

      [Are you ready, Fran?]

      "Nn."

      [This is your last chance to avoid garnering the Beast Lord’s
      attention, so if you want to back out, it’ll be now or never.]

      "Won’t forfeit."

      [You sure? Even though the Beast Lord might end up making note
      of you?]

      "Nn!"

      The Beast Lord had broken Fran’s spirit and left her trembling
      thereafter simply by standing before her.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Fran didn’t care that the actions she was about to take were
      ones that could ultimately attract his attention. The moment she
      learned of Kiara’s fate was the moment she threw away the very
      consideration of backing down. Doing so, running away with her tail
      between her legs, had become equivalent to casting away her tribe’s
      pride.

      And that, she simply refused to do.

      [Go all out, do whatever it is you want. Don’t worry about the
      Beast Lord. We can always just teleport the hell away, find
      ourselves a ship, and sail off to another continent if really need
      be. But that’s not something you’ll have to worry about, I’ll take
      care of everything if worse comes to worst, so don’t let your fears
      hold you back.]

      "Thanks."

      [Alright, that’s all I had to say.]

      There was no point in dwelling on what ifs. All we needed to do
      for now was focus on and conquer the second preliminary round.

      [Let’s do this!]

      "Nn!"

      


      

    



    

    
      188.The Second Preliminary Round

      
      


      Fran pumped herself up and stepped into the arena, only to be
      greeted by a stage of epic proportions, one so massive and well
      decorated that it simply couldn’t be compared to the dingy
      thing used in the first preliminary round. Its construction
      consisted of two parts, a round platform and the larger cylindrical
      wall that enclosed it, a large cylindrical wall. Around the arena
      were enough seats to fit over a thousand spectators. The place was
      beyond packed; every single seat was filled and then some.

      Our entrance was welcomed by a set cheers from the audience,
      cheers so deafeningly loud that they caused my blade to tremble in
      response.

      In spite of all that, Fran was as usual; she literally didn’t
      care about her surroundings.

      Three of our four foes already stood atop the stage, one of
      which we happened to recognize.

      "Huh? Fran!?"

      "Judith?"

      "Oh come on! Now I’m sure to lose!"

      Judith fell forward onto her knees the moment she realized she
      was up against us. It was an action I honestly couldn’t blame her
      for. There was basically no way for her to win given how the fact
      that Fran was way stronger than she was..

      Apparently she wasn’t the only one to have recognized Fran, as
      the other contestants had also adopted similar expressions of
      unease.

      "So that’s the Magic Sword Girl…? Huh, she really was just a
      kid."

      "Don’t let your guard down. Her ranks even higher than ours are.
      I hear she’s a C ranker now."

      The first round of the preliminaries seemed to have filtered out
      most of the weaker adventurers, as the only one of the contestants
      present understood that Fran was no weakling. The only one that
      failed to recognize her strength was the last to enter the
      ring.

      "Hahahah! Why’s there a brat here? Isn’t this supposed to be a
      Martial Arts Tournament?"

      The obnoxiously loud Blue Catkin that joined the fray laughed
      before taking a closer look at her and furrowing his brows.

      "How the hell did you manage to get past the first round?
      Did you bribe all your opponents? Or were they just all
      pedophiles?"

      "Strength."

      "Heh. Bullshit! You’re a god damned Black Catkin! No way in hell
      a wimp catkin like you could actually put up a decent fight. Know
      your place. Wait, I know. That old White Dogkin geezer must’ve
      pulled a few strings. That has to have been it."

      Getting a closer look at him allowed me to recognize that he was
      in fact a member of Blue Pride. Specifically, he was one of the two
      people that’d been standing by the gate and trying to convince
      Aurel to see them.

      The realisation immediately explained why he was aggressive on
      both Fran and her benefactor.

      "Just you wait, wimp cat. I’ll tear your jaw off so you can’t
      surrender, strip you nude and embarrassed the hell out of you
      before finally slowly beating you death."

      "…Talking really big for just Blue Pride."

      "Haah? What’d you just say?"

      "You tried to visit aurel by lying and claiming you were famous,
      but you were turned away at the gates because your lie seen through
      right away. You’re just a group of weak, pathetic, small time
      mercenaries. And stay away from me. You stink."

      Fran seemed to have snapped given that she’d started speaking in
      longer, more drawn out sentences.

      "You little bitch…!"

      A large screen that resembled the kind you’d see in a sports
      stadium decorated one of the stadium’s sides. It seemed to be some
      sort of magic item, as it was doing as a monitor would, and
      displayed a blown up version of the interaction that’d just occured
      in real time.

      The crowd’s response to the Blue Catkin’s remarks was rather
      poor. A few of the men had urged him on, but a greater number of
      women had ended up booing. Fran’s rebuttal, on the other hand, had
      caused the entire stadium to erupt into cheers. The man immediately
      popped a vein in rage, but Fran just totally ignored him and
      everything he said from that point onward, which, as one might
      suspect, only caused him to get even angrier.

      Their interaction was one the crowd really seemed to like, as
      its members began to jeer in an attempt to urge the two on.

      With the mood set, the match finally began.

      The Blue Catkin immediately locked his eyes to Fran’s position
      and lunged straight at her. His skill with the sword wasn’t too
      shabby, and he came at her with nothing held back; it was clear
      that he planned to kill her. His actions caused me to want to scoff
      at how childish he was. He ended up completely losing all sense of
      rationality just because of the slightest bit of mockery.

      Though, that much, I’d honestly expected.

      What I didn’t expect, however, was for the three other
      contestants to join him. They all immediately decided to cooperate
      in order to eliminate Fran, as, the Blue Catkin aside, they were
      aware that she was the strongest in the group. Judith happened to
      stand out from her peers, as she purposefully placed herself at the
      rear so she could use the other three contestants as meat
      shields.

      Both Fran and I were rather impressed by her actions. She hadn’t
      given up on winning despite the fact that she knew we’d be able to
      overwhelm her.

      The unexpected four versus one situation put Fran in what could
      be thought of a numerical disadvantage, but she didn’t mind. Fran
      simply didn’t care that all four other contestants had ganged up
      her. She didn’t complain, nor did she bother calling any of the
      four out for unfairness.

      Instead, she simply retalited.

      "Fmph."

      "Guahhh!"

      She swung me without bothering to draw my blade from its sheath
      and hit the Blue Catkin right in the jaw. The impact caused him to
      fly into the air before spiraling back down towards the ground.

      Fran then struck again; she used the rising momentum that
      accompanied her first strike in order to deliver a powerful
      horizontal blow.

      "Heavy Slash."

      "Kyaah!"

      "What!?"

      "Gyaaahhh!"

      Heavy Slash was considered a relatively low tier skill, but it’d
      proven to be more than effective enough given just how powerful
      Fran had become. The attack sent the swordsman and spearman that
      followed the Blue Catkin tumbling back into Judith. Neither of the
      three were capable of recovering from the attack and so, they were
      all forced out of bounds.

      Only a few seconds had passed, but Fran had already eliminated
      three of her four opponents. She could’ve easily done the same to
      the last of the bunch, but instead, intentionally chose to draw out
      her assault.

      "Hiiii! F-Fwelp me…!"

      She swung me downwards. In doing so, she caught the Blue Catkin
      in midair, smashed him into the ground, and caused a dull crack to
      reverberate through it.

      "Gahiii… fuaarghh…!"

      The blood in the Blue Catkin’s mouth rendered him incapable of
      anything but a few groans. He’d barely managed to hang onto his
      consciousness, not because he was sturdy, but because Fran had made
      sure to hold back just enough for him to do so.

      "I… huwwenda! I huwwenda!"

      "Don’t understand."

      "Horheit!"

      "Still don’t understand."

      Well, yeah, it’s kinda hard for him to actually speak given that
      he doesn’t have a jaw or chin anymore.

      "I horheit da hatsh!"

      "Too stupid to know how to surrender? Well, can’t be helped
      since Blue Catkin."

      Fran basically totally admitted to knowing exactly what he was
      trying to say, but it didn’t matter. What did was the fact that
      she’d done onto him exactly what he claimed he’d wanted to do to
      her.

      "Should strip and humiliate you?"

      "Hiiii! I’m hwory! I’m hworry! Pweave, htop! Haf murhy!"

      The sheer amount of bloodlust Fran’d been emanating caused the
      Blue Catkin to become as scared as he could possibly be; a warm,
      wet patch spread across his nether regions as he deliriously begged
      for her forgiveness.

      Naturally, the referee had realized that the match couldn’t go
      on, and so, he hurried over to the stage and attempted to climb
      atop it.

      Fran noticed him approach, so she immediately moved to deliver
      the finishing blow before he could stop her.

      "Will end as requested."

      "Gobaaarrrgggh!"

      She muttered a few words under her breath while swinging me like
      a golf club and sending the Blue Catkin fly right off the stage.
      She seemed to have gone a bit overboard, as he soared for what
      looked like 10 whole meters before finally hitting the ground.

      I was a bit worried that the crowd would end up finding her
      actions distasteful, but it turned out that they actually ended up
      liking them as they immediately broke into applause.

      "And it’s over! The young lady just pulled off the impossible
      and sent a full grown man flying off the stage with just one hit!
      Ain’t that just incredible ladies and gentlemen? It’s not something
      you’d expect from someone with such a cute face, that’s for
      sure!"

      Wait, there’s been a shoutcaster this whole time? How the hell
      did I not notice?

      The caster’s announcement caused the crowd to break out into an
      extra loud cheer.

      "And with that C rank adventurer Fran, the Magic Sword Girl,
      wins the 11th west block and secures herself a spot in the main
      event without even drawing the blade she’s nicknamed after!"

      


      

    



    

    
      189.The Brackets

      
      


      "Congratulations, Miss Fran. You have earned the right to
      participate in the main event."

      "Nn."

      Fran ended up having to visit what almost looked to be yet
      another waiting room after winning the match. There, she was met by
      a clerk who explained how things would work from here on out.

      The tournament wasn’t set to start till the day after tomorrow,
      but, tomorrow was going to be a busy day regardless. The matchups
      and brackets were to be posted in the morning and an opening
      ceremony was to take place around noon. The tournament’s
      participants didn’t actually have to participate in the opening
      ceremony. In fact, the clerk’s tone made it seemed like we were or
      more or less discouraged from doing so, which honestly only made
      sense. Putting a bunch of hot blooded warriors in one spot sounded
      like a terrible idea no matter how you spun it.

      They pushed the idea even further by stating that copies of the
      brackets would be delivered straight to the inn we were staying at
      so we wouldn’t even have head out in order to check them.

      To us, not having to attend the ceremony was nothing short of a
      blessing. Fran wasn’t the type of girl that’d be able to sit still
      while nobles and other bigwigs went about with their long speeches
      and whatnot. Plus, the Beast Lord was pretty much guaranteed to be
      present as a VIP of sorts, and being around him didn’t quite seem
      like what one would call the best idea ever.

      We were also informed that the main tournament’s participants
      would be given preferential treatment at all smithies throughout
      the city for the event’s duration. Injuries could be fixed on the
      spot with ease. All one would need to do to restore themselves to
      perfect health was to either chug a potion or two, or have someone
      cast a few healing spells. Gear, however, couldn’t really be fixed
      unless you took it in for maintenance.

      Luckily, there wasn’t too much new information to absorb, so we
      ended up leaving the arena not too long after our victory — only to
      immediately run into Judith.

      "Hey Fran. It looked like I really didn’t even stand a
      chance."

      "Not hurt?"

      "Haha… Only because you held back enough for me not to be."

      The way she spoke made it clear that she was feeling a bit down.
      Fran had no idea what to say given the circumstances, and so, she
      just ended up not saying anything at all. Instead, she simply
      looked at the other girl with a bit of a troubled expression.

      "Oh uh, sorry, don’t mind me. I just wanted to wish you good
      luck and to tell you to give it your all, in part for my sake."

      "Nn."

      "Oh, and make sure you win the first round! I’ll be betting all
      the spare cash I have on you!"

      "Might fight Lydia if she wins prelims."

      "That doesn’t matter! I’ll still be betting on you anyway"

      Judith smiled cheerfully while giving us a thumbs up.

      With that, we departed, our minds and hearts filled with
      Judith’s half sincere, half greed-driven words of
      encouragement.

      "Will do best."

      [That you should, for Judith’s wallet’s sake.]

      ***

      The tournament brackets were delivered to us the next
      afternoon.

      We immediately began looking them over the moment we got them.
      The brackets were split into four distinct blocks, labeled A, B, C,
      and D respectively. Each naturally contained 16 of the tourney’s 64
      contestants.

      Fran’d been placed in slot A-11, which… honestly didn’t really
      mean much to us. It told us who we were up against and all, but did
      nothing to tell us how strong he or she was supposed to be.

      [Looks like we’re up against someone named Zefmate…?]

      "Don’t recognize."

      [He isn’t seeded, so I guess that means he must’ve at least been
      strong enough to win his way through the prelims.]

      We decided to put Zefmate aside for the time being and look into
      him a bit later on. I figured we’d at least be able to learn a bit
      about his fighting style if we just asked Erza.

      After shelving the thought and putting something on our to-do
      list, Fran and I immediately looked over all the seeded
      combatants.

      "Forrund and Amanda."

      [Royce and Goldalfa are on here too.]

      The four A ranked adventurers looked to be the tourney’s top
      seed, as their names were placed in the page’s four corners. Though
      some tournaments involved having seeded individuals fight less
      matches, this one didn’t. There were exactly 64 participants, so it
      was fair in the sense that each and every single individual would
      have to fight the exact same number of battles to win the
      event.

      As were were in Block A, the first top seed we’d end up
      encountering, if any, would have to be Goldalfa, one of the Beast
      Lord’s escorts. He was in the same block as us, and specifically
      had been placed in slot A-1. Block A’s second seed, Colbert, had
      been placed opposite him in slot A-16.

      Having 16 seeded combatants meant that there were naturally four
      in each block. They all seemed to be quite strong, but Goldalfa and
      Colbert, the ones we’d have to fight, seemed especially
      intimidating. Both were capable of bringing Fran to the verge of
      death with a single strike. Fortunately, we knew about both their
      abilities to an extent, so we could at least begin thinking up how
      we could best deal with them ahead of time.

      The first of the two we would face would be Colbert, which in
      turn meant we’d need to be able to do something about opponents
      that made use of Martial Arts. But again, he wasn’t the only person
      we needed to defeat. There were so just many people we needed to
      look up and do research on — a fact that worried me to the point
      where I’d started doing mental laps.

      "Kufu."

      Fran, however, wasn’t. The possibility of having to go up
      against one of the Beast Lord’s guards failed to frighten or worry
      her. In fact, it’d done the exact opposite. Hearing that she might
      get to fight Goldafa had pushed her battlelust over the edge and
      caused her to break into a smile.

      [So if we win the first round, we’ll probably have to fight…
      Wait, seriously? Him?]

      "Kurusu Ryuuzel? Don’t really remember?"

      [I’m not surprised you don’t remember him, but he was that one C
      ranked guy that was there when we went dungeon diving with
      Amanda.]

      "Nn?"

      [Oh come. He was the one guy that kinda functioned as both a
      guide and examiner at the same time. Dude was kinda handsome, but
      almost seemed kinda pitiable given how worldly-wise he was. He
      must’ve seen some shit.]

      "Maybe vaguely recalling?"

      Welp… It didn’t look like I’d be able to jog her memory, so I
      just gave up. I figured she’d probably remember him if she
      saw him. I was fairly confident Kurusu himself would likely
      recognize her on sight, as the impression she’d left on him had
      been a pretty deep one. It’d probably get all awkward if Fran ended
      up treating him like a total stranger, so I decided to make a
      mental note to remind myself to remind her that she knew him the
      moment we came across him.

      That said, the mental note I made wasn’t really one I’d
      classified as anything even remotely close to high priority. There
      was a fair chance we wouldn’t actually end up getting pit against
      Kurusu anyways. He would have to win against the individual seeded
      into slot A-9 in order to actually see us in the ring.

      [Looks like Kurusu’s going to to have to fight that old guy,
      Radyer.]

      "Said he was C ranked?"

      [Yeah, but he’s apparently as strong as a B ranker and even used
      to serve as a court magician.]

      Radyer getting seeded honestly seemed nothing short of
      reasonable. I kinda felt a bit sorry for Kurusu; I really couldn’t
      see him winning against the old mage.

      "Radyer will win."

      Fran voiced her agreement.

      Well, I guess we’ll have to figure out how to best fight mages
      if we wanted to beat Radyer.

      [And if we manage to make it past Radyer, we’ll have to face off
      against Colbert.]

      "Nn! Will need to try hard. Excited."

      Colbert was much more experienced than us, and even had a trick
      or two up his sleeve. He’d had something that disguised his stats,
      so we didn’t even know if the values we’d seen back then had really
      been his actual ones. All I really knew about him was that he had
      that a mysterious martial arts-type skill referred to as
      Dimitris-Style Martial Arts, which was yet another thing we’d have
      to look into.

      [And if we beat Colbert, we’ll have to fight Goldalfa.]

      "Nn."

      Goldalfa, like Colbert, seemed to be fairly strong, so I didn’t
      doubt that he’d win his first three matches. I wasn’t really
      confident as to whether or not we’d be able to bring him down
      ourselves; there was a fair chance he’d be able to plow through us
      and win his fourth match as well.

      "Will win!"

      [Hell yeah we will!]

      If we did beat him, then I’d say we actually had a fair chance
      of actually winning the whole goddamn tourney. He, as an A ranked
      adventurer, was someone strong enough to single handedly upset the
      balance of of a country’s military power so it went without saying
      that he was a likely contender for the championship title.

      [Though, beating him isn’t really going to get us out of
      fighting all the other A ranked adventurers present.]

      If all went well, Fran would have to fight Amanda in the semis,
      and Forrund in the finals, the realisation of which practically
      left her trembling in excitement. Both gave off the impression that
      they were even stronger than Goldalfa, especially since we’d
      witnessed their power first hand back in Barbra.

      "But will still win."

      [That we will.]

      They were extremely formidable, but I refused to back down.
      There was no point in me doing so if Fran actually intended on
      giving it her all. After all, victory was something that
      necessitated the right mindset; there was no way for us win unless
      we fought with that precise purpose in mind.

      [Fuck yeah! Let’s do this!]

      "Master?"

      [I was just getting myself pumped, cause we’re gunna win this
      shit!]

      "Nn!"

      We’d identified what seemed to be our main threats, but that
      didn’t mean we could actually let our guards down. As there were
      many other strong contestants, there was a chance we could be
      caught off guard and completely obliterated by someone we hadn’t
      expected to fight if we didn’t remain vigilant.

      Having come to that conclusion, we decided to once again look
      through the brackets in order to identify our acquaintances.

      The first name that happened to catch our eyes was Fermus’. He
      happened to be in Block D together with Royce.

      The second name we noticed was Erza’s. It seemed the tournament
      was fairly flexible and its managers were willing to accommodate
      people’s needs, as they hadn’t listed him by his real name. Erza,
      like Amanda, was placed in the Block B. I kinda wanted to see the
      two fight, but also kinda didn’t, as it’d likely be a showdown
      that’d determine which was the more fearsome woman.

      The third name that caught our eye was the name “Phillip
      Krysten,” which happened to be listed alongside Forrund’s in Block
      C. I was a bit unsure as to whether or not he should actually be
      here given Barbra’s status quo, but figured he probably had his
      reasons for participating. Plus, he honestly had seemed pretty
      damned strong given what he was able to do to Rynford, so I was
      looking forward to seeing the full extent of abilities; Phillip vs
      Forrund was a match I didn’t want to miss.

      Our eyes moved around the page a bit more and located the name
      Charlotte. I recalled her immediately. She was the young War Dancer
      that’d helped us out back in Barbra. She seemed to me like the type
      of person that’d fight through the rituals she performed with her
      dance as opposed to engaging in direct combat… which wouldn’t
      really help her given that her first match was against Erza. I felt
      pretty bad for her, so I at least, in my mind, offered her my
      heartfelt condolences.

      Her name was the last familiar one we found.

      The person we’d been looking for hadn’t made the list.

      "Lydia missing."

      Wait, didn’t she ask Fran not to hurt her too much if they came
      across each other during the main event and all that? How could she
      actually not make it after saying something like that?

      God damn it, Lydia! What the hell!?

      

    



    

    
      190.Gathering Intel

      
      


      Fran and I stopped by the Adventurer’s Guild not too long after we
      finished staring down the brackets. Our goal was to figure out as
      much as we could with regards to all the other participants.

      "Erza not here."

      [I’m honestly not all that sure he would’ve told us what we
      wanted to know anyways.]

      "Nn?"

      [I mean, he’s technically one of our competitors, you know?
      Though, I guess he does seem like he’d gladly comply so long as
      it’s you that’s asking…]

      Relying on someone we might have to fight against for
      information just didn’t sit quite right with me.

      [How ’bout asking Dias or some other adventurers instead?]

      "Got it."

      Fran began moving towards a group of nearby adventurers so she
      could ask for a bit of information — only to be immediately denied
      the chance by the person she’d originally been looking for.

      "Congratulations Fran! You did it! You made it to the main
      event!"

      Erza dashed right over with a huge grin on his face, one so
      friendly it made me feel like an idiot for even considering him a
      rival of sorts.

      "I watched your match! You did soooo well!"

      "Nn."

      "That Blue Catkin was really rude… You should’ve beat him up
      some more, mhm!"

      "But might’ve been disqualified."

      "Oh… right, I almost forgot you weren’t allowed to attack people
      that’ve already surrendered. Oh well, I guess he gets off easy
      then… More importantly, Fran, something about you seems a bit
      different."

      "Nn?"

      "Let’s see… It’s kinda like you’ve gotten a more reliable.
      You’ve really got this huge sense of presence."

      "Trained hard."

      "Is that really it? Mmm… I guess that does make sense. You seem
      like the type that’ll grow at an explosive rate the moment I take
      my eyes off of you. I’m sure the tournament will help you get way
      stronger."

      "Nn."

      "So what made you want to come to the guild today?"

      "Wanted to research opponents."

      "Really? I always thought you were the type that wouldn’t really
      care who you were up against."

      "Intel very important."

      "Yup yup! Totally! As for the person you’ll be going up against
      first… Hmm… I don’t know anything about him."

      "Don’t know?"

      "Mhm. I’ve never heard of any adventurers named Zefmate
      before."

      Erza not recognizing Zefmate meant two things: he wasn’t from
      Ulmutt and he wasn’t anyone really famous.

      "Let’s try asking someone else."

      Erza approached the adventurers seated at the bar and asked them
      if they knew of Zefmate.

      "Do any of you know an adventurer named Zefmate?"

      "Zefmate? Never heard of him."

      "Me either."

      None of the ten adventurers present had any idea who he was,
      which in turn led me to suspect that Zefmate wasn’t actually an
      adventurer given that some of the participants were in fact
      not.

      There were also mercenaries, Knights like Phillip, mages, and
      other decently strong non-adventurers present as well.

      [Alright, looks like he isn’t someone anyone around here knows.
      Let’s try switching gears.]

      "Nn. Would like information on Dimitris-Style Martial Arts
      instead."

      "Oh my. Whyever would you need that?"

      "Might have to fight person with it."

      "I didn’t know any of the tournament’s entrants knew how to use
      Dimitris-Style Martial Arts."

      "Don’t know why, but won’t use."

      "Oh, I guess that must mean the person you’re talking about is
      going through his trial."

      "Trial?"

      "You didn’t know about the Dimitris Trial? They’re really
      famous. Anyone that wants to be an official disciple has to go
      through one of them. The trial goer needs to become an A ranked
      adventurer with a part of their strength sealed by a really special
      magic item."

      The trial apparently really was famous, as all the other
      adventurers seemed to know about it and filled us in with a few
      additional details. They told us that the magic item sealed away
      both a portion of one’s skills and stats.

      No one present knew the exact details, but it seemed that one’s
      stats would drop by a minimum of 20 percent upon equipping the
      sealing item. It prevented one from using many of the
      Dimitris-Styled Martial Arts and also pretty much lowered the level
      of every single skill one happened to have.

      Learning that promptly allowed us to understand why Colbert had
      suddenly gotten stronger the moment Barbra fell into chaos. He
      must’ve undone his seal in order to help us kill Rynford.

      Erza himself had partied with someone familiar with the
      Dimitris-Style Martial Art in the past, and had the opportunity to
      witness its techniques from up close.

      "Though, she wasn’t too high ranked, and couldn’t do anything
      too incredible at the time."

      Apparently, the thing that made the Dimitris-Style so amazing
      was its focus on Qi.

      Qi was defined as the act of applying one’s energy either within
      or on the surface of one’s body in order to either use it as a
      weapon or simply reinforce oneself. It was similar to magic, which
      used the exact same energy source to create the phenomenon known as
      a spell. The distinction between the two basically lay in the
      manner in which the energy was directed. Like magic, Qi’s strengths
      and weaknesses were dependant on its users skills and natural
      disposition.

      "Dimitris-Style Martial Arts take the concept of Qi to a whole
      new level. I don’t know too many details, but I think they’ve
      started to mix the concepts of Qi and Magic together. Mhm."

      "Qi and Magic at same time?"

      "Yup yup. Dimitris-Style martial artists can send their Qi
      flying or deploy it as a shield. I think they can also send their
      Qi into their opponents’ bodies in order to destroy it from the
      inside out. I’ve heard that the style’s more experienced users can
      do even more than just that, but I haven’t really heard any
      details."

      Apparently Dimitris-Style martial artists were able to do a lot
      more than just fire off the Kameh*meha. Being able to totally wreck
      someone’s body from inside out sounded really troublesome to deal
      with.

      "I don’t really think you need to worry about it though. At
      least not for the purposes of the tourney."

      "Why?"

      "Trial goers aren’t supposed to be allowed to lift the seal
      unless it’s to help people or defeat someone thought to be evil.
      You aren’t supposed to release the seal out of self-interest."

      Doing well in the tourney pretty much fell into the
      self-interest category, which meant we probably wouldn’t have to
      worry about Colbert undoing his seal, which, to us, was fairly
      beneficial. It boosted the hell out of our chances of victory.

      "Nn. Understood."

      "Is there anything else you wanted to ask?"

      We asked for details about Royce, Goldalfa, Amanda, Forrund and
      last but not least, Radyer.

      "Radyer?"

      "Good old Radyer? He’s a strong one~ He doesn’t have too much
      stamina due to his age, but he’s really well experienced. You’ll
      need to be able to deal with all sorts of magic if you want to beat
      him."

      "What kinds?"

      "As far as I know, he can use Greater Earth Magic, Greater Water
      Magic, and Storm Magic."

      Radyer sounded hella tough. He was the only mages we heard of
      capable of using three different advanced magics. The closest to
      his level would be Royce, who was capable of using Greater Earth
      Magic, Moonlight Magic and Space/Time Magic.

      We didn’t really know much about Greater Earth Magic or Greater
      Water Magic, so we were going to have to proceed with utmost
      care.

      "Did you want to know anything else, or is that all?"

      "Nn. All for now."

      "Mkay. Tell me if you ever want to know anything else. I’ll tell
      you everything I can!"

      "Nn."

      "But that doesn’t mean I’ll go easy on you if we end up getting
      matched against each other, mkay? We’ll have to fight it out fair
      and square. That’d be rude."

      "Know already."

      "Oh my, you seem really pumped and willing to go already.
      Fufufu."

      Erza was a bit surprised by Fran’s happy looking smile, but soon
      began matching it with his own while also returning her aura of
      belligerence.

      Oh god damn it! Erza was a battle junkie too!?

      


      

    



    

    
      191.The Morning of the First Round

      
      


      [Morning Fran, you get a good night’s sleep?]

      "Nn…"

      Fran was still only half awake, but somehow managed to have
      absolutely no difficulty shoveling her breakfast down her throat
      regardless.

      [Today’s the day. The tourney’s finally starting.]

      "Nn…"

      I’d been a bit worried as to whether or not Fran would actually
      be able to get a good night’s rest, but it turned out that my
      concerns had been totally needless. To her, today was honestly just
      another day.

      Our morning routine went just as usual. I washed her face, dried
      her hair with warm air, and gave it a good brushing.

      [Today’s your big day, so we’ll have to make sure you look even
      cuter than usual.]

      "Doesn’t matter."

      [Don’t be silly. Of course it’s going to matter, you’re
      practically going to be put on display.]

      I finished styling her hair as I responded to her. Only after I
      finished that did her eyes finally snap open and fill with energy.
      She promptly began imitating my actions by brushing Urushi’s. The
      wolf narrowed his eyes and enjoyed the sensation for a few moments
      before flipping onto his back and demanding more affection. The way
      he acted reminded me of the Golden Retriever one of my older
      neighbors had in the past. He seriously didn’t give off even the
      slightest bit of the feral feel you’d normally expect from a
      wolf.

      [We still a bit ahead of schedule. Feel like doing anything in
      particular, or?]

      "Nn. Master, over here."

      [Huh? What’s up?]

      "Nn."

      Fran grabbed a cloth and began polishing me off.

      [We haven’t actually fought yet, so make sure you don’t tire
      yourself out doing that, alright?]

      "Not problem."

      [But-]

      "Because not just me."

      [What’s that supposed to mean?]

      "Master also being put on display. Will have to make Master look
      cool."

      She continued polishing me as I brooded over whether I should
      thank her or tell her to stop. As far as I was concerned, Fran was
      going to be the star of the show, and I was just going to be an
      extra. I would’ve loved to keep contemplating so I could actually
      arrive at an answer, but ultimately stopped giving a shit not too
      long after she started because of how good it felt.

      My loss of control led her to continue polishing me for a good
      30 minutes, after which my blade became nice and sparkly.

      [Are you sure that didn’t tire you out?]

      "Still okay."

      [Alright, let’s head out then.]

      "Nn!"

      ***

      All contestants were to report to and gather in the Adventurer’s
      Guild. Block A was scheduled to be the first to fight, so its
      members had to get to there extra early.

      Upon arrival, we were immediately led upstairs by one of the
      guild’s clerks. It seemed that the rooms on the second and third
      floors were being used as temporary waiting rooms. The fact that
      the rooms were private rooms as opposed to larger rooms with
      participants aggregated within them was one that I could only
      possibly conclude as beneficial. Hot blooded adventurers, like
      Fran, would probably start fights if left with all the other
      participants.

      "Please wait here until we call for you. Your match will be the
      6th, and each is timeboxed to 30 minutes, so I believe you won’t
      have to wait more than 2 hours. It depends on how long each match
      lasts, the shorter they are, the sooner you’ll be up."

      "Nn. Got it."

      "You’re free to observe the rest of the day’s matches once
      you’re done with your own, but you’re not allowed to leave the room
      until we call for you."

      The fact that matches were timeboxed meant you couldn’t really
      stall forever and just bore the crowd. It’d also prevent the
      tourney from getting thrown off schedule. However, it also meant
      that it was possible to run the timer. To that end, all combatants
      had to put on a magic item known as a Bracelet of Judgement prior
      to engaging in combat. The bracelet would allow one to determine a
      victor should the combatants eat up the whole 30 minutes they were
      allotted. The bracelet was capable of determining the contestants’
      HP and MP values, as well as their relative consumption thereof. It
      would use the numbers it read to discern which of the two
      combatants would have emerged victorious had the match continued
      indefinitely.

      "There’ll be a staff member just outside the door at all times,
      so please don’t be shy. Let us know if you need anything. "

      The tournament’s participants were treated like VIPs and could
      order the staff to do all sorts of stuff. A few examples of the
      services provided were preparing light meals and acting as a proxy
      in order to do one’s shopping. It seemed convenient and all, but
      didn’t quite pertain to us. The stuff we had in our dimensional
      storages served to more or less satisfy all our needs.

      As a result, Fran basically ended up just sitting down and
      taking it easy for a while.

      We weren’t bothered at all until about an hour passed, after
      which someone gave our door a knock.

      "Excuse me."

      "Nn."

      "The fourth match has just begun. Your match will begin after
      the next one ends, so we would like to show you to a waiting room
      closer to the arena."

      It seemed like the tourney was a good bit ahead of schedule, so
      we decided to ask the staff what was up. Apparently, what’d
      happened was that Goldalfa had lived up to his reputation and ended
      his opponent in what was literally an instant.

      Both the other matches, however, ended right around the 30
      minute mark, and apparently not because they ran out of time. Most
      combatants naturally disliked having things decided by their
      bracelets, and so, they’d often pull off their biggest moves and
      decide things right before the match was forced to end.

      We moved to the venue by taking an underground passageway with
      one of its entrances in the guild’s basement. It seemed like a
      pretty good measure to take, as having more popular participants
      waltz right through the streets would probably lead to the populace
      kicking up a fuss.

      The room we were moved to was, not surprisingly, yet another
      private room, one several orders of magnitude more luxurious than
      the one we’d been staying in at the guild. The sofa they had in the
      room was gorgeous, and the bed was seemingly filled to the brim
      with down.

      "The fifth match has now begun, so we may end up calling for you
      at any moment now. Please make sure you’re ready for us when your
      turn comes around."

      "Nn. Got it."

      Fran dove straight into the super soft looking sofa and began
      enjoying it to its fullest.

      After a moment’s consideration, I realized that the match that
      was going on right now was the one between Kurusu and Radyer —
      which meant the explosions I’d been hearing from time to time were
      Radyer’s spells. They were so loud that they even eclipsed the
      crowd’s deafening cheers, which I actually had to strain my ears in
      order to catch.

      Unlike me, who’d spent my time thinking about the match and
      whatnot, Fran had instead focused on relaxing. She’d leapt off the
      sofa, jumped onto the bed, and played on it with Urushi until an
      incredibly loud series of cheers resounded through the room.

      [Sounds like the match’s been decided.]

      Given that realization, I strained my ears even further so I
      could hear the caster.

      "And it’s over! Despite popular speculation, Kurusu has taken
      the win!"

      Wait, seriously? Kurusu won?

      "Master, something wrong?"

      I must’ve seemed really shocked, as Fran had immediately turned
      her head towards me in confusion.

      [It’s just that Kurusu’s the one that ended up winning is
      all.]

      "Kurusu?"

      [Did you really forg- oh, whatever. Let’s get ready to go. We’ll
      be up soon.]

      "Nn. Got it."

      It didn’t take long for a guide to show up at our door after
      Kurusu’s and Radyer’s matches came to an end. Said guide not only
      led us over to the arena, but also handed us a Bracelet of
      Judgement along the way. Surprisingly, the bracelet didn’t actually
      take up an accessory slot, so we didn’t have to swap any of our
      stuff out.

      The venue used for the main tournament was both gigantic and
      incredibly well lit. I called out to Fran on our way to the actual
      arena part because I was a bit worried as to whether or not she’d
      be nervous. Again, it turned out that my worries were completely
      needless, as Fran was in such a good mood that she’d actually been
      skipping along as we moved.

      [Are you really not even the slightest bit nervous?]

      "Nn!"

      [Nice. Let’s do this then.]

      "Can’t wait."

      [Make sure you stay in the shadows till after Fran gives the
      signal, alright Urushi?]

      （Woof.）

      The moment we entered the arena, we discovered that there were
      over ten times as many audience members present as there were
      during the secondary preliminary round.

      They were so numerous that I found it incredibly difficult to
      discern individual comments anymore. There were so many different
      people cheering that the whole thing just kind of came off like a
      wave of sound.

      "Mmph."

      The crowd’s cheers roared at such high volume that Fran ended up
      grimacing and lowering her ears.

      [You alright?]

      "Nn… Alright used to it."

      Whew.

      The sheer volume of the sound waves blasted at us made me
      understand that having sensitive hearing wasn’t actually always a
      good thing. I didn’t get how rabbitkin like Royce and basically
      anyone else with super sensitive hearing could actually manage to
      cope.

      "And our contestants have arrived! In one corner we have a fair
      maiden whose strength betrays her looks, the youngest C ranked
      adventurer to date. Ladies and gentlemen, please, extend your
      welcomes to Block A’s 11th contestant, Fran, the Magic Sword
      Girl!"

      Fran slowly stepped up onto the stage with the caster’s
      announcement as her cue. On top of it stood her opponent; he’d
      already been awaiting her arrival.

      "Mmph."

      Her expression immediately stiffened the moment she saw him.

      "And in the other corner, we have an incredible man with a
      mercenary band at his back. Put your hands together for one of the
      younger generation’s most respected Blue Catkin: Blue Pride’s
      Leader and Block A’s 12th contestant, Zefmate, the Blue
      Strike!"

      Fran’s opponent was not only none other than one of the Blue
      Catkin she detested, but also Blue Pride’s leader. Knowing that,
      she glared him, reached for me, and silently drew me from my
      sheath.

      
      <– Prev — 
      Next –>
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      Fran stared Zefmate down as the two stood across from each other
      at the arena’s center.

      "Hey there, heard you totally wrecked one of our guys."

      "…"

      "Could you maybe do without the glare?"

      "Fmph…"

      Though it was in part because we were about to have to fight him
      anyways, Fran didn’t bother concealing her naked hostility. She
      narrowed her eyes and stared in his direction without bothering to
      say a word. He, however, responded not with bloodlust, but instead
      with a perpexled, bitter smile.

      "I had Seiz punished."

      "Nn?"

      "I’m talking about the guy you beat during the second round of
      prelims."

      "Because lost to Black Catkin?"

      "Nah. It was because he was far too rude. He shouldn’t have said
      what he did even if it was just for provocation’s sake. In fact,
      let me apologize for him. Sorry."

      "…!"

      Zefmate caused Fran’s eyes to widen his shock as he gave her a
      prim and proper bow alongside an apology. She wasn’t the only one
      to feel the way she did, I also ended up surprised as all hell.

      The reason for my surprise was a bit different from Fran’s. I’d
      popped the Principle of Falsehood because I thought he was trying
      to bullshit her to butter her up, but it turned out that his words
      hadn’t been laced with lies; he speaking from his heart.

      "Seiz won’t be one of our execs for much longer. I’m planning to
      demote him because I feel that we really shouldn’t be thinking of
      or treating Black Catkin the way we do."

      "Saying that even though Blue Catkin? Maybe not actually Blue
      Catkin? Something else?"

      "Ahaha… I really am a Blue Catkin you know? Though, I guess I
      can see where you’re coming from. I understand that you don’t trust
      me, but I’d like to say that I don’t approve of the slave trade,
      nor do I plan on looking down on you just because you’re a Black
      Catkin."

      [Wow. He actually isn’t lying. Everything he’s said so far is
      true.]

      （Huh? Telling joke?）

      [I’m being serious. He really means what he says. His apology
      was genuine.]

      My words prompted Fran to once again glare at Zefmate, this
      time, as if probing him. He, however, didn’t mind. He simply stood
      there exactly as he had been despite her looking at him the way she
      was — which made sense. There was no reason for him to react any
      differently given that he’d been speaking the truth.

      "Can’t be trusted!"

      It was a result that led Fran to flare up in agitation, an
      emotion I couldn’t really blame her for feeling. To her, Zefmate
      was basically the equivalent of a mafia boss, and good natured
      mafia bosses were a concept limited to the realm of fiction. There
      was simply no way for one to exist in the real world given the
      nature of their work. Hence, the result of the Blue Catkin
      communicating his intentions to Fran had caused her to be stricken
      with bewilderment, which wasn’t exactly what you’d call the best
      emotion to be feeling going into a duel.

      [Calm down. You don’t really need to think too hard about what
      he’s said. It doesn’t change the fact that we’re going to need to
      beat him in battle.]

      "Nn. Will attack first, think later."

      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information
Name: Zefmate

      Age: 36

      Race: Beastkin (Blue Cat Tribe/Blue Leopard)

      Class: Blink Strike Swordsman

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 53/99

      HP: 441

      MP: 236

      STR: 217

      VIT: 200

      AGI: 322

      INT: 102

      MGC: 129

      DEX: 178

      Skills
Espionage: Lv 3

      Evasion: Lv 5

      Crisis Detection: Lv 6

      Bow Techniques: Lv 3

      Bow Arts: Lv 4

      Vigilance: Lv 4

      Sword Techniques: Lv 8

      Sword Arts: MAX

      Divine Sword Arts: Lv 2

      Command: Lv 6

      Boost Morale: Lv 3

      Kicking Techniques: Lv 4

      Kicking Arts: Lv 5

      Blink: MAX

      Blink Step: Lv 3

      Interrogation: Lv 4

      Spear Techniques: Lv 2

      Spear Arts: Lv 3

      Twin Sword Arts: Lv 5

      Elemental Blade: Lv 2

      Climbing: Lv 7

      Poison Resistance: Lv 3

      Water Magic: Lv 3

      Magic Resist: Lv 2

      Vigour Manipulation

      Lesser Agility Boost

      Sense of Direction

      Night Vision

      Innate Skills
Awakening

      Blink Strike Blade

      Leopard’s Paw

      Titles
One Who Brings Victory

      Equipment
Blue Dragon Fang Shortsword

      Adamantite Alloy Longsword

      Multi Headed Dragon’s Body Armour

      Leaping Dragon’s Wing Mantle

      Bracelet of Status Abnormality Resistance

      Health Restoring Ring

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      "Ready… Begin!"

      Both Fran and Zefmate immediately began to act the moment the
      battle began.

      "Haah!"

      "Cheiyaaah!"

      Fran gave into her frustration and launched an attack backed
      only by brute force. It was a bit crude and lacking in finesse, but
      more than powerful enough to end the match if it happened to
      land.

      Zefmate defended against the strike by crossing his blades and
      blocking. He then began attempting to wrap his two swords around me
      in order to disarm her. The technique was stellar, but his attempt
      ended in failure for the sole reason that he wasn’t capable of
      matching Fran in terms of pure power.

      The fight turned into a series of back and forths after the
      initial clash; both combatants continued to swing their blades at
      one another in an attempt to get a hit in. Though Zefmate was armed
      with two swords, and Fran only one, she gradually gained an edge on
      him and began taking control of the battle’s momentum. The reason
      she was able to suppress him wasn’t just because of her strength
      stat, but also because she was simply more skilled in the way of
      the sword.

      Realizing that he was at a disadvantage, Zefmate leapt a whole
      ten meters back and disengaged, an effect likely brought about by
      that Leopard’s Paw skill of his. The sheer amount of momentum it
      gave him was so great that it rendered Fran unable to catch up and
      immediately assault him as he landed.

      "You sure are strong."

      "Not too bad yourself?"

      "Thanks. You being both a Black Catkin and as strong as you are
      really seems to prove my point. We Blue Catkin really have been
      wrong to look down on your kind."

      "First time… Meeting not scum Blue Catkin…"

      Fran’s emotions had finally settled, she managed to grasp the
      truth and accept it for what it was. The gaze she threw in his
      direction was no longer one filled with anger or hatred, but
      instead driven by curiosity. She had taken an interest in him.

      "Ahahaha… Yeah…You’re right… We Blue Catkin really do have to
      stop acting the way we do."

      Zefmate’s laugh was dry, he seemed to be feeling both really
      depressed and somewhat awkward at the same time.

      "Though I am still feeling apologetic, I won’t be able to throw
      in the towel or let you have the match else risk harming my band’s
      reputation. I’ll still be winning this match of ours."

      "Right back at you."

      Fran took a stance. She kept her guard up despite smiling and
      seeming a bit curious as to what Zefmate would do.

      The amount of magical energy dwelling within him began to
      skyrocket.

      "Fuh… Awakening…!"

      His muscles began to bulge and expand at an incredible rate the
      moment he muttered the skill’s name. All visible parts of his skin
      were immediately covered by blue fur with black spots on it. His
      appearance warped into exactly what his race suggested — he became
      a blue leopard.

      "We Blue Leopardkin are a species that specialize in enhancing
      our own bodies. You’d be best off not thinking of me as the same
      person you just exchanged blows with! Blink Strike Blade!"

      "Gmph!"

      Zefmate’s attack almost seemed to be paired with an instant
      transmission, as he almost seemed to vanish, only to reappear right
      next to us as he delivered his blow. The strike was so fast that
      Fran was unable to counter, and forced into only blocking it.

      "To think you’d block even the first strike…! Haaaah!"

      The Awakening skill had boosted his strength stat by more than
      30 and his agility by almost an entire 200. If one were to judge
      him based solely on his speed, he’d likely be classified as an A
      ranked adventurer. His assault was fearsome, and really ingrained
      into my mind just how much more powerful Beastkin became upon
      evolution.

      Blink Strike Blade seemed to be the type of skill that boosted
      one’s speed as one used it to attack. It, combined with Zefmate’s
      innate high speed, made him so fast that we actually couldn’t keep
      track of him with just our eyes. He seemed to be the most speed
      focused fighter we’d ever encountered to date.

      He began using both Blink Step and Leopard’s Paw to move around
      at super high speed in an attempt to throw us off while also
      attacking with Blink Strike Blade.

      A ridiculous number of incredibly fast attacks came at us from
      every direction. If Zefmate were up against any weaker adventurer,
      he probably would’ve already completely torn his opponent to
      bits.

      However, Fran wasn’t what one could call a weaker adventurer.
      Thus, he hadn’t even managed to get a single clean hit on her.

      All that training we did had allowed Fran to grow much more
      accustomed to using her detection-based skills. Through their use,
      she was able to sense every single one of his moves — and that was
      all she needed. The fact that Fran could detect his attacks allowed
      her more than enough leeway to react to and defend against
      them.

      "Impossible…!"

      Fran’s sheer ability had led Zefmate to panic. Though he stated
      he didn’t look down on the Black Catkin race, he, as an evolved
      Beastkin, probably never even considered the possibility of losing
      to one in combat given that they weren’t capable of evolving.

      He must’ve simply thought that he, as an experienced veteran,
      would be able to trump Fran, a little girl, in all of stats,
      experience, skill quality, and skill quantity.

      The Blue Leopardkin’s attacks grew more frequent as he as he
      lost his cool. He stopped doing as many feints, and moved around
      much less between repeated offensives. His impatient attacks
      would’ve ended anyone that couldn’t keep up him. But again, Fran
      could. As a result, his assault only grew duller. His strikes
      became monotone, repeititve, and predictable.

      "Stone Wall"

      "Gabahh!"

      A low rising stone wall spawned in Zefmate’s path as he closed
      in on Fran from behind.

      The result mirrored exactly what would expect to see if a bike
      smashed into a guardrail at full speed; the impact of ramming into
      the wall caused Zefmate to go flying through the air.

      "I was read like a book and baited!?"

      "Inferno Burst"

      Fran fired a spell towards what I presumed to be the now
      defenseless Blue Leopardkin — only to have me realize that I’d been
      underestimating the effects of his Leopard’s Paw, as Zefmate kicked
      the air and changed his trajectory to avoid the incoming flames.
      His actions had been so far out of the scope of my predictions that
      I even ended up unconsciously clicking my tongue.

      [Tsk!]

      I felt like the only reason I thought it was over was because
      I’d decided to leave everything to Fran. If I wasn’t effectively
      functioning as a spectator with the best tickets in the house, I
      probably wouldn’t have assumed that victory was assured even after
      Fran fired that supposedly final spell.

      In other words, I wouldn’t have let my guard down.

      I would’ve instead acted as Fran did.

      "Burnia"

      "When did you!?"

      Fran had immediately started moving after firing off her attack.
      She used the flames she shot at Zefmate as cover, got around him,
      and approached him from the rear through the use of Fire Magic the
      moment he attempted to dodge the attack by using Leopard’s Paw.

      "Haaah!"

      "Gaaaarrggh!"

      Zefmate was fast, but so was Fran. She was capable of moving
      just as quickly as he was, even after he’d awakened.

      To him, it must’ve felt like Fran had instantly teleported
      behind him, like someone had matched his speed. And that was
      something he didn’t quite seem to be used to. He wasn’t capable of
      properly defending himself from her assault.

      All he managed was to throw the sword in his left and thrust the
      one in his right in order to retaliate.

      Both attacks, done purely out of desperation, proved
      ineffective. The sword he thrusted at Fran only barely managed to
      scratch her cheek, whereas the one he threw ended up getting tossed
      inside her dimensional storage.

      Fran slashed her opponent’s legs as she pushed him out of
      bounds. She could’ve just sent him flying, but chose to rob him of
      his mobility as well, just in case he somehow managed to recover.
      Without his speed, Zefmate was sure to lose.

      As a result, Zefmate had lost one of his legs, and with it, his
      sense of balance. He was unable to steady himself, and ended up
      falling outside the arena’s boundaries.

      "Its over! It’s over!! I can’t even tell what happened! Ladies
      and gentlemen, that, what we just saw was merely one of the
      tournament first rounds! Can you believe it!? Both combatants were
      moving so quickly I wasn’t able to tell what either was doing!"

      The fact that both Fran and Zefmate had dashed around as quickly
      as A rankers had caused the caster to start screaming in
      excitement.

      "And our winner today is Fran, the Magic Sword Girl! Her victory
      has set a new record! She, as a 12 year old, has become the
      youngest contestant to ever win one of the tournament’s
      rounds!"
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      We weren’t left to our own devices until after we were led back
      through the underground passageway we used to get to the arena. The
      guide informed that our next match was scheduled to take place two
      days from now and that we’d have to arrive just as early in the
      morning as we had for this one. We were also told that we were
      pretty much allowed to do whatever we wanted in the meantime.

      [So, what now?]

      （Will spectate.）

      [Hey, that’s a pretty good idea. We might make it in time for
      Colbert’s match if we rush over.]

      （Nn. Want to see other matches too.）

      Fran mentioning that she wanted to spectate the other
      combatant’s matches made me realize that we’d never actually had
      the chance to actually just sit down and watch other people
      fight.

      I figured doing so would actually work to Fran’s benefit. It’d
      allow her to see things from a whole new perspective, which, in
      turn, could probably allow her to learn a new trick or two.

      [Alright, let’s go.]

      （Nn.）

      Fran turned to leave the guild and head towards the arena, but
      was stopped by the guide before actually setting off.

      "Were you intending on watching any of the remaining
      matches?"

      "Nn. Planned to."

      "In that case, I recommend you wear some sort of disguise. The
      other spectators might make a fuss if they see you, especially
      since your match just ended and is still fresh in everyone’s
      minds."

      The clerk’s advice was spot on. Most of the spectators present
      for Fran’s fight were probably still at the arena, and there was
      fair chance they’d be able to recognize her on sight if she didn’t
      keep her face hidden. Some of the spectators might’ve lost a fair
      bit of money because of her, and getting involved with them sounded
      like a pretty bad idea if you asked me. The same applied to people
      that were overly interested in her. Actively avoiding
      pedophiles interested in her sounded like something that we’d
      probably benefit from doing.

      "Then will put on disguise."

      "Please do."

      That said, we probably weren’t actually going to disguise
      ourselves too much. A quick change of attire seemed like it would
      probably be enough to do the job so long as we popped all our
      stealth based skills.

      As such, all Fran did before heading towards the arena was
      throwing on a cloak. The tourney’s contestants were allowed to
      enter through the back door, so she did. The guard responsible for
      watching it ended up not only letting Fran in, but also giving her
      a salute of the highest order immediately after seeing her guild
      card.

      The place was packed. It didn’t look like we were going to be
      able to find a place to sit.

      [Looks like there’s one spot free over there.]

      But fortunately, I did happen to spot a single empty seat.

      "Nn."

      The seat wasn’t broken or anything, so we were pretty confused
      as to why it was empty, and remained so until just after Fran sat
      herself down.

      "Oi, where the hell do you think you’re sittin’?"

      "Nn?"

      "Move brat, that seat’s taken."

      "That seat’s for our bro!"

      There were a bunch of tough looking dudes sitting right next to
      us. They seemed to have been chasing off everyone that tried to
      take the seat.

      A quick appraisal allowed me to understand that they were
      basically a few of Ulmutt’s local thugs. They tried to scare Fran
      away, but completely failed given that she was used to dealing with
      people much more intimidating than they were. The fact that they
      were annoying basically made it so we didn’t mind depriving them of
      their seats.

      "Stun Bolt"

      "Gyah!"

      "Higgiii!"

      "Orpghh!"

      Fran stunned all three thugs and threw them into the aisle.

      "Urushi."

      "Woof."

      The people in our surroundings immediately stood up in surprise
      the moment they spotted Urushi, but Fran ignored them and loaded
      his back with two of the men while the wolf grabbed the third with
      his mouth.

      "Dump somewhere."

      "Ruff."

      Fran saw Urushi off and then sat down, which, in turn, also
      caused the people around us to return to their seats. They didn’t
      bother talking to her though, seeing as how they likely thought
      that doing so would bring trouble, which, to us, was pretty much
      the best possible outcome.

      Nothing in particular happened thereafter. We watched the
      remaining matches in peace.

      Unfortunately, we weren’t able to gain too much from watching
      Colbert’s or Amanda’s matches, as both ended their opponents in an
      instant.

      The match between Erza and Charlotte was actually quite worth
      mentioning. The crowd had really cheered for the latter as she
      danced, but she was unfortunately too weak to take down Erza.

      She managed to start dancing in a rather bewitching manner, but
      her moves were cut short, as she ended up having to fight a
      desperate, one sided struggle in order to dodge Erza’s mace. In the
      end, she ended up getting grabbed by the nape of her neck and
      chucked out of the ring.

      Though we didn’t learn much about Amanda or Colbert, we were
      still at least capable of learning a few neat ways to apply certain
      skills, ways we never would’ve thought up ourselves, even in our
      wildest dreams.

      One of the more interesting combatants was a thief that buffed
      his opponent’s sense of smell and then started throwing stink bombs
      and other foul smelling shit. The takeaway we got from that wasn’t
      his technique itself, but rather the concept of buffing one’s
      opponent and then turning that buffed stat into some sort of
      disadvantage.

      We’d also learned just how one was actually supposed to use Lava
      Magic in combat. The mage we saw use it not only melted his
      opponent’s weapons, but also superheated the ground for the sake of
      zone control. It was a magic that really allowed its user to take
      advantage of an opponent’s weakness. Learning more about its
      applications really made me really consider leveling it up.

      The sun had started to set by the time the day’s matches had
      come to an end.

      [Looks like it’s about time for us to start heading home.]

      "Nn…"

      [Did you want to go somewhere instead, or?]

      "Still have Zefmate’s sword."

      Right. I’d almost forgot that we were still holding onto
      Zefmate’s Blue Dragon Fang Shortsword. It was a pretty strong
      weapon, and honestly seemed to be on the more expensive side.

      [We should probably give it back to him.]

      "Nn."

      We didn’t exactly think well of Blue Pride, but Zefmate himself
      didn’t seem too bad. In fact, I’d honesty had to say I thought him
      to be a pretty good guy. Plus, giving it back to him probably
      wouldn’t take that much time, so it wasn’t like doing it would be
      detrimental.

      [Hey Urushi, do you still remember Zefmate’s scent?]

      "Woof!"

      The operation was a go, and so, we had Urushi lead us over.

      All in all, we spent about 20 minutes walking, after which we
      arrived at the city’s outskirts. There weren’t many houses around.
      The place was practically a large open field.

      [Is this it?]

      "Woof."

      Set up on that large field were a whole bunch of tents. It
      seemed Blue Pride had chosen to camp out instead of staying at an
      inn, as renting out rooms for all their members would be a pretty
      sizeable expense. Plus, camping out wasn’t really that tough on the
      mercenary band’s members anyways, seeing as how they were all
      fighters and whatnot.

      I soon realized, however, that there was a bit of an issue. We
      weren’t really too sure how we were supposed to get to Zefmate. We
      couldn’t just waltz right through the camp seeing as how his band’s
      members would probably end up spotting us and kicking up a
      fuss.

      Maybe I could create a doppelganger and deliver the sword that
      way?

      My brooding was interrupted as one of Blue Pride’s executives
      ended up exiting their tent and spotting us.

      "Ah! It’s you!"

      The person that’d caught sight of us was one I recognized, the
      stuck up, 17-18 year old girl we met in front of Aurel’s manor.

      "Who?"

      "I’m Seren, Blue Pride’s second in command."

      "Nn. Fran."

      "Yeah, I know. You’re the one that’s completely played our band
      for fools. Why are you here?"

      "Returning this."

      "That’s… my brother’s sword! You thief!"

      Seren immediately began giving off an aura of hostility.

      Wait, did she just call Zefmate her brother? I guess that’d be
      why she gets treated as the band’s second in command.

      "Just how did a little Black Catkin girl like you manage to beat
      him in the first place!?"

      "Nn? Strength."

      "Stop lying! Black Catkin are famous for how weak they are!
      There’s no way you could ever be stronger than my brother! You
      must’ve done something underhanded or cheated!"

      "Didn’t."

      "There’s no way you didn’t! There’s no other way he could’ve
      possibly lost to a Black Catkin!"

      Seren stamped her feet on the ground and threw a tantrum in a
      childlike manner unbefitting her age. She didn’t seem to share
      Zefmate’s views despite being his little sister.

      "Ugh! Fine, whatever! If you want me to forgive you for being a
      cheater, go to the Adventurer’s Guild, tell them you cheated, and
      make them let my brother take your place!"

      Fran’s eyes narrowed a bit because of how ungrateful Seren was
      acting.

      "Refuse…"

      The black catgirl’s mood was getting worse by the moment. She’d
      visited because she wanted to see Zefmate, not because she’d wanted
      to deal with this shit.

      "Haaah!? What are you saying? I was offering to go out of my way
      to forgive you for cheating. You’re supposed to thank me, not give
      me attitude!"

      I was starting to doubt whether or not Seren was really
      Zefmate’s younger sister. Their temperaments were… a little too
      different.

      "…"

      "Oh come on! This is why I can’t stand you stupid black catkin!
      I’m telling you to know your place!"

      "…"

      "Why are you looking at me like that? I’ll never forgive you if
      you refuse! Do you know what that’ll mean?"

      "Don’t."

      Fran responded in an irritated tone; she was only barely
      managing to not to lash out because Seren was Zefmate’s sister. Her
      efforts were praiseworthy, but and she did manage to hold on, but
      it definitely wasn’t something that could last too much
      longer.

      "Hmph. You Wimp Catkin only remain free because we Blue Catkin
      allow you to. If you refuse to forfeit, then we’ll not only capture
      and enslave you, but every other Black Catkin out there!"

      Ah, she said the word. RIP Fran’s self control.

      Seren had pushed Fran all the way to her boiling point; my
      wielder was as angry as she had been when Dias told her about
      Kiara. There was actually already no more helping Seren. Fran was
      going to kill her, and if worse came to worst, the entirety of Blue
      Pride would likely follow in her footsteps. I kinda felt bad for
      Zefmate, but it seemed to us that his followers were all your
      everyday average Blue Catkin. And if we were going to kill Seren,
      then wiping the rest of them out was probably for the better.
      They’d likely demand revenge if we didn’t bother tying up all our
      loose ends.

      "…"

      Fran didn’t say a thing. She simply drew me and attacked the
      girl in front of her eyes. The attack wasn’t a well refined one.
      All Fran was doing was just lashing out in anger. Still, her strike
      contained more than enough power to reap the other girl’s life.

      But my blade never reached her.

      Instead, it cleaved the flesh of another.

      "Gafuuhhh…."

      "Z-Zefmate!"

      Zefmate had dashed between Fran and Seren so he could function
      as a meatshield and tank the hit; my blade smashed through his
      collarbone and dug all the way down into his lungs.

      Fran had just tried killing his sister, but, despite that,
      Zefmate’s glare fell not on her, but on person he’d been trying to
      protect.

      "What… are you saying…Seren…?"

      "Zefmate!? Are you okay!? What the hell did you just do to my
      brother!? I swear I’ll never forgive you, or your kind! I’ll wipe
      out every single last Bl-"

      "Stop it…!"

      "Kyah!"

      The Blue Leopardkin slapped his little sister across the face
      shortly after she began cursing at Fran.

      He didn’t bother treating his wound, and instead just
      immediately prostrated himself before the person that had just
      mortally wounded him in an attempt to apologize.

      "I’m… sorry… my sister… didn’t mean it…"

      "Don’t… care…"

      Despite that, Fran’s response wasn’t a favourable one. She’d
      been pushed way past the limit of what she could bear. Her anger
      could no longer be abated by a mere apology.

      "I swear… I won’t… ever let her… say something like that… ever
      again! I’ll… re-educate all… my troops… and exile the ones that
      won’t listen… no… I’ll even force them… into slavery…!"

      Zefmate knew that something like mere banishment wouldn’t be
      enough to calm Fran down. It was too half-hearted. And so, he even
      offered to voluntarily sell his own blood related sister into
      slavery.

      His battle with Fran had caused him to realize that she was way
      out of his league, and that she might end up slaughtering every
      single last one of Blue Pride’s members if he didn’t manage to
      influence her mood..

      "Wait, what are you saying? She’s just a-"

      "Shut… Up…"

      Zefmate clobbered Seren, knocked her unconscious and caused her
      to collapse on the spot.

      "I’m… really sorry…"

      His injuries were serious. He was on the verge of death, but he
      completely ignored his own safety and only continued to
      apologize.

      I sensed the people that lay within their tents begin to
      move.

      [Well, Fran, what do you say? More people’ll start showing up if
      you don’t make up your mind fast.]

      "I’m… sorry…"

      "…"

      [I’ll have your back regardless of what choice you make, so
      don’t hold back. Do whatever you want.]

      "…"

      Fran hesitated.

      "Greater Heal."

      She couldn’t make up her mind immediately; it took her a few
      moments, but ended up deciding against completely obliterating
      every Blue Catkin present. She didn’t trust them. In fact, she
      hated them, but her impression of Zefmate was a good one and she
      didn’t think he deserved to die.

      "Will be back another day. If no changes by then, will take
      action."

      "Thank you so much!"

      Sensing the fury that lay within, Zefmate dropped to his knees
      and thanked Fran for her mercy.

      


      

    



    

    
      194.Golden Flames

      
      


      [You sure you’re okay with letting them off?]

      "Didn’t let off. Just gave time."

      [Well, alright, so long as that’s really what you wanted.]

      Fran began walking around town immediately after leaving Blue
      Pride’s campsite. The mood she was in was nothing short of
      terrible.

      Zefmate had been a pretty good guy. Fran had felt that she
      might’ve been able to get along with him despite their races, and
      by meeting him, she’d learned that not all Blue Catkin were
      scumbags. Coming to know that had caused her to really want to
      become his friend. However, the circumstances had made Fran’s
      desire extremely difficult to achieve. Zefmate had been an
      exception. None of his underlings shared his mentality, which in
      turn meant that the two could potentially end up at each other’s
      throats.

      There was a chance Fran would have to kill Zefmate in the near
      future.

      To Fran, Seren’s words had been nothing but offensive. They were
      so sick and twisted that they’d even gotten to my head, so I
      could only imagine the extent of the rage that dwelled within her.
      Neither of us could stand the attitude that most Blue Catkin had,
      and we probably would’ve murdered every single one present if
      Zefmate had been even a second later.

      The things that’d been said to her continued plaguing her mind
      even now. They caused her darker emotions to swell and whirl around
      within. I hoped that she wouldn’t encounter anyone that’d piss her
      off, as she’d probably end up losing control if she was to be
      encouraged to attack them.

      Fortunately, there wasn’t anyone stupid enough to do so given
      that her aura reflected her thoughts; she was emanating an air of
      pure danger, one that forced the people around us to look the other
      way.

      She wandered around like that for about twenty minutes before
      suddenly turning heel right as she felt an incredible amount of
      magical energy burst out from behind her.

      [I can sense the…]

      "…Beast Lord?"

      Its source was Blue Pride’s campsite, but it was so potent that
      we could measure the extent of its power from all the way back in
      town.

      Sensing it had caused Fran to immediately begin dashing, not
      away from, but towards it.

      The only person capable of giving off that much pressure was the
      Beast Lord. There wasn’t anyone else that possessed such a
      ridiculous amount of strength. Moreover, we didn’t even need to be
      present to tell that he wasn’t just training; his magic was laced
      with bloodlust.

      Something had happened.

      Fran had no idea what we’d be able to accomplish by rushing over
      to Blue Pride’s campground, but continued to pump her legs as hard
      as she could regardless. It was something that couldn’t be helped
      given the circumstances. All we knew was that something had
      happened, something that involved both Zefmate, who Fran had a good
      impression of, and the Beast Lord, who she feared.

      [Hey Fran, are you sure this is a good idea? I’m pretty sure
      you’re heading straight for the Beast Lord.]

      "Nn…!"

      Getting to Blue Pride’s campground took less than 2 minutes at
      Fran’s full speed.

      "Hah…Hah…!"

      [I knew it. The Beast Lord really was here.]

      The first thing we saw upon arriving was the Beast Lord. He
      calmly stood smack in the middle of the camp, his body cloaked in
      golden flames. The second was Zefmate, collapsed on the ground,
      charred black, and clearly on the verge of death.

      "This is what you get for defying me, idiot. Whatever, I’ve had
      enough of you. Just die already."

      The Beast Lord reached towards Zefmate with his flame covered
      right hand — an action that prompted Fran to react without the
      slightest bit of hesitation.

      "Master, engaging!"

      She went on the offense without so much as even waiting for me
      to reply; she drew me in her right, popped Deathgaze into her left,
      and shot towards the Beast Lord as would a bullet. The slashing
      attack that came out of the action was one as swift as the strike
      she’d used to assault Rynford; it was one that combined all her
      skills and knowledge, stealth-based skills included.

      Rigdis, the Beast Lord, wasn’t all that proficiency when it came
      to detection. Rather, he was, but his wasn’t nearly as skilled at
      it as we’d expected the average S ranker to be. That, in turn, made
      it difficult for him to pick up on Fran’s sneak attack.

      Ambushing the Beast Lord was a much better choice than calling
      out to him. Rigdis could always just ignore her and end Zefmate
      anyways, so attacking was, in fact, the most reliable option to go
      with if we wanted to save Zefmate’s life. Besides, yelling at him
      to stop would mean announcing to him Fran’s presence, which in turn
      meant losing the opportunity to get an initial first strike in. All
      that, of course, was only valid under the assumption that we would
      end up having to fight the Beast Lord anyways.

      It was a choice only made possible by the fact that Fran had
      already resolved herself to fight him. For that reason, her blade
      held not even the slightest shred of hesitation.

      She ended up going for his neck in hopes of ending him right off
      the bat; her goal was to disable him in a single strike. She didn’t
      care about incurring the wrath of an entire country, nor did she
      give half a flying fuck about the international uproar that
      attacking the him would lead to. The only thing that she bothered
      considering was what she needed to do to save Zefmate’s life.

      We didn’t have to worry about holding back, the Beast Lord’s
      Sacrificial Bracelet would prevent us from murdering him regardless
      of what we did to him. Though we were willing to engage the Beast
      Lord in combat, actually flat out killing him was something I
      wanted to avoid, as it’d put us a bit more than just neck deep in
      serious ass international shit. Attacking him was still a problem
      in and of itself, but, it was still a significant bit better than
      actually lopping his head off. You could say that we were only
      capable of going all out in our assault precisely because the Beast
      Lord happened to have a Sacrificial Bracelet on hand and
      equipped.

      I was convinced that not even someone like the Beast Lord would
      be able to act if he was in a state terrible enough for him to
      actually need to pop a Sacrificial Bracelet, so I figured we’d be
      able to grab Zefmate and fall back before he managed to
      retaliate.

      What Fran was doing was dangerous. That much, I understood. I
      knew that teleporting away and leaving Zefmate to die would’ve been
      in the interest of her safety.

      But that wasn’t something the person in question herself would
      be able to accept. If I really had been totally concerned about
      nothing but Fran’s safety, I would’ve long advised her to take up a
      job less dangerous than adventuring. But I hadn’t. That was in part
      because I wanted to go out and see the world with her, but wanting
      to adventure wasn’t really why I’d chosen not to bother
      convincing her to change her mind. The other, more important reason
      was because I wanted to abide by her will. Fran wanted to be an
      adventurer, and that was that.

      As Fran’s guardian, it was naturally important for me to try to
      keep her as safe as possible. That was simply what being someone’s
      guardian entailed.

      But I wasn’t just her guardian, I was also her sword.
      Thus, I needed to do utmost to fulfill her wishes, even if those
      wishes involved something as dangerous as jumping straight off a
      cliff.

      As her sword, I’d already decided to follow right in her
      footsteps if she was to ever make that type of decision. And as her
      guardian, I’d decided to protect her to the best of my abilities
      regardless the of what the consequences of her choices were.

      In other words, my role was support Fran in her decisions every
      step of way so long as it remained possible for me to do so.

      The Black Catkin girl swung both her blades to form a cross the
      moment she closed in on the Beast Lord. His defenses were
      ridiculously high, but we figured we’d be able to pierce them so
      long as we focused everything we had on a single point. The two
      swords that closed in on the Beast Lord’s neck… failed to do
      anything to him at all.

      Fran, both blades still drawn, stared at the uninjured Beast
      Lord with a look of bewilderment. She hadn’t felt any resistance
      when slashing at him, so she didn’t realize what’d happened until
      she looked down to my blade.

      "Haah? Who the fuck are you?"

      We’d successfully managed to stop the Beast Lord from slaying
      Zefmate, but Fran had fallen onto his radar as a result.

      Fran lacked the composure to answer the Beast Lord’s question.
      She instead stared at the two hilts in her hands.

      Hilts.

      Both her swords had lost their blades. In fact, Deathgaze was
      flat out done for, as all its magical energy had already drained
      out from within it. Even the Black Cat’s Mantle, which happened to
      have gotten a bit singed, was acting abnormally. That is, it was
      repairing itself at a much slower rate than usual. You almost
      couldn’t actually tell that it actually worked based on visuals
      alone.

      The catgirl didn’t understand what was going on.

      But I did.

      The reason Deathgaze and I had lost our blades was because we
      touched the golden flames that cloaked the Beast Lord’s body. We
      both basically evaporated the moment we did. The flames didn’t
      radiate any heat, but holy shit they were potent. The lack of
      consistency between the two facts was one only made possible
      because the golden conflagration was born of a skill.

      "Master!"

      "Hah? Master? You’re this damned Blue Catkin’s disciple?"

      [Calm down Fran, I’m fine. Don’t shout or throw a fuss. Just
      talk to me through telepathy, same as usual.]

      （Whew…）

      Fortunately, my blade was the only thing that ended up getting
      burnt off, so I was still fine and not yet irreparable.
      Unfortunately, the magical flames had robbed me of so much mana
      that I no longer contained any more than Deathgaze normally
      did.

      [Man, this is looking pretty bad…]

      Attacking the Beast Lord had caused me to come to understand
      that his flames functioned as an automated self-defense mechanism.
      They were that powerful even when just left in full auto
      mode.

      I couldn’t really see myself successfully fending them off in
      the case that he used them to attack.

      "Oh come on kid. Answer me already. Don’t just sit there with
      your mouth shut."

      "Did… what to Zefmate?"

      "Heh, responding to a question with another quest? You ain’t got
      no manners, Black Catkin."

      Being taunted by the Beast Lord caused Fran to grind her teeth
      in anger, but she ultimately ended up suppressing it and asking him
      a question regardless.

      "Tried to kill Zefmate. Why…?"

      "The fuck? Is something wrong with your ears? Did you actually
      not hear me? Ah, well, whatever. Fine, I’ll talk. All I was doing
      was punishing a subordinate real quick."

      The Beast Lord’s word seemed to insinuate that Blue Pride worked
      under him, and that Zefmate had done something that’d gone against
      his orders. Was it because Zefmate was pro-black catkin? Did that
      mean that the Beast Lord was anti-black catkin?

      "So I take it you’re siding with him? Even though you’re a Black
      Catkin?"

      "…Nn."

      "Huh, alright. Hey, you’ve got a pretty interesting sword right
      there. Whole thing just instantly fixed itself."

      I managed to fix my blade by using Instant Regeneration, but
      that didn’t mean I’d actually be of much use from an offensive
      standpoint given the Golden Flames’ effects. It looked like we were
      going to have to end up falling back on magic.

      The Beast Lord’s element was fire, so we would probably need to
      counter him with either water or ice/snow. We couldn’t afford to be
      stingy with our skill points, I needed to invest them right away so
      we could make the most of our situation.

      "Fran… Don’t…"

      "Will save now, Zefmate."

      "Hahahah! What is this? A Black Catkin and a Blue Catkin acting
      all buddy buddy? Man, that’s so funny it actually makes me kinda
      pity you guys!"

      "Shut… up…"

      "Man, you’re still giving me that attitude? What a shame, I had
      some pretty high hopes for you. Alright girly, I’ll show you just
      how terrifying I, Rigdis Narasimha, the Beast Lord, can be. Lament
      the fact that you were stupid enough to oppose me!"

      The golden flames that enveloped the Beast Lord’s body began to
      quiver and sway with a ferocious energy.

      They were dangerous. It’d all be over if they so much as grazed
      us.

      I got myself ready to teleport us out at a moment’s notice.

      Fran and the Beast lord stared each other down, both ready to
      immediately attack the other.

      But they were denied the chance to act.

      "Your Majesty! What in God’s name are you doing?"

      "Ugh… You again, Roche…?"

      "How did this even happen? I only took my eyes off you for a
      second!"

      A man I immediately recognized as the carriage’s coachman
      suddenly joined into the conversation and began chiding the Beast
      Lord in a reprimanding tone.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Roche

      Age: 37

      Race: Beastkin (White Curse Weasel/White Weasel Tribe)

      Class: Runeseeker

      Status Level: 62/99

      HP: 556

      MP: 558

      STR: 251

      VIT: 302

      AGI: 539

      INT: 248

      MGC: 306

      DEX: 417

      Skills
Sole Sense: Lv 4

      Digging: Lv 6

      Espionage: Lv 8

      Wind Magic: Lv 4

      Bow Techniques: Lv 9

      Bow Arts: MAX

      Divine Bow Arts: MAX

      Coachman: Lv 7

      Vigilance: Lv 8

      Presence Detection: MAX

      Presence Isolation: Lv 7

      Flexibility: Lv 4

      Blink: Lv 8

      Muffle: Lv 5

      Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 4

      Life Magic: Lv 3

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 5

      Shortsword Techniques: Lv 4

      Shortsword Arts: Lv 5

      Perfume Creation: Lv 8

      Leap: Lv 6

      Climbing: Lv 5

      Knowledge of Poisons: Lv 8

      Poison Magic: Lv 5

      Earth Magic: Lv 7

      Subterranean Stealth and Mobility: Lv 5

      Fire Magic: Lv 5

      Magic Resistance: Lv 3

      Magic Detection: Lv 7

      Shadow Slip: Lv 7

      Trap Disarming: Lv 6

      Trap Detection: Lv 8

      Trap Creation: Lv 4

      Vigour Manipulation

      Enhanced Sense of Smell

      Enhanced Senses

      Magic Manipulation

      Enhanced Hearing

      Innate skills
Awakening

      Cursed Strike

      Titles
Chimera Slayer

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Equipment
Hell Tree Bow

      Dimensional Quiver

      Black Shadow Beast’s Leather Armour

      Black Shadow Beast’s Stealth Shoes

      Magic Shadow Steel Armguards

      Black Stealth Spider’s Mantle

      Ring of Dexterity

      Bracelet of Storage

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Roche was a sort of hunter, specifically the jack of all trades
      type that could use magic in tandem with more traditional
      scout-like skills.

      "I really can’t believe you… Why are you fighting a Black Catkin
      of all things? Have you completely forgotten why we came here in
      the first place?"

      "Blame it on her, not me. She’s the one that decided to side
      with Blue Pride."

      "That doesn’t mean you need to fight her, you muscle brain!"

      "That’s enough for now, Roche. Lord Rig, I’ve captured every
      member of Blue Pride that happened to have a hand in the slave
      trade and disposed of those that resisted."

      Royce calmed Roche down while simultaneously reporting in.

      Wait, did he just say he dealt with the everyone that had a hand
      in the slave trade? Uh… what?

      


      

    



    

    
      195.The Beast Lord and the Blue Cat Tribe

      
      


      Rigdis had already lost the will to fight. Likewise, Fran had
      done the same despite still being on guard. The reason for her
      sudden change in attitude was because Royce, one of the Beast
      Lord’s guards, had started healing Zefmate.

      "Explain situation?"

      "Your Majesty, did you perhaps forget to inform her as to the
      current circumstances?"

      Roche immediately began questioning the Beast Lord’s actions, or
      rather, the likely lack thereof.

      "Uhh…."

      "Hah… Let me guess. You provoked her by acting in your usual
      cocky manner without actually telling her what had happened?"

      "Hmph…"

      "Do you have any injuries, young lady?"

      "…None."

      "That’s good. So, exactly what kind of relationship do you have
      with Blue Pride?"

      "Zefmate… Friends. Hate rest."

      "Ah, I understand now. As for your, Your Majesty…"

      "I know, I get it already. My bad, alright?"

      "So? Why wanted to kill Zefmate?"

      "’Cause he tried to protect his buddies."

      "Hah… Allow me to explain."

      Roche gave us a detailed explanation of exactly what had
      happened.

      Much to our surprise, Rigdis was against the enslavement of
      Black Catkin. In fact, he’d been going around freeing as many Black
      Catkin slaves as he happened across.

      That precise action had caused an ideological rift to form
      between him and his father. The rift was so vast that he’d almost
      gotten disowned,so he ended up organising a coup d’etat, murdering
      his father, and claiming the throne with his own two hands.

      It was an act that he’d always suspected he might need to
      perform, and to that end, he’d joined the Adventurer’s Guild,
      tempered his body, and secretly built up his connections. The only
      reason his coup had gone as smoothly as it did was because he’d
      managed to make every single last one of the Beast Kingdom’s A or
      higher ranked adventurers into his subordinates.

      Upon his ascension to the throne, Rigdis had promptly purged all
      of the spies and slave merchants formerly connected to the royal
      family. He’d then gone out on a mission in order to find all slave
      merchants outside the bounds of his country so he could free every
      single last Black Catkin that remained in captivity.

      "But fought Zefmate? Why?"

      If that really were the case, then him fighting Zefmate didn’t
      really make sense. The two seemed like they’d get along from an
      ideological standpoint.

      Or at least it did until one considered that Blue Pride was
      effectively Zefmate’s family. He couldn’t assent to allowing the
      Beast Lord to murder any of its members, even if they happened to
      betray his ideals. The Blue Leopardkin had ended up begging Rigdis
      to let Blue Pride’s members keep their lives so he could
      rehabilitate them and fix their ways.

      As the Beast Lord was rather short tempered, he ended up flaring
      up in anger and engaging Zefmate in combat upon hearing what he
      could only interpret as an excuse. That was when Fran had thrown
      herself into the equation.

      Hearing the Beast Lord’s side of things made me realize
      something. His manner of speech was crude, but he’d never actually
      said anything to belittle the Black Cat Tribe as a whole.

      He had said, “So I take it you’re siding with him? Even though
      you’re a Black Catkin?” not because he wanted to insult Fran, but
      because he thought it was odd for a Black Catkin to want to side
      with the type of people that sold their kind into slavery.

      The same pretty applied to when he’d said, “Hahahah! What is
      this? A Black Catkin and a Blue Catkin acting all buddy buddy? Man,
      that’s so funny it actually makes me kinda pity you guys!” It came
      off like a sort of cheap provocation, but was actually far from it.
      He hadn’t actually meant to insult the Black Cat tribe in any which
      way..

      The Beast Lord’s intentions were further evidenced by how
      subordinates had ended up capturing Blue Pride’s members while we
      were attempting to engage him in combat.

      "Fuck…!"

      Zefmate groaned remorsefully.

      "Hate me all you want. Just know that this is your own fault. I
      told all you Blue Catkin to stop with the slavery shit already, but
      your underlings ignored my orders and kept their black market
      dealings going anyways. And you didn’t even notice. Seriously man,
      that one’s all on you."

      "I… know…"

      A fair bit of Zefmate’s regret stemmed precisely from the fact
      that he understood that he’d failed. He would’ve been able to avoid
      this whole mess had he just kept a tighter leash on his
      subordinates.

      "How many… are still alive?"

      "Approximately twenty, I believe."

      "Only twenty…"

      "Lord Rig, I’ve found the pair behind the whole incident."

      Goldalfa entered the scene with a pair of Blue Catkin in tow.
      And when I said in tow, I meant they were literally in tow. He was
      dragging them along the ground with the very same piece of rope
      their hands were tied by.

      "These two are both connected to the Slavery Syndicate your
      predecessor managed."

      "Sennek, Tord, were you two really responsible for manipulating
      everyone into doing all this?"

      "Hmph! Why the hell should we care about Black Catkin? Why do we
      have to go through all this for just turning them into slaves? They
      can’t even evolve!"

      "Yeah, I know right! All we were doing was making use out of an
      otherwise useless bunch!"

      The two old Blue Catkin spouted off bold claim after bold
      claim.

      Both were members of the many mercenary groups that’d come
      together to create Blue Pride. They’d functioned as something along
      the lines of consultants ever since the new organisation’s
      formation. They’d always been in positions of power within every
      band they’d ever been a part of, and thus, managed to use them in
      order to engage in the underground slave market.

      The two had intentionally raised Zefmate to feel repulsed by the
      slave trade. They’d done so because it then made it easier for them
      to fool those that they wished to hide the true nature of their
      business from. His sister, on the other hand, had been brought up
      in the exact opposite manner. The two had effectively brainwashed
      her to have her current scumbag-like mindset.

      The Blue Leopardkin likely would have been able to notice that
      something about his band of mercenaries was off had the two not
      constantly been one or two steps ahead of him — they’d trained him
      to not only be pure of heart, but also the type of person that
      wouldn’t doubt his comrades.

      "But I guess we went a bit too far. We trained you so well you
      became unable to shake that stupid sense of justice of yours."

      Sennek attempted to mock Zefmate, but was hit right in his sore
      spot by Rigdis in retaliation.

      "Says a no-tail."

      "How dare you!"

      [What’s a no-tail?]

      （Long-tailed beastkin without tail.）

      Longer tailed beastkin species put great importance on keeping
      one’s tail, as losing it typically implied cowardice. Thus, those
      that were supposed to have tails but didn’t were mocked as
      no-tails.

      It normally wasn’t too much of an issue as one could recover a
      chopped off tail so long as it was immediately treated with either
      magic or potions, but, in cases where one’s injuries were more
      severe, priority was instead given to the limbs and whatnot. As a
      result, those with a lesser degree of access to healing would end
      up permanently losing their tails.

      The old man known as Sennek appeared to be precisely someone
      that’d ended up in that kind of scenario. I’d thought that he’d
      just hidden his tail away in his pants, but apparently that simply
      wasn’t something that long tailed Beastkin with tails would
      actually do for reasons I failed to intuit.

      Getting called out by the Beast Lord had, for some odd reason,
      caused Sennek to glare in Fran’s direction.

      "I would still have my tail if not for you meddling Black
      Catkin…!"

      "Nn?"

      "Fuck! How dare you look down on me like that? And with a face
      that looks just like that annoying brat’s to boot!?"

      "Brat?"

      "Yeah, fuck her! Fuck Kiara for taking my god damned tail! And
      fuck you for looking just like her!"

      "Know Kiara?"

      "Of course I fucking do! Fuck her to hell!"

      It seemed Sennek hated the Black Cat Tribe because Kiara had
      caused him to hold some sort of grudge. That, in turn, explained
      why he’d purposefully raised all the Blue Catkin around him to see
      Black Catkin the way they did.

      "But you know what, it’s fine. I don’t care anymore, because
      that bitch got sent right off to the Beast Lord! Hah! Probably got
      turned into a slave and forced into a straight up living hell
      alright. Gyahahahah! Bitch got right what was coming to her!"

      Fran immediately approached Sennek with me drawn and in
      hand.

      [Wait, Fran! Hold on! Don’t kill him!]

      Ending his life here and now seemed like an act that could
      potentially anger the Beast Lord and his bros. To them, Sennek
      still had value, as he likely knew about others that worked in his
      trade.

      Convinced, Fran sheathed me and instead started pummeling both
      men with her fists. I realized that she’d went too far by the time
      their already old, twisted faces had ended up even more deformed
      and bent out of shape than they were before. I figured it’d be best
      for me to stop her, but the Beast Lord actually beat me to the
      punch.

      "Hold on kid. Hey, you assholes. When you said Kiara, did you
      mean the old lady? You know, Grandma Kiara?"

      


      

    

