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      196.Kiara’s After Story

      
      


      "Hold on kid. Hey, you assholes. When you said Kiara, did you
      mean the old lady? You know, Grandma Kiara?"

      The Beast Lord’s inquiry caused Sennec to respond in a bit of a
      suspicious tone.

      "Grandma Kiara?"

      "She’s taciturn, blunt, and proud, but a ridiculously skilled
      Black Catkin swordsman nonetheless. I know she’s an old lady, but I
      can’t remember how old. You happen to know off the top of your
      head, Royce?"

      "Lord Rig, asking for our master’s age is no different from
      tying yourself a noose."

      "How ’bout you, Gold?"

      "I’m pretty sure she’s in her late 60’s."

      Goldalfa’s response seemed to match with what we knew about
      Kiara. She was 15 years old 53 years ago, so she should currently
      be around 68.

      "Based on what we’ve heard, I’d say the Kiara you guys are
      talking about is our master."

      It seemed that, unless I was misunderstanding things, Kiara was
      actually the person that’d taught Beast Lord to fight. Fran had
      come to the same conclusion, so she ended up closing in on him in
      order to demand a clearer answer.

      "Explain circumstances."

      "You do know I’m the Beast Lord, right? How about ’bout you
      reword that a bit so it’s more polite."

      "Explain."

      "Oh god damn it. Fine!"

      The Beast Lord began fondly speaking of his memories shortly
      after one last expression of indignance.

      Apparently, the first time Rigdis met Kiara was in the earlier
      days of his youth. Back then, she’d been a slave that served the
      imperial court. Her duties mostly focused around garbage disposal.
      At the time, he’d still been been like any other young, mischievous
      Beastkin. That is, he thought the Black Catkin to be inferior, as
      per his father’s wishes.

      But that all came to change. His opinion of the race took a
      complete 180 degree turn not too long after he turned seven.

      An incident occured.

      A summoner from a hostile nation managed to summon a magic beast
      in the royal palace. Back then, the Beast Kingdom had been at war
      with a neighbouring country, hence, most of the palace’s more
      competent fighters had been sent to the battlefield. As the guards
      and soldiers responsible for the palace were relatively weak, the
      place was basically instantly overrun. Both Goldalfa, who’d just
      enlisted, and Royce, who’d only just started learning magic, had
      been dealt serious wounds.

      The situation looked grim. None of the troops left within the
      palace’s confines were capable of dealing with the Tyrant Saber
      Tiger that’d invaded it. To Rigdis, it had seemed like he was left
      no choice but to abandon the palace.

      Or at least that was how he felt until she took
      action.

      A Black Catkin slave ended up doing what none of the soldiers
      could and took down the Magic Beast. The Tyrant Saber Tiger itself
      wasn’t a particularly strong one, it was still young, and yet to
      reach maturity, but it was still a C rank threat regardless.

      Thus, he simply failed to process the fact that she’d easily
      slain it while armed with only a mop.

      Bearing witness to the Black Catkin slave’s technique had caused
      Rigdis to take interest in her. He snuck around and eventually
      managed to speak to her, only to find that she was named Kiara, and
      that she had a blunt, straightforward personality. At the time,
      Rigdis hadn’t had any friends, so he immediately grew attached to
      her.

      The mix of his attachment to and admiration for her caused him
      to ask her to take him as her disciple, and so, she soon began
      teaching him the art of combat.

      Her instruction was ridiculously tough, but proved more than
      effective as it caused Rigdis to become much stronger in a fairly
      short period of time. Noticing his rapid progress, both Goldalfa
      and Royce followed his example and became Kiara’s disciples.

      Since Kiara couldn’t be seen instructing the group in public,
      they were forced to train in a secluded area away from the public’s
      eyes. Specifically, the location they made their own was the
      garbage disposal site, a place that smelled so awful it
      automatically warded off any and all unwelcome visitors.

      Rigdis had offered Kiara freedom, but she firmly refused it. His
      father had threatened her and told her that he would murder her
      tribesman should she escape.

      The only reason Rigdis’ father had let her live was because he’d
      suspected that she would come of use in the future.

      Learning of her circumstances caused Rigdis to begin wondering
      why the Black Catkin were treated as they were. He started to
      investigate the mysteries surrounding their inability to evolve
      while also functioning to protect them.

      Upon reaching adulthood, Rigdis was informed of a secret known
      only to the royal family’s members, a piece of information that
      revealed why his predecessors regarded Black Catkin the way they
      did. With said secret, he also learned the reason why the Black Cat
      Tribe’s members had become incapable of evolution.

      "My old man told me everything because he wanted to open my eyes
      to his cause. Wanted to tell me to stop doing something as stupid
      as protecting Black Catkin."

      But it didn’t work. In fact, telling Rigdis the truth had the
      opposite effect his father had been hoping for, as, to him, the
      truth simply reinforced the idea that looking down upon the Black
      Cat Tribe was nothing short of a mistake.

      Thus, Rigdis and his father ended up in conflict for many years,
      with the former eventually beating out the latter through a
      coup.

      （Master?）

      [Doesn’t look like he’s lying.]

      Something this important obviously called for verification
      through the Principle of Falsehood. Using it allowed me to
      determine that the Beast Lord’s words were almost entirely free of
      lies. The only times my lie detector ever went off was when he
      insulted Kiara or called her by a nickname that made it seem like
      he didn’t respect her. Conversely, it didn’t go off when he
      referred to her as his master. In other words, all the Principle of
      Falsehood had done was inform us that the Beast Lord was a
      veritable tsundere. [1]

      "Kiara, doing what now?"

      "Our master has gotten old, so she’s effectively retired and
      just living within the castle. She spends most of her time
      sleeping, but will occasionally see to our soldiers if she feels up
      to the job."

      Royce followed up the Beast Lord as he paused to take a
      breath.

      "The royal palace has moved on from looking down on Black
      Catkin. None of the people that work and live within it are willing
      to insult them any longer."

      "That’s impossible! Black Catkin are an inferior race! Why else
      do you think we Blue Catkin have been pushing them around for all
      these years!?"

      Sennek responded to the rabbitkin’s words with a violent
      shout.

      "The palace functions off a meritocratic system. We don’t
      evaluate people based on their race, only their competence. Though,
      I admit we’ve been giving the Black Catkin a bit more leeway to
      make up for all that they’ve suffered."

      The Beast Lord casually refuted Sennec’s declaration.

      "I assume you haven’t heard about what’s happened to the Blue
      Cat Tribe as of late."

      According to Royce, most beastkin had recently started
      ostracizing the Blue Cat Tribe. There were two reasons that
      functioned as the driving force behind the aforementioned movement.
      The first was that most other beastkin had a bit of a hard time
      trusting the Blue Cat Tribe knowing that they’d sold other Beastkin
      into slavery. While most other Beastkin did indeed look down on
      Black Catkin, they never went as far as treating them as slaves.
      The reason the Blue Catkin’s treatment of the Black Catkin was so
      much harsher than all the other tribes’ was because the Black
      Catkin used to have a higher social status than the Blue Catkin.
      This caused the Blue Catkin a lot of grief, and led to them going
      wild the moment their social positions were flipped.

      The second reason was because the Blue Cat Tribe was regarded to
      be in decline. Their business dealings allowed the Blue Catkin to
      live luxurious lives, so few became true warriors, and even fewer
      trained themselves as hard as Zefmate had. As a result, the number
      of Blue Leopardkin had plummeted far beyond just a noticeable
      degree. This, in part, was the fault of the Beast Lord’s ancestors.
      The Beast Lords of the past had ordered the Blue Catkin to become
      slave traders and persecuted all that dared disobey. Hence, most of
      today’s Blue Catkin were the descendants of slave traders as
      opposed to the descendents of warriors.

      In other words, most other Beastkin looked down on the Blue Cat
      Tribe both because they were weak and because they were repulsive
      from a psychological standpoint.

      Fran didn’t really care for the details nor Sennek’s reply, so
      she ended up asking more about Kiara instead.

      "Happy as long as Kiara is alive. Okay to tell other
      people?"

      "Other people? Whaddya mean other people?"

      "Dias and Aurel, Kiara’s acquaintances. Worried about her since
      didn’t know what happened to her after she was taken away by Beast
      Lord."

      Hearing Fran’s question caused the Beast Lord to nod as if he
      had come to a sudden understanding.

      "Huh. I guess that’s why they’ve been treating me with that
      hostile ass attitude. That explains that. Yeah, I don’t mind at
      all, go right the hell ahead. In fact, how ’bout I tell them myself
      right after we’re done here. Was planning to pay the both of them a
      few visits anyway."

      "Nn. Do tell"

      "I’m pretty sure you have lots to ask me, but I’m too busy for
      it right now. I’ll answer all your questions after the tournament’s
      over, so check in with me once it’s done."

      "Got it."

      "Aight. I’ll be looking forward to seeing how you do. Show me
      that you’ll at least be capable of getting to the fourth round.
      There won’t really be a point in me telling you anything unless you
      can."

      The Beast Lord grinned at Fran in an intimidating manner, but
      this time, she didn’t freak out. In fact, she responded to him by
      speaking in a motivated sounding tone.

      "Planned to win from start."

      "Hahahahahahah! You hear that, Gold? Royce?"

      "It sure is nice seeing a young fighter all pumped up and
      motivated."

      "Indeed, but I won’t show her even the slightest shred of mercy
      should we meet in the ring."

      "Bring it on."

      "Buhahahaha! I like the way you talk smack, even to Gold and
      Royce. Fine then Fran, come visit me after you’ve won the
      tournament. I’ll look forward to seeing you then."

      The Beast Lord let loose a hearty laugh before entering the tent
      in which the remaining Blue Catkin were being kept.

      This caused Fran’s expression to change to one of worry, so
      Royce ended up ushering her off.

      "What happens from this point onwards is the Beast Kingdom’s
      business, so how about you head home for now?"

      "What do to Zefmate?"

      "Disobeying the Beast Lord is a crime, but I doubt Rig will do
      too much to harm Zefmate. He’s taken a liking to him, after
      all."

      "…Got it."

      The Beast Lord was the kind of guy that tended to be a bit rough
      around the edges, but the fact that he liked Zefmate meant that he
      probably wouldn’t execute him or shove him in some sort of
      prison.

      Royce’s words seemed to have offered Fran enough to allow her to
      relax, so she bowed to him before finally turning around and
      leaving the area.

      [Welp. Looks like we’re going to have at least win ourselves
      three rounds if we want his approval.]

      "Nn! Master. Will try hardest from now on."

      [Sure thing.]

      "Nn! Will win for sure!"

      


      

    



    

    
      197.Vs. Kurusu

      
      


      Fran, Urushi, and I idled about in the waiting room as the second
      round drew closer. Our match was the third, and the first had
      already begun, so we were guaranteed to take the stage in less than
      hour.

      A lot had happened yesterday, but none of it had functioned to
      discourage Fran. In fact, I’d say that the events that’d transpired
      ended up motivating her more than anything else; she now was
      practically dead set on at least making it past the tourney’s third
      round.

      The fact that the Beast Lord was going around crushing Blue Cat
      slave traders made her feel a sense of satisfaction, so she’d
      recently started acting in a much less aggressive manner than she
      otherwise normally would have. That said, she would still do the
      usual and beat up any that attempted harassing her. Though she
      didn’t seem to realize it herself, it seemed that hitting them
      wasn’t enough to dispose of all the stress they brought, and as a
      result, she’d been on edge for the past day and a bit. To be
      honest, her much more frequent interactions with Blue Catkin
      weren’t the only reason she was so much sharper than usual.
      Participating in the tourney, in and of itself, had also put her in
      a more belligerent mood.

      Given that our match was coming up soon, Fran decided to warm
      herself up. Namely, she swung me a bit and practiced dodging by
      having Urushi jump at her.

      [Our turn’ll be coming up soon, so don’t push yourselves too
      hard just yet, alright?]

      "Nn."

      "Woof."

      Both Fran and Urushi continued to accelerate despite voicing
      their agreements. The pair had already gotten so fast that their
      actions had become indiscernible to the average person. That,
      however, wasn’t enough to make me stop them, as to Fran, her
      current actions were pretty much the equivalent of a walk in the
      park.

      A clerk came knocking not too long after the two started warming
      up. I was honestly surprised with how quickly it came; we’d only
      been waiting for about 30 minutes.

      "Excuse me, Miss Fran? The second round is over. It’ll soon be
      your turn, so please get ready."

      Asking the clerk allowed us to confirm that Goldalfa had once
      again ended his opponent in an instant.

      Yeah, beating him definitely looked like it wasn’t going to be
      easy.

      "Please follow me."

      [Oh yeah, Fran, don’t forget to say something like “nice to see
      you again,” when we run into Kurusu. We have met him already after
      all.]

      "Nn?"

      [Make sure you do, alright? Don’t pretend you forgot who he is,
      okay?]

      "No problem."

      Hmm… I couldn’t help but feel a bit worried. Fran seemed to have
      totally forgotten that Kurusu existed, but he was still technically
      a C ranker and therefore not exactly what you could call a small
      fry.

      The impression I had of him was that he was the leader type as
      opposed to the type that was actually all that skilled in single
      combat. But that impression didn’t really hold. He seemed a bit
      different this time around. The man we found upon climbing our way
      onto the stage had a sort of fierce air to him.

      "You’re not someone I ever expected to see here."

      "Nn."

      [Huh, is that really supposed to be Kurusu? He seems a lot more…
      wild than he did last time we saw him.]

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Kurusu Ryuuzel

      Age: 28

      Race: Human

      Class: Mad Swordsman

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 37

      HP: 256

      MP: 175

      STR: 183

      VIT: 102

      AGI: 219

      INT: 83

      MGC: 98

      DEX: 125

      Skills
Malice Detection: Lv 3

      Espionage: Lv 4

      Evasion: Lv 6

      Court Etiquette: Lv 3

      Madness: Lv 4

      Presence Detection: Lv 6

      Sword Techniques: Lv 6

      Sword Arts: Lv 8

      Art of Self Defense: Lv 4

      Command: Lv 2

      Blink: Lv 8

      Cold Resistance: Lv 4

      Poison Resistance: Lv 7

      Trap Detection: Lv 2

      Dulled Sense of Pain

      Vigour Manipulation

      Passive HP Regeneration

      Last Stand

      Titles
Giant Killer

      Righteous

      One That Has Overcome Death

      Equipment
Raging Sabertiger’s Longsword

      Mithril Alloy Body Armour

      Hundred Foot Spider’s Mantle

      Sacrificial Bracelet

      Ring of Evasion

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      It looked like he’d switched from being a Blink Swordsman to
      being a Mad Swordsman. As a result, he’d lost a fair bit of
      vitality and dexterity in exchange for a boost in his strength and
      agility. In other words, his role seemed to have transitioned into
      that of an all out attacker.

      Seeing his face had finally caused Fran to recognize him, but
      she ended up a bit confused because of the disparity between how he
      was now and how he was before.

      "What happened?"

      "Fufufu. That’s a mean question to ask."

      "Different feel."

      "Seeing the way you and Amanda fought let me to contemplate a
      few things and alter my own style a bit. I just so happened to get
      a bit too immersed in retraining myself is all."

      In other words, seeing Fran and Amanda go at each other had
      caused him to go into shock and question his own abilities. Thus,
      he ended up trying a few things and adopting whatever he thought
      was best.

      Personally, I think he probably changed a bit too
      much.

      "This is perfect. I knew going into this that I’d never be able
      to catch up to you, but fighting you is still exactly what I needed
      to see just how far I’ve come!"

      Kurusu drew his blade, a longsword carved from the fang of a
      Tyrant Sabertiger. It was something we had to be careful of, as it
      had the Vibration Fang skill.

      "You’ve even ended up matching my rank. I guess that means I’ll
      have to make sure I don’t disgrace myself."

      "Also won’t lose."

      Fran drew me and took a stance.

      The caster seemed to take that as a signal of sorts, and
      immediately declared that the match had begun.

      "Here I go! Madness, activate!"

      Kurusu immediately threw his defenses out the window and cast a
      buff that caused him to focus purely on offense; he chose to try
      hitting her before she hit him. It wasn’t a bad choice, as he knew
      that Fran’s offenses would’ve overwhelmed his defenses either
      way.

      "Down Break!"

      The Mad Swordsman’s training had evidently paid off. He’d raised
      his stats and discovered for himself a new way of engaging in
      combat.

      But he wasn’t the only one to have grown stronger.

      Fran had done the same, and unfortunately for Kurusu, the
      changes in her stats had been much more dramatic than the changes
      in his.

      The gap between him and her was even wider than it’d been back
      in Alessa.

      "Haaah!"

      "Slow."

      "Gah!"

      Fran easily sidestepped Kurusu’s downwards swing before
      countering by directing her blade towards his sword arm.

      Realizing her intentions, Kurusu forced his left arm between him
      and me in order to trade it in and save his right.

      "Forfeit?"

      "Fufu. Not yet. My left may be done for, but I’ve still got my
      right!"

      "Thought so."

      "Kuh!"

      Fran took the initiative and went on the offensive. Her foe was
      able to avoid her first two attacks, but that was it. The loss of a
      hand had caused him to lose his ability to balance, which, in turn,
      caused her third strike to embed itself within his body. Naturally,
      it didn’t just end there. She aimed me at his right hand and
      attempted to strike it once more in order to form him to
      surrender.

      But he still didn’t give up.

      "Last Stand!"

      Kurusu’s body began glowing the moment he shouted the skill’s
      name.

      I sensed a sudden influx of mana, so I decided to appraise him.
      Doing so allowed me to figure out that he’d lost most of his HP,
      but gained a massive boost to all his stats. He’d even gotten the
      Nullified Sense of Pain skill to boot.

      The skill he’d just used was one that could only be used when on
      the verge of death.

      "Gaaaahhh!"

      "Mmph!"

      The Mad Swordsman didn’t attempt to avoid Fran’s strike despite
      the boost to his agility. In fact, he willingly facetanked it while
      roaring and throwing out a counter.

      Only then did I finally come to understand his strategy. It was
      perfectly fine for him to take a fatal hit given that he had a
      Sacrificial Bracelet. His Nullified Sense of Pain allowed him to
      take advantage of the instant he tanked Fran’s attack.
      Specifically, it allowed him to retaliate regardless of all other
      factors.

      It was a strategy that didn’t sound too bad given how the
      tournament worked. It didn’t matter how injured he got. He’d end up
      getting healed by the tourney’s staff so long as he didn’t die.
      Pushing himself to the very edge of death would make it possible
      for him to defeat foes whose stats were higher than his own.

      "Gah!"

      "Still slow."

      But it didn’t work.

      Fran warded off the blade he thrust at her by smacking its side
      with her palm and throwing it off course, an action only made
      possible by the fact that she could track his sword with pinpoint
      accuracy.

      And then she kicked him, right in the cut she’d given him
      earlier. It was an attack that he simply couldn’t possibly have
      dodged. He was too far off balance, not that he could actually keep
      up with her to begin with.

      All the air was sucked out of his lungs; he wasn’t even so much
      as able to scream as he was sent rolling off the stage. He stayed
      on the floor even after getting sent out of the arena; it looked
      like he’d lost consciousness.

      "And that’s game! The winner is Fran, the Magic Sword Girl!
      She’s managed to triumph through not only the first, but also the
      second round despite all the adverse rumours and speculation!"

      Apparently the crowd had thought that Kurusu was more likely to
      win, which, to be honest, wasn’t all that unexpected given that
      he’d been a C ranker for much longer than we had.

      "Kurusu had attempted to apply the same suicidal strategy he’d
      used in the first round, but this time, his sword fell short! What
      a shame! It looked so close too!"

      


      

    



    

    
      198.Vs. Colbert

      
      


      Two days passed in the blink of an eye. Fran and I found ourselves
      staring the third round in the face before we knew it.

      We were up against Colbert, the exact person that we’d been
      expecting to have to fight. We’d known that our confrontation with
      him was coming for a long while already, but I ended up feeling a
      bit nervous regardless. It wasn’t something I could really
      help.

      Fran, on the other hand, was calm and serene, seemingly in part
      because she was currently engaging in meditation, specifically zen
      meditation. I’d been the one that taught her the concept, but
      honestly, I barely knew anything about it myself. My knowledge of
      Zazen pretty much did nothing but scratch the surface. I was only
      able to tell her the concept and the fact that it involved closing
      her eyes and concentrating. She really seemed to like the idea, so
      she’d more or less figured the rest out all on her own.

      Her current session had spanned just over ten minutes. Urushi
      hadn’t wanted to disturb her, so he ended up laying down beside her
      instead of attempting to warm up as he had while waiting for the
      tourney’s second round.

      It seemed that the opponent Goldalfa faced in the third round
      was much stronger than the ones he’d faced in the first two, as he
      hadn’t actually done his usual thing and won the round in a matter
      of moments. We would’ve had to leave the room basically immediately
      after entering it if he had. We instead had to wait for about
      another five minutes before finally begin called for.

      "Good morning. It’s time for your match. Please follow me, I’ll
      lead you to the arena."

      Fran’s eyes shot open the moment the clerk said her name.

      "Go time."

      Her lips curved into a smile as she got back onto her feet.

      She didn’t seem to be even the slightest bit nervous, nor did it
      seem like she’d be off because she was way too hyped up.

      Today, Fran was in perfect condition.

      （Master, will go all out this time.）

      [Want me to start helping right off the bat?]

      （Nn. Will try to go for quick win.）

      Like most battle maniacs, Fran normally tended to prefer a bit
      of a more wait-and-see type attitude, but today, she decided that
      it would be best to go full throttle right off the bat. Her
      decision to treat this battle differently from all the ones that
      preceded it was one I agreed with.

      That tendency to allow one’s opponent to go all out wasn’t what
      I’d call wise. We couldn’t really afford cutting our opponent any
      slack given that we had to live up to the Beast Lord’s expectations
      if we wanted him to actually bother speaking to us, especially
      because said opponent happened to be Colbert.

      Another factor that played into her shift in attitude was that
      she no longer had to worry about antagonizing the Beast Lord. The
      possibility of him attacking us had basically been shrunk all the
      way down to zero, so we wouldn’t need to pull our punches nor keep
      a few trump cards in reserve just because he was watching.

      Fran passed through the usual dark corridor and entered the
      ring, only to be greeted with cheers and shouts even louder and
      more passionate than the ones she’d heard just two days prior.

      "And there she is! Our first contestant today is the girl that’s
      overwhelmed both the opponents she’s fought so far despite all
      expectations, a Black Catkin, Fran! I can’t wait to see just how
      far her strength can take her!"

      Colbert had yet to arrive, but the crowd had started to roar
      regardless.

      The screams directed towards Fran could be split into three main
      groups. The first, were the angry folk that’d bet on her opponents
      in the first and or second round. The next type cheered in a much
      higher pitch, and seemed, in general, to have taken a liking to
      Fran because of how cute she was. The final group was a bit
      different from both of the first two and mainly consisted of
      adventurers.

      At first, I was a bit surprised that there were so many of them
      rooting for us, but I soon realized that they were mostly members
      of Erza’s faction. I kind of suspected that he’d probably ordered
      them to cheer for us, as the extent of their motivation almost
      seemed a bit unnatural. I apparently wasn’t the only one to feel
      that way, as many of the other guests also seemed a bit
      shocked.

      Seeing the crowd caused Fran to recoil a bit in embarrassment,
      but she still seemed kinda happy they were cheering for her
      regardless. The audience as a whole immediately reacted to her
      bashful attitude by getting even rowdier. It seemed she was really
      popular.

      Even so, the noise was soon overwhelmed by a series of hollars
      that matched the one that’d first greeted her when she entered the
      ring.

      "And there’s her opponent! This round’s second contestant is no
      less popular than the first. Ladies and gentlemen, I present you a
      man known for using nothing but his fists to defeat even the most
      powerful of foes, B ranked adventurer, Iron Claw Colbert!"

      I appraised Colbert and confirmed that his stats were basically
      the same as what they’d been back when we met him in Barbra… which
      meant basically nothing given that the stats that showed weren’t
      actually his real stats.

      "Hello Fran. I can’t say I was expecting to see anyone
      else."

      "Nn. Colbert too."

      "Hahahah. As a B ranker, I won’t lose that easily, especially
      not to anyone weaker than me."

      "Including me?"

      "Well, I don’t think you’re any weaker than I am… but I will
      have to win anyway if I want to keep face."

      "Can’t lose."

      "I feel the same."

      Sparks almost seemed to fly as the two narrowed their eyes and
      looked at each other. The fighting spirit that emanating off their
      bodies expanded through the entire venue and shrouded it with an
      intense pressure powerful enough to silence the crowd. The
      spectators instead gulped as they observed the tense atmosphere
      that’d broke out between the two warriors.

      "Let the third round’s second match… begin!"

      "Now come."

      Colbert was doing what we expected. He took on the typical
      wait-and-see type approach, not because he was going easy on us,
      but because he was confident he could handle anything we threw at
      him.

      We, on the other hand, had already turned the dial to 11.

      [Stone Wall]

      [Fire Wall]

      [Wind Wall]

      The three spells I casted worked to form a sort of tunnel around
      Fran and Colbert.

      He immediately tried smashing the its’ ceiling in order to
      escape, but he was too late. The fact that he allowed us to take
      the initiative meant we were already a full step in front of
      him.

      "Inferno Burst"

      [Inferno Burst]

      Both Fran and I immediately cast a flame-based spell and flooded
      the tunnel with fire before Colbert could escape it. The attack’s
      heat was so intense that it caused the stone we created to start
      melting, but it didn’t collapse right away. The flame and wind
      walls supported it and managed to keep it standing for a few
      seconds by regulating its temperature.

      In other words, the other two walls attempted to feed heat back
      into the interior as opposed to allowing it to leak outside, which
      in turn meant that it ended up not only trapping Colbert, but also
      providing a bit of a boost to our Inferno Bursts’.

      We knew our attack was a fairly sound one, but we didn’t let up.
      We trusted that Colbert was too strong to fall to just that, and
      so, we threw in a follow up.

      "Wind Bullet!"

      [Stun Bullet]

      All the smoke and flames made it so we couldn’t actually see
      him, but that didn’t matter. We simply shot where we felt his
      presence in order to pin him down and keep him from moving.

      Only then did we finally throw in an attack that was actually
      meant to inflict some more serious harm.

      "Haaaaah!"

      [Let’s do this!]

      The next attack was one I hadn’t had a chance to use in quite a
      while, my ever so reliable Telekinetic Catapult. The arena was a
      bit too small for me to reach my full speed, but I still flew at
      him incredibly quickly nonetheless.

      I was confident that not even Colbert would be able to avoid the
      strike without sustaining a significant injury.

      "Nragh!"

      [Woah!]

      But I was wrong.

      A mana-covered fist approached from my side right before I
      managed to pierce him, one that contained so much force that it
      seemed like it would send me flying into orbit.

      His counter made me realize that he was much more dangerous than
      I’d been expecting. He was skilled enough to easily knock aside the
      attack I planned to finish him off with, and basically hadn’t taken
      any damage from our prior bombardment. The only thing that’d even
      gotten the slightest bit burnt was his clothing.

      We had to defeat him before he actually got serious.

      I hit the brakes as hard as I could by using telekinesis and
      wind magic while also making myself as spiky as a porcupine and
      cloaking myself in lightning.

      "What!?"

      Colbert’s voice rose in shock. Never in his wildest dreams had
      he ever envisioned that the sword he readied himself to hit would
      stop in place and transform.

      His defenses were ridiculous. My needles, which were capable of
      tearing metal armour to bits, failed to pierce his skin. However,
      he didn’t remain unharmed. He was assaulted by the lightning I’d
      wrapped around myself nonetheless.

      "Gugagagagargghh!"

      "Stun Bolt!"

      Fran followed up my attack by throwing another lightning-based
      spell at him.

      The two potent electrical energies shot throughout his body and
      caused sparks to erupt all over it.

      "Finishing blow! Gale Hazard!"

      Fran’s finisher, a blast of wind magic, evidenced that she
      wanted to end the match without having to engage in melee combat.
      She didn’t want him pulling off what Kurusu tried, and turning
      everything around at the last second.

      Colbert was sent flying over 20 meters. It looked like he’d ring
      out and crash into the audience.

      Fran stayed vigilant, she carefully watched as he flew so she could
      prevent him from recovering with magic should he try it.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      "Mmph."

      [Did he just use a Feather of Teleportation?]

      Colbert suddenly disappeared. I immediately recognized that he’d
      teleported, but couldn’t figure out where he went. I wasn’t able to
      find him by scanning the stage.

      "Above."

      [He took to the sky!?]

      Fran immediately caught onto the fact that Colbert had chosen to
      teleport way above the arena. His decision was a solid one that
      made good use of the item he’d employed. Gaining airtime allowed
      him to not only avoid losing but also respace himself. The only
      thing he had to really worry about was how he was going to
      land.

      However, it wasn’t without its demerits. Hanging around in the
      air basically made him a sitting duck given that Fran had an
      abundant amount of long ranged attacks.

      "Nn!"

      She took aim and bombarded him with a whole slew of spells.
      Specifically, she’d chosen wind-based ones that prioritized max
      range over power.

      I matched her attacks by throwing out several flame-based
      spells. The wind-based ones functioned as visual clutter and
      prevented them from being seen, which worked quite well, as they
      were powerful enough to instantly end the match.

      But again, I was hoping for too much.

      Colbert tore every single last one of our spells apart with his
      fists the moment before they hit him.

      He then changed his direction midair with a burst of Qi and
      oriented himself so he was facing Fran.

      "Hraaaaaghhhh!"

      An incredible amount of magical energy suddenly began emanating
      from his body. The martial artist swung his fists through the air.
      Each movement, each punch, was accompanied by a blast of Qi that
      headed straight for Fran.

      The individual Qi based projectiles were rather weak, but they
      were threatening nonetheless due to their sheer quantity; Fran was
      forced to respond by blasting them out of the sky with a few
      techniques of her own.

      Still, they’d accomplished their job. They bought Colbert enough
      time to land.

      He took a guarded stance with an evident lack of openings the
      moment his feet touched the ground before turning towards Fran and
      narrowing his eyes.

      Likewise, she raised me and matched his glare with her own.

      "Fuh. You sure are impatient, trying to end the match right away
      like that."

      "Was just taking advantage of opening."
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      "Fuh. You sure are impatient, trying to end the match right away
      like that."

      "Was just taking advantage of opening."

      "Haha. I never expected you to be this good a Magic Warrior. I’m
      impressed. Have you been holding back this whole time?"

      "Back at you. Suddenly more magical energy?"

      Fran wasn’t kidding. The amount of magical energy evelopping
      Colbert’s body had undergone a drastic increase.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Colbert

      Age: 38

      Species: Human

      Class: Iron Fist Fighter

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 41/99

      HP: 381/508

      MP: 330/452

      STR: 299

      VIT: 204

      AGI: 253

      INT: 141

      MGC: 201

      DEX: 239

      Skills
Barehanded Combat Techniques: Lv 6

      Barehanded Combat Arts: Lv 6

      Crisis Detection: Lv 3

      Divine Fist Arts: Lv 2

      Fist Techniques: Lv 9

      Fist Arts: MAX

      Combat Qigong: Lv 4

      Herculean Strength: Lv 8

      Blink: Lv 9

      Swimming: Lv 4

      Greater Water Resistance: Lv 2

      Throwing: Lv 4

      Life Magic: Lv 3

      Dimitris Style Martial Techniques: Lv 8

      Dimitris Style Martial Arts: Lv 8

      Physical Barrier: Lv 4

      Magic Emission: Lv 5

      Drowsiness Resistance: Lv 3

      Paralysis Resistance: Lv 4

      Cooking: Lv 2

      Hawk’s Eyes

      Beast Killer

      Thought Division

      Lesser Strength Boost

      Vigour Manipulation

      Inherent Skills

      Iron Fist

      _______________________________________________________________

      It looked like he’d undone his seal. He’d suddenly gained
      several skills, namely the Dimitris Style ones, Physical Barrier,
      Magic Emission, and Thought Division. Both Herculean Strength and
      Blink had also had their levels boosted a bit. That, of course,
      wasn’t all; he gained a pretty massive boost to his stats. I
      recalled they used to be.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      HP: 428

      MP: 202

      STR: 249

      VIT: 154

      AGI: 203

      INT: 91

      MGC: 101

      DEX: 189

      _______________________________________________________________

      In other words, all his stats had risen by 50, save for magic,
      which had gained a whole 100 points. That, combined with his newly
      unsealed Dimitris Style skills, made it so we’d practically be
      fighting a whole different person from here on out.

      [Be careful. He’s undone his seal.]

      "Undid seal?"

      "…So you noticed?"

      Colbert’s expression seemed to waver in unease as he signed, an
      action that demonstrated that he hadn’t actually been too willing
      to undo his seal. I decided to try probing him, given that his
      current state was clearly the result of self interest.

      [Hey Fran, repeat after me for a bit, alright?]

      "Nn."

      That is, I decided to try attacking him mentally instead of
      physically, as it seemed like we’d be able to profit from it.

      "Won’t be excommunicated for unsealing for self-interest?"

      "That… does happen from time to time, yes."

      "Colbert, won’t be excommunicated?"

      "I might be."

      "Then why undo seal?"

      Fran’s words caused Colbert to look down and make a bit of a
      troubled face before returning his gaze to her and shaking his
      head.

      "You’re right. Undoing my seal like this might get me
      excommunicated, but, I don’t care. That’s not what matters most to
      me right now!"

      Colbert raised his voice as he once again took a stance.

      "Then what matters most?"

      "The answer to that question is a simple one. What matters most
      to me right now is upholding the Dimitris Style’s pride."

      His declaration came with a really cool sounding line.

      "Getting serious and undoing seal against opponent with child’s
      appearance for pride?"

      "Ugh…"

      Heh. Looked like we hit the sucker in a sore spot.

      "Pride?"

      "Sorry… I was just saying it that way because I was trying to
      make myself sound cool."

      "Expected."

      "Ugh… Yeah, you’re right. I was trying to make it sound much
      better than it really was."

      Uhh… shit. I realized that we’d pushed him a bit too far, as our
      words had ultimately led to an effect opposite that of what I’d
      been hoping for.

      "Sorry. You’re right. I didn’t undo my seal out of something as
      propossessing as pride. I did it because I wanted to, because I, as
      a practitioner of the Dimitris Style, wouldn’t be able to forgive
      myself for losing this easily to a C ranker. That just isn’t
      something I can allow to happen. I have always looked up to the
      Dimitris Style, and known it to be the world’s most powerful."

      The magical energy Colbert emitted began wrapping its way around
      his body. It only took a matter of moments for it to grow so dense
      that it’d effectively become a suit of armour.

      "That is why I cannot allow myself to lose. I will not let
      myself be the reason people look down on the Dimitris Style! I
      would much rather be excommunicated than put the style to
      shame!"

      That was just how much the Dimitris Style meant to Colbert.

      But despite his passionate shouts, Fran managed to retain her
      calm. Likewise, I’d done the same. This, him going all out, was
      within the realm of my expectations.

      "Gale Hazard!"

      Fran fired off an AOE projectile at him in order to keep him as
      pinned as possible as she rushed at him. His stats had risen, but
      his Divine Fist Arts had remained unchanged; he still possessed the
      exact same amount of skill with his hands. Hence, I suspected that
      Fran would retain the upper hand in terms of technique.

      Or at least that’s how things were if I didn’t factor the
      Dimitris Style in. I was on guard for what would happen, but
      apparently not nearly as on guard as I should’ve been.

      "Dimitris Style Martial Art — Asura!"

      "Kuaahh!"

      Colbert allowed Fran to slash at him, but immediately followed
      with a counter and sent her flying back. He then kicked off the
      ground in attempt to chase her down and follow up his attack with
      another before she could regain her balance.

      "Oraaah!"

      "Kuh!"

      His strategy, taking a hit and then countering, was similar to
      Kurusu’s, but he was much more skilled, and hence, his application
      of the tactic had been much more effective.

      The first major point of deviation was the fact that we hadn’t
      even been able to actually pierce his defenses; Colbert managed to
      remain unharmed despite the fact that Fran had attacked him with my
      element-cloaked blade. His martial art allowed him to condense
      magical energy and use it in the same manner as he would his arms.
      These four newly created energy-based appendages stayed close to
      his body and, in doing so, almost made it him truly resemble the
      six armed God the technique was named after.

      It was precisely this technique that allowed him to avoid taking
      any of the damage we would’ve otherwise inflicted. It seemed to
      have both boosted his reaction speed and the range of his field of
      vision, as he’d used two of his magical arms to catch me mid swing.
      As the arms were constructed entirely of energy, the few scratches
      they did get from the act immediately regenerated and were made
      moot.

      Naturally, all of his magic hands were also capable of
      attacking. Colbert being a martial artist meant that, the number of
      attacks he could execute was purely limited by the number of limbs
      he had, which, in turn, led to the conclusion that he’d become way
      deadlier than he’d been before.

      One of his many attacks eventually ended up breaking through
      Fran’s defenses and digging straight into her lungs.

      "Bughhh"

      [Greater Heal]

      I managed to get Fran healed up immediately, but I couldn’t stop
      her from momentarily flinching because of the hit. The bit of a
      stagger that resulted allowed Colbert enough of an opening to
      follow up with a third flurry.

      One of his hands even ended up grabbing onto me. It tried
      tightening its grip in order to hold me in place the moment it did,
      but I managed to escape by using Telekinesis. Though I did indeed
      manage to retreat, I wasn’t able to stop him from momentarily
      restricting Fran’s movements, which, once again, caused Colbert to
      gain yet another shot of momentum.

      Fran was still avoiding his attacks and returning fire, but she
      was doing so with her face warped in pain. Erza had mentioned
      before that some of the Dimitris Style’s practitioners were capable
      of performing attacks that would permeate into one’s body and
      destroy it from the inside out.

      Colbert’s attacks were in fact all of that precise type.

      Even the ones that struck me instead of Fran carried through my
      blade and assaulted her hands with shockwave upon shockwave upon
      shockwave. I attempted to block the effects of his attacks by
      deploying a series of barriers, but to pretty much no avail. They
      passed right through them; even the lightest touch would cause
      Colbert’s Qi to flow into her body and damage her internals.

      Having Fran continue holding her ground like this was a bad
      idea. Simply patiently waiting for a chance wasn’t going to
      work.

      [It doesn’t look like his attacks are just physically based, but
      I think it might be best for us to point both Physical Damage
      Resistance and Physical Barrier regardless.]

      （Nn! Got it!）

      I executed one of the contingencies I’d discussed with Fran
      earlier and threw 18 points into each of the two skills.

      Fran and I had come into the tourney with more than just a few
      cards in hand. We’d pushed ourselves as hard as we could in order
      to farm magic stones so I could rank up as quickly as possible —
      which I did. I’d then just held onto all 66 of the points that we
      had, just in case we ran into any situations like this one.

      Hoarding points and using them in the middle of a battle was
      much more effective than using them up ahead of time, as having
      them available meant being able to adjust to our opponents.

      〈A new skill has been unlocked as you have fulfilled all of its
      prerequisites. Your Physical Barrier and Magical Barrier skills
      have been merged into the Perfect Barrier skill.〉

      Perfect Barrier seemed to be a pretty damned good skill. Its
      level 1 output was equivalent to the two other skills’ max level
      outputs combined. The term “perfect” initially led me to believe
      that the barrier could prevent any and all damage, but I was wrong,
      as it clearly wasn’t completely impregnable. The “perfect” part of
      its name instead seemed to describe that it could at least attempt
      to mitigate all types of attacks.

      〈The Physical Damage Resistance skill has reached its maximum
      level and evolved into Physical Damage Nullification.〉

      And… we also ended up unlocking a skill I’d been expecting, but
      not really all that keen on getting.

      [Let’s go, Fran!]

      "Nn!"

      "What!? How are you suddenly no longer taking damage!?"

      Colbert’s eyes widened as Fran began stepping forward while
      completely ignoring all his attacks. He didn’t stop, and continued
      to assault her, but she didn’t mind his strikes at all. At first,
      it seemed like she was trying to take damage in order to dish it
      out, but that wasn’t the case at all. Our two newly obtained skills
      made it so she didn’t have to to force herself into a trade.

      It’d almost looked like she’d become flat out invincible.

      But I was panicking nonetheless.

      [Shit, Rumina was right! That nullification skill is eating my
      mana ridiculously quickly! ]

      Only a few moments had passed since we’d gotten the skill, but
      it’d already eaten up a whole 1000 mana. That was just how much
      energy it took to completely negate Colbert’s incoming attacks.

      Again, the skill’s ridiculous mana consumption was something
      that Rumina had warned us about. Specifically, something she’d
      warned us about just before the tournament began.

      ***

      "Master. That ability of yours is quite the powerful one, but
      warn you I must."

      [Warn me? About what?]

      "I ask that you beware of skills capable of nullification. Some
      magic beasts carry them, and thus, I believe it very likely for you
      to one day obtain them. You must take utmost caution in their
      application."

      "Why caution?"

      "Skills carrying effects akin to nullification bear the tendency
      to consume a great deal of magical energy to actualize their
      effects. Moreover, the skill’s function is automatic. You will not
      be able to stop them from activating, and thus, it is quite
      possible for you to quickly lose all your magical energy should you
      fight a foe capable of a vicious assault."

      In other words, Flame Invalidation would drain one’s mana pool
      extremely quickly if one decided to sit in a sea of flames or
      something.

      The one Rumina emphasized as the one we should be the most
      careful with was Physical Damage Nullification. It was a skill
      typically possessed by monsters whose bodies were made of energy,
      so she wasn’t sure exactly what would happen if we were to acquire
      it. There was a chance it’d end up activating every single time we
      so much as took a step.

      But that wasn’t all. She’d also warned us that
      nullification-type skills didn’t actually provide invulnerability.
      Certain skills would just go right through them.

      According to Rumina, the Gods had made it so that nullification
      skills weren’t in fact the highest order of skill one could have.
      They could be broken through by both skills built to pierce
      defenses as well as skills containing the Gods’ powers.

      Rumina herself had actually bore witness to one of these
      incidents; she’d seen Ignius use its Godflame skill to roast and
      kill someone that happened to have the Flame Nullification
      skill.

      She’d warned that it was possible that the Beast Lord’s Golden
      Flame of Extinction skill also counted as a higher order skill.

      "Do not let your guard down. Do not rely on nullification skills
      should you obtain them."

      "Got it."

      Our case was actually a bit different. We were able to choose
      whether or not we actually wanted a certain skill to be active, so,
      it was possible for us to avoid using any nullification skills we
      had unless we actually really needed them. They were quite perfect
      as far as trump cards went.

      That said, I couldn’t actually switch the skill out as of right
      this moment, as Colbert was still in the middle of attacking
      us.

      [Hurry up Fran! You’ll have to finish this real quick!]

      "Nn!"

      Fran raised me above her head and readied herself to a massive
      downwards swing — an opening Colbert failed to miss.

      "Dimitris Style Secret Technique — Rupturing Strike!"[1]

      He poured his mana into his fist as he twisted it as he shoved
      it straight into Fran’s gut. But it was rendered null. The strike
      hadn’t even caused her to so much as flinch.

      "Shit! It had no effect!?"

      Colbert’s attack hadn’t damaged Fran, but it’d contained so much
      force that it drained another 1000 mana straight from my pool,
      which, once again confirmed that Colbert was one helluva a foe. I
      couldn’t even imagine how much damage his attack would’ve done had
      we not the means to completely negate it.

      "Nn!"

      Fran leapt into the air and delivered a downwards strike with
      every last bit of her power.

      We activated two instances of Elemental Blade, popped Vibration
      Blade, Magic Poison Fang and Weight Boost as she drew me from a
      sheath of wind. Her skill with the katana, which had already been
      remarkable, had become even more refined because of the Sword Lord
      Arts skill.

      Though we were basically in his face, our attack was one that
      was incredibly easy to read, and thus, Colbert had an easy time
      avoiding it.

      Or at least he would have, had I not stopped him.

      I bound him with both Wind Magic and Telekinesis and prevented
      him from moving either to the left or right. To him, that much was
      nothing. He easily shrugged it off, but in doing so, lost the
      instant he needed to avoid Fran’s incoming strike. Realizing that
      escape had become impossible, he instead quickly opted to use all
      four of his magical arms to defend himself.

      "Haaaaaaaaaaaahhhhh!"

      "Gaarrgghhh!"

      But it wasn’t enough.

      We not only split all his magic-made limbs in two, but also left
      a giant gash running from his left shoulder to the opposite side of
      his hip. Both his arms were still fine, but the same couldn’t be
      said for his internals. The majority of the damage had gone
      straight to his lungs,one of them had even been flat out turned to
      ash. The flames that cloaked my blade scorched his body and
      completely turned into a huge mess. The open wound was charred
      black; smoke wafted off of it alongside a foul, meaty smell.

      It looked like he was done for, but we kept going. Colbert was
      strong. We knew that it was still possible for him to turn
      everything around despite how grim the situation looked, and so, we
      continued focusing on refining our magical energies.

      [Keep it up! Don’t slow down!]

      "Nn!"

      Fran brought me to her waist and followed up with a powerful
      horizontal slash.

      I figured that Colbert could still fight, but I never expected
      him to do as he did. That is, he attempted to avoid the attack by
      leaping backwards and dodging despite his near fatal wound. He then
      focused his energies back into his magical arms and once again
      extended them towards us.

      The situation was dire. We’d run out of mana if he hit us even
      just one more time. If we wanted to win this, we had to end it here
      and now.

      Knowing that, I quickly responded by stretching my blade as far
      as I could.

      "Come on!"

      [Reach reach reach!]

      "Guaagghhh!"

      Colbert reached us right as we reached him. We managed to null
      his attack, but the same couldn’t be said for him; my blade tore
      through his gut and caused his blood to splatter across Fran’s
      face.

      He took far too much damage to maintain his concentration, and
      so, his magic-made arms faded away.

      "Sh…it…"

      The martial artist fell onto his knees before groaning in pain
      and collapsing, after which he didn’t even so much as twitch. He
      was bleeding heavily, crimson liquid leaked from his protruding
      internal organs began turning the stage into a sea of blood. To
      make matters worse, he was even badly poisoned.

      Things were looking really bad.

      Invalidating Colbert’s last attack had used up the rest of my
      mana. I was flat dry. I couldn’t do anything for him at all.

      Fortunately, I didn’t need to be the one to heal him. A member
      of the guild’s staff immediately rushed over and did what was
      necessary in order to save him.

      And with that staff member’s actions came an enthusiastic
      announcement.

      "It’s over! The match has been decided! What a stunning upset,
      ladies and gentlemen! Today’s winner is once again, Fran, the Magic
      Sword Girl! It looks like she just might end up being the most
      terrifying dark horse in this tournament’s history!"

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] This technique, in the raw, is Body Destroying Internal
      Organ Breaker. But that sounds like shit in English, so I just
      kinda put some random substitute name that kinda sounds martial
      artsy and has a bit of the meaning in there for now. Let me know if
      you guys can think of something better.

      [2] This type of punch is called called a Seikenzuki in
      Japanese. Its pretty well known, and even used in a fair bit of
      media. It’s basically the standard Karate punch. You thrust at
      chest level, with your fist upside down. You then turn it at the
      moment of impact for that extra bit of oomph. Animoo example
      here.
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      We checked in on Colbert, who’d been carried over to the
      sickbay, not too long after the match ended. His wounds had been
      healed by magic, but he’d yet to regain most of his stamina, and
      so, he was still bedridden and unable to so much as sit up.

      "Colbert, feeling okay?"

      "Hey… It appears that I’ve narrowly managed to escape
      death."

      "Very close."

      "Hahah. You have me beat. I never expected to lose even after
      undoing my sea…ugh."

      Colbert placed a hand on his head and groaned.

      "Okay?"

      "Yeah… It seems that I’ve simply pushed myself a bit too hard.
      This happens every time I use Asura."

      Asura was the technique that caused him to suddenly sprout a
      bunch of magical arms. My assumption was that said technique
      boosted both his reaction speed and widened his field of vision, as
      I failed to see how else he would’ve been able to fight on par with
      Fran and her Sword Lord Arts.

      "You were strong, stronger than any foe I’ve ever faced
      before."

      "Thanks."

      "Your next opponent will be a tough one, but I believe in you.
      Beat him, for my sake as well."

      "Definitely."

      We decided to leave the sick bay after exchanging a few more
      words with him. As he’d yet to recover, I figured that forcing him
      into an extended conversation probably wasn’t exactly what anyone
      could call a good idea.

      I expected that he’d end up getting some peace and quiet after
      we left, but apparently the exact opposite happened, as I happened
      to catch ear of a few panicked shouts just before we wound up out
      of earshot.

      "God damn it! I went overboard and let the blood rush to my
      head! Damn it! I’m totally going to get excommunicated! There’s no
      way my demon of a Master will let me get away with this!"

      His tone made it incredibly easy for me to picture him cradling
      his head and shaking it in despair. It would’ve been something
      interesting to discuss with Fran, but I decided to practice tact
      and keep any mention of his circumstances to a minimum seeing as
      how he’d purposefully waited for her to leave before letting his
      emotions take control of him; he clearly hadn’t wanted to show his
      more pitiful side.

      [My condolences, Colbert. My condolences.]

      "Nn?"

      [Nah, it’s nothing. Don’t worry about. Let’s just go.]

      ***

      The next thing Fran and I did was head back to the arena.
      Specifically, we became spectators, as it was probably the best
      possible use of our time. There was a chance we would end up having
      to fight the people that emerged victorious today should we win the
      next round. It’s not like we’d be wasting time even if we lost
      either, as observing these higher leveled fights served to broaden
      our horizons regardless.

      There were only a total of eight matches scheduled today due to
      the nature of the single elimination tournament structure, and as
      we fought the second, there were only six for us to observe.

      Amanda was the one fighting the day’s third match, and had just
      finished wrapping up right as we managed to get back. She had once
      again basically finished her foe off in an instant.

      "Didn’t get to see anything."

      [Eh, can’t really be helped. This next match should be
      interesting enough to make up for it though. Erza’s going to be
      fighting.]

      His opponent was a C ranked adventurer, one known to be rather
      difficult to fight because of his incredible technical skill with
      the spear. The battle was honestly one I was really looking forward
      to and didn’t want to miss.

      However, we were at a bit of an impasse. There wasn’t anywhere
      for us to sit. We contemplated what to do, and I actually almost
      ended up creating a chair using earth magic, but, fortunately, one
      of the men nearby called out to us and, in doing so, stopped me
      before I did.

      "Hey, are you Fran? The Magic Sword Girl?"

      "Nn?"

      He, the middle aged man, was spectating the match with a bottle
      of wine in one hand, and a skewer in the other. Based on that, I
      assumed the guy was probably doing pretty well for himself.

      "W-Woah, it really is you. I’m guessing you wanted to
      spectate?"

      "Nn."

      "A-Alright, feel free to take my seat then."

      "Really okay?"

      "Yeah, go for it. I’ve been betting on you since the prelims,
      and at this point, you’ve earned me so much cash I can kick back
      and skip work for the rest of the month."

      Wow, he really has made a lot off us.

      The fact that he’s been betting on us since the prelims meant he
      was probably half doing it to cheer Fran on, and half because he
      wanted to see if could earn himself a big ass return off her
      efforts. That said, I still felt thankful because he had still been
      rooting for us either way.

      "I’ll gladly fork the seat over if you just let me shake your
      hand so I can brag about it to all my buddies!"

      "Got it."

      "Thanks! I’ll be cheering for you tomorrow too, so do your best
      out there!"

      "Nn."

      And so, the man shook Fran’s hand, relinquished his seat to her,
      and walked away with a bit of a chuckle. My guess was that he’d
      probably headed somewhere he could comfortably stand around while
      watching the remaining matches.

      Erza’s match began shortly after we sat down. His opponent was
      as difficult to deal with as his reputation suggested, and managed
      to stay out of Erza’s range while attacking him with his spear.

      However, the spearman’s attacks were a bit too light to actually
      inflict any damage; Erza ignored all his strikes and managed to
      brute force charge right at him without really minding the incoming
      onslaught.

      The spearman’s incredible agility allowed him to dodge the
      attack that came out of it, but seeing that it’d destroyed a part
      of the arena with just one hit had caused his blood to run
      cold.

      His movements started to dull with time, not because he ran out
      of stamina, but because the disparity in their attacks’
      effectiveness caused him a great mental burden.

      He was in a pretty shitty situation, one we’d experienced
      several times before. His attacks did practically nothing, but
      everything’d be over for him if he failed to dodge even just once.
      He wouldn’t be able to rake in a win unless he went out on a limb
      and shifted to a style that would put a bit more emphasis on pure
      power, a choice he was hesitant to make given that his opponent’s
      giant ass mace kept only barely missing him.

      It took a him a good bit, but he eventually managed to do it. He
      made up his mind and drove his spear straight towards Erza after
      dodging an attack that left the bigger man off balance. It was the
      fastest, and most powerful strike he’d demonstrated to date.

      The crowd gasped as his spear closed in on Erza’s unarmoured
      upper body.

      But it didn’t work. The spearman’s weapon wasn’t able to pierce
      Erza’s skin. It was instead stopped by the bigger man’s
      ridiculously high defenses.

      From there, it all went downhill. The man was promptly caught by
      Erza and dropped to the floor, where he was pinned by a full body
      technique that rendered him unable to breathe. He ultimately ended
      up having to surrender with an oxygen deprived wheeze.

      [Must suck to be him.]

      "Close combat means openings."

      [Well, I mean, you’re right, but…]

      No way I was ever going to let Erza pin Fran to the floor,
      especially while making full body contact. Just, hell no.

      [Pinning techniques are just terrible.]

      "Nn. Dangerous."

      [In more than one way at that.]

      "Nn?"

      Erza’s match was the only one that’d really been interesting.
      All the others basically ended in an instant or were kind of
      boring.

      Forrund’s match, the fourth match, was so short that it caused
      the crowd to boo. It didn’t even take him five seconds to finish
      off his opponent.

      Phillip, the Krysten family’s eldest son, fought the fifth
      match. It was a harsh battle full of backs and forths, but we’d
      already seen him fight back in Barbra, so it ended up being kinda
      dull.

      Neither Royce, nor Fermus ended up having to go all out, but
      they both finished their matches in less than a minute. All I could
      tell from watching them was that they had even more power hiding
      beneath the surface.

      [We’ll have to win tomorrow’s match if we even want a chance at
      fighting any of them.]

      "Will definitely win."

      ***

      We headed to the dungeon after we finished spectating the day’s
      matches so we could not only try out our new skills, but also run a
      few simulations in order to figure out how we’d go about fighting
      Goldalfa.

      Fortunately, Physical Damage Invalidation didn’t actually
      activate whenever we took a step, but it did consume an incredible
      amount of mana nonetheless. It’d react regardless of whether we
      were attacking or defending; half of my mana pool had actually
      vanished into thin air before I’d even realized any of it was
      missing.

      But, as evidenced by its ability to even nullify the shock
      generated by our attacks, it was ridiculously potent. Fran was able
      to punch an ogre many times her size without even feeling the
      slightest bit of backlash. In a real battle, the skill made it so
      we were able to ignore any and all of the attacks our opponents
      used to zone us. It didn’t matter whether they slashed at us with
      swords or whacked us with hammers. None of it had any effect
      whatsoever.

      Likewise, Perfect Barrier also turned out to be pretty
      useful.

      It only consumed as much magical energy as either one of the two
      barriers that’d merged to create it, but had the full effects of
      both. The potency of its defenses did still fall short of our newly
      found nullification skill, but that was to be expected.

      In other words, we were pretty much going to end up spamming
      Perfect Barrier whenever we could, and saving Physical Damage
      Nullification for when we really needed it.

      [Alright, that’s enough testing. Let’s try figuring out what we
      should do against Goldalfa.]

      The fact that Goldalfa was an axe user made me suspect that we
      would probably end up having to rely on Physical Damage
      Nullification if we wanted to beat him. I had no idea exactly how
      strong he’d get if he used Awakening, but I somehow doubted our
      defenses would be solid enough to hold off his attacks.

      His offenses were but one of my two main concerns. The other was
      the extent to which he was capable of soaking up damage. The dude
      had High Speed Regeneration, Strengthened Skin, and over 1k HP to
      boot. We probably wouldn’t be able to beat him by slowly wearing
      him down; I didn’t think we’d be able to beat him in a more drawn
      out battle.

      In other words, if we wanted to beat him without using Physical
      Damage Nullification, we’d have to not only dodge all his attacks,
      but also deliver attacks with enough power to break through his
      defenses and quickly end the match. My conclusion? Things weren’t
      exactly looking up.

      We spent a bit of time thinking up hypothetical situations and
      the skills we’d level to deal with each of them before finally
      calling it a day.

      "Will go visit Rumina."

      Fran had already stopped addressing Rumina in the respectful
      manner that she’d done when they first met — not that the older
      Black Catkin minded it at all. In fact, she even seemed to enjoy
      being referred to more casually. The two’s relationship almost
      seemed to have developed into one that was kind of like that of a
      grandmother and grandchild, a status quo with which both were
      satisfied.

      [Good idea. We might as well go pop in and say hi before we
      leave.]

      "Nn."

      We teleported into the room Rumina had made us a few days
      earlier.

      She seemed to immediately pick up on our arrival, as she even
      ended up greeting us by the door as we entered her quarters.

      "Welcome."

      "Nn."

      [’Sup.]

      "It appears that you have triumphed once again. I believe your
      next match will be a quarter final round against an A ranked
      adventurer?"

      [Yeap. We’ll be fighting one of the Beast Lord’s
      subordinates.]

      "And will you be attempting victory? I believe you have already
      satisfied the conditions he has laid before you by winning this
      morning’s match."

      "Will win. Will force Black Cat Tribe’s strength to be
      acknowledged."

      [We’re intending on playing every single card we have if that’s
      what it takes.]

      "I see… Very well, I shall say no more regarding the matter.
      Instead, I will offer you my encouragement. Forward, Fran, to
      victory!"

      "Nn!"

      And so, we headed back to the inn after having Rumina tell us a
      bit more about skills and magic.

      Tomorrow, our match would be the first. We had to get up even
      earlier than usual.
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      [Looks like it’s finally go time.]

      "Nn."

      [We’re going to be up against an A ranker, someone as strong as
      Amanda. We’ll really have to push ourselves if we want to pull a
      win out of this one.]

      "Already know. But-"

      [Yeah. Let’s win this shit.]

      "Nn! Will definitely win!"

      We’d actually already leveled a few skills up in preparation for
      the fight, skills we decided would help us based on what we learned
      from consulting with Rumina.

      "Good morning. It’s time for your match to begin. Are you
      ready?"

      One of the tourney’s staff members called out to us and informed
      us that we needed to go.

      "Nn. Ready."

      "Then please follow me."

      Fran walked down the usual corridor in her usual manner. She was
      pumped and looking forward to the match, but not even the slightest
      bit nervous.

      It had finally come time to put one of the schemes we’d come up
      with into action — not that it was actually anything grand enough
      to be denoted as such.

      The first thing I did was buffing Fran a whole bunch.
      Specifically, I’d use support magic in order raise her stats. She
      then poured her magical energy into me in order to make use of that
      magical conductivity stat of mine. Specifically, she emptied
      herself out, drank a few High Grade Mana Potions to refill her bar,
      drained her entire tank yet again, and then once again downed a few
      more pots to top herself off in preparation for the battle. Doing
      that allowed her to raise my attack a ton without having to put any
      strain on my blade. Numerically speaking, it ended up getting
      boosted almost all the way up to 3.7k.

      There was a pretty major problem with the strategy we were
      currently employing, as I was only able to hold the magical energy
      she charged me with for about 20 minutes. We would have to end the
      match before my timer ticked all the way down to zero.

      [Hey you sure you’re alright? You kinda just downed 8 entire
      mana potions.]

      "Fine."

      Luckily, it seemed like there wasn’t any issue. I honestly felt
      like this strategy of ours wouldn’t actually be possible if it
      wasn’t for Fran’s habit of eating as much as she did. Any normal
      person would probably feel bloated from suddenly drinking 8 glasses
      worth of stuff.

      "Let’s go."

      [Sure thing.]

      Entering the stage caused Fran to be showered with the usual
      cheers. Evidently, she’d already grown used to them, as hearing
      them didn’t cause any change in her expression.

      "And entering from the eastern gate is the girl that’s taken
      this year’s tournament by storm, the cute face that’s gained an
      explosive amount of popularity, Fran, the Magic Sword Girl! She’s
      stomped competitor after competitor, and caused upset after upset,
      a trend she’ll need to maintain if she wishes to beat the A ranked
      adventurer she’ll have to face today! Can she do it ladies and
      gentlemen? We’ll have to wait and see!"

      The commentator’s words almost made it seem like he was rooting
      for us, which, I kinda did understand. Seeing a kid like Fran give
      it her all just kinda made you feel like giving her a bit of
      encouragement. The only people that I could imagine not feeling
      that way were probably the Blue Cat Tribe’s members.

      "Do your best Fran!"

      "Make sure you win, for our wallets’ sakes!"

      "We believe in your Fran! You have to win! The better you do,
      the more we’ll get to eat tonight!"

      All three Scarlet Maidens were present and cheering for us. I
      kinda felt like they were being a bit too open with their greed,
      but what mattered wasn’t the reason that they were rooting for us,
      but rather, the fact that they were.

      "And from the western gate we have one the most likely
      contenders for the championship title, a man that’s crushed every
      single one of his opponents with an overwhelming display of
      strength, Goldalfa, the Impenetrable Fortress! His feats have been
      truly worthy of his A rank status. He’s managed to remain entirely
      unscathed throughout all the battles he’s won to date! What do you
      think, ladies, gentlemen? Will he be able to pull off yet another
      flawless victory? "[1]

      Godlafa, like Fran, was also greeted by a ridiculously loud
      series of cheers. However, he seemed less popular than her, as
      there were also a couple boos thrown into the mix.

      It was almost as if the crowd had already come to the conclusion
      that Goldalfa would come out on top. To me, it seemed that the
      people cheering for Fran were cheering in hopes that she’d put up a
      good fight as opposed to getting defeated in an instant, not
      because they believed that she’d be able to win. Honestly, it was
      something to be expected. Fran had been on a winning spree, but she
      was still just a C ranker. Goldalfa was an A ranker, so there
      wasn’t really any reason for anyone to suspect that he wasn’t way
      out of her league.

      [I’m looking forward to seeing the looks on everyone’s faces
      when we prove them wrong.]

      "Nn!"

      We faced off against Goldalfa at the arena’s center.

      The equipment he was wearing today was completely different from
      the first set we’d seen him in. His armour was much tougher
      looking; its massive scarlet frame was decorated with a series of
      flame-like streaks. Likewise, his axe also gave off a much more
      intimidating air. It was jet black, and had a design that made it
      incredibly obvious that its main purpose was to serve as a weapon
      in times of war.

      The armour also seemed to have the ability to block us from
      properly appraising him. My Eye of Empyrea skill allowed me to at
      least discern his stats and skills, but I couldn’t actually check
      any details regarding his equips.

      "I see you’ve won your way here."

      "Will win today too."

      "You’re really spirited, and I commend you for it. But you’ll
      need much more than just drive and willpower to defeat me. Come!
      Come at me with all the strength you have!"

      "Planned on it."

      Goldalfa didn’t seem to be underestimating Fran, not even in the
      slightest, as he was glaring at her as he would a powerful
      rival.

      The caster quickly went over an interesting detail as the two
      stared each other down.

      "We’ll be making use of the Cradle of Time from this match
      onward, thanks to the Beast Lord and his generosity."

      The Cradle of Time was a magic item that allowed one to turn
      back the clock within a prespecified area, and was set to activate
      in the case that one of the contestants happened to die. Best part
      of it was that apparently, the cradle didn’t actually affect one’s
      memory, so dying wouldn’t meant losing the experience you gained.
      As one could imagine, it was really a expensive item, and hence,
      typically saved for the semis and beyond, but this time around, the
      Beast Lord had decided to sponsor the tourney with a huge chunk of
      cash. Thus, they were able to start using the item a full round
      earlier than usual.

      In other words, we were able to go all the hell out without
      really having to worry about dying or killing our opponent. That
      wasn’t the only factor that allowed us to go all out. There were
      now also a bunch of barriers set up around the arena in order to
      protect the audience members from any stray attacks.

      Battles that included the use of the the Cradle of Time were
      different from other battles in the sense that there was no ring
      out option. One could only win by killing their opponent, disabling
      them, or forcing them to surrender.

      "I don’t really think this needs to be said, but I’ll say it
      regardless. I will not underestimate you simply because you are a
      Black Catkin as it was a Black Catkin that made me as capable as I
      am today."

      "Exactly as desired."

      Fran unsheathed me and gave me a light swing as if to
      demonstrate her resolve.

      "And I take it that’s your Magic Sword? Interesting, it truly
      appears to be much more than just your average blade."

      "You too. Cool armour."

      "This armour is what I wear to battle. Me wearing it serves to
      prove that I’m taking you seriously. It has Appraisal Blocking,
      both types of passive recovery, and even Magic Resistance. It was
      none other than a product crafted by a God-tier Blacksmith, a Magic
      Armour powerful enough to perform its function, even against a
      Godblade."

      Wait, wait, you serious!? That’s some shit dude! I mean, it was
      possible that I was actually be the work of some God-tiered
      blacksmith too and all that, but that, again, is just a
      possibility. His armour, on the other hand, was totally the real
      deal!

      I mean, I was pretty confident and all that, but I couldn’t
      really help but get a bad feeling about that armour of his.
      Specifically, I was concerned about the possibility that it’d have
      some sort of secret ability that’d totally wreck us.

      "I’ll bring everything right off the bat in order to crush you!
      Awakening!"

      The few visible parts of Goldalfa’s skin were dyed grey as he
      shouted the skill’s name.

      "Woah! It appears that Goldalfa has already awakened! He’s
      activated what most Beastkin consider their trump card! Can you
      believe it, ladies and gentlemen!? He’s already gone full throttle
      even though the match has yet to start! Things are getting heated
      up! I guess I’d better say, let the match… begin!"

      Wait, seriously!? He awakened already!?

      Goldalfa’s awakening differed greatly from Zefmate’s. That is,
      his stats didn’t end up changing. However, the same couldn’t be
      said for his skills. He’d gained a bunch of abilities that looked
      hard to deal with, namely, Muscles of Steel, Super Fast Reflexes,
      and Hardened Skin. His High Speed Regeneration had also gained
      several levels, and shot all the way up to 8. But that wasn’t all.
      Highly dense magical energy had also began circulating throughout
      his body.

      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Goldalfa

      Age: 44

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

      Job: Sharpaxer

      Status Level: 72/99

      HP: 1256

      MP: 422

      STR: 654

      VIT: 582

      AGI: 267

      INT: 173

      MGC: 247

      DEX: 299

      Skills
Intimidation: Lv 8

      Super Herculean Strength: Lv 8

      Fist Techniques: Lv 5

      Fist Arts: Lv 5

      Presence Detection: Lv 3

      High Speed Regeneration: Lv 8

      Herculean Strength: MAX

      Club Techniques: Lv 6

      Club Arts: Lv 6

      Mining: Lv 8

      Regeneration: MAX

      Resistance to Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 7

      Blink: Lv 3

      Resistance to Mental Abnormalities: Lv 7

      Elemental Blade: Lv 8

      Greater Earth Resistance: Lv 4

      Charge: Lv 7

      Axe Techniques: MAX

      Axe Arts: MAX

      Divine Axe Techniques: Lv 6

      Divine Axe Arts: Lv 7

      Magic Perception: Lv 3

      Vigour Mastery

      Muscles of Steel

      Goblin Killer

      Super Fast Reflexes

      Dampened Sense of Pain

      Dragon Killer

      Strengthened Skin

      Hardened Skin

      Innate Skills
Awakening

      Shockwave

      _______________________________________________________________

      "Nrrrrrghhhhhhhhh!"

      Goldalfa swung his axe downwards without moving from where he
      stood the moment the match began. The action caused three massive
      shockwaves to erupt from his axe and assault us.

      They were powerful; they were backed by so much brute strength
      that I was pretty sure that launching those three attacks alone
      would’ve already been enough for him to instantly defeat most C
      ranked magic beasts.

      It seemed to be an assault he’d launched in order to scout out
      our strength.

      [Let’s go, Fran!]

      "Nn."

      [Explosion!]

      I fired off a spell to intercept Goldalfa’s attack.

      The fireball bursted into a massive conflagration as collided
      with the shockwave and dyed the stage in red.

      I took advantage of the resulting smokescreen and teleported us
      behind Goldalfa.

      Fran immediately took advantage of the opening presented and
      attacked Goldalfa’s neck by drawing me from a sheath of wind while
      activating all the usual skills.

      It was both a deadly strike and a perfect sneak attack —

      "Ggaaaaahhh!"

      — one to which he couldn’t react.

      My blade sank straight into his neck. I felt it tear through his
      flesh and bones as his blood sprayed from his newfound injury.

      Yet, it left me unsatisfied. I felt myself smashing through a
      wall of magical energy and a bunch of really tough skin and muscle
      before even hitting his armour. We’d lost a lot of the power that
      the strike had initially come with.

      The attack that was meant to completely behead him stopped
      halfway through his neck. We were unable go any deeper because of
      how insane his defenses were.

      That said, our attack had yet to end. We hadn’t managed to do
      what I was hoping, but we’d opened up an opportunity, an
      opportunity I promptly attempted to take by turning my blade into a
      series of needles and stabbing them into his innars.

      Unfortunately, I was too slow. Goldalfa reacted before I
      did.

      "Shockwave!"

      "Gaaahhhh!"

      He released a burst of magical energy and sent us flying.

      Shit, he has balls!

      The dude completely disregarded the fact that we half beheaded
      him and managed to make a calm, composed decision.

      His shockwave did much more than just give him some breathing
      room. It ate through a huge chunk of both my durability and Fran’s
      HP. All in all, it seemed even more powerful than the thing he’d
      started the match with.

      The Rhinokin immediately chased after us, so Fran had no choice
      but to dodge his attacks as she choked up blood.

      "Gaffff…"

      [Greater Heal!]

      "Fuu… fuu…"

      [You still doing okay?]

      "Still okay."

      We’d already known long ahead of time, but I felt the urge to
      reiterate that tanking Goldalfa’s attacks was a terrible idea.

      [I’m surprised he awakened right off the bat like that. We also
      failed to actually take him in one go… Oh well, can’t be helped.
      Let’s start by stripping away his defenses.]

      "Got it."

      I did as per the contingency we’d thought up ahead of time and
      shoved all my remaining points into a certain skill.

      [Be careful of his armour. It’s completely outside our
      predictions, and we have no idea what it can do. Either way, we’ll
      have to go in for a melee. Make sure you don’t get hit, not even
      once!]

      "Nn!"

      "Doraaaaah!"

      "Tsk!"

      [Shit, he’s already healed up!?]

      Goldalfa leapt at us the moment we finished figuring out what to
      do. I honestly surprised that his wound had closed that
      quickly. His sheer vitality was terrifying.

      The two fighters began exchanging blows, with Fran dishing out
      lighter attacks in rapid succession, and Goldalfa attempting to
      land hard hitting, decisive blows.

      The Rhinokin seemed to be pretty much spamming axe techniques,
      as every single one of his swings was accompanied by a shockwave. I
      was pretty sure he would’ve killed at least 100 spectators had
      there not been a barrier protecting them. The shockwaves weren’t
      too-too strong, but taking them head on wasn’t what I could call
      good for my durability, so Fran ended up dodging or warding off all
      the hits as opposed to blocking them.

      All of Fran’s attacks were aimed at the cracks and seams in
      Goldalfa’s armour, but we weren’t really able to damage him nearly
      as much as we expected to. The cuts we gave him immediately closed
      because he’d just regenerate off the damage; we weren’t able to
      inflict any lasting wounds.

      I tried destroying the armour itself, but even it ended up
      healing back up immediately after sustaining damage, a trait that
      honestly wasn’t too unexpected in and of itself given that Fran’s
      Black Cat Set was capable of doing the exact same.

      Another thing I tried was throwing a few spells at him from time
      to time, but to little effect. Attacking him with magic failed to
      do anything beyond verifying that he’d been telling the truth when
      he said that his armour gave him magic resistance. Goldalfa himself
      had already had ridiculously high physical defense to begin with,
      so slapping that flashy armour of his onto him basically turned him
      into a walking fortress.

      "Haaaaaaaa! Shooockwaaaaaaaaaaveeeeeee!"

      Goldalfa once again used his innate skill at close range and
      sent out a blast of magical energy in every direction. The skill
      itself was a simple one, but it was incredibly difficult to deal
      with nonetheless.

      At close range, the skill inflicted damage while also messing up
      our posture. It also appeared to be able to function as a sort of
      barrier if instead cast at medium range.

      More importantly was the fact that it inflicted both physical
      and magical damage simultaneously; it didn’t seem like we would be
      able to fully negate its effects through the use of Physical Damage
      Nullification.

      We’d managed to mitigate most of the damage this time around by
      deploying a barrier, but we still did sustain some. Goldalfa had us
      right where he wanted us. We were currently deadlocked into a
      stalemate, one he knew Fran would eventually lose because he was
      able to outsustain her.

      Fuck that!

      [Urushi!]

      "Ruff!"

      "Huh. You can even use summoning magic!? Interesting, but
      doesn’t matter. You won’t be able to break through my defenses with
      any sort of attack that lacks in terms of power."

      That was something we already knew. Urushi was pretty strong,
      but he was indeed the type that relied more on chaining attacks
      than delivering single, more powerful blows — not that it actually
      mattered. We didn’t call for Urushi because we’d wanted him to
      deliver a decisive blow. We had other, better plans in mind.

      [Keep it up Fran! The plan’s working. I managed to absorb some
      of his mana.]

      （Nn!）

      The skill I’d leveled up just a bit earlier was in fact Mana
      Absorption. I didn’t have enough points to get it past level 9,
      but, it was still managing to exactly what I needed it to do
      regardless.

      Fighting Colbert had taught that Physical Damage Nullification
      wasn’t something that made us invincible. We could still take
      damage from magic, or anything else in its vein. Plus, the skill
      consumed a tonne of magical energy.

      To that end, we devised a plan that would address both those
      points at once: absorbing our opponents’ magical energy. It allowed
      us to not only drain mana directly from our opponents, but also
      from their attacks, which, in turn, would naturally weaken
      them.

      I’ve had the skill at level 3 for a while. I could’ve boosted it
      up back when we were fighting Colbert as well, but I’d decided
      against it at the time because I didn’t know how effective it’d
      become. I didn’t want to make a bet we weren’t sure to win,
      especially given the value of my self-evolution points.

      Plus, we still had a few other cards left to play, so I’d kinda
      been on the fence and ultimately ended up just leaving it.

      The reason I was willing to level it now was because we’d asked
      Rumina and Dias about its effectiveness, and both had told us that
      it’d get pretty annoying to deal with if leveled.

      In fact, it was such a good skill that even Rumina thought it to
      be dangerous, and so, I’d actually really been looking forward to
      seeing just how effective it was capable of becoming.

      And it really had lived up to its reputation, as I’d managed to
      drain away Goldalfa’s mana bit by bit. The reason we’d called
      Urushi was because we wanted him to be able to help us land a few
      more hits, and therefore force Goldalfa to use Regeneration and
      drain his mana even more quickly.

      Fran casted a dark-type elemental blade, and continued attacking
      her opponent as often as she could. She still wasn’t able to
      inflict any significant damage on him, again, that didn’t matter,
      as we were stealing more mana from him than his armour could
      passively recover.

      Long story short, the name of the game was to make him run out
      of mana before finishing him off with a single blow.

      "Huh? That’s… strange…"

      The A ranked adventurer realized his mana was draining more
      quickly than usual, but he didn’t seem to have caught onto the fact
      it was because I was absorbing it. That said, he didn’t panic. He
      kept his cool and switched to what he believed to be the best
      possible strategy.

      "Nuoooooooooooooo!"

      He suddenly cast all manner of defense aside and raised his axe
      above his head in order to deliver a powerful, almost desperate
      seeming downwards swing. It was an attack that would totally mince
      Fran to pieces should it land, but it was far too obvious for her
      not to dodge.

      But it seemed that he hadn’t been aiming for her to begin
      with.

      "Groundshaker!"

      Instead, he’d been directed his aim towards the stage itself. A
      series of cracks expanded from where his axe landed and shot all
      the way through the arena.

      The force of the impact caused the battlefield to shake. His
      technique appeared to be one that caused a local earthquake, and in
      doing so, prevented one’s opponents from moving around. It looked
      to be about a magnitude 7 on the Japanese scale, or a 10-12 on the
      Mercalli scale, as it heavily restricted both Fran’s and Urushi’s
      actions.

      "Mmph!"

      "Woooff?"

      [He was aiming for the stage itself!?]

      The axe that’d been embedded inside of the arena came flying
      into Fran’s torso immediately after the ground began shaking.
      Goldalfa had suddenly started moving much more quickly than he had
      throughout the rest of the battle’s duration, likely an effect
      caused by him combining his Super Fast Reflexes skill with a
      technique that emphasized speed over all else. He moved at such a
      speed that even I, who’d been speeding up my thoughts with
      space/time magic, had a hard time processing, so there was simply
      no way for Fran would be able to react to his assault while also
      dealing with the earthquake.

      [Short Jump!]

      I immediately teleported us away from him and casted a few
      spells on Fran.

      "Gebuu…."

      [Greater Heal! Greater Heal! Greater Heal!]

      The attack was basically the opposite of the one we’d finished
      Colbert off with. That is, it completely gouged out Fran’s stomach.
      Her innards had come flowing out from the wound together with her
      blood as she vomited both her vital fluid and her stomach acid
      simultaneously. I was honestly surprised she didn’t just instantly
      die from the shock.

      [Fran!]

      "Still… okay…! Bfuh…"

      Her legs seemed a bit unsteady, but she managed to stand up,
      spit out the blood she had in her mouth, and recover before the
      Cradle of Time activated.

      "Oraaaahhh!"

      [Shit, he’s not letting up!]

      Goldalfa didn’t pull back because Fran had healed. In fact, it’d
      actually caused him to immediately begin chasing after her yet
      again.

      （Now! My turn!）

      Fran had just had a giant gaping hole torn in her stomach, but
      she wasn’t feeling even the slightest bit discouraged. In fact, she
      was as far from backing down as could be. Taking the hit had only
      fueled her battlelust further.

      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Literal is Varja Wall, but I localized it because I feel
      like Varja is much less understood here than it is over there.

      


      

    



    

    
      202.The Phoenix’s Armour

      
      


      Goldalfa once again smashed his axe into the ground after rushing
      up to us.

      "Groundshaker!"

      He attacked us the exact same way he had earlier. The slash that
      followed after his Groundshaker was undoubtedly fast, but the same
      couldn’t be said for Groundshaker itself. Hence, I was able to
      react and equip Physical Damage Nullification before he came at us
      with the follow up.

      "Nuuun!"

      "Useless."

      "Impossible!"

      Goldalfa wasn’t the only one react with surprise. The audience
      had done the exact same, for his attack had seemed to stop
      immediately as it was about to land on Fran. Rather, it seemed to
      have been made to stop by some sort of invisible wall.

      That, combined with the fact that Fran hadn’t moved or even
      recoiled from Goldalfa’s attack despite the disparity in strength,
      caused the scene to almost seem surreal.

      Both the girl and wolf took advantage of the opening created and
      began assaulting him so we could once again drain his magical
      energy. The two large scale attacks he’d just performed had already
      eaten away at his supply. He no longer had enough to even last a
      minute.

      "Cheyaaa!"

      "Nuuuun!"

      He tried retaliating with a few quick strikes of his own, but he
      wasn’t capable of matching her speed, and so, he ended up running
      flat out of mana.

      "Ugh! My mana’s dry…!"

      Running out of mana caused the effects of his Awakening skill to
      fade away alongside several skills and the incredible magical
      energy that bolstered his defenses. It had finally come time for us
      to finish him; we had to win before his armour managed to restore
      his mana.

      [Short Jump!]

      We teleported behind Goldalfa in an attempt to once again
      execute the attack we’d hit him with right when the battle
      began.

      "Nuun!"

      "Kuh!"

      However, we weren’t greeted by the exposed, unprotected back
      we’d been hoping for. Instead, our sights were focused on the
      battleaxe that came flying straight towards us the moment we
      moved.

      The actual movement part of teleportation was instant, but there
      was a brief delay between when one disappeared and when one
      reappeared.

      Though he’d lost his Super Fast Reflexes skill, he still managed
      to predict our actions and cope with them. I couldn’t tell exactly
      why that was, but suspected it was either driven by his experience
      as a warrior, or more simply, his intuition as a Beastkin.

      Either way, we ended up getting sent flying the moment we
      arrived at our destination. Fran managed to use me to block the
      strike, but we felt a powerful shock from it nonetheless.

      Worst of all was that it confused me. I didn’t know where we
      were supposed to aim next. I considered attempting his front, his
      left, and his right, but wasn’t able to come to a decision. From
      there, I moved on to considering leaving Physical Damage
      Nullification on and just going for whatever, but again, I wasn’t
      able to immediately make my decision. Fortunately for us, Fran
      wasn’t nearly as wishy washy as me, and immediately figured out
      what she wanted to do.

      （Master, up! Will use attack that can’t be stopped even if
      noticed.）

      [Got it.]

      （Urushi. Stay, distract.）

      （Woof!）

      [Long Jump!]

      I teleported us way up above the arena. Goldalfa immediately
      looked around in an attempt to find where Fran went, but didn’t
      think to check the right up above him. The same went for both the
      audience and the caster, neither tried looking up.

      "Wow! Fran seems to have suddenly vanished into thin air! Just
      what is going on!? Did she turn invisible, did she teleport
      somewhere, or did maybe even dive into the shadows!?"

      Little did the caster know, the correct answer was none of the
      above.

      I kept myself afloat with Telekinesis as Fran stood atop the
      side of my blade and concentrated while manipulating several skills
      simultaneously.

      "Ready."

      It took a few moments to get everything prepared.

      [Aight.]

      Fran leapt off me, grabbed me, and then began running straight
      down towards the arena.

      She used Air Compression and Magic Thread Weaving to launch
      herself. She then transitioned into casting Sky Leap and Charge
      alongside a few wind-based spells in order to accelerate herself
      even further as she plunged straight towards the ground. She also
      readied herself to activate weight boost the moment before she
      landed to double her power while also cloaking my blade with both
      lightning and flame.

      It was exactly the technique she’d used back when we fought
      Rynford — save for the fact that it was more potent.

      This time, she’d started from higher up, and also boosted her
      speed even more through the application of Space/Time Magic. She’d
      also become much more skilled in the art of drawing her sword and
      attacking in a single motion thanks to Sword Lord Arts, and
      obtained a boost to what was basically every single one of her
      skills because of Vigour Mastery. As a result, the resulting slash
      was many times more powerful than it’d been back then.

      "Brilliant Lightning Rush!"[1]

      She took things even further by activating the Innate Skill
      she’d only just learned a few days back, and in doing so, cloaked
      her body in lightning and accelerated herself even further.

      Fran practically became a spear constructed solely of light as
      she descended upon Goldalfa like a meteorite.

      "Haaaaaaaaah!"

      "Where in the-"

      A bright flash of light filled the arena as Fran hit Goldalfa so
      hard she caused a massive shockwave to run through the entire
      venue. With the attack came a thundering roar so loud it rocked my
      very core.

      "Gggaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhh!!"

      Goldalfa let out a roar halfway between a scream and a battlecry
      as he was assaulted by the attack.

      [Short Jump!]

      I teleported us over to the edge of the arena immediately before
      Fran actually hit the ground.

      The place where Goldalfa had been standing had become a giant
      crater with clouds of dust swirling around it. Looking at the
      aftermath really deepened my impression of the attack. It was
      absurdly powerful; it alone had managed to cut my durability in
      half. The dust clouds didn’t remain for too long. They were soon
      blown away as a bunch of magical energy swelled up from inside the
      area.

      What we saw left us just as shocked as Goldalfa and the audience
      had been when Fran had totally stopped the Rhinokin’s attack.

      [That’s impossible! How the hell is he regenerating without any
      mana!?]

      We’d taken Goldalfa down to a knee. his right arm was flat out
      gone, and the parts of his right half that did remain had been
      totally crushed alongside his crimson armour. His body’s fluids
      were spouting out from the gaps within the crushed metal protector.
      Likewise, his left arm had also been totally crushed, and his left
      foot obviously fractured. I was pretty sure we’d done a hell of a
      lot of damage to his internals as well.

      But he didn’t die. In fact, he’d begun healing at an incredible
      rate.

      What he was going through could no longer be described as just
      High Speed Regeneration. It was much more akin to Instantaneous
      Regeneration. The exact same thing was happening to his armour. It
      too was regenerating and repairing itself at a similar pace. It
      only took him a few seconds to return to his prior state. It almost
      looked as if we’d never actually attacked him in the first
      place.

      "Haa… Ha… I never expected you to be able to force my armour to
      save my life this early on in the battle…"

      He stood himself back up as the words left his mouth.

      "The armour I’m wearing is called the Phoenix’s Armour. It
      allows its wearer to recover incredibly quickly."

      Yeah, I could kinda tell just by looking.

      He literally healed himself up in an instant. His armour already
      made him hella tanky as is. Him getting the ability to instantly
      regenerate any injuries on top of all that practically made him a
      walking nightmare.

      How many times could he use that shit anyways? I highly doubted
      it was something he could do in perpetuity, but I also highly
      doubted it was a one off thing either. It was something made by a
      God-tier Blacksmith. I couldn’t even begin to imagine just how
      powerful it really was.

      （Master! Again!）

      [I don’t think we’ll be able to play the same card twice. I’m
      pretty sure he’d just counter.]

      （…Got it.）

      The reason we’d been avoiding just teleporting around all the
      time was because we were worried our opponents would figure out how
      they were supposed to deal with it after seeing it put to use.

      Teleporting still seemed risky even if our opponents didn’t know
      about it. Fran was able to react and deal with the Demon we fought
      back then despite his ability to lurk in the shadows, and he’d been
      much stronger than she was. It was possible for teleporting to end
      up just being a trap against more powerful foes because they’d end
      up figuring it out at first glance.

      Besides, that whole falling thing we did really left an
      impression, so it definitely wasn’t something that could catch
      someone off guard multiple times in quick succession.

      That was important and all, but glancing at Goldalfa had led me
      to immediately shelve any further thoughts on the subject.

      "Awakened?"

      [Yeah. His mana’s all the way back up to full.]

      Everything we’d done to drain his magical energy had gone down
      the toilet. We basically ended up being put back in the exact same
      situation we’d started off at, but in worse condition.

      I couldn’t help but feel the urge to call his armour out on
      being a bullshit OP equip, not that I really had the right to.

      （No choice. Will have to use that）

      [Yeah… I guess so.]

      Draining his mana again would be pointless, as his armour was
      sure to restore it. And so, we decided to change up our
      strategy.

      There was a big of lag time between him getting injured and his
      Instantaneous Regeneration actually popping. In other words, we’d
      be able to take him down so long as we killed him before the skill
      actually activated. It was honestly a rather simple plan, but it
      was also really the only thing we could actually try.

      [The only problem is that you’re not really adjusted to it yet.
      Your body won’t hold if you keep it up for too long, so try ending
      it asap.]

      （Know already.）

      [Keep in mind that I won’t have Physical Damage Nullification
      up. You’ll be moving way too quickly for me to be able to turn it
      on and off.]

      （Planned that from start.）

      Fran had totally resolved herself for what was to come, so I
      decided to do the same. The tournament was effectively a safe
      space. The Cradle of Time made it so we wouldn’t die no matter what
      happened, and so, I figured there was no harm in playing a riskier
      card that we’d normally shy away from.

      "Urushi. Support from shadows."

      "Woof!"

      "Going now."

      This tournament was one we’d done everything we could to prepare
      for. Me, I’d ranked myself up by farming up Magic Stone Points.

      But what about Fran then? What exactly did she do?

      The answer to that question was a simple one.

      "Awakening."

      She evolved.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Someone help me come up with a better name for this. It’s
      literal is [Flash Blossom Lightning Rush.] The Blossom can be petal
      or flower. It can also be Brilliant if you repeat it twice and turn
      it into an adjective as opposed to a verb.

      


      

    



    

    
      203.Black Lightning

      
      


      "Awakening"

      An incredible amount of magical energy swelled up within Fran’s
      body the moment she muttered the word, after which her small frame
      began emitting jet black streaks of lighting.

      Her magical energies ran rampant and kicked up a windstorm in
      her wake. Goldalfa stood within it, completely dumbfounded.

      "Awak…ening…?"

      "Nn."

      "A Black Catkin just… awakened…?"

      Our opponent had forced our hand and made us pull out our trump
      card, one we’d only managed to obtain with Rumina’s help.

      In other words, Fran had accomplished her goal. She had finally
      evolved.

      Fran’s appearence hadn’t really changed much. She didn’t
      suddenly grow a coat of fur or have her skin change colours. She
      didn’t magically turn into an adult or anything like that either.
      The few changes that did occur were a lot more minute.

      The first change lay in the colour of her eyes, which ended up
      dying themselves gold. The second and more significant change came
      with her tail, which she had currently straightened out and pointed
      towards the sky like a lightning rod. If one were to pay extra
      close attention, they’d be able to notice that her tail was no
      longer a pure shade of black. It instead now had alternating black
      and ash-grey stripes throughout.

      That was it. Honestly, the outward changes caused by her
      awakening could be said to appear rather plain in comparison to the
      others we’d seen thus far.

      Most of her changes had instead been directed within, and boy,
      were those changes massive.

      Her Agility and Magic stats had both risen by an entire 300. The
      wounds she’d suffered had healed, and she’d instantly recovered all
      her magical energy.

      But that wasn’t all.

      The most terrifying change was the one that’d occured to the
      skill she’d gained upon evolving.

      "Brilliant Lightning Rush."

      Fran’s Brilliant Lightning Rush was an even more powerful
      version of the Lightning Rush skill Rumina had showed us upon our
      first encounter.

      It was already a powerful skill under normal circumstances, as
      it provided or bolstered the levels of the Strength Boost, Agility
      Boost, Super Fast Reflexes, Lightning Element Bestowal, Lightning
      Boost, Lightning Damage Nullification, and Lightning Magic
      skills.

      To reiterate, using Awakening made this skill even more
      powerful, namely by doubling all its effects.

      "Would look at that ladies and gentlemen!? Fran has awakened! It
      appears she’s got the rarer type of awakening, the one that doesn’t
      particularly change one’s appearance, but you can really feel a
      sense of majesty from the black lightning radiating off her
      body!"

      If Fran had just evolved, she would’ve been like Rumina. The
      lightning emanating off her body would’ve been blue and not
      black.

      But it wasn’t.

      Fran hadn’t evolved into a mere Black Tigerkin. She’d instead
      become a creature spoken of only in legends, a Black Heavenly
      Tigerkin.

      "Apparently Black Catkin being unable to evolve is nothing but
      just a load of bogus!"

      The caster’s reaction was pretty much the same as most of the
      other humans present. He was surprised, but that was it. As far as
      he was concerned, there was much more interest to be in had in how
      much stronger Fran had gotten than the fact that she’d actually
      evolved.

      It was a reaction that completely failed to capture the emotions
      of any and all of the Beastkin that happened to be present.

      "…"

      Goldalfa seemed to have totally forgotten that he was in the
      midst of a duel. His stance loosened, and he simply stood staring
      with his mouth gaping wide open. He was so shocked by what he’d
      just witnessed that he was unable to put any his thoughts into
      words.

      Directing my gaze over to the VIP area allowed me to see the
      Beast Lord, who was supposed to be calmly sitting in his chair,
      leaning on the railings and staring a hole straight into the
      stadium. Roche, who’d been standing by beside him, was practically
      sharing Goldalfa’s expression; he was staring at her completely
      dumbfounded.

      "A Black Heavenly Tiger?"

      Goldalfa’s mind had finally started to move again, but he was
      still clearly shaken, as his voice was dry and raspy.

      "To think that I would end up facing off against none other than
      one of the legendary tribe’s members…"

      His words were but mutters under his breath.

      "But… how did I not notice it till just now…?"

      （Go?）

      [Do it!]

      Fran took advantage of the fact that he was wide open and
      initiated an assault.

      "She vanishe-ugghhh!"

      "Shmph!"

      "Guhhhh! W-What…!?"

      To Goldalfa, it looked as if Fran had flat out vanished, but in
      truth, all she’d done was dash up to him. The Black Lightning
      within and all around her pierced right through the God-tier
      blacksmith made armour he was wearing and began scorching his
      flesh.

      Awakening had made Fran ridiculously powerful.

      It had given her enough speed to circumvent Goldalfa’s super
      fast reflexes and enough power to completely shatter his
      defenses.

      "Gaaah! Gruhhhh!"

      "Haaaaah!"

      Fran dashed around him and continued delivering blow after
      blow.

      From this, one could observe that the Brilliant Lightning Rush
      skill’s power came not only from its sheer speed, but also its
      ability to allow incredibly sharp turns.

      The maneuvers we were pulling off were difficult even at much
      lower speeds. The laws of physics would get in the way and disallow
      us from actualizing our ideas.

      But the skill made it so that they didn’t apply; engraving the
      core attributes of the lightning element into her body had allowed
      her to temporarily overcome them.

      Our actions were much like those of Zefmate’s. We assaulted our
      opponent while making use of our ability to move around at
      exceedingly high speeds.

      That said, the actual resulting attacks couldn’t really be
      compared to one another, as Fran far exceeded Zefmate in all three
      of power, speed, and turn rate.

      Thinking about Zefmate made me realize something, something that
      seemed to explain why Blue Catkin hated Black Catkin as much as
      they did. It must’ve been because of this, because evolved Black
      Catkin could do everything evolved Blue Catkin could, but
      better.

      "H-How incredible! I can’t even tell what’s going on! Fran’s
      disappeared, and seemingly started attacking Goldalfa with a series
      of bands of black light! I can only tell he’s getting hit because
      he keeps groaning in pain!"

      It was as the caster commented. Each of Fran’s movements was
      leaving a trail of black light in its wake. The sheer number of
      them almost made it seem like there was a giant dark dome around
      the rhinokin.

      Loud metallic clangs rang throughout the arena as Fran smashed
      me into Goldalfa’s Phoenix Armour over and over again. The damage
      we inflicted onto the armour was more or less completely nulled, as
      it regenerated at a rate far faster than we could damage it.
      However, that only applied to the armour, and not Goldalfa himself.
      His flesh wasn’t able to recover quickly enough from our
      consecutive strikes; we were managing to stack up damage on
      him.

      It was something that couldn’t be helped, as the Black Lightning
      would course throughout his body each and every single time he
      tanked one of Fran’s strikes.

      "Ngaaaaahh!"

      We managed to hurt him so badly in just the span of a few
      seconds that he ended up completely giving up on defense. Instead,
      he swung his axe at us before desperately launching shockwave in
      all directions. It seemed to be an action he’d done in hopes of
      hitting us so he could attempt to make a comeback.

      But it was too slow. Fran dodged it with ease by simply lowering
      her stance to avoid the incoming axe, an action that served to
      evidence that she’d totally seem him through.

      Likewise, she dealt with the shockwave with ease as well; all
      she needed to do to neutralize it was deploy a Perfect Barrier with
      her full power. The sheer amount of magical energy she put into the
      act caused the barrier to be unable to last for more than just an
      instant, but that was all she needed. She didn’t have any issues
      timing it well enough to completely negate Goldalfa’s attack.

      Her relentless assault continued despite his struggles.

      "Guhh… nrhhhh…"

      The short exchange of blows caused Goldalfa to realize that it
      was no longer possible for him to hit Fran, and so, he folded his
      arms and shrank the size of his frame as much as he could while
      making sure he protected his head. The stance almost seemed to
      resemble the kind one would take after accidentally ramming one’s
      face into something on accident and recoiling in pain, but, it
      wasn’t actually one that illustrated a will to surrender. In fact,
      it was something he’d done in order to win — he’d completely
      abandoned even the notion of attacking and instead focused all his
      resources on his defenses.

      [Damn it, that’s one of the Beast Lord’s direct subordinates for
      you! He knows exactly what our weakness is!]

      Brilliant Lightning Rush was an incredible skill, but as one
      could expect, it naturally came with a cost. It placed an
      abnormally large burden on Fran’s body, and constantly ate away at
      both her health and mana. It didn’t require as much compensation as
      something like Latent Potential Release, but again, it wasn’t what
      I could call risk free.

      Rumina had told us that all of the Ten Original Tribes in fact
      had their innate skills function in a similar manner. The power of
      the Divine Beast was far too great for a mere Beastkin to sustain
      and would lead to death if left unchecked, hence why the ability
      was instantiated in the form of a toggleable skill as opposed to
      simply granted permanently.

      The Beast Lord had naturally awakened to one of the Ten Original
      Powers, and thus, there was no way Goldalfa, as one of his guards,
      would be able to go without knowing about its weaknesses. He knew
      that using the skill was effectively the same thing as slowly
      killing oneself, hence why he’d chosen to attempt to stall Fran
      out.

      "Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!"

      "Ngggh……Ugghh!"

      Goldalfa didn’t have that much health left, but Fran had yet to
      show any sign of letting up.

      Brilliant Lightning Rush was definitely a risky skill to use,
      and not something one could keep up for too long.

      Or at least that’s how things it would’ve been under normal
      circumstances.

      Fran’s case, our case, wasn’t like any other. Fran’s mana pool
      wasn’t just limited by her own mana. She could draw from mine
      should she need it. I was also capable of healing her and topping
      her health off whenever.

      As a result, we were able to sustain the skill for far longer
      than Goldalfa expected.

      "How are you… still goingarrgh!?"

      That said, it wasn’t like we had any real extra breathing space.
      The rate at which Fran’s HP was draining was steadily increasing.
      We’d never kept the skill going for any extended period of time, so
      we only now learned that its resource consumption would gradually
      increase with the duration for which we sustained it.

      Goldalfa’s HP dropped to less than 10% of its total value.

      All we needed to finish him was just one last push, one that was
      rather difficult for us to pull off. Fran’s HP had started dropping
      so quickly that I needed to heal her every couple seconds.

      It was something that she herself had noticed as well.

      （Master, will end now!）

      It seemed that we could’ve actually just deactivated the skill
      and fought him normally from here on out. In fact, that was
      probably the better option to take if we just wanted to go for the
      win.

      But Fran didn’t.

      She wanted to win as through the use of her power as a Black
      Heavenly Tigerkin in order to put her tribe’s pride and sheer
      willpower on display.

      That was simply a choice that she decided to make, a choice
      she’d long set in stone.

      （Will hit with more powerful attack.）

      [You sure? There really isn’t enough room for that here.]

      （No problem!）

      [You really sure?]

      （Nn!）

      [Well, if you say so… I’ll focus on defense.]

      （Thanks.）

      [Urushi, go hit him once real quick then run the hell away.]

      （Woof!）

      Urushi did exactly as we instructed and harassed Goldalfa a bit
      by suddenly jumping out of his shadows, hitting him once, and
      jumping back in before teleporting into the barrier that protected
      the tournament’s spectators.

      Fran immediately shouted the name of an incredibly powerful
      attack the moment she verified that he’d retreated to safety.

      "Black Lightning Advent!"

      A jet black thunderbolt as wide as a drum of liquid erupted from
      Fran’s extended palm and swallowed Goldalfa whole before detonating
      into a massive electrical explosion.

      Our eardrums nearly bursted as the sound waves created by the
      attack assaulted them.

      "Nn…!"

      I protected Fran by activating Perfect barrier, but the blast
      was far too powerful for that alone to hold it back. The sheer
      resulting force sent Fran flying into the barrier that protected
      the audience. To it, her mass was about as insignificant as that of
      a single leaf. Dust assaulted our bodies as hundreds upon hundreds
      of pebbles flew at us faster than would bullets. A wave of heat
      then rammed its way into us, one so hot it would’ve turned Fran to
      ash had she been unprotected.

      [Shit! We’re eating this much recoil even though I put up a
      goddamn barrier!?]

      Countless bolts of lightning raged through the arena and writhed
      within it as would a swarm of dragons, an assault Fran herself only
      managed to survive due to her Lightning Damage Nullification skill.
      I’d protected myself with a barrier, so I managed to get away with
      just a minimal bit of damage.

      （Went bit overboard.）

      Whaddya mean a bit… Is what I would’ve liked to say had I been
      sure that our strike had managed to finish Goldalfa off.

      The audience began to stir as the attack’s after effects finally
      started to fade.

      There was a massive crater where Goldalfa had been standing just
      moments ago. The stage itself had already gotten pretty messed up
      because of all the backs and forths the two fighters had
      experienced, but what Fran had just done was on a whole ‘nother
      scale. She’d completely obliterated over 70% of the arena.

      Goldalfa was at the crater’s center, his body reduced to nothing
      but a mangled carcass. He was on both knees, his head hanging
      forward. His body didn’t seem to twitch even in the slightest.

      We couldn’t see him all that well because the sheer amount of
      heat caused by Fran’s attack had caused his surroundings to
      distort. The dirt around him had been raised to such a temperature
      that it’d even transformed into red-hot glass. The Rhinokin’s
      prided Phoenix Armour was crumbling, with half of it already gone.
      It seemed to have been damaged so badly that it’d become unable to
      repair itself. All visible parts of his body had long been turned
      to charcoal. I was no longer able to see the thing that had
      formerly been Goldalfa as a entity that bore life.

      "Got him?"

      [Oh god damn it Fran! You’re not supposed to say that, you’re
      totally jinxing it right now!]

      "Nn?"

      Fortunately, my idiotic worries were needless. The pillars
      placed around the arena began to glow, and seemed to cause
      Goldalfa’s remains to do the same.

      The mangled corpse was returned to its former state after about
      ten seconds. His body was once again in perfect shape. It was like
      he’d never been wounded to begin with.

      Wait, so… does that mean it’s over…?

      "And it looks like the Cradle of Time has activated, meaning
      Goldalfa has lost the round by meeting his demise! Ladies and
      gentlemen, our winner today is none other than Fran, The Magic
      Sword Girl!"

      


      

    



    

    
      204.The Events that Took Place The Day Before the Tournament Began

      
      


      The Martial Arts Tournament was set to begin tomorrow.

      Fran, Urushi, and I were doing the usual thing and honing our
      skills within the Eastern Dungeon.

      [Hey Fran, I think it’s about time you take a break.]

      "Little longer."

      [You sure? You seem to be losing focus.]

      Fran had pushed herself to fight for such an extended duration
      that she’d started to show signs of mental exhaustion. She’d
      started to accumulate a good bit of damage from both mistakes in
      and out of combat. In other words, she’d started getting worse at
      both noticing and disarming the traps she came across.

      "…Little bit longer."

      In spite of all that, she ended up refusing. She simply bit down
      on her lips and narrowed her eyes as she scoured the area for
      another enemy to engage.

      [Haaaahh… Fine. Just a little longer then.]

      I was a bit concerned that she wouldn’t be in her best possible
      condition for the prelims tomorrow if she pushed herself any
      further, but ended up complying regardless.

      In a sense, being in top form was also exactly why she was
      pushing herself as hard as she was in the first place. Fran wanted
      to evolve before ultimately having to face off against the Beast
      Lord, but she wasn’t showing any signs of doing so. Hence, she only
      ended up feeling the need to push herself even harder.

      [Would you happen to have a moment?]

      We suddenly heard Rumina’s voice resound through our minds as we
      continued pushing ourselves onwards.

      "Rumina?"

      Hearing her voice just pop out of nowhere had left me a bit
      surprised, but I soon managed to calm down as she just seemed to be
      using something that resembled my telepathic abilities.

      [I have a matter I wish to discuss with you, and would like you
      to pay me a visit if you do not mind it.]

      "Got it."

      Though I was a bit curious as to why she went as far as to call
      for us, I ended up deciding to take her up on her offer
      immediately. Her timing was pretty good seeing as how Fran needed a
      break, and she was also kinda just a teleport away, so there wasn’t
      really any inconvenience associated with us dropping by.

      Rumina greeted us as we teleported into the room she’d made for
      us.

      "I… welcome you…"

      "Nn."

      [Well, you did tell us to drop by, so.]

      "Indeed I did…"

      Something about her seemed a bit off. She appeared to have less
      magical energy than usual, and kinda just gave off a bit of a
      frailer impression overall. It’d almost seemed like something bad
      had happened to her.

      "Rumina, doing okay?"

      "I apologize for worrying you. You need not mind me, I am simply
      feeling a tad exhausted."

      [You sure you’re okay?]

      "I am fine. More importantly, I would like to offer the two of
      you a trial. Have you any interest in it?"

      [You said a trial?]

      "A trial indeed. I cannot describe its details, but would like
      for you to to partake in it. What say you?"

      The fact that she couldn’t tell us any details was kinda fishy,
      but I highly doubted that Rumina would try throwing us under a bus
      or luring us into a trap.

      "Be warned, the trial will be an exceedingly dangerous one."

      "Got it."

      Fran didn’t seem to doubt Rumina even in the slightest, as so
      she immediately nodded and acknowledged that she knew that she was
      going to be getting herself into something difficult should we
      accept.

      I figured that there was practically no way Fran was going to
      choose to refuse Rumina’s request given how close the two had
      become, but ended up deciding to quickly double check her
      intentions regardless.

      [You want to take her up on this whole trial thing, Fran?]

      "Of course."

      [You 100% sure? The fact that Rumina’s going out of her way and
      saying its dangerous probably means it’s really
      dangerous.]

      "Don’t care."

      It looked like Fran had already made up her mind and wasn’t
      planning on changing it.

      "I take it you wish to accept my trial then?"

      "Nn!"

      Rumina had us head over to the massive room in which she’d
      sparred with Fran.

      Entering it caused us to catch sight of something that left us
      feeling completely overwhelmed.

      [Is that supposed to be a magic circle?]

      "Huge."

      The enormous magic circle filled basically what was the entire
      100 meter wide room. It was created in such a way that it parts
      extended into a sort of radial pattern with its point of origin at
      the room’s center. The independent pieces all came together at the
      edges to form a single massive design.

      It wasn’t like any of the other magic circles I’d seen to date.
      None of them were on this big a scale.

      I couldn’t even begin to fathom what this one was supposed to be
      used for.

      "I shall now proceed to summon a Magic Beast. Demonstrate to me
      that you are capable of defeating it."

      Rumina’s voice almost seemed to sound like it was coming over an
      intercom or PA System.

      "Nn. Got it."

      So our trial was to defeat some sort of Magic Beast? Why that of
      all things? We’d been doing that for quite some time already. Was
      fighting the thing she was summoning going to benefit us in some
      particular manner…?

      "Very well. Begin!"

      The magic circle began shining as an incredible amount of
      magical energy suddenly started getting concentrated into the
      circle’s centerpoint. Strong winds swirled around the room in
      response, winds powerful enough to make a complete mess of Fran’s
      hair. She had no choice but to squint in order to observe the
      energy as it took on it lumped itself together.

      A single magic beast revealed itself once the magical energy
      that formed it finally dimmed and vanished.

      "Hah…hah…"

      Controlling all that energy had caused Rumina to begin panting
      rather heavily.

      "Rumina. Something wrong?"

      "I… am fine… Mind me not…"

      The fact that she didn’t sound even the slightest bit fine
      served to evidence that the act of summoning whatever it was she
      wanted us to fight had taken one hell of a lot of magical
      energy.

      What appeared before us was a humanoid creature with its entire
      body dyed jet black. The dark miasma enveloping its body made it
      difficult for me to make out its form, but I assumed it was
      something not too different from a Kobold given that its head and
      whatnot seemed to be covered in fur.

      However, appraising it allowed me to determine that it was
      something so fiendish and powerful that a Kobold couldn’t even
      begin to compare. It looked even more powerful than the pillbug we
      fought the other day. It didn’t have too many skills, but, its
      stats were ridiculously high, as if to compensate.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Species: Evil Manbeast. (Evil Apparition-type Magic Beast)

      Level: 50

      HP: 822

      MP: 927

      STR: 335

      VIT: 402

      AGI: 1028

      INT: 12

      MGC: 809

      DEX: 166

      Skills
Evasion: Lv 9

      Fang Techniques: Lv 8

      Fang Arts: Lv 8

      Presence Detection: Lv 9

      Instantaneous Regeneration: Lv 8

      Blink: Lv 8

      Magic Resist: Lv 5

      Reinforced Fur

      Innate Skills
Awakening

      Description: Unknown

      _______________________________________________________________

      Huh… It apparently had the Awakening skill…?

      "Defeat it… and absorb its magic stone…"

      I knew it! This was something she’d summonened so she could help
      Fran evolve!

      Still, summoning it had totally exhausted her. It seemed that
      not even a Dungeon Master could pull off something like this
      without having to really push themselves.

      Fran seemed to understand that, as her expression had
      transformed and become more determined than it had ever been
      before.

      "Master, let’s go!"

      [Let’s do it!]

      Fran immediately drew me and engaged the magic beast in close
      quarters combat.

      "Gaaaurouooouuououu!"

      "Mmph!"

      "Gagauuu!"

      "Kuh!"

      Holy crap was that thing fast. It moved so quickly it was able
      to avoid Fran’s attacks with ease and even throw in a few counters.
      Moreover, it also basically instantly healed all the wounds we
      inflicted upon it.

      "Gaaooooruuuuu!"

      "Mmph."

      [And now it’s gone and awakened!]

      The entire magic beast’s body seemed to swell up in size. Most
      notable were its fangs and claws, both of which doubled in length.
      It’d gotten stronger stat-wise as well. Its agility in particular
      had totally skyrocketed so much that I’d actually lost the ability
      to keep up with it. Its hands almost seemed to disappear each and
      every single time they moved.

      We were able to fight it because we had access to Sword Lord
      Arts, but, its obscenely high agility stat made engaging it
      extremely difficult. Its Presence Detection skill made it so we
      couldn’t even hit it if we tried getting the jump on it by
      teleporting.

      I figured we’d have an easier time hitting it if we just used
      magic, but, it had access to the Magic Resistance skill, so we
      wouldn’t be able to deal any real damage to unless we hit it
      really hard. Knowing that, I tried hitting it with an
      Inferno Burst immediately after it avoided one of Fran’s
      attacks.

      "Gugyaa!"

      Tsk.

      I clicked my tongue. The attack worked, but it didn’t work well
      enough. The magic beast had both a high health pool and a decent
      magic stat. Those two factors, when combined with its Magic
      Resistance, meant we wouldn’t be able to finish it off in a single
      strike, which in turn meant that it would just end up
      regenerating.

      "Troublesome."

      [I know right? It looks we won’t be able to finish it off unless
      we kill it in a single blow.]

      "Nn."

      We quickly devised a plan to deal with the situation, albeit a
      rather simple one. Urushi and I were to slow down the magic beast
      with surprise attacks and Telekinesis respectively while Fran went
      in for the kill.

      The plan’s execution went pretty well. Fran initiated by
      attempting one of her sword drawing techniques, which caused the
      magic beast to attempt to dodge, but Urushi latched onto its foot
      while I restrained it, and so, she ended up landing her strike.

      It was a full forced, reckless blow. I figured there was no
      point in conserving my durability, as we needed to end the battle
      immediately if we actually wanted to win it. Thus, I threw in as
      many skills as I possibly could in an attempt to use my entire mana
      pool. We also activated a whole bunch of different elemental blades
      despite the fact that doing so was sure to damage me so badly I’d
      end up temporarily unusable. Specifically, Fran activated
      lightning, while I pitched in with both wind and fire.

      "Haaah!"

      [Let’s do this!!!!]

      "Gyaggyaaoooohhhh!"

      The magic beast panicked and attempted to do everything it could
      to escape us.

      But it was already far too late.

      Fran’s strike had already landed and seperated the Magic Beast’s
      left and right halves. I’d felt its magic stone, which had been
      located within its heart, split into two cleanly cut pieces.

      Our attack had drained the hell out of my durability. I had less
      than 20% remaining. Cracks ran down my blade as it slowly began to
      crumble. Still, it was worth it, especially since selling what was
      left of the creature we’d just killed was sure to earn us a pretty
      penny.

      Both the considerations I just mentioned were honestly nothing
      but mere afterthoughts. I was instead much more focused on my skill
      page. That is, I was hurriedly looking through my memory in hopes
      of finding the skill I’d just obtained.

      [Where the hell… Found it!]

      The skill I’d been looking for and the skill I just found was
      Awakening.

      [We did it Fran!]

      "Nn…!"

      [Should I swap it in right away?]

      "Please."

      I equipped the skill, thereby allowing Fran to make use of it. I
      felt like I was soaring above the clouds, but did my best to stay
      calm so I could immediately inform her that the deed had been
      done.

      [Should be done now. You feel anything?]

      "Nn… Can use it."

      Her affirmation doubled as confirmation that she was now finally
      capable of evolving. Given that, I settled down and silently waited
      for her to do the deed.

      "Fu… Hah… Nn! Awakening!"

      She took a couple deep breaths before activating the skill and
      causing the amount of magical energy within her to skyrocket.

      [Looks like it’s working!]

      "Woof!"

      Black lightning started erupting from within her and rampaging
      through her surroundings. The storm of both electricity and wind
      that engulfed the room forced both Urushi and I to retreat from
      where she was while pondering whether or not she was actually
      okay.

      [Hey Fran! You alright!?]

      "Ruff ruff!"

      She didn’t respond even though we called out to her, which in
      turn led me to worry that she’d lost control of her abilities.

      Fortunately, that wasn’t actually the case. The raging energies
      around her eventually settled down to reveal her with both her tail
      and ears completely straightened out. A second look made me realize
      that her tail was actually a bit different how it normally was.
      It’d become striped, with alternating shades of its usual black and
      a slightly lighter, ash-grey shade. The difference between the two
      colours was so minute that I could only barely make it out because
      of the magical illumination that filled our surroundings.

      "Gmph…"

      Large teardrops began flowing down Fran’s cheeks.

      Her dearest wish had just been fulfilled.

      I didn’t need to ask to know that countless memories and
      emotions were swirling about within her.

      I remained silent as I approached her and gently,
      telekinetically stroked her back.

      She grabbed onto my handle and used me to support herself as she
      began to cry.

      She eventually ended up collapsing forward and pressing her
      forehead against the flat of my blade. Feeling both her warmth and
      pulse almost made me want to join her in crying despite the fact
      that I was a sword.

      In fact, I wasn’t the only one that’d started feeling that way,
      as Urushi, who’d snuggled up against her, had started to tear up as
      well.

      "Whipmer."

      "…"

      ***

      It took about 10 minutes for Fran to finally stop crying.

      She rubbed her eyes, stood up, and showed a bit of a shy smile
      before rubbing Urushi’s head, as if to hide the fact that she felt
      embarrassed.

      "Sorry."

      [Don’t worry about it. We know how much this means to you.]

      "Thanks."

      [Alright, how about we check everything over real quick?]

      "Nn!"

      Fran sniffled one last time before tightening up her expression.
      She looked down her hands as she opened and closed them in order to
      feel out exactly what about her had changed.

      [Well? How do you feel?]

      "Nn… Overflowing with power."

      [Hmmm, well you don’t look too different, so I guess I’d better
      check your sta-WHAT THE FUCK!?]

      Seeing Fran’s stat page force me me into a state of shock.

      Her agility and magic stats had both been boosted by 300. Her HP
      and Mana had both been completely topped off, and she’d even gained
      an innate skill by the name of Brilliant Lightning Rush, all
      seemingly because she’d used Awakening.

      [Evolving sure does come with some pretty impressive looking
      effects. Wait a second…]

      Glancing over Fran’s stat page again had caused me to do a
      double take. I’d assumed that she’d turned into a Black Tigerkin
      because that was what Rumina was, but I was wrong.

      [Hey Fran, you uh… kinda just became a Black Heavenly
      Tigerkin.]

      The Black Heavenly Tigerkin were legendary Beastkin that were by
      no means weaker than the Golden Flame Lionkin that held the Beast
      Lord’s throne.

      [I wonder what all this is supposed to mean…]

      "…"

      [What do you think, Fran?]

      "…"

      [Fran…? Urushi…? Hello? Hellllllo…?]

      "…"

      "…"

      Both my companions had suddenly gone dead silent.

      Taking a second glance at them made me realize that they’d
      completely stopped moving too. They weren’t even so much as
      twitching or anything like that at all. They were simply unmoving.
      It was almost like someone had stopped time, and that someone
      couldn’t have possibly been me given that I hadn’t used Space/Time
      magic at all.

      "The hell’s going on?"

      Darkness came out of nowhere and swallowed my surroundings as I
      asked the question. I couldn’t process what’d happened. It was
      almost like my sense of sight had been completely turned off.

      T-The hell just happened? Are Fran and Urushi both still
      fine?

      "Don’t worry. Nothing’s happened to them. I’ve just temporarily
      stopped time for everyone but you."

      [Huh? What?]

      "You sure have gone and done it now… I never would’ve thought it
      was possible for you to allow her to evolve the way you did."

      [Huh?]

      "You meeting her, that young Black Catkin girl, was nothing
      short of a miracle in and of itself already. I never expected the
      two of you to get this far."

      [Uhhh. So who exactly are you?]

      "I’m one of the individuals governing over this world and its
      ways. I guess the most understandable way for me to explain my
      identity to you would be for me to name myself as Goddess of
      Chaos."

      


      

    



    

    
      205.The Goddess of Chaos

      
      


      I couldn’t help but stare at the woman that’d called herself the
      Goddess of Chaos.

      Her claim was one that was a little bit more than a little bit
      hard to believe. The Goddess of Chaos was supposed to be the
      goddess that gave rise to dungeons, and thus, I’d expected her to
      be someone that exuded an air of magnificence, dignity, and
      grandeur.

      The woman in front of me, however, gave off what was more or
      less the exact opposite impression. To me, she looked like an
      absurdly beautiful woman with tanned skin and silvery hair. The
      only air she gave off was one of an adult woman’s seductiveness;
      her outfit was composed of nothing more than just a few thin pieces
      of cloth.

      However, she’d proven herself capable of stopping time for
      everyone but me, an act that should’ve been impossible for anything
      but a god. Realizing that caused my gut to promptly inform me that
      I’d gotten myself into something troublesome.

      "Wow, troublesome? That’s mean of you."

      [Huh?]

      W-Wait, can she read my mind!?

      "I can."

      [I-I’m so sorry!]

      Aw fuck. I hope I didn’t piss her off. Angering her seems like a
      really bad idea given how divine retribution is apparently actually
      a thing here.

      I’m sorry! I swear I don’t think of you as troublesome. In fact,
      I hold nothing but respect for you. I’m telling the truth here!
      Having the opportunity to meet someone as beautiful as yourself had
      totally moved me and thrown my thoughts into disarray!

      "Kufufufufu. There’s no point trying to flatter me. I can tell
      exactly what you’re really feeling just by looking at your
      soul."

      [Awww shit. Uhh…]

      "People like you are pretty rare. Most people have a bit more
      respect for the gods."

      [Oh come on. I do respect you! I swear I do!]

      "I don’t particularly mind how you feel about me. I’m not petty
      enough to be angered by anything that insignificant."

      [S-so does that mean you’re not going give me divine retribution
      for being blasphemous or anything like that…?]

      "Don’t worry about it."

      Oh thank fucking god! I’d totally expected the gods to be
      unreasonable tyrants because of the punishment they’d given to the
      Black Cat Tribe.

      "I do have a more dignified appearance. I purposefully only ever
      send a part of myself into the human realm and mold its form so
      that it appears like that of a human. It can’t really be helped
      that I don’t appear all that god-like as I am now. Likewise, I also
      attempt to speak the same language as those I descend upon.
      Speaking of which, I think this is probably the most casual
      conversation I’ve had with a mortal to date."

      The fact that she’d only sent a part of herself to see me
      reminded me of something I’d heard back when I still lived on the
      Earth. I think people used to say something along the lines of
      “seeing god’s true form will make you lose both your sight and
      sanity.” That aside though, what was important was the fact that
      she’d only taken human form because she’d wanted to talk to me in
      particular.

      "We’d never actually expected any faith from you in the first
      place, given that you were summoned from another world."

      [Huh? Wait, you guys knew that I was from another world?]

      "Of course we did, but let’s leave that aside for now and maybe
      come back to it some other time. There’s something much more
      important I want to talk to you about."

      [I’m guessing you want to talk about Fran and how she’s
      evolved?]

      "You got it."

      Hmm… Well, a goddess literally just went out of her way to talk
      to me, so, I guess that pretty much confirms that the Black Cat
      Tribe really is suffering from some sort of divine retribution.

      "Exactly. The Black Cat Tribe has committed a mortal sin, and
      thus, we’ve made it more difficult for them to evolve."

      [So you’re here to talk about the method I used to make Fran
      evolve…?]

      "Looks like you’ve gotten straight to the point. That’s right.
      The method you used was one we’d never accounted for. It’s outside
      all our predictions, and honestly speaking, quite problematic."

      I mean, I knew we kinda cheated the system, but I never would’ve
      thought what we did was bad enough to merit divine intervention.
      Wait, shit, does that mean Fran’s g-

      "Don’t worry. I won’t do anything to harm her, nor will I revert
      her to her original state."

      W-whew. Well, I guess that means we’ve at least managed to dodge
      the bullet — not that we were actually totally scot-free just
      yet.

      "So, have you figured out why I came to see you in
      particular?"

      [Uhhhh… Because I cheated the system?]

      "Nope. That isn’t the only issue I came to discuss with
      you."

      [Huh? Really?]

      "I wouldn’t have bothered descending if that was all there was
      to it."

      Wait, what? What exactly was the issue then?

      "Naturally, that isn’t to say that you cheating the system poses
      us no issues altogether, as it means that you’re defying the very
      principles the world runs on."

      [The world’s principles?]

      "Would it be easier for you to understand me if I called the
      world’s principles the system on top of which it’s based? Consider,
      for example, if the entire world was operating within the framework
      of something like a computer program."

      Oh, so there’s like a big overarching system that everything
      else runs on? I guess that must be where the System Announcer comes
      from?

      "Most beastkin typically learn the Awakening skill upon reaching
      their level cap. Using the skill allows them to awaken the power
      that lies within them and prompts them to evolve."

      I guess that means there’s actually 5 stages involved in the
      evolution process? It looks kinda like: Hit level cap -> Unlock
      Awakening -> Use Awakening -> Draw out latent potential ->
      Evolve?

      "The Black Cat Tribe has been cursed, and thus, as I’m sure you
      know, its members need to do more than just reach their maximum
      levels."

      [Yeah, I’m following you since that’s kinda how things went with
      Fran.]

      "She managed to bypass the principles set, obtain the Awakening
      skill, and evolve. It seemed that she was a rather talented
      individual as well, as she’d acquired the skill for herself with
      just a single use of it. What concerns me is that the exact same
      thing may continue to happen going forward."

      [Oh, I get it. So what you’re trying to say is that anyone could
      evolve so long as they just equipped me.]

      "Yeah, and that’s exactly the problem. There would be no point
      in the divine retribution if equipping you allowed any and all to
      bypass it, and that’s simply not something I can overlook."

      The goddess stared right at me as she spoke.

      Wait, doesn’t that kinda maybe mean that I might just be neck
      deep in shit?

      


      

    



    

    
      206.Of Sin and Retribution

      
      


      I returned the goddess’ gaze as I felt a fit of nervousness wash
      over me, to which she responded by raising a pair of fingers and
      speaking another line. [1]

      "The Black Catkin are shackled, no, cursed, precisely because
      they’d incurred divine retribution. There are two manners in which
      this curse of theirs can be undone, each with their own unique
      conditions."

      I-I guess that must mean I’m not totally screwed? Whew! God
      damn, she had me shivering in my boots for a second there.

      "The first of the two possibilities requires a single individual
      to slay either a single Evil Being ranked in at A or higher, or a
      thousand weaker ones. Fulfilling one of these two conditions
      releases that individual in particular from the curse, and allows
      them to evolve."

      Wait, is it really okay for me to know that? I could’ve sworn
      Rumina wasn’t allowed to say anything about it. Hadn’t the gods
      like totally gone out of their way to obscure the fact that Black
      Catkin could even evolve? Like I could’ve sworn they flat out
      deleted it from everyone’s memory.

      "Your wielder has already evolved. Rumina isn’t restricted from
      discussing the topic with any other evolved Black Catkin, so she’s
      most likely going to tell you once time unfreezes regardless. Given
      that, I decided that I might as well tell you right now since that
      was what we were talking about anyway."

      [O-Oh, I see.]

      But like, Urushi and I were kinda both there too, and neither of
      us were Black Catkin, let alone evolved ones, so wouldn’t Rumina
      ultimately not actually have to chance to tell Fran about the Black
      Cat Tribe’s circumstances? It seemed that they wouldn’t reach our
      ears even if the two ended up being able to discuss them amongst
      themselves too.

      I mean, I’m not complaining or anything. I’m totally down for
      soaking up information because the goddess forgot she shouldn’t
      tell me or decided to be loose lipped or something.

      "It’s fine. You’re allowed to tell any familiars you summon
      whatever you want, so the dog doesn’t count. And you’re one of my
      kin, so you don’t count either."

      Welp, she totally just read me like a book again. Wait. Did she
      just say what I thought she said? I kinda felt like I just happened
      to hear something that totally blew my mind.

      [Did uh… you just say that I’m one of your kin?]

      "Well, it would technically be more precise to say that I am one
      of the many individuals bound to you as kin."

      [C-Could you tell me a bit more about all that?]

      "Nope, since we have to finish talking about evolution."

      Ugh… I mean I guess she’s right, but god damn did she get me
      curious.

      "The other possible scenario requires the Black Cat Tribe to
      defeat either a S ranked Evil Being, or one of the Evil God’s kin
      without any assistance. Performing said feat would free not only
      the battle’s participants, but the entire Black Cat Tribe from
      their curse. They would once again be regain their status as one of
      the Ten Original Tribes."

      Man, redeeming the whole race sounds kinda tough.

      "It’s only fair given the graveness of their sin."

      [So uh, what exactly did they do to deserve all this
      anyways?]

      I’d only just realized that the goddess kept going on and on
      about grave and mortal sins, but had actually refrained from
      mentioning exactly what it was the Black Cat Tribe had done.

      "One of the Black Cat Tribe’s chiefs, or rather, one of the
      former Beast Lords, had undone the Evil God’s seal and allowed his
      clan’s members to absorb its power in order to bolster their combat
      prowess. It was a dangerous ploy, and one that had half
      succeeded."

      Wait, is absorbing the Evil God’s power actually different from
      turning into an Evil Being?

      "It’s far worse than just that. A fair portion of the royal
      family’s members evolved into what I can only call a half Evil God,
      half-beastkin being. Half of the Black Catkin had succeeded in
      absorbing the Evil God’s power. However, many also became Evil
      Beings, lost control of themselves, and ended up being put down by
      their tribesman. We, the gods, couldn’t stand the sight of the Evil
      God’s powers being put the use in such a selfish manner. Thus, we
      eliminated the royal family and any other individuals that had
      obtained the Evil God’s power before administering the survivors
      with a punishment, one that hindered their ability to evolve."

      Well uh… apparently they did something much worse than what I’d
      been expecting them to do. Like, using the Evil God’s power to
      evolve into creatures that were effectively demi-gods clearly made
      it seem like they were picking fights with the actual gods. Like,
      I’m not really sure what else they’d expected to happen.

      [Alright, I get that what they did was pretty serious.]

      "You existing in your current state allows the Black Cat Tribe’s
      members to evolve without first atoning for their sins."

      The goddess didn’t glare me, but I kinda felt like she wasn’t
      exactly what you could call happy with me given the tone of her
      voice.

      "I understand that the Black Cat Tribe’s members may consider
      evolution to be one of their greatest desires. That, however, fails
      to justify exploiting a loophole in the system and evolving without
      first making up for their mistakes. Continuing to circumvent their
      punishment is an act that can be regarded as yet another sin, one
      that would incur an even greater punishment."

      [An even greater punishment? Care to uh… elaborate?]

      "Extinction."

      [T-That’s kinda…]

      "I was just talking in terms of what ifs. I want you to
      understand just how serious the topic at hand is."

      [A-Alright, I get it.]

      My interactions with the goddess led me to the conclusion that
      the gods were both terrifying and a huge pain in the ass to deal
      with. Yeah uh, her going out of her way to talk to me like this
      definitely meant I’d gotten myself into some deep ass
      shit.

      [So uh, what exactly should I do? I mean, I understand that I
      shouldn’t use my powers to evolve anyone other than Fran, and I can
      swear I won’t.]

      "I know that you really do mean what you just said, but, that
      alone isn’t enough. The fact stands that you’re a magical item
      capable of granting your wielder the ability to use the the
      Awakening skill, an item I cannot possibly allow to exist."

      She can’t allow me to exist? Does that mean she’s going to…

      "Calm down. I don’t have any intention of doing anything as
      violent as eliminating you."

      [A-Alright!]

      Whew! Holy shit, and I glad she’s telling me that. She had me
      really worried there for a second. Man, that situation just there
      was probably the most dangerous one I’d ever been in.

      "I’ll fix everything right away."

      Snap

      [Huh? What’d you just do…?]

      The Goddess of Chaos snapped her fingers and caused my blade to
      momentarily begin shining. I could tell that she’d done something
      to me, but I wasn’t too sure exactly what that something was.

      "I’ve made it so you’re bound to your wielder."

      [Bound?]

      "Yup. I’ve made it so you can only have one wielder at once. No
      one else will be able to equip you until your current wielder dies.
      Anyone that forcibly does so anyway will receive retribution."

      [Whaddya mean by retribution?]

      "Anyone that tries equipping you will be met with a form of
      punishment. Those that don’t know of your circumstances will just
      be slightly shocked. Those that do know of your circumstances will
      likely lose their lives as compensation."

      That’s hella terrifying, but it kinda didn’t really matter
      anyways because I hadn’t planned on letting anyone other than Fran
      equipping me to begin with. Hence, the end result was basically
      like me gaining a built in anti-theft device.

      "I’ll also be taking the Awakening skill away from you just in
      case, and making it impossible for you to obtain it going
      forward."

      I was a bit disappointed by the fact that I wouldn’t get to use
      the skill myself at all, but, I didn’t really mind because I didn’t
      want to disobey the goddess, especially given how thorough she was
      being.

      "Awakening only works on Beastkin to begin with, as it allows
      them to unleash the powers that lie dormant within them. There’s no
      point in you using it to begin with."

      [Oh. Right.]

      Welp, I guess there really isn’t any point in me having the
      skill at all then.

      "I’ll also make it so Rumina won’t be able to ever summon
      another Magic Beast capable of Awakening — not that she’d be able
      to for several hundred years anyway, given how much it’s exhausted
      her."

      [Oh, so does that mean Rumina was only all frail and stuff
      because she had to summon that magic beast?]

      "That’s right. Rumina, as one of my kin, has been restricted in
      her ability to aid Black Catkin. She’s unable to speak about the
      subject, but that isn’t nearly all. I’ve also banned her from
      creating items capable of conferring the Awakening skill, and made
      it so that she’ll destroy herself if she helps any Black Catkin
      fulfill their evolution conditions."

      [Huh?]

      Wait, you serious!? Doesn’t that mean Rumina’s going to—

      "Calm down. She’s not dead, or will she die from what she’s
      done."

      [Even though Fran’s managed to evolve?]

      "Yes, and though she provided assistance, it wasn’t direct
      assistance. She didn’t directly give the girl what she needed.
      She’d instead helped you help her. She’s lost a great deal of her
      power as a result, but she won’t die."

      Whew. That’s good. Fran would’ve felt really bad if she’d
      learned that her evolving had caused Rumina’s death.

      "That said, I cannot allow the same thing to occur in the
      future, which is why I’ve now restricted her even further."

      Rumina seemed to have pushed herself quite a bit to make
      everything come together the way it did. I guess this also means
      that she wasn’t kidding when she’d asked Fran if she’d be willing
      to kill her in order to evolve.

      "It would be unfair of me to take a skill away from you without
      compensating you in any which way, so I’ll switch your Awakening
      skill out for a different one."

      The goddess snapped her fingers once again.

      I immediately looked at my stats because I was curious as to
      what had changed.

      [Uhh… Evolution Concealment?]

      "The skill does as its name suggests, and allows one to hide the
      fact that one has evolved, most notably from other beastkin."

      The Extra Skill I’d obtained seemed like a pretty damned good
      one. Having people find out about Fran’s newfound evolution would
      probably kick up a huge fuss, so it looked like it’d be one we
      could put to use immediately.

      There was, however, a bit of a problem.

      [Err… I think I just lost 5 Self-Evolution Points.]

      "Just saying, you caused a problem significant enough to
      necessitate my interference. It’s only natural that I still do take
      something from you. Just be glad I did you a favour and decided to
      give you a new skill to replace the one I took away."

      [S-Sorry.]

      Eh, you know what, the skill I got was worth it, so I guess I’ll
      just call it even, especially since I doubted anything would come
      out of me bitching and complaining anyways.

      The goddess nodded as if satisfied after verifying that I wasn’t
      going to voice any more complaints. She then started floating into
      the air and growing transparent.

      "My business here is done, so I’ll be taking my leave."

      Realizing that the goddess was totally leaving caused me to
      immediately begin questioning her.

      [Hey wait! There’s still something I want to ask you! Just what
      the hell am I? You must know, right? Given how you said I’m one of
      your kin and all that?]

      I couldn’t help but ask her about myself seeing as how she was
      one of the first people to have a clear idea as to exactly what I
      was.

      "Well… Telling you that isn’t something I’m supposed to be
      responsible for, so I guess I’ll just give you a hint. Go meet the
      god-tier blacksmith that resides in the Beastkin’s Country."

      [You mean the one the Beast Lord rules?]

      I recalled that Old Man Gallus had stated that all of the
      god-tier blacksmiths were MIA…

      However, the goddess’ words seemed to imply that his words
      hadn’t necessarily been correct. Did that mean that the Beast Lord
      secretly had one serving him or something? Heading to the Beast
      Lord’s country didn’t exactly sound easy. It was on a different
      continent, and led by one of our enemies. There was no way I could
      go, especially not with Fran in tow seeing as how it’d put her in
      danger.

      "The Blacksmith in question may be able to provide you with
      additional information, though, I cannot say for sure this will
      really be the case."

      [So not even you know?]

      "I don’t. Not even we, the gods, can predict the future."

      [Even though you’re gods? Being able to see into the future
      totally seems like a god-like thing to do…]

      "The fact remains that we can’t. You, and many others seem to
      have made the mistake of assuming that gods are capable of
      determining one’s fate and reading into what’ll happen later down
      the road, but that isn’t the case. Despite that, many believe in
      destiny. They think that the gods govern the precise ups and downs
      of their lives."

      You know, that is kinda true. Even I kinda ended up thinking
      that me meeting Fran was an act of fate.

      "They think that the gods have all under their control, that the
      world follows a precise, predetermined blueprint."

      [Yeah, I get what you mean. I mean, a lot of people don’t
      actually believe in something that exaggerated, but there
      are a good deal of people who believe in something kinda along
      those lines.]

      "But you see, there wouldn’t be a need for me to appear to you
      as I had if that were the case."

      [You’ve got a pretty good point, now that you mention it.]

      "Destiny doesn’t exist. Fate is nothing but a series of
      coincidences. What I mean is, you are responsible for what happens
      to you, regardless of whether that thing happens to be good or
      bad."

      I guess that means that me meeting Fran was just a
      coincidence?

      "Exactly. You meeting her was just a coincidence. You two being
      capable of working together as well as you do is also a
      coincidence. Likewise, you meeting all the right people along the
      way was also a coincidence, one I would even call a miracle."

      For some odd reason, hearing the goddess’ declaration kinda made
      me feel a bit embarrassed.

      "I’ve already said quite a bit, but I’ll throw in one last
      statement. I, as the goddess of Chaos, am expecting something great
      from the two of you."

      Her words made me kinda happy, an emotion I actually wasn’t
      really sure whether or not it was okay for me to be feeling given
      the current circumstances.

      "Fufufufu. That’s a question I don’t know the answer to."

      [Hey, wait up!]

      "Farewell. I bid you a nice, healthy dose of chaos."

      The goddess disappeared after voicing one final,
      sinister-sounding line. I couldn’t help but feel as if she’d
      totally just cursed me.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Localized. What she actually does is raise a finger as she
      talks. This normally involves placing it near one’s face, and in
      general is an action that’s supposed to have a bit of cuteness to
      it. I couldn’t figure out how to make this work in such a way that
      its meaning could be intuited by an English reader, so I said fuck
      it.

      


      

    



    

    
      207.The Black Cat Tribe and the Goddess

      
      


      We headed back over to Rumina shortly after I finished talking to
      the Goddess.

      "I am glad that you have both managed to evolve and remain in
      good health."

      I’d yet to switch in the Evolution Concealment skill I’d just
      gotten, so Rumina was immediately able to figure out that Fran had
      evolved.

      "Nn. Thanks."

      "And it appears that your evolution came with quite the pleasant
      surprise…"

      Rumina trailed off and and remained silent for a few seconds as
      she gazed at Fran. Her emotions were clear from the look on her
      face. She was both pleased and shocked.

      "I… I had failed to even fathom the possibility that you would
      become a Black Heavenly Tigerkin."

      Honestly, I, as a non-beastkin, didn’t really understand just
      how much it meant for one to evolve into a Black Heavenly Tigerkin,
      and thus, I didn’t feel the sense of impact that should’ve
      accompanied Fran’s ascension even after coming to realize that
      Rumina had started casting the younger Black Catkin a meek,
      respectful gaze.

      Thinking about it a bit more deeply caused me to realize that
      she’d basically become the stuff of legends, especially seeing as
      how even Rumina herself was just a regular Black Tigerkin.

      [So what exactly does one need to do in order to evolve into a
      Black Heavenly Tigerkin in the first place?]

      "Hmm… It fortunately appears that I have become capable of
      explaining Fran’s circumstances to you given her evolution."

      Right, I remember the Goddess making mention of that.

      "Black Catkin must fulfill three requirements in order to evolve
      into Black Heavenly Tigerkin. The first two are numerical, and
      relate to the agility and magic stats in particular. The third is
      the ability to use Lightning Magic."

      Equipping me allowed Fran to fulfill all necessary conditions,
      especially seeing as how my Skill Sharing ability made it so that
      my skills were treated as if they were her own.

      "I never did suspect that you would fulfill all necessary
      conditions despite my awareness of Master’s abilities. Rather, I
      did not expect the conditions to take the bonuses provided by his
      abilities into account. I believe that you, Fran, are the first
      Black Heavenly Tigerkin not to be of the royal bloodline."

      [You serious?]

      "Indeed I am. I dare say that the two of you encountering one
      another was nothing short of a miracle."

      [That’s what the Goddess said too.]

      "You have heard the Goddess speak!? Does that mean you have met
      with her!?"

      I once again was left feeling a bit bewildered because of how
      Rumina ended up suddenly drawing closer to Fran with her face face
      painted full of shock. But again, I managed to make a bit of sense
      out of the situation after thinking it through. Rumina was a
      Dungeon Master, and therefore, one of the Goddess of Chaos’ kin. In
      other words, there was basically no reason for her not to be a
      devout believer.

      "Not me. Only Master."

      "M-Master, could you please elaborate!?"

      Though I was aware of her circumstances, I didn’t really get why
      hearing about my conversation with the goddess had totally gotten
      the Black Tigerkin all fired up and excited.

      Like, seriously, what the hell? I’d been expecting Rumina to
      resent the Goddess of Chaos given that she seemed to be responsible
      for the curse that’d been afflicting the Black Cat Tribe for the
      past 500 odd years. She’d administered a collective punishment that
      involved pretty much all the tribe’s members despite the fact that
      many of them them hadn’t deserved to be held responsible. In fact,
      the decision seemed to have been one made and mandated by the
      former royal family.

      I decided to ask Rumina for a bit of an explanation, which in
      turn made her switch to an expression that was much more difficult
      to read.

      "I do admit to have entertained the thought on at least one
      occasion… However, one must consider that the gods differ greatly
      from us mortals."

      Some gods, like the God of Nature, were so fundamentally
      different from the races that they held no tolerance for their
      actions. As a result, the punishments and retributions delivered by
      gods like the God of Nature were often considered harsh and
      unjust.

      I remember hearing mention of stuff like that back on Earth, and
      so, I honestly wasn’t all that surprised by it. I’d heard many
      tales of people regarded the gods as unreasonable because the two
      parties weren’t able to come to any sort of mutual understanding.
      It was only natural that different gods would have different
      standards, and that many of these standards would vary from the
      ones mortals would find reasonable.

      "The Goddess of Chaos is one of the more understanding gods, as
      she shares many a similarity with the mortal races."

      The hell’s that supposed to mean?

      "It was none other than she that deprived the Black Catkin of
      their ability to evolve and wiped all memories of their
      evolutions."

      [Wasn’t that just her oppressing you guys?]

      "I believe it to be the opposite."

      Apparently, the Goddess of Chaos had done a lot for the Black
      Cat Tribe as a whole. Many of the other gods had demanded that the
      entire race be purged, but she’d managed to talk them down and
      negotiate. That is, she managed to get the other gods to agree to a
      compromise in that allowed them to survive in exchange for a
      difficult trial and the erasure of any and all memories relating to
      the Black Cat Tribe’s former glory.

      "The gods miscommunicated and misunderstood each other. They had
      only robbed the non-beastkin races of their memories. The few Black
      Catkin that had avoided the gods’ retribution still knew of their
      evolutionary methods. Likewise, the same applied to all the other
      Beastkin races. Thus, the Black Cat Tribe found itself capable of
      passing on its knowledge through works of literature."

      [So how’d all that knowledge and stuff end up getting lost
      between then and now?]

      "That was in fact a result of the actions perpetrated by the new
      Beast Lord and his subordinates, the Blue Catkin. They stole and
      erased all the literature and records they could while selling the
      Black Cat Tribe’s members into slavery. They forbade the act of
      disclosing any information relating to the Black Cat Tribe’s
      evolutionary methods and in doing so, prevented our tribe’s newborn
      members from learning them. The passage of time amplified the
      effects of their bans and ultimately eliminated the very notion
      that we Black Catkin were capable of evolution."

      [Alright, I get that. I can totally see why you hate both the
      Beast Lord and the Blue Catkin, and that all makes sense to me,
      but, like, there’s still one thing I don’t get. How do you not
      resent the Gods for what they’ve done? Like, seriously. The Divine
      Punishment they threw at you guys is the whole reason you guys
      ended up turning into slaves for what was a whole 500 years.]

      "Don’t understand either."

      Fran agreed with me given that she’d just learned about
      everything that happened, but Rumina, who happened to know much
      more than us, didn’t.

      "Undoing the Evil God’s seal and thereby endangering the entire
      world is an act that merits none other than our tribe’s complete
      and utter destruction. If given the choice, I would prefer to
      describe the span of time that has elapsed as a mere 500 years as
      opposed to an entire 500 years."

      It wasn’t until Rumina mentioned literally destroying the entire
      world that I realized the weight the Black Cat Tribe’s sin, and a
      bit of further thought led me to realize that 500 years wasn’t
      actually all that much here considering there were elves and
      whatnot.

      "I would also venture to claim that we, as a tribe, deserved to
      lose access to the throne and descend into slavery. Our behaviour
      was once nothing short of tyrannical, as evidenced by our downfall.
      We would have been assisted by many a tribe had we been reasonable
      rulers and beloved by our people. I do pity our tribe’s modern
      members, I lament the need for them to bear their ancestors’ sins,
      but even so, I harbour only the slightest bit of resentment for the
      gods."

      She, unlike us, didn’t really feel that the gods were in the
      wrong. In fact, she seemed to feel extremely grateful that the
      Goddess of Chaos had managed to prevent the other gods from driving
      the Black Cat Tribe to extinction.

      "I believe that should function to answer your questions. Might
      you now be willing to elaborate on the Goddess’ words?"

      I figured that there wasn’t really any point in being all
      secretive around Rumina, so I decided to just tell her everything
      I’d been told.

      That said, half the stuff the Goddess told me was stuff she
      definitely already knew, so I kinda expected the conversation to
      end up revolving around evolution and the fact that the Goddess had
      jacked my Awakening skill.

      [The weird part is that we’d kinda already defeated something
      that should’ve counted as an A ranked Evil Being in the past…]

      There was no way Rynford wasn’t at least an A ranked threat, and
      we were 100% sure we killed him. Fran not being able to evolve in
      spite of that didn’t really make all that much sense.

      "Was that act one you accomplished with the aid of any other
      individuals?"

      "Yeah, we had a few other adventurers help us out."

      "I believe that is why. The condition allows only a single
      individual to evolve. Thus, the curse should only be undone in the
      case that one functions to defeat an A ranked Evil Being as an
      individual."

      In other words, anyone that wanted to evolve would have to clear
      the trial’s conditions without any help.

      Rumina suddenly bowed her head and apologized to Fran as I
      shifted topics and brought up the Black Cat Tribe’s sins.

      "I am sorry."

      "Nn?"

      "I was once in a role akin to that of one of the royal family’s
      advisors. Despite my position, I was unable to convince the royal
      family’s members to cease their actions, but in doing so, incurred
      their displeasure. Thus, I was removed from my post. I was unable
      to regain my honor. I became an adventurer and then a Dungeon
      Master. Since then, I have simply lived, and nothing more."

      "Not your fault."

      "That is not true, not in the slightest! It should have been
      possible for me to convince them and change their minds!"

      Rumina’s failure was clearly bothering her, and had likely been
      on her mind for the entirety of the past 500 years. I could tell
      that she’d been blaming herself, that she thought it was her fault,
      and not the gods’, that the Black Cat Tribe had been forced to
      suffer.

      That would explain why she was so eager and willing to harm
      herself in order to help Fran evolve. She definitely had taken a
      liking to Fran, but that wasn’t all. She’d also wanted to
      atone.

      "I would… also like to apologize for putting you in danger’s
      wake."

      Hearing me describe my conversation with the Goddess had caused
      her to issue yet another apology with her face paled. It seemed she
      was worried that we’d managed to incur the gods’ wrath.

      "Not your fault. No mistakes."

      "That is not true. My considerations were far too shallow."

      The look on her face was terrifyingly sincere.

      "I mind not facing my own demise, but risking yours is a mistake
      that that my life alone would not suffice to correct."

      "Rumina, dying not allowed."

      Fran gazed at Rumina with a pained look on her face. Even just
      thinking about Rumina one day upping and vanishing had made her
      start feeling a sense of sorrow.

      "There was nothing else I could have possibly done for you."

      "Don’t need to do anything."

      "I…"

      "Staying by my side, more than enough."

      Fran’s spoke in a soft but clear tone of voice as she latched
      onto Rumina, hugged her, and buried her face in her chest.

      The older Black Catkin directed her gaze down at Fran with a bit
      of a troubled look on her face, but she ended up gently stroking
      her back regardless.

      "I recall Kiara had once said those precise words."

      "Nn."

      "It is almost as if nothing has changed, despite the passage of
      over 50 years."

      Both parties ended up smiling awkwardly as soon as they’d calmed
      down. Neither seemed used to the roles they’d suddenly taken; Fran
      was unaccustomed to being doted on, whereas Rumina was unaccustomed
      to being fawned on.

      Rumina was a bit tired, so she ended up taking a seat and
      leaning back into her chair after they separated.

      [Oh yeah, Rumina, how are you feeling anyways?]

      I recalled the Goddess saying something about how Rumina had
      exhausted herself or her energies or something. She’d probably been
      pushing herself real hard.

      "It will not take long for I myself to recover. However, I will
      require a significant amount of time to recover the power that I
      had been storing up as this dungeon’s master."

      The dungeon was going to end up being easier to deal with, but
      that wasn’t actually really a problem at all given that Dias was
      doing a bunch on his end in order to make sure she didn’t end up
      getting killed.

      "I would be more concerned about yourselves than me.
      Fortunately, it appears that the skill the goddess bestowed to you
      should allow you to remain unhindered in your activities."

      [I’m pretty sure there’s not really much for anyone to be
      worrying about on our end.]

      "Master, am I correct in my understanding that the Goddess’
      restrictions were applied to you, but not Fran?"

      [Yup, pretty much.]

      "I believe that should in turn mean that Fran is allowed to
      share information that relates to the Black Cat Tribe’s
      evolutionary methods."

      [Oh, you too?]

      "Indeed."

      [You sure it’s okay though? She kinda cheated the system a
      bit.]

      Rumina’s conclusion was one I’d come to as well, but I wasn’t
      100% sure whether or not she’d actually be allowed to talk about
      it.

      "I highly doubt that the Goddess merely overlooked the
      possibility of Fran disclosing the information you were provided.
      Did she make any particular mention of actions you were disallowed
      from taking?"

      [Not at all.]

      "I cannot possibly claim that I am capable of understanding the
      gods’ thoughts. However, I believe that you are permitted to speak
      of any fact they do not explicitly restrict you from conveying in
      situations akin to the one we have at hand. Your ability to discuss
      the topic with myself should serve as enough evidence to prove my
      hypothesis."

      I couldn’t really tell whether or not we were able to discuss
      the topic because the system simply happened to work that way, or
      if it was instead because the Goddess of Chaos had decided to allow
      it out of goodwill, but either way, it seemed like we were allowed
      to convey a fact that had a good chance of plunging the world into
      chaos if we weren’t careful about how we relayed it.

      "It would be to your benefit to direct your attention away from
      the gods and instead towards other beastkin. It is likely that the
      Beast Lord and the Blue Catkin that serve him will make note of you
      should you spread your knowledge."

      Her conjecture seemed fairly plausible. We had to be careful
      with who we told. The most ideal situation would be for us to
      spread the info through an information network inaccessible to all
      but Black Catkin.

      [Are there like, any Black Catkin-exclusive communities we could
      try spreading the word to?]

      "There should be several within the Beastkin’s Country. However,
      I highly doubt you will find anything more than a slum or village
      comprised solely of slaves."

      I really did want to go check out the Beastkin’s Country, but I
      felt it was honestly way too dangerous for it to be worth
      visiting.

      "Are you planning to visit it? I believe you did make mention of
      there being a God-tier Blacksmith."

      [Nah. It’s not worth the risk.]

      "But might learn more about Master."

      [Doesn’t matter. There’s only a chance the blacksmith’ll be able
      to tell me anything about me. I can’t really see taking that chance
      to be even remotely worth the amount of danger going there’ll put
      you in.]

      "But!"

      [It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. We’ll get our hands on more
      clues about my identity eventually, and I’m pretty sure there are
      better ways for us to tell other Black Catkin about what they need
      to do in order to evolve.]

      "Nn…"

      Again, I really did want to pay the place a visit, but it just
      wasn’t worth it.

      ***

      Or at least that was what I’d thought at the time. My opinion
      changed when we learned that the Beast Lord was in fact working to
      the Black Cat Tribe’s benefit. That is, he was eliminating Blue
      Catkin groups and releasing any enslaved Black Catkin he came
      across.

      One could almost say that he might as well have been raised by a
      Black Catkin.

      We later went on to tell Rumina about what’d happened to
      Kiara.

      It seemed she’d really been lamenting what she’d thought to be
      Kiara’s fate, as hearing the news caused her to immediately break
      down into tears. She clung to Fran, who’d been patting her on the
      shoulder, and silently sobbed into the younger girl’s perfectly
      flat chest.

      Several minutes passed before she finally stood back up, her
      face red as a tomato.

      "I apologize, I was simply overcome with emotion."

      [Well, least it seemed to be a positive emotion.]

      "The information you provided me was truly the most wonderful
      news I have ever heard, and for that, I thank you."

      Rumina obviously wasn’t over the fact that she’d failed to stop
      the Beast Lord 500 years prior, but she’d at least managed to get
      that whole Kiara thing off her shoulders. Thanks to that, she
      managed draw out a happy smile.

      "Does the Beast Lord’s alignment perhaps denote that you are now
      capable of disseminating information regarding the Black Cat
      Tribe’s evolutionary methods?"

      "Nn."

      The truth of the matter was that we’d actually long told Aurel
      what we’d learned. I hadn’t actually been all that willing to tell
      him because I feared the gods and their wrath. Fran, however,
      wasn’t able to help herself and ended up spilling the beans.

      As a result, I’d basically spent the entire conversation
      worrying whether or not the Goddess of Chaos would suddenly show up
      and throw a shitstorm.

      I valued Fran’s safety over all else, but she didn’t feel the
      same. She valued her tribe much more than her life, and so, I
      didn’t end up being able to stop her.

      Fortunately, the gods hadn’t deemed our actions as ones
      befitting any sort of retribution and hadn’t shown up.

      In fact, the meeting had turned out to be a beneficial one, as
      Aurel had promised to help us spread the word by making use of the
      beastkin’s information network. It looked like all this continent’s
      beastkin would end up learning the truth if all went well.

      "And I presume your newfound knowledge has changed your opinion
      of whether you wish to visit the Beastkin’s Country?"

      [Pretty much. All we have to do now is try figuring out whether
      or not the Beast Lord knows anything about the God-tier Blacksmith
      we’re looking for.]

      I was expecting him to know exactly who we were talking about,
      but you could never really be too sure given that God-tier
      Blacksmiths were more or less living legends. It was possible that
      the person we happened to be looking for had holed themselves up
      somewhere far away from society.

      "It appears that you have no choice but to win the first three
      rounds through any means possible."

      "Leave to me. Will win and ask lots about Kiara and Black Cat
      Tribe. Will also get permission to visit Beastkin’s Country."

      "Would you be willing to deliver to Kiara a souvenir on my
      behalf?"

      "Leave to me."

      [Consider it done.]

      It seemed we’d pretty much become dead set on heading over to
      the Beastkin’s Country, with our only blocker being that we needed
      to win the third round.

      I was pretty confident that the goal we’d set was one we’d be
      able to accomplish. We’d experimented quite a bit with Awakening
      over the course of the past few days, and in doing so, learned just
      how powerful a tool it could be.

      A huge chunk of the data we’d collected was data that related to
      Fran’s Brilliant Lightning Rush.

      It had risks that Rumina had made sure to make us aware of, but
      its payoffs made it a ridiculously good skill nonetheless. It gave
      us such a huge boost to speed that it allowed us to compete with A
      rankers.

      The Black Lightning that enveloped Fran’s body was ridiculously
      powerful as well. The sheer amount of destruction it wrought was
      nothing short of absurd, it could bring a High Ogre to the verge of
      death with just a single tap. Moreover, it also possessed the
      ability to pierce through armour and anything else that functioned
      to a similar effect. Lightning was already an element that centered
      around the negation of one’s defenses, as it would remain perfectly
      effective in the face of metals and other conductive materials. The
      Black Lightning took that concept a step further and allowed us to
      almost completely ignore the tough skin that some magic beasts
      tended to have. Both these bonuses were passive and applied to all
      Fran’s attacks unless we made the conscious decision to negate
      them.

      Using the ability would slowly eat away at Fran’s health and
      mana, but the costs were, in my opinion, effectively insignificant.
      The firepower it brought was so immense that it rendered me unable
      to even imagine a foe capable of tanking her attacks head on.

      Conferring with Rumina also allowed us to figure out which
      skills we’d be best off leveling.

      "Will at least try to win third round."

      [But it goes without saying that our goal is of course…]

      "Victory!"

      [Hell yeah! Let’s win this shit and then visit Kiara with our
      heads held hella high!]

      "Nn!"

      


      

    



    

    
      208.Vs Goldalfa — After

      
      


      We were called over to the VIP area in which the Beast Lord was
      situated shortly after we defeated Goldalfa. We could’ve actually
      just refused him, but Fran ended up consenting to the offer because
      she was offered food.

      "There you are."

      "Nn. Wanted to see me?"

      "Well yeah, I mean you’re one of them legendary Black Heavenly
      Tigerkin, ain’t ya? No way I wouldn’t want to check you out after
      figuring out all that."

      The Beast Lord carefully observed Fran as he spoke, an action
      that ultimately led him to furrow his brow in confusion.

      "Yeah, I don’t get it, I’m not really seeing it… At first I
      thought it was just ’cause you were a bit too far away for me to
      really tell…"

      "I feel the same. She seems just like any other Black Catkin to
      me."

      The Evolution Concealment skill seemed to be capable of doing
      one hell of a fine job, as neither Roche nor the Beast Lord could
      actually tell that Fran had evolved. Both were left in a state of
      confusion due to the discrepancy between their current impression
      of her and what they’d witnessed earlier.

      "Mind me asking how the hell you’ve managed to cover it up like
      that?"

      "Your Majesty! Asking a question like that is not only rude, but
      also a breach of her privacy!"

      "O-Oh come on…"

      The Beast Lord seemed extremely curious because he couldn’t
      figure out exactly what the hell was going on. That said, I wasn’t
      really planning to let him in the loop. I figured that telling him
      would probably end up causing us more trouble than it was worth
      further down the line and that it’d be better for us to refrain
      from doing so.

      Fran, however, disagreed.

      "Willing to tell."

      [W-Wait, Fran, hold up!]

      （Got an idea.）

      [Care to share?]

      （Just leave to me.）

      [You uh… sure?]

      （No issues.）

      Fran seemed to be insisting that she knew what she was doing, so
      I ended up yielding and allowing her to do whatever it was she’d
      thought up.

      "But only under certain condition."

      "Oh? What kinda condition?"

      "Looking for God-tier Blacksmith. Will tell if told blacksmith’s
      location."

      Her idea was a pretty good one. The God-tier Blacksmith’s
      location was something extremely valuable, and thus, most likely
      confidential. In other words, it was unlikely that the Beast Lord
      would be willing to tell it to Fran under normal circumstances even
      if he was looking out for the Black Cat Tribe and its members.

      His personality seemed to indicate that the opposite was quite
      possible as well, but one could never really know for sure. Plus,
      having a bargaining chip was pretty much always better than
      not.

      （Master, activate Principle of Falsehood.）

      [Roger that.]

      The best part about the idea Fran came up with was that it
      allowed us to gain at least some information regardless of whether
      or not the Beast Lord lied. All he needed to do was assent and we
      had ourselves some profit.

      "Agree?"

      "…I will leave this decision entirely up to you, Your
      Majesty."

      "Oh hell no, you’re not getting out of this! You think about it
      too unless you want Royce on our asses for making another dumb
      decision."

      The Beast Lord ended up deciding to tell us what he knew after
      discussing it a bit with Roche.

      "…Close in a bit."

      "Nn."

      The Beast Lord used his fingers to gesture at Fran in order to
      tell her to approach him, an act that clearly indicated that he not
      only knew about the blacksmith in question, but also wanted as few
      people to hear what he was going to say as possible.

      "I’mma just flat out say that the Beastkin’s Country’s got
      one."

      He whispered right into Fran’s ear. His lips were so close to
      her that even I started to feel a bit uncomfortable. I felt the
      urge to chop the filthy things off if they so much as touched
      Fran.

      "Really?"

      Fran responded to him as I entertained a rather violent
      thought.

      "Really, but the dude you’re looking for is a moody little
      bastard. He’s real hard to deal with, and I can’t really say
      whether or not he’d even be willing to see you."[1]

      "Still okay as long as told location."

      "He’s the type of guy that doesn’t really hold much respect for
      authority. He basically doesn’t even care that I’m a king. I’ll
      still write you a letter so he knows I sent you, but just be warned
      that it might not really make a difference."

      "Really? Big favour."

      "Yeah, it’s whatever. Now tell me that thing I’ve been curious
      about."

      "Nn. Got it."

      Hearing about the Evolution Concealment skill caused the Beast
      Lord to start brooding.

      He and Roche had even started debating whether or not it was
      something that Black Heavenly Tigerkin would learn upon
      evolution.

      （Master?）

      [He was telling you the truth. He not only knows where the guy
      is, but also plans on introducing you to him.]

      （Then will need to go to Beastkin’s Country.）

      [Sure seems like it.]

      Fran went silent because she’d started conversing with me
      telepathically. The two other beastkin, however, took this as a
      sign that they’d accidentally left her out of the conversation
      because they were too focused on their own devices. Thus, Roche
      ended up apologizing.

      "Sorry about that. We will be leaving it at that for now. Thank
      you once again for providing us with a valuable piece of
      information."

      "Nn."

      It seemed like there was a good chance they’d want to ask us for
      more details after the tourney came to an end.

      "I would like you to have these, though not necessarily as an
      expression of gratitude."

      "Purpose?"

      Roche handed Fran a pair of tickets.

      "These tickets will allow you access to reserved seating. I
      believe you wish to watch the remaining matches, correct?"

      "S’cause you’ve already made a name for yourself. Everyone’ll
      probably recognize you immediately if you go sit with everyone
      else, and that’d just be a huge pain in the ass."

      "And that is why we would like for you to have those tickets.
      The reserved seats are located a fair distance away from the
      regular seats, and the individuals that have the rights to them are
      far more polite. Sitting over there will assist you in keeping out
      of trouble."

      "Thanks. Why two?"

      "The other one’s for that familiar of yours, the one that had
      Gold all distracted and shit."

      "His Majesty immediately declared that he wished for your wolf
      to be seated after seeing it. Obtaining the second ticket was quite
      the task."

      "Sorry."

      "Please, do not worry about it. My troubles were entirely the
      result of His Majesty’s high-handedness."

      "Oh come on man, what the hell? You’re making it look like it’s
      all my fault."

      "How is it not? Oh well, I do not particularly mind as your
      actions did not result in any harm. You will, however, have to deal
      with Sir Solbard later on."

      "Yeah, yeah, I know already."

      Urushi’s ticket had apparently belonged to a noble from the
      Beastkin’s Country. Said noble had been visiting on his own as
      opposed to as a member of the Beast Lord’s party. However, the
      Beast Lord had basically forced the man to sell his ticket
      regardless.

      He’d made up for it by inviting the man over to the VIP section,
      a result the person in question was actually quite happy with given
      that he was basically handed a chance to build a better
      relationship with the Beast Lord.

      "We had originally secured a single ticket as we had suspected
      that you would likely not want to remain in the VIP area."

      "Nn."

      The atmosphere in here was a bit stiff, and more importantly,
      Fran herself wasn’t really able to relax. She’d yet to be able to
      let her guard down around the Beast Lord and his companions.

      Fran got ready to leave the VIP area with a huge platter of the
      food she’d taken from it in tow right about when the noble Roche
      had mentioned approached it.

      She’d offered to pay for what she was going to eat, but the
      Beast Lord ended up dismissing the notion and calling the platter a
      reward she’d earned given that she’d beat Goldalfa. And so, we
      ended up leisurely getting ourselves ready to watch the matches to
      come.

      ***

      The reserved seating area was full of nobles and other people
      with a tonne of spare cash. A bunch of them spotted us immediately,
      but they didn’t end up saying anything, quite possibly because they
      were afraid of us. Or rather, of Urushi.

      He still seemed to be still feeling the rush he’d gotten from
      the super intense battle we’d just fought, as his face had a bit of
      a wilder look on it than usual. Honestly speaking, it was a bit
      terrifying to look at. Ididn’t really bother asking him to
      fix it because it kept people away, and all in all, ended up
      functioning as a convenience.

      [So the next match still hasn’t started yet?]

      "Nn."

      "Woof."

      We’d kinda destroyed the arena. The staff had to repair it
      before the next match began.

      I’d considered the possibility that they’d have like a reigning
      champion or something carry in a giant ass ring into the arena, but
      that wasn’t what’d actually happened. They were instead fixing
      everything through the application of Earth Magic. To that end, the
      person responsible for the repairs was currently drawing some sort
      of magic circle.

      ***

      It took about twenty minutes for them to create an entirely new
      arena and bring in the next pair of contestants.

      Today’s second match was between Amanda and Erza. I honestly
      wasn’t sure which of the two we were supposed to be rooting
      for.

      Their battle began before I was actually able to make up my
      mind.

      Amanda began moving around the Arena and attacking with her whip
      while Erza stayed centered around the same area while waiting for a
      chance to throw a counterattack.

      I couldn’t help but enjoy spectating the two of them as they
      fought. One’s whip was raging within the barrier’s confines as
      would a dragon, while the other’s mace was cleaving holes in the
      arena every single time it was swung. There was but only one
      issue…

      "Ahhhhh…!"

      "Iwwaaaaahhh!"

      That one issue was the fact that the buff manwoman would moan
      each and every time he was struck with the whip. I couldn’t help
      but begin debating whether or not Fran was actually old enough to
      be watching the two go at each other.

      I felt like I most likely would’ve directed her attention
      elsewhere and disallowed her from watching if we weren’t going to
      end up fighting the winner.

      I expected the match to last quite a while given that Erza had
      both high defenses and the Pain Conversion skill, but I was
      wrong.

      "Ahuuunnn!"

      "It’s over!"

      "Ahhh… Haaaahhhhnnn!"

      Amanda swung her whip in a downwards arc and sent Erza flying.
      He’d passed out by the time he landed, which made sense.

      Not feeling pain was useful and all, but one would still
      eventually lose consciousness and control over one’s body should
      one take way too much damage.

      "I can’t believe it! Erza, Ulmutt’s Hero, was defeated with
      ease! Well, that’s an A ranked adventurer for you! This round goes
      to Amanda of Hariti!"

      I was surprised to hear the caster openly declare that as
      the city’s hero. It seemed that Ulmutt’s people were a lot more
      accepting than I’d been giving them credit for.

      [Did you manage to catch that last attack of hers…?]

      "Barely?"

      [Yeah, same here.]

      Amanda’s whip moved so quickly that I hadn’t even been able to
      fully keep track of it from afar. Fran and I were both starting to
      worry that we wouldn’t be able to repel her attacks.

      [Looks like our next match is going to be one hell of a tough
      one.]

      "Nn!"

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Assuming male, but gender is not stated. Japanese can do
      that without it sounding out of place, awkward, or even really
      intentional.
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      Not much time had passed since Amanda and Erza finished up their
      duel.

      The arena was still in the midst of being repaired, so the next
      match had yet to start. Fran didn’t really have much to do, so she
      ended up munching on a bunch of skewers as she looked over the
      tournament’s brackets.

      "Next, Forrund versus Phillip."

      [I’m pretty sure Forrund’ll end up winning.]

      We’d seen both of them in combat before, and as a result, more
      or less ended up coming to the conclusion that Forrund was just as
      monstrously strong as Amanda.

      [Let’s hope Phillip manages to hold on and draw out a couple of
      Forrund’s cards so we can figure out what he’s got up his
      sleeve.]

      "Nn. Wishing Phillip luck."

      Giving Phillip our blessings turned out to be completely
      pointless, as he’d ended up losing almost instantly.

      Despite that, he was satisfied because he’d more or less
      fulfilled his goal by taking a few seconds to inform the audience
      of Barbra’s plight and requesting their aid before the match began.
      Namely, his voice had reached all the nobles that’d finally decided
      to start spectating because it’d come time for the quarter
      finals.

      The day’s fourth and last match pit Royce, one of the Beast
      Lord’s guards, against Fermus, the Dragon’s Table’s owner. Their
      battle ended up being far more intense than I’d initially been
      expecting.

      Royce’s strategy made heavy use of his ability to teleport both
      with and without his Dimensional Gate. He combined his ridiculous
      magic-based mobility with the natural agility that most Rabbitkin
      just happened to have in order to outmaneuver his foe while
      attacking with Earth-based spells. I couldn’t help but feel a bit
      frustrated at the fact that he was clearly better at teleporting
      than I was. He would also make occasional use of Moonlight Magic in
      order to reflect his opponent’s attacks. His ability to make it
      seem like he could do it without exerting much effort made him
      appear ridiculously difficult to deal with.

      Royce’s fighting style was incredibly impressive, but Fermus’
      completely trumped it in terms of how much it shocked me.

      _______________________________________________________________

      General Information

      Name: Fermus

      Age: 63

      Species: Human

      Class: Magic Threadmaster

      State: Normal

      Status Level: 68/99

      HP: 436

      MP: 669

      STR: 231

      VIT: 201

      AGI: 412

      INT: 327

      MGC: 339

      DEX: 681

      Skills
Espionage: Lv 5

      Dismantling: Lv 8

      Flame Resistance: Lv 8

      Wind Magic: Lv 3

      Crisis Detection: Lv 8

      Presence Detection: Lv 6

      Steel Thread Techniques: MAX

      Steel Thread Arts: MAX

      Bind: Lv 7

      Harvesting: Lv 6

      Muffle: Lv 6

      Resistance To Abnormal Status Conditions: Lv 6

      Commerce: Lv 5

      Vibration Perception: Lv 8

      Vibration Strike: Lv 6

      Twin Sword Arts: Lv 8

      Thread Manipulation: MAX

      Short Sword Arts: Lv 3

      Throwing: Lv 9

      Lasso: Lv 4

      Magical Thread Creation: Lv 7

      Knowledge of Magic Beasts: Lv 3

      Magic Perception: Lv 5

      Water Magic: Lv 6

      Cooking: Lv 8

      Trap Disarming: Lv 5

      Trap Detection: Lv 5

      Trap Creation: Lv 8

      Reinforced Threads

      Orc Killer

      Vigour Manipulation

      Nulled Sense of Pain

      Thought Division

      Magic Manipulation

      Innate Skills
Threading

      Unique skills
Dragon Genocider

      Titles
Natural Enemy of Scaled Beings

      User of Steel Threads

      Orc Killer

      Dungeon Conqueror

      Dragon Genocider

      Magic Thread User

      Magic Beast Annihilator

      Equipment
Monarch Whale’s Beard War Threads

      Dragon-Eating Spider’s War Threads

      Lighting Dragonfang Shortsword

      Imperial Wrath Armour [1]

      Dragon Wing Mantle

      Ring of Poison Nullification

      Deodorizing Earing

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      Looking at his status page told me he used threads and all that,
      but completely failed to inform me as to just how versatile he
      could be. I’d only been expecting him to be able to use about ten
      threads simultaneously, but I was way off the mark. His ability to
      manipulate magical energy freed him from the one per finger limit
      and made it so he could control over 100 at once.

      Fermus’ weapons would take on many forms as they chased Royce
      around the arena. They’d become swords, walls, and nets upon his
      command. He also had a bunch of his threads strewn around the
      arena. They were placed in such a way that they were capable of
      functioning kind of like alarm system, one that prevented him from
      losing track of Royce regardless of where the rabbitkin ended up
      teleporting.

      It went without saying that Fermus was still taking a fair bit
      of damage. His threads were extremely powerful, but they weren’t
      capable of stopping the massive rocks Royce would hurl his way.
      He’d also occasionally tank a few hits when Royce engaged him in
      close combat, as the rabbitkin was definitely the better of the two
      when it came to that particular aspect.

      Despite that, Royce wasn’t able to tilt the match in his favour.
      The arena was far too small. It prevented him from escaping Fermus’
      range, so he eventually ended up getting caught in and ripped apart
      by the older man’s weapons.

      "And the winner is Fermus, The Dragon Hunter! His strength has
      yet to fade despite retiring from adventuring! That’s someone
      that’s had their name in the records for three years in a row for
      you!"

      Fermus bowed elegantly as he waved to the crowd, a set of
      actions that probably would’ve seemed conceited had he not looked
      nearly as accustomed to them.

      [He sure seems strong.]

      "Nn."

      [Hmmm… I’m not really all that sure how we’re supposed to handle
      him given how little room there is inside the barrier.]

      And with that, the quarter finals ended up coming to an end.

      Tomorrow’s two matches would be Fran vs Amanda and Forrund vs
      Fermus.

      [Well, looks like we’re going up against Amanda.]

      My guess was that she probably wasn’t going to be holding back
      given how she’d acted back when she sparred with Fran. If anything,
      she seemed more like the type of person to do the exact opposite
      and go all out in order to demonstrate her respect.

      Man, I never would’ve thought that we’d have a chance to duel
      Amanda with both us and her going all out. She was the same rank as
      the foe we’d just defeated, but I honestly wasn’t all that
      confident that we could actually beat her. To me, she was pretty
      much an avatar of strength, quite possibly because we’d been pretty
      weak back when we’d first met her.

      "Will still win?"

      [Yeah, I know. We can’t let ourselves be stopped here if we
      actually want to win this whole damn tourney.]

      "Nn!"

      "Woof woof!"

      The way Urushi barked almost made him seem like he wanted to
      make sure we hadn’t forgotten about him.

      "Urushi, do best too."

      All of the day’s matches had ended, so many of the other
      spectators began leaving as we thought things through.

      [We should probably leave too.]

      "Nn. Will go visit Erza."

      [Right. Yeah, we should.]

      He’d really helped us a whole bunch, so I figured we might as
      well pay him a visit and attempt to cheer him up seeing as how he’d
      ended up losing, and in a pretty showy way at that.

      We headed over to his room in the sickbay after asking a nearby
      clerk about his whereabouts. There, we found him sleeping atop a
      bed, still unconscious.

      I realized after we got a bit closer that his expression was
      actually a rather happy one.

      "Ahhhnnn… Mfhmmmmm…"

      He tossed and turned towards us and revealed that the expression
      on his face was in fact a lewd one.

      "Ughhhnnnnn… Kufufu…"

      Bits of drool were dripping from the slovenly smile that
      decorated his face. I honestly couldn’t tell whether or not he was
      actually feeling down.

      [You doing okay there Fran? Not feeling disgusted or
      anything?]

      "Why?"

      [Uhhh, don’t worry ’bout it. All that matters is that you’re
      feeling fine.]

      "What do? Wake up?"

      [Well, he seems like he’s fine from an emotional standpoint, so
      we could kinda just leave him be.]

      "Got it."

      And so, we ended up doing exactly that. We left Erza as is and
      made our way home.

      ***

      The night came and went; the semi-finals quickly came upon
      us.

      "Get ready people, cause the semi-finals are about to begin!
      Today’s first match is going to be one of the rarer ones, a duel
      between women!"

      Fran was greeted by a series of cheers louder than the usual
      ones as she stepped onto the stage.

      "This match’s winner will have the chance to move onto the
      finals. The loser’ll instead have to compete for third place!"

      We were already all buffed up, and Fran was even in her awakened
      state. She could maintain the state for about an hour so long as
      she didn’t cast Brilliant Lightning Rush, so there wasn’t any issue
      with having her use the skill prior to the match’s start.

      "In one corner we have the C ranked adventurer that’s taken the
      tournament by storm and even managed to take down an A ranker with
      her absurd skills! I present to you Fran, The Magic Sword Girl!
      Actually, scratch that. From here on out, let’s call her Fran, the
      Black Lightning Princess!"

      Oh shit, the Black Lightning Princess? Now that’s one hell of an
      awesome nickname. Good job caster dude!

      "Her opponent will be an A ranker that’s done nothing but put on
      a show of overwhelming strength time and time again, a woman whose
      beauty has put her well ahead of Hundred Blade Forrund in terms of
      popularity. Ladies and Gentlemen, please welcome one of our
      country’s mightiest and most famous, Amanda of Hariti!"

      As one could expect, more people cheered for Amanda than they
      did for Fran. The only reason that the we had ended with more
      cheers than Goldalfa last round was because most people would
      prefer choosing cute girls over beast-like men.

      The innate beauty that came with Amanda’s half-elf blood was not
      something to be underestimated. It’d even caused a decent portion
      of the women in the crowd had even begun referring to her as their
      “elder sister” as they cheered her on. [2]

      "Hey Fran. I never thought we would end up having to face off
      against each other like this."

      "Feeling same way."

      "I won’t be holding back!"

      "Nn!"

      Both fighters flashed each other fearless smiles as they drew
      their weapons and readied themselves for battle. Though their
      smiles appeared rather sweet, they were in fact attempting to
      intimidate each other. Under the surface, the two had already long
      devolved into nothing but a pair of carnivorous beasts.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Imperial wrath is a term associated with dragons because
      Dragons are often considered to be super high tier beings in asian
      mythology. Interestingly enough, this term is translated as
      “outrage” in Pokemon. Definitely one of their better
      translations.

      [2] This is what lesbians do in Japanese media.
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      Watching Fran fight Goldalfa left me in a state of shock. She had
      become far stronger than I had imagined.

      Fran had always been both strong and cute. That, I knew from the
      moment we first met. I had also known that she would eventually
      grow if given enough time.

      I knew that she would one day surpass me, but I had always
      thought that day was one that wouldn’t come for another 10
      years.

      I had predicted that she would lose her quarter-final match, but
      she didn’t. She defeated Goldalfa, a foe that I would have had to
      struggle against.

      Her rate of growth was so high it could only be deemed abnormal.
      It was likely one brought about by her desire to evolve, and made
      possible by Master, her mysterious sword. I had no doubt that it
      was he that guided her along.

      Speaking of which, it seemed that Master had also grown
      considerably more powerful. He had performed several surprising
      feats as Fran dueled Goldalfa, feats that simply could not possibly
      be attributed to Fran herself. Specifically, I believed it was
      likely that he was responsible for using the instances in which the
      Fran had seemingly used Space Time Magic and Lightning Magic
      chantlessly in rapid succession. Likewise, I also assumed that he
      was the catalyst that had allowed her to evolve, to do what was
      considered unthinkable for the Black Cat Tribe’s members.

      I was unable to tell exactly which abilities could be attributed
      to Fran, and which could be attributed to Master, but I did know
      that they would make for a difficult opponent with their powers
      combined.

      They were not to be underestimated, even in the slightest.

      The most surprising part of the battle was when they used
      Physical Damage Nullification. I was only able to recognize the
      skill because I had once experienced fighting against a foe that
      happened to have it. Their ability to stop Goldalfa’s axe head on
      and block his powerful shockwave-based attacks with nothing but an
      outstretched arm served to evidence that they either had the skill
      or one in its vein.

      Physical Damage Nullification was powerful and difficult to deal
      with, but it still did have its flaws. Its high mana consumption
      meant I could eventually break through her defenses so long as I
      continued to attack.

      "That girl has quite the strength to her. Is she perhaps some
      sort of adventurer?"

      "I highly doubt that conjecture of yours. She appears to be a
      Beastkin, and is therefore most likely associated with the
      Beastkin’s Country."

      "I really would prefer if she was to affiliate herself with us
      given her strength."

      "Well, I shan’t be allowing to steal a march on me."

      "She has quite the number of applications if you take her beauty
      into consideration."

      "Uhyohyo, I would like to take her under my own wing as
      well."

      The nobles in my vicinity did as they inevitably would have, and
      began to make note of her. Fran’s tender age had led them to
      believe that she was prone to listen to their commands regardless
      of what they were.

      "I would love for her to join the ranks of my imperial
      guests."

      "She would make a perfect guard for my daughter."

      I felt the urge to administer a tad bit of discipline, but
      stopped as I heard several more legitimate ideas arise. I was
      unable to determine which course of action would be better, and
      instead ended up once again pondering about her growth.

      I had been acquainted with Fran for a long time. We met far
      before we encountered one another in Alessa. In fact, I was first
      introduced to her over ten years ago.

      But in truth, our relationship was far more deeply rooted than
      even that.

      I had long been acquainted with her parents. They were alumni
      from one of the orphanages I ran. Her parents’ names were Kinan and
      Framia. I still remembered looking after the two of them in their
      youth.

      They grew up, left the orphanage after getting into an argument
      with me, and took up adventuring.

      We had said our goodbyes on the wrong foot, so I was glad they
      decided to visit.

      It had all been my fault in the first place. Adventuring had not
      struck me as their forte. The only fate I could imagine befalling
      them was death, so I denied their dreams. I told them that they
      would be unable to evolve even if they tried. My criticisms had
      been too remorseless, and because of that, I failed in preventing
      the two from taking off.

      I had failed in communicating to them. There was likely a better
      way for me to go about giving them advice. That was why I was
      really happy that they purposefully sought me out and had me meet
      their newborn daughter.

      They told me that her name was Fran. Both her name, age, and
      species matched that of the young adventurer I met in Alessa.

      But even so, I was unable to discern her identity when I first
      heard of her. The reason for that was because I had caught wind of
      both Kinan’s and Framia’s deaths. Though there was never any word
      of Fran’s fate, I assumed she had followed in their footsteps.

      Meeting her and seeing her face, however, changed everything.
      She looked just like Flamia had in her childhood, and so, I put two
      and two together.

      I wanted to immediately let her know that I was acquainted with
      her parents. I wanted to take her under my care, but that decision
      was one I hesitated to make. She had already proved herself to be
      an accomplished adventurer, and more importantly, I had already
      proven unable to protect her parents and prevent them from meeting
      their demises.

      After a bit of consideration, I decided not to mention the bonds
      we shared, and instead thought of a different method by which I
      could offer her protection. That was why I forced my way into her
      quest and sparred with her, so I could do my utmost to ensure her
      safety. I was certain that Fran would one day become an adventurer
      important enough to leave her name in history.

      What I was worried about was that she would one day overestimate
      herself and have the rug swept out from right under her feet.

      I wanted to teach her that thinking of oneself as the pinnacle
      of strength was foolhardy, that there was always someone or
      something stronger than oneself. I wanted to show her what it was
      like to face off against a foe far mightier than herself.

      To that end, I spent several months immersed in bettering
      myself. In doing so, I raised the level of my Whip Techniques skill
      for the first time in around 10 years. I was only 50 years old, so
      I was still young, but the combination of my elven blood and a more
      relaxed lifestyle had caused my skill levels to plateau. However,
      many of them once again began to grow as I trained with a goal in
      mind.

      My actions once again allowed me to affirm that goals were
      important, and that they encouraged achieving results.

      I finally obtained the Celestial Whipmaster class I had always
      wanted, all so I could defeat Fran.

      ***

      Fran and I faced each other the next day.

      She wore a wonderful smile as she readied herself for battle.
      She was neither afraid of me nor nervous. I could tell that she had
      directed her entire focus on victory and nothing more.

      I knew that I was going to have to push myself if I wanted to
      win. Yesterday’s observations had led me to understand that Fran
      had already not only surpassed me in terms of speed, but also had
      enough firepower to slay me in but a single blow.

      That was simply how much strength her evolution had provided
      her.

      And it was also the precise reason for which I had to win. I had
      to more than just win. I had to overwhelm her and prove to her that
      she should refrain from letting her guard down, and I had to be
      ready to make any and all sacrifices necessary to make that
      possible.

      Fran and Master unleashed several spells the moment the match
      began.

      The precise combination was one of wind and lightning. It seemed
      that the former was used to prevent me from using my whip, and the
      latter to paralyze me.

      It was clear that they were using their heads, but the spells
      they had casted were far too weak to stop me in my tracks. I fought
      back by concentrating and releasing a mass of magical energy in
      order to execute my fastest and most powerful technique, one that
      completely blew their spells away.

      "Call of the End — Vaisravana’s Downfall!"

      My whip raged through the stadium at a speed not even I could
      perceive.

      It blew Fran’s magic away and began assaulting her.

      My assault proved that Fran had the Physical Damage
      Nullification skill. Each of the attacks assailing her were
      powerful enough to turn a High Ogre into mincemeat, but she was not
      taking any sort of visible damage whatsoever.

      Still, I continued flaying my whip. I could tell my attacks were
      draining Fran’s mana. I had to press on until she ran out.

      My divine whip technique’s high power was both its greatest
      strength and weakness. My whip would be destroyed if I kept up the
      barrage for far too long.

      The whip I was currently using was one I had for many years, and
      one I had come to love, but I continued to press on regardless.
      There was no point in worrying about my weapon lasting me through
      to the final round. My true purpose was to win this match.
      Instilling a sense of humility in Fran was the one thing that
      really mattered.

      "Here she comes."

      Fran vanished. I knew she had teleported through the use of
      Space/Time Magic, and because I knew, I was able to react to her
      attack.

      I moved as quickly as I could and got away from my prior
      position. Fran appeared where I had been moments before, her face
      full of surprise.

      Still, she didn’t give up.

      She combined her skills and spells in order to accelerate at a
      rate far outside my expectations, an act that in and of itself, was
      exactly what I expected from her.

      "Haaaahhh!"

      Fran put me in a bad spot. She not only activated my Spirit’s
      Grace skill, but had also forced me in her preferred range. Her
      black lightning cloaked blade flew right at me once again. It was
      an attack I highly doubted I was capable of dodging.

      


      

    

