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      226.Old Man Gallus’ Whereabouts

      
      


      Royce had given us his ID, so we were pretty much set to leave for
      the Beastkin’s Country whenever. Given that, I decided to mull
      oveor whether or not we had anything to do before actually setting
      out.

      [Oh yeah, we should probably go check in with Old Man
      Gallus.]

      I remember the other blacksmith telling us that he’d be back by
      the time the tourney started, so I figured he was probably already
      in town. The blacksmith in question had even promised to tell us
      when Gallus finally arrived, but he’d never actually contacted us
      at all.

      There was a pretty good chance that he’d purposefully avoided
      doing so because he didn’t want to bother us because we were busy
      with the tourney. Given that, I figured we may as well pay his
      smithy a visit.

      "Blacksmith?"

      [Yeah, I was thinking we could go check to see whether or not
      Gallus made it back.]

      The sun had only just set, so it seemed to me that it was fine
      to assume that they’d yet to go to bed. That said, it seemed a bit
      wrong to visit at this late an hour, so I had us pick up a little
      something to make seeing us worth their time.

      Specifically, we went into a bar that happened to be on the way
      and bought a bottle of the strongest drink they had. It seemed like
      the best possible thing we could get seeing as how dwarves and
      liquor went hand in hand. I was a bit worried that they’d refuse to
      sell it to us given Fran’s age, but apparently that wasn’t actually
      the case. In fact, it was the exact opposite. The bartender had
      even given Fran a discount in exchange for a handshake because he’d
      recognized her on sight.

      And so, we paid Zadoh, one of Gallus’ blacksmith buddies, a
      visit with booze in hand. [1]

      "Hey there. Grats on third place."

      "Nn. Thanks."

      It turned out that Zadoh had actually watched the tourney.

      Our gift seemed to delight him. Apparently, it was some pretty
      damn high quality stuff.

      We asked him about Gallus, but unfortunately Zadoh could only
      say that the old craftsman had yet to show up in Ulmutt.

      "I think Gallus is the only one that hasn’t returned. As far as
      I know, all the other people that went to help are already
      back."

      "Only Gallus not back?"

      "Yeah. He’s probably stuck up in Barbra doing something only
      he’s capable of."

      "Okay."

      "Though, it’s a bit weird for him not to at least send word of
      the delay seeing how he said he’d return by the time the tourney
      started."

      We were on our way back over to Barbra anyways, so we could
      probably just look for him again after heading over. I definitely
      did want to at least greet him before we headed off to the
      Beastkin’s Country, as there was no way for us to know when we’d
      next see him if we just upped and left without checking in
      first.

      There wasn’t really much else for us to ask. We turned around
      and decided to head home, but Zadoh stopped us before we made our
      way out the door.

      "R-Right, so I wanted to ask you about that sword of yours…"

      The blacksmith’s gaze was set on me, and seemed to carry the
      same emotions it had when he first feasted his eyes on Fran’s Black
      Cat Set.

      Zadoh was a skilled craftsman, so it really didn’t take him much
      to figure out that I was some sort of magic sword. He’d probably
      been curious about me to begin with. Him watching the tourney
      probably hadn’t helped either given how the caster kept going on
      and on about the fact that I was Fran’s namesake.

      "C-Could I see it for a sec? I promise I won’t take too
      long."

      （Master?）

      [Sure, I don’t mind if he promises to keep it short. Make sure
      you warn him not to equip me though, cause, y’know.]

      "Got it. Here."

      "Thanks a bunch."

      "Don’t equip. Will die from curse."

      "Huh?"

      "Cursed. Only I can equip without dying."

      Zadoh had started moving his hands in my direction, but stopped
      the moment he heard Fran’s warning. His face reflected a clear
      sense of terror.

      I couldn’t really blame him. You wouldn’t normally want to touch
      a sword that could potentially kill you if you tried equipping it.
      It was kinda like how people didn’t really like touching poison,
      even if it was the type that only took effect if you drank it.

      Not to brag, but, there was no way Zadoh wasn’t aware of the
      fact that I wasn’t just your everyday magic sword. As a result,
      Fran’s warning came off as all the more real.

      "W-Would just touching it cause any problems?"

      "None."

      "A-Alright, good to hear."

      The blacksmith had to have been rather curious seeing as how he
      was the one that asked to see me. Given that, he actually did end
      up grabbing me after steeling his resolve.

      A switch almost seemed to flip within him the moment he did. He
      cast aside all his nervousness and immediately began to act as one
      would expect of a professional blacksmith. That is, he began
      carefully looking over both my guard and blade.

      "Hmmm… I can feel an incredible amount of magical power coming
      from within your sword. Whoever made its blade did it with
      meticulous care. It seems to be made out of a pretty interesting
      metal too."

      Zadoh began muttering as he looked me over.

      "Would it be okay for me to ask about this magic sword’s
      source?"

      "Source?"

      "Yeah. Do you know who made it, or where you found it
      maybe?"

      Zadoh’s questions were more or less the exact ones you’d expect
      from a pro. That said, I couldn’t actually answer them. I didn’t
      know who made me, and I didn’t really think it was a good idea to
      tell him I came from the Marou Plains.

      "Not really."

      I mulled over it a bit, but ended up asking Fran to play it
      safe.

      "That’s too bad… Either way, it looks to me like this thing
      might actually be made out of an orichalcum alloy."

      "Orichalcum? Blade made of it?"

      "Honestly, I can’t say. It’s not made out of something I’m
      familiar with, which is why I was thinking that was why orichalcum
      sounded like it’d be a likely contender. Hold on a second."

      Zadoh walked over to one of his smithy’s corners and retrieved a
      slightly worn book as he spoke.

      "This here is something I just happened to get my hands on
      during the tourney. It contains notes on blacksmiths from the
      past."

      The tourney would cause merchants to swarm to Ulmutt, which in
      turn apparently made it fairly easy to find yourself a lucky
      bargain or two.

      "The thing’s apparently written by the apprentice of a god-tier
      blacksmith’s apprentice. It talks about the different types of
      metals god-tier blacksmiths have used in the past, and makes
      particular mention of one called orichalcum. I don’t actually know
      what exactly orichalcum is, but the book says it’s the only kind of
      metal that can survive a god-tier blacksmith’s forging
      process."

      Huh, so something like that actually existed? I was a bit
      intrigued by the concept of being made of orichalcum, but it didn’t
      seem quite right.

      Orichalcum was, based on what Zadoh said, apparently a sort of
      ridiculously durable legendary metal. The reason I didn’t think I
      was made of it was exactly that, it was durable and I wasn’t. My
      blade broke literally all the time. The only reason I looked to be
      in perfect condition right now was because I could regenerate.

      "To be honest, that guess was just a shot in the dark. There’s
      lots of metals I don’t know much about, and there’s no doubt that
      this sword of yours could be made out of any one or combination of
      them. I only thought that orichalcum was a possibility because the
      sword seems to give off a sort of dignity. In fact, it almost seems
      to bear a presence of its own. It’s possible my feelings come from
      the fact that it’s some sort of top-class magic item."

      Dignity? Damn man, you be saying some good shit right there. Am
      I just so majestic he can’t help but notice me? Hell yeah! I mean,
      I guess that does make decent sense. I may not be a godblade, but
      there really was a fair chance that I was made by some god-tier
      blacksmith.

      Zadoh finished checking me over, handed me back to Fran, and bid
      us farewell.

      It didn’t take long for us to arrive back at the inn
      thereafter.

      The sun had already set, but there were a few things we had to
      do before going to bed. Namely, Fran had yet to bathe or eat.

      And that wasn’t it either. There was something I wanted to
      check, something I’d been putting off.

      [Well, here goes.]

      "Nn."

      The thing in question was checking the effects of my
      Doppelganger Synthesis skill.

      I casted the skill expecting to create a couple cloth-covered
      humans, but was instead greeted by a series of blades.

      [Yeah, looks like I spawned swords again.]

      "Nn. Many Masters."

      Doppelganger Synthesis seemed to have started spawning swords
      instead of humans for some odd reason.

      I tried casting the skill several times, only to learn that it
      was indeed possible for me to create human doppelgangers, but only
      if I focused on it. Likewise, it was possible for me to create both
      swords and humans simultaneously, a discovery that allowed us to
      usher in a whole new wave of strategies.

      That said, the skill didn’t seem to be working the exact way I
      expected. For some odd reason, the human-shaped doppelgangers I
      created didn’t seem quite right. They looked like me, but they also
      kinda didn’t. Something just seemed… off.

      It wasn’t anything too disorienting though, so I ended up just
      writing it off as a consequence of me becoming capable of creating
      sword-shaped dopplegangers.

      The reason I was willing to write it off almost right away was
      because frankly, I don’t really care about having a human form. I’d
      already long made up my mind and decided I would live out the rest
      of my life as a sword. All that mattered to me was that my
      human-shaped doppelgangers didn’t suffer any sort of performance
      loss.

      [Alright. We talked to everyone we needed to talk to, and we’ve
      got pretty much everything ready. You think it’s about time?]

      "Nn. Time to go to Beastkin’s Country."

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] I s2g his name was Zerld before. I even double checked it…
      Maybe this is a different blacksmith buddy?

      

    



    

    
      227.Goodbye Ulmutt

      
      


      Today was the day we planned to leave Ulmutt.

      The first thing we did after getting out of bed and finishing up
      our morning routine was paying Rumina a visit so we could say our
      goodbyes.

      "The time I spent with you was both eventful and enjoyable."

      "Later."

      "Farewell. Do enjoy yourselves in the Beastkin’s Country."

      "Nn…"

      "I believe it is quite sunny today. It appears to be the perfect
      time to depart, and to that end, I do hope that your expression
      will brighten to match the weather."

      The two weren’t going to part for good or anything, but it
      seemed like Fran couldn’t help but feel a bit sad regardless.

      "Thank you for informing me of Kiara’s whereabouts. I would have
      never located her if not for your efforts. I understand that this
      is not my first time making the statement, but I would like to
      reiterate it in order to express my gratitude."

      "Also grateful. For evolution."

      [What she said. Helping us out seemed to have ended up weakening
      you quite a bit. You sacrificed a lot for us, we really do owe you
      a ton.]

      "It appears that our feelings are mutual. As that is the case, I
      see no harm in calling off our debts to one another."

      Rumina smiled cheerfully as she spoke, but Fran ended up
      frowning in response.

      "Please don’t make that face, Fran. I can assure you that our
      paths will cross again. It would ease my heart to see you depart
      this place with a smile."

      "Nn…"

      "It appears that you really cannot go without being spoilt."

      Rumina got up out of her seat, approached the younger black
      catkin and gave her a full on hug. Fran responded to it burying her
      face in Rumina’s chest and returning the embrace.

      They stuck together for a while, but Rumina eventually dislodged
      Fran by tapping her on the back.

      The younger girl’s face had a pretty rare look on it in the
      sense that it was tinted with a slight shade of red. She’d clearly
      felt a bit embarrassed.

      "Sorry."

      "Fuhaha. ‘Twas rather adorable of you. Feel free to return to my
      side if you ever feel yourself tinged with loneliness. I will be
      willing to provide you as many hugs as you wish for."

      "Nn."

      All the uneasiness had left Fran’s face. Rumina had fulfilled a
      duty I normally would’ve been responsible for in a way I could
      never have possibly managed. I felt kinda conflicted in the sense
      that I both admired her ability to do so, and was frustrated that I
      couldn’t do anything at all for Fran.

      "Time to go."

      "Indeed it is. Stay safe, and enjoy your journey."

      And so, Rumina saw us out the dungeon with a smile.

      Fran ended up opening her mouth and speaking one last time right
      as we began to teleport.

      "Bye bye."

      It almost seemed to be something she hadn’t intentionally said,
      something that had just so happened to leak out.

      [We’ll definitely pay her a visit sometime in the future.]

      "Nn."

      [And we’ll definitely make sure we grow enough to give her a bit
      of a shock.]

      "Nn!"

      We arrived at Ulmutt’s gate about an hour later, only to find
      ourselves surrounded by a decently sized group of people.

      "Do come back Fran! I’ll welcome you with open arms
      anytime!"

      Erza was the first person to call out to us; he immediately
      leapt at and glomped Fran as he began to cry. She ended up letting
      out a “mmrph” sound as he pulled her into his thick, burly chest,
      but she didn’t end up really minding his actions even though snot
      had began dribbling from his nose. In fact, she’d even ended up
      patting him on the back in order to soothe him.

      "Sniffles… Thanks Fran."

      "Nn."

      "I have a parting gift I’d like to give you."

      Erza handed Fran a basket with ten liquid filled bottles
      within.

      "Potions?"

      "I made you some beauty cream. It’ll keep your skin soft and
      smooth so long as you apply a bit of it before going to bed. You’re
      really strong Fran, and cool too, but make sure you never lose
      sight of being as cute a girl as you can be, mkay?"

      "Nn?"

      Erza’s advice was pretty solid, and I really appreciate the
      sentiments that drove him. Fran was pretty damned adorable, even to
      start with. Unfortunately, she was stuck with me as her guardian,
      so she didn’t normally end up making use of her beauty due to a
      lack of exposure to both makeup and fashion.

      The 10 bottles we were given would last us a pretty good while,
      so I was going to have Fran start using them from today
      onwards.

      "Smear on skin?"

      "Mhm. All you have to is put a dot of it on your palm and then
      massage it into your skin."

      "Why?"

      "Listen here girl. I know you might not see why you’d bother as
      of right now, but just do it. I promise you you’ll understand once
      you grow up and fall in love."

      "Nn? Okay…?"

      Fran nodded, but her expression belied the fact that she had
      absolutely no idea what was going on.

      Huh, right, Fran will fall in love one day, won’t sh- wait a
      second.

      Dude, Erza, Fran’s still only 12…

      Isn’t it like, a little bit kinda maybe too early for her to
      fall in love?

      I could say for sure that Fran would end up being pretty damned
      popular with the guys if Erza’s beauty cream worked to enhance her
      looks the way I was thinking it would. There was no doubt in my
      mind that all sorts of dudes would flock to her like bees to
      honey.

      A part of me couldn’t help but worry that some of the
      aforementioned men would end up being so good looking that they’d
      make Fran fall in love with them at first sight. I knew that I’d be
      able to cut those individuals down without hesitation if they ended
      up being scumbags on the inside, but I couldn’t say the same for
      people that ended up being just as good inside as they were
      outside. I couldn’t help but wonder what I would end up doing if I
      actually judged their personalities to be amicable enough to be
      worth Fran’s affections. Would I be able to entrust her to
      them?

      My immediate reaction was a big no. Fran needed someone strong
      enough to protect her, someone capable of besting her in combat
      even with me equipped. I absolutely refused to approve of them
      unless they were both at least that strong, fairly financially
      stable, fully willing to commit to a monogamous relationship, and
      capable of fulfilling every single last one of her wishes.

      "H-Hey Fran, are okay? That amazing cursed sword of yours just
      started shaking all on its own."

      （Master?）

      Shit, that was close. I seemed to have momentarily lost control
      of myself, as I’d started unconsciously casting telekinesis.

      [I-It’s nothing. You should probably thank Erza.]

      I didn’t really have to concern myself with the thought for the
      time being, as romantic love seemed to be something Fran wouldn’t
      experience for quite some time. There was no point to not accepting
      Erza’s gift, there was no real harm in Fran getting even cuter than
      she was already.

      "Nn. No problem. Thanks."

      "I’ll make you more when you run out, so stop by when you
      do!"

      "Got it."

      The next two people to call out to us, Dias and Aurel, came as a
      pair.

      "Heya. Looks like you picked a pretty good day to set off. The
      weather’s looking great."

      "Take care of yourself out there."

      They bowed to Fran and thanked her for the whole Kiara fiasco. I
      was expecting them to hand us letters, but they didn’t end up doing
      so.

      "We still remember her as vividly as we would have had we seen
      each other just yesterday, but the opposite may not necessarily
      hold true."

      "To her, we were just another pair of unreliable adventurers.
      There’s a good chance she’s long forgotten about us."

      To me, their situation almost sounded a bit depressing, but they
      didn’t seem to mind. The looks on their faces suggested that they
      thought of it as only natural, and hence, they weren’t planning to
      send her any letters.

      "We would like you to mention us, but that’s it. All you really
      have to say is that some of the adventurers that she used to know
      miss her."

      "Nn. Got it."

      The next group Fran was approached by consisted of Amanda,
      Forrund, Fermus, and Colbert. The half-elf, who was at the group’s
      front, greeted Fran with a hug.

      "It looks like we’re going to have to say our goodbyes again,
      Fran. I’m really going to miss you…"

      Amanda cried much in the same manner as Erza, minus the snot.
      Her beauty and grace made her much girlier tha- Okay no, I’d better
      just stop there and write Erza off as an exception of sorts.

      "Farewell."

      Forrund was short and to the point, just as he’d been back in
      Barbra. In a sense, one could say that he bore a slight resemblance
      to Fran.

      Honestly, I hadn’t even expected him to come see us off.

      "Is that not a bit too blunt of you, Forrund?"

      Colbert’s tone clearly conveyed that he was taken aback by
      Forrund’s greeting.

      "Sorry Fran, Forrund always acts like that, so please do not
      think ill of him."

      "No problem."

      "Hahaha, I do have to say, the two of you are quite similar with
      regards to your mannerisms. Forrund tends to like strong
      adventurers, he is here today because of the favourable impression
      you left on him."

      "Yeah."

      "Nn."

      "One day."

      "Got it."

      "I have the feeling that putting the two of you together might
      not be the best idea."

      Colbert shuddered, and for a good reason at that.

      The two were conversing in a manner that no one but them could
      understand. Despite that, they seemed to be communicating
      losslessly.

      "Was Barbra your next destination, Fran?"

      "Nn."

      "In that case, I’d like for you to have this. It’s a pass
      that’ll get you a free meal at my restaurant. Please do stop
      by."

      Oh nice. That’s a pretty damned good present. Fran really seemed
      to have enjoyed the stuff she ate at The Dragon’s Table.

      "Thanks."

      "I am going to be training myself from the ground up again, so I
      will not lose the next time we fight."

      Colbert declared that he wished to duel Fran again in the
      future, which prompted her to immediately respond as any other
      battle maniac would.

      "Bring it on."

      Amanda finally released Fran after we did a good chunk of
      conversing.

      "I’m going to be going to the Beastkin’s Country too."

      Thinking back, Amanda had actually said something similar when
      we left Alessa. Unfortunately for her, that simply wasn’t something
      she was permitted to do.

      "Not happening."

      "I highly doubt that you will be allowed to do so."

      "It definitely won’t happen."

      All three of the men accompanying her shot down Amanda’s idea
      the moment she voiced it. She went on to state that she at least
      wanted to accompany us back to Barbra, but she had duties to attend
      to in Alessa, and as such, her three companions ended up dragging
      her away.

      "See you later Fran!"

      The last group to approach was the Beast Lord’s.

      "Make sure you get along with my daughter if you happen to run
      into her. She’s a bit of a tomboy, but a good girl anyways."

      I was fine with the idea of having Fran make friends with the
      Beast Lord’s daughter, but his phrasing had me worried.
      Heof all people had called her a tomboy, so I
      couldn’t help but suspect her to be on the wilder side.

      We spoke to Royce, Goldalfa, and Roche in that order, before
      finally moving on to Zefmate, who immediately offered Fran a
      handshake.

      "It seems I caused you a lot of trouble."

      "Nn."

      "I’m going to be one of the Beast Lord’s attendants from now on.
      I’m planning to train by his side, and grow much stronger. I swear
      I’ll at least force you to make use of the abilities you obtained
      from evolving the next time we duel."

      Zefmate seemed to have a lot of potential. Training by the Beast
      Lord’s side would definitely serve to turn him into a powerful foe
      to face.

      "Both my tribe and I plan to start over. We’ll show you that we
      can change for the better."

      "High expectations."

      "That’s good. I’ll make sure I uphold them."

      Zefmate was one of the Blue Cat Tribe’s most influential
      members. I was sure that, going forward, his work would reduce the
      number of Blue Catkin involved in the slave trade.

      Fran firmly grasped the Blue Leopardkin’s hand and shook it for
      quite the extended duration, a demonstration of her trust in his
      success.

      "Leaving now."

      "See ya."

      "Nn."

      Fran leapt atop Urushi’s back after letting go of Zefmate’s
      hand.

      "Urushi."

      "Woof!"

      She got ready to go, but made sure to give the group that’d come
      to say their goodbyes one last wave before actually leaving.

      "Later?"

      "Baaiii!"

      "See you soon!"

      Urushi began to run, with Erza’s and Amanda’s particularly loud
      voices trailing in the wind behind him, as we once again set off on
      a journey.

      

    



    

    
      228.Kanna Kamui

      
      


      [I know I say this literally every single time we go anywhere at
      all, but Ulmutt was a pretty decent place.]

      "Nn."

      "Woof."

      To us, the city had become a fairly important landmark. It was
      there that we met Rumina, who in turn helped Fran evolve through a
      method that you couldn’t really call anything but miraculous. Us
      meeting Rumina was already one hell of a coincidence in and of
      itself. There were many fine details that led up to the encounter.
      There was a pretty good chance that we never would’ve met had the
      circumstances been even the slightest bit different.

      Rumina was one of the first Black Catkin Fran had met since she
      lost her parents, but that wasn’t all. To Fran, she’d effectively
      become a mother figure, one that’d shown an incredible amount of
      warmth and affection. The bond the two shared drove Fran, it made
      her want to work even harder to improve her clan’s social standing.
      Rumina was the only reason Fran had finally shown her less mature
      side. She would’ve probably never acted in a manner befitting her
      age if not for the older Black Catkin.

      One of Ulmutt’s key attractions, the yearly Martial Arts
      Tournament, had taught us a lot about matchups, tactics, and even
      how we could best make use of our strengths. We reaffirmed that
      victory wasn’t entirely based on what was written on one’s stat
      page, and that we should never get too full of ourselves because
      there was always someone stronger than us. We both knew that there
      was simply no way we could beat either Forrund or Amanda in a
      battle to the death. We were too lacking in more or less every
      single aspect.

      But that was fine.

      It was precisely our recognition of that weakness of ours that
      drove us to reach even greater heights.

      "Nn. Will participate next year too."

      [Sounds good. And next time, we’ll make sure we win first
      place.]

      "Nn!"

      "Woof!"

      The time we spent in Ulmutt had also allowed us to build a
      connection with the Beast Lord and several other Beastkin. In doing
      so, we learned of a possible resolution to the problem of Blue and
      Black Catkin relations, and that the Blue Cat Tribe had effectively
      lost its standing.

      There was hope that the Blue Cat Tribe could change going
      forward. We weren’t about to let the Beast Lord and Zefmate be the
      only two to handle the situation, we’d also put some thought into
      how we could potentially help them out. The best way we’d come up
      with so far seemed like it would be taking out any Blue Catkin
      slave traders we happened upon.

      Last time, it took us about four days to move between Barbra and
      Ulmutt. We now knew the path, so I’d thought that heading back
      would’ve been a much faster process.

      I’d been pretty much spot on at first, as we managed to cover
      about 70% of the distance in two days, but unfortunately, we ended
      up running into something we couldn’t really just overlook.

      "O-Oh god, please help me!"

      "Hiiiiiiiiii!!"

      "Rooooooarrr!"

      That is, we saw a swarm of lesser wyverns chasing a group of
      three men that looked to be merchants. In our eyes, lesser wyverns
      were actually quite weak, as we could take them down with ease, but
      to the merchants, the beasts were monstrous foes they’d never be
      able to overcome.

      Seeing the wyverns caused me to recall the time I fought one to
      the death back when I was just transported over to the Marou
      Plains. The memory was by no means a good one, but for some odd
      reason, remembering it filled me with a sense of nostalgia
      nonetheless. Unlike me, however, the merchants weren’t pit up
      against just a single enemy. There were a whole 10 chasing after
      them.

      "Urushi."

      "Woof."

      Urushi kicked off at top speed in response to Fran’s command. It
      only took him a brief moment to reach the merchants.

      "H-Hiiiiii!"

      "Damn it! Why!? First flying lizards, and now even magic
      wolves!?"

      "Shit! We’re so dead!"

      Our sudden appearance had caused the merchants to end up slowing
      down. The energy drained from their legs as they gave up on their
      lives.

      "Not enemy."

      "Huh? Wait, what? A kid?"

      They didn’t notice Fran, who’d been riding on Urushi’s back,
      until after she called out to them.

      "I-Is that wolf yours?"

      "Wait! Aren’t you the Black Lightning Princess!?"

      "Nn."

      The three merchants once again bumped up their speed. Learning
      Fran’s identity had shown them a ray of hope. They seemed to be
      pretty lively, a trait I couldn’t really say I disliked. After all,
      being lively was much better than breaking down and screaming
      nonstop.

      "Need help?"

      "Yes please!"

      "Definitely!"

      "T-Thanks!"

      I doubted saving them would net us any rewards, but we decided
      to help regardless because ditching them would probably weigh on
      our consciences.

      "Will take materials."

      "Sounds good!"

      "We’ll even throw in a bit of an extra reward!"

      "Though it probably won’t amount to anything much…!"

      "Shut up, idiot!"

      "If we die because she leaves, it’ll be all your fault!"

      "You say that, but she’s a high ranked adventurer! What the hell
      are we supposed to do if we can’t pay her fee after she helps
      us?"

      "W-Well… I guess you’re right. I can’t deny that I don’t have
      enough to pay a high ranking adventurer on hand…"

      The merchants began to bicker as they ran for their lives,
      possibly because they felt relieved that they might yet be able to
      avoid their demise. A part of me suspected that they were trying to
      make us feel sorry for them, but I didn’t really mind either
      way.

      We’d been willing to help them out for free, but I wasn’t about
      to turn down any sort of reward. If anything, it would be better
      for us to demand one. There was a good chance that we’d be swarmed
      by the masses if word got out that we were willing to help the weak
      for free.

      My only problem with this whole setup was that I didn’t actually
      know what would’ve been considered fair payment, so I just told
      Fran to say something random that seemed to suit the situation.

      "Will worry about reward later. Will ask for money equivalent to
      value of life."

      "Huh? Tha—"

      "Move away, or will get hit."

      Fran and Urushi leapt at the lesser wyverns without really
      minding the merchants. They only managed to get out of the way in
      time because I buffed up their legs with a support spell.

      "Hold o—"

      "Wait u—!"

      The merchants seemed to be panicking in response to Fran’s
      offer.

      Thinking about it a bit led me to realize the implications our
      words had carried.

      A C rank adventurer had basically told them to pay whatever they
      thought their lives were worth. They probably felt like we would
      end up spreading rumours about how cheap they were if they didn’t
      give us an amount that ended up satisfying us and that we’d
      basically put their reputations as merchants on the line. It
      would’ve been much better for us to just ask them to pay whatever
      the market price was.

      Either way, I decided to shelve the thought and just focus on
      the lesser wyverns for the time being.

      Though they were objectively on the weaker side, the wyverns
      were still wild magic beasts. They immediately realized that Fran
      and Urushi were threats, and as such, chose to surround the pair
      instead of chasing the merchants down.

      They stopped moving after they arranged themselves in a circle,
      as if they’d realized that they would die regardless of whether
      they advanced or retreated.

      "Master"

      [What’s up?]

      "Want to test."

      [What do you have in mind?]

      "Kanna Kamui."

      [Hmmm… Yeah, I think I see where you’re coming from.]

      We’d only ever applied the spell in confined spaces, namely
      Rumina’s dungeon and the tourney’s enclosed battleground. We’d
      never used it in a larger, more open environment.

      There wasn’t any real reason for us not to try it out.

      [Alright. I’ll get the spell ready. You make sure the merchants
      actually manage to evacuate.]

      "Nn."

      Kanna Kamui was extremely difficult to control. I was actually
      able to make better use of the spell than Fran.

      My Accelerated Thought, Parallel Processing, and Sorcerer skills
      rendered my Kanna Kamui able to cause twice as much destruction as
      her’s.

      Moreover, using it would give her a pretty bad headache. Her
      first cast of the spell had even caused blood to start dripping
      from her nose. It was obvious that it heavily burdened its user’s
      brain. It was so bad, in fact, that I wanted to avoid letting Fran
      use it if possible. I couldn’t help but suspect that every single
      cast would just flat out reduce one’s lifespan.

      I built up a bunch of magical energy as Fran and Urushi
      intimidated the Wyverns and prevented them from escaping.

      [Everything’s ready on my end.]

      "Nn. Merchants moved."

      [Kanna Kamui!]

      A thick, white lightning bolt rained down upon the lesser
      wyverns the moment after I voiced the spell’s name. The open area
      around us served to demonstrate the full extent of its destructive
      power.

      Low, rumbling roars followed the brilliant white flashes as they
      tore through our surroundings. It was almost like an angry God had
      descended upon the area for the sole sake of going on a violent
      rampage.

      Both Fran and Urushi had already expected to be assaulted by a
      series of incredibly loud sounds, so they’d covered their ears in
      anticipation. The merchants, however, had not, so they ended up
      screaming and pressing their hands against them.

      Crap. We’d told them to retreat, but it looked like they were
      still relatively nearby. It looked like we were going to have to
      heal them up a bit later on in hopes that they’d forgive us.

      "Nn?"

      "Woof?"

      [Uh… It looks like I might’ve gone a bit overboard.]

      I’d been expecting our thunderbolts to just leave the lesser
      wyverns charred, but it seemed that they ended up doing so much
      damage they caused them to just flat out evaporate.

      The spell had created a 15 meter wide crater, and heavily
      damaged the forested area around it.

      Everything within a 50 meter radius of the crater had been
      totally messed up by Kanna Kamui’s impact. There were no longer any
      trees in our immediate vicinity. The ones that lay a bit closer to
      the 50 meter mark were still present, but they’d fallen over, and
      some were even still on fire.

      [Yeah uhh… we should probably avoid using Kanna Kamui unless we
      have to.]

      The spell would probably end up annihilating any companions we
      happened to have. In fact, I was pretty sure the merchants only
      still existed as of right now because we’d told them to retreat
      ahead of time.

      They’d been sent rolling because of the shockwave, but, at least
      they were still alive, right?

      [Well, so much for gathering materials and magic stones.]

      "Wasted."

      "Woof."

      Urushi seemed rather disappointed that the attack had destroyed
      all the wyvern meat.

      [Oh well, I guess that’s that.]

      "Nn."
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      "Still okay?"

      "…"

      "…"

      We turned over to the merchants after eliminating the lesser
      wyverns that’d been chasing them, but they weren’t capable of
      providing us any sort of immediate response. Instead, they simply
      trembled on the spot as they stared off into the distance.

      They didn’t seem capable of averting their gazes from the
      destruction we’d just caused. Honestly, I couldn’t really blame
      them. I’d gone a bit too far.

      "Uh… so…"

      "It looks like… we made it…"

      "So about that reward…"

      The merchants’ faces paled. I couldn’t really blame them. What
      they just bore witness to was something prone to leaving the
      average person in a state of shock, and the price we named clearly
      hadn’t helped. There was a fair chance they’d interpreted our offer
      as a sort of threat instead.

      "The three of us have about 50k Golde on us in total."

      At first, I thought that they had quite a decent bit of cash on
      hand, but then I realized that it was pretty much the norm given
      that they were merchants. Furthermore, their tones seemed to imply
      that they didn’t think it was nearly enough to pay for Fran’s
      services.

      "Good enough."

      "Huh? Really? Are you sure?"

      "Nn. Because caught in attack."

      We ended up using the fact that they’d ended up inside the surge
      of winds that followed Kanna Kamui as an excuse to lessen the cost
      despite the fact that we’d healed them afterwards.

      "T-Thank you very much!"

      "Y-You really saved us."

      "We would’ve died without your help."

      They were grateful even though we ended up taking all the cash
      they had on hand, which seemed to imply that the market price for
      our services was much higher than just that.

      We parted with the merchants and headed on our way. We knew that
      they were heading in the same direction as us, so we ended up
      killing all the magic beasts we ran into along the way and clearing
      a path for them. That said, it was more so something we did just
      because we felt like it as opposed to something we chose to do in
      the spirit of service.

      It didn’t take too long for us to experience a second
      interruption after dealing with the first, as we came across a
      group of people large enough to be considered a roadblock. The
      group seemed to have come from Barbra’s direction, and were heading
      in Ulmutt’s. I had a bit of a hard time identifying them, as they
      were a bit too organised-looking for adventurers, and too lightly
      equipped for knights.

      Most of them seemed to be on edge, and some even had their
      weapons drawn.

      Though I called them a roadblock, they weren’t actually in our
      way. We could easily just pass them by so long as that was what we
      wanted. I was fairly inclined to choose that exact option because I
      didn’t really want to get us involved in anything too
      troublesome.

      "Take detour?"

      [Nah, let’s not. They might end up misunderstanding our
      intentions if we do.]

      The reason I said that was because they seemed to be able to see
      us. There was a chance they’d assume we chose to run away from them
      if we took a sudden turn. That said, I didn’t really know the
      group’s purpose, and there was a pretty good chance that they
      hadn’t any good intentions.

      [Make sure you’re ready to fight at any given moment if need
      be.]

      "Nn."

      "Woof."

      Urushi lifted off the gas and slowed down as he approached the
      group. Seeing him close in caused the group to immediately ready
      their weapons.

      A few of the weapons that’d been drawn were bows, but
      fortunately, we didn’t suffer any attacks regardless. As far as I
      could tell, their actions were driven by two separate reasons. The
      first was that they were able to sense that we weren’t giving off
      any bloodlust. The second was that they’d managed to retain their
      composure despite being rather weak as individuals. Most of them
      were about as strong as the average E ranker. The man leading the
      group seemed a bit stronger than the rest of its members. He seemed
      like he was a D ranker, but only just barely made the cut.

      Most of the group’s members were focused on Urushi; many hadn’t
      even noticed Fran. But again, I couldn’t really blame them. A
      massive, hulking magic beast had basically just ran straight at
      them, after all.

      Neither Fran nor I thought of Urushi as anything more than just
      a cute pet, but that didn’t really go for anyone that didn’t know
      him.

      [Hey Fran, it’d probably be better for you to get off Urushi and
      walk for a bit.]

      "Nn. Got it."

      [As for you, Urushi, you should probably dive into her
      shadow.]

      "Woof."

      The act of Urushi shrinking himself down and entering Fran’s
      shadow caused a few of the group’s members to let out a few shouts
      of surprise. Fran didn’t really pay their reaction much mind, as
      she kept moving towards them regardless.

      I got myself ready to teleport us out at a moment’s notice. My
      plan was to move us up into the sky so we could wipe them out with
      magic if they turned out to be hostile.

      Fran started from about the 50 meter mark and approached at a
      rather brisk pace. The group wasn’t able to react until she reached
      the five meter mark. Only then did the man that stood at the
      group’s front finally call out to her.

      "W-Who the hell are you!?"

      "Nn?"

      "What the hell was with that wolf just now? And why the hell
      didn’t you greet us at all!?"

      "Hi. Bye."

      "Wait, wait! Hold on kid!"

      I’d kinda been expecting to be able to just ignore the group and
      move on, but I wasn’t really sure if that was the best course of
      action given that we had no idea as to who they were.

      "How about fixing that attitude of yours? Don’t you know that
      we’re the Dimuyr Mercenaries?"

      Oh god damn it. Are all mercenaries like this or something? Why
      did they think we’d know them?

      The man immediately started throwing questions at Fran without
      pause. He asked who she was, where Urushi went, and if something
      had happened a bit further down the road.

      He seemed to slowly grow more and more irritated over time
      because he didn’t like Fran’s attitude. His voice gradually got
      louder and louder as a result.

      （Master, ideas?）

      [Hmmm… It’d probably be best for us to just leave after ignoring
      him some more.]

      Or so I thought. We couldn’t actually put my plan into action
      because a second group, the rear guard, caught up with the first
      right as we began to move. They clearly belonged to the same
      organisation and much to our annoyance, ended up in our way.

      I began building up my magical energy as I watched the situation
      unfold.

      "What the hell are you doing?"

      "Nothing special pops, er, Division Leader. I’m just
      interrogating someone that seems suspicious."

      "Interrogating? Why the hell would you do that? We’re being paid
      to wipe out a group of lesser wyverns, not interrogate someone. Did
      you run into a scout for a band of thieves or something? "

      It seemed that the person leading the rear guard had a higher
      position than the guy that’d first addressed us. He also seemed to
      be the first guy’s father seeing as how he’d called him pops.

      "Well, no, but…"

      "Then why the hell are you bothering!? Stop fooling around and
      wasting time!"

      "O-Oh come on! Just give me a second! I was about to start
      intimidating her into spilling the beans, so I’ll get it done real
      quick!"

      Well, well, well, what do we have here? He wanted to intimidate
      Fran? Did I hear that right? I guess that means we should beat the
      crap out of the guy that called out to us before using the rest of
      his mercenary band for target practice.

      The division leader seemed to immediately catch onto the fact
      that Fran and I were itching for a fight.

      He pushed his son and subordinates aside so he could get a
      better look at her. His face paled the moment he did. He
      immediately reacted by turning towards his son and smacking him in
      the face.

      "Gaahh! W-What the hell was that for, pops!?"

      "God damn it! You’re an idiot! I can’t believe you’re so goddamn
      stupid!"

      "Rghghh! Arghghh!"

      The boss guy hit his son over and over until the younger
      mercenary lost consciousness. None of the other mercenaries seemed
      to understand the cause of their leader’s sudden outburst, and as a
      result, ended up staring in surprise.

      Likewise, we also ended up staring because we didn’t really get
      what was going on. My only guess was that he’d somehow mistaken
      Fran for some sort of influential noble.

      "I-I’m terribly sorry! My subordinate was acting without the
      band’s permission, I swear that we had no intention of making an
      enemy out of you. Please forgive us."

      It seemed the division leader really had mistaken us for someone
      else, as he ended up kneeling and begging for us to spare him.

      "What the hell are you lot doing!? Lower your heads and get on
      your knees right this instant! I’ll have anyone that disobeys fired
      on the spot!"

      The order was a bit of a ridiculous one, but it contained within
      it a sense of authority that forced the mercenaries to obey.

      "Again, I’m terribly sorry for my subordinates’ attitudes.
      Please, Black Lightning Princess, forgive their rudeness."

      It turned out that he hadn’t actually mistaken us for anyone
      else. He knew who Fran was and that messing with her would spell
      his end.

      "W-Wait, that’s the rumoured Black Lightning Princess?"

      "I heard she doesn’t show any mercy to anyone that shows her any
      hostility…"

      "Yeah, and she even erases all the people that disobey her…"

      The mercenaries began to gossip as they as they caught wind of
      Fran’s identity, but a single glare from their commander ended up
      silencing them.

      "Nn. Can go now?"

      "Of course!"

      "Then leaving."

      "Have a safe trip!"

      Surprisingly, the mercenary commander ended up giving us his
      blessings as he saw us off. They hadn’t caused us any harm, so I
      didn’t actually see any reason for us to retaliate. That said, I
      was really curious as to why they were that afraid of us. I
      really wanted to learn more about the rumours people were spreading
      about us.

      The rest of our trip went rather smoothly, we reached Barbra
      without experiencing any further interruptions.

      [Well, we’re here. I guess we should go visit all our
      acquaintances and check in on Old Man Gallus.]

      "Nn."
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      [Man, we’re finally back in Barbra? It sure has been a while
      since we were last here.]

      "Nn."

      Only a month had passed since we left the city, and it honestly
      hadn’t changed all that much while we were away. The only real
      difference was that most of the stuff that’d been busted up by the
      Evil Beings had been fixed. The city’s current state made the whole
      thing feel like it wasn’t such a big deal after all. That said, I
      still couldn’t help but feel that we’d been away from it for quite
      some time.

      [Let’s start off by visiting everyone we know.]

      "Nn."

      The first place we visited was the Chef’s Guild because it
      happened to be the closest. Unfortunately, the person we’d set out
      to visit, the old judge guy, was nowhere to be found.

      We tried to leave the moment we learned that he wasn’t there,
      but one of the receptionists stopped us before we did.

      "Um, excuse me, but could I have a bit of your time?"

      "Nn?"

      "The truth is that both you and your master have qualified for a
      rank up, so I was just wondering if you wouldn’t mind me giving you
      more up to date guild cards."

      I didn’t recall the fact that we were a part of the Chef’s Guild
      until the receptionist reminded us. I’d totally forgotten that we
      had to sign up in order to participate in the cooking contest.

      And that was exactly why I didn’t understand why we were getting
      our chef rank’s raised. The only thing we did was participate in
      the contest, but they would’ve ranked us up before we left if that
      was why this was happening.

      "Why?"

      "The curry recipe that the two of you are responsible for has
      become incredibly popular. Curry’s rate of growth is so explosive
      that it’ll likely soon spread throughout the entire country."

      I was rather pleased to hear the receptionist’s words. Fran
      would probably end up rejoicing if curry got so popular she could
      buy it regardless of where she was.

      "Your contribution to the development of both our country’s
      economy and culture have earned you both the right to silver guild
      cards."

      Fran pulled out both our cards and had them traded for a pair
      with silver borders that the guild had already prepared for us
      ahead of time.

      The cards issued by the Chef’s Guild were quite different from
      the ones the Adventurer’s Guild issued in the sense that they
      weren’t magically enchanted in any which way. Comparing the two was
      like comparing analog to digital.

      "That card serves to demonstrate that you have our backing in
      all the business-related endeavors you pursue within the city."

      "Nn. Got it."

      We didn’t really need their support, but hey, why not,
      right…?

      "Please keep in mind that your rank can go down over time if you
      don’t renew your card before it expires, or if you don’t accomplish
      anything significant for an extended period of time."

      I wasn’t really all that interested before, but got sucked in
      when the receptionist told us we had to actively do stuff to keep
      our rank. We’d already raised it, so just letting it dropped seemed
      kinda wasteful.

      （Master, what now?）

      [Hmmm… I guess we should probably give them some sort of
      recipe.]

      Their interest in curry seemed to indicate that they would
      probably appreciate us giving them any sort of exotic recipe.
      Hmmm…

      [Got any ideas, Fran?]

      Handing over one of Fran’s favourites seemed like it was
      probably the best choice. I came from another world, so I doubted
      my taste palate was the best to go by.

      （Nn… Katsudon?）

      [Yeah, I guess that does sound like a pretty decent idea.]

      Fried foods and recipes that made use of eggs were both few and
      far inbetween. Likewise, soy sauce was also really considered to be
      a bit of an unusual spice. The combination of the aforementioned
      three factors made katsudon an incredibly rare dish. I’d never seen
      anything that bore even the slightest resemblance to it here in
      Barbra.

      And so, we ended up handing the guild a copy of my katsudon
      recipe. We made sure to record how one made the katsu part of
      katsudon, as well as any of the recipe’s optional seasonings and
      finer details in order to make it easier for the recipe to
      spread.

      Fran filled in all necessary documents and handed them over to
      the receptionist.

      "Wow. This… is amazing. It looks like a genuine innovation and
      even describes how the recipe can be expanded upon. Should I file
      this recipe under both your name and your master’s?"

      "Nn. Please."

      "Okay, feel free to consider this recipe accepted. We’ll make it
      public soon. It looks really promising, so I expect it to spread
      the same way curry did."

      "Really?"

      "Of course. Your curry recipe has made you quite well known. I’m
      sure many chefs will ask for the recipe the moment they hear that
      you two are its progenitors, I don’t doubt that it’ll spread
      through Barbra like wildfire."

      The katsudon recipe’s prospects sounded pretty good. I hoped
      that one of Barbra’s chefs would end up being creative enough to
      combine our two dishes and create katsu-curry.

      With that done and out of the way, we left the Chef’s Guild. The
      receptionist saw us out with a big smile on her face the whole way
      through.

      [Hmm… what now? That took quite a bit more time than I was
      expecting.]

      "Orphanage?"

      [That’s not a bad idea. We might as well stop by and check it
      out.]

      We knew that Amanda had done something, but we never did end up
      personally visiting the place after her intervention.

      Fran, Urushi, and I all ended up stiffening up the moment we
      finally laid eyes on the orphanage. The change it’d undergone was
      just that incredible.

      The exterior used to be all messed up; one could tell the place
      was in tattters from a glance. It’d since been repaired, but that
      wasn’t all. The wall surrounding the orphanage had been repainted,
      and the garden now featured a massive flowerbed.

      "Look, it’s Urushi!"

      "The adventurer girl is here!"

      Fortunately, the children themselves hadn’t actually changed.
      They were wearing better clothes, and no longer looked even the
      slightest bit shabby, but that was pretty much it. Well, that’s
      Amanda for you, I guess.

      It seemed that the orphans all still remembered Fran and Urushi,
      as they immediately gathered around her with smiles on their
      faces.

      "Oh, hey Fran!"

      "Io."

      Io came out from the orphanage and greeted us upon noticing that
      the children were stirring up a fuss. I still remembered her both
      because she was kind to children and really good at cooking.

      "Thank you so much for all you’ve done for us. The orphanage is
      finally in much better hands, and the children are smiling much
      more than they were before."

      The skilled chef bowed her head to us even though we didn’t
      really think we’d done much of anything at all. Amanda was the one
      that saved the orphanage, not us.

      "Amanda told us that you were the only reason she knew that the
      orphanage was in trouble, and that you had asked her to help
      it."

      "Only did that. Nothing more."

      "Don’t be silly. There’s also the matter of the curry recipe you
      published. The children just love it. They can’t get enough of it
      even though I’ve started making it once a week."

      "The curry you make is really tasty, Ms. Io!"

      "It’s super yummy!"

      Io was already capable of making an incredibly delicious soup
      without access to anything more than vegetables of the lowest
      grade. I was really curious as to what she was now capable of
      making given that Amanda had provided her access to higher quality
      ingredients.

      Apparently tomorrow was this week’s curry day. We ended up
      asking Io to make a bit extra for Fran and Urushi because I wanted
      to see her take on the dish.

      "Bye. Will stop by tomorrow."

      "We’ll be waiting!"

      "See ya!"

      "Bye Urushi!"

      I took a moment to consider what to do next. Checking out the
      Luciel Conglomerate seemed to be one of the few remaining choices.
      All our other acquaintances were adventurers, which in turn meant
      they were likely still in Ulmutt.

      That, however, didn’t mean we were out of options.

      [Alright, whaddya say we go looking for the old man?]

      "Nn. Sounds good."
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      We started walking around so we could look for Old Man Gallus.

      I started thinking about who we needed to talk to in order to
      find him. The Adventurer’s Guild was always an option given that
      adventurers were always on the lookout for skilled blacksmiths.
      There was a pretty good chance someone would know something about
      where he was.

      Likewise, the Blacksmiths’ Guild also seemed like a fairly
      decent choice. He probably would’ve stopped by at least fairly
      recently if he was still at work in Barbra.

      [Let’s head for the Adventurer’s Guild first, I guess.]

      "Got it."

      To Fran, the Adventurer’s Guild was more or less her home base.
      She’d met with Gamud, the guildmaster, in person before, and had
      even become rather famous because of how far she got in Ulmutt’s
      tournament. There was simply no way the Adventurer’s Guild would
      end up turning a request for information away for no reason.
      Speaking of which, the Adventurer’s Guild’s information network
      likely outshined the Blacksmiths’ Guild’s. There really wasn’t any
      reason to choose the latter of our two options over the former.
      Given all that, we ended up turning our heels towards the
      Adventurer’s Guild.

      For some odd reason, both Fran and Urushi ended up fidgeting and
      restlessly casting their gazes all over as we moved along.

      Their restlessness seemed to indicate that they were sensing
      something.

      [Is something the matter?]

      "Curry’s scent."

      I totally forgot that Barbra was in the midst of a curry boom
      until after Fran and Urushi inadvertently reminded me of it. There
      were several street stalls in our vicinity. It only made sense for
      at least one of them to be serving the dish given its
      popularity.

      Fran somehow managed to narrow down the exact stall in question
      and casually approached it. She did it so naturally it almost
      seemed instinctual.

      A part of me couldn’t help but suspect that she would probably
      fall for any traps that involved luring one’s prey in with curry,
      even if we were in the midst of exploring a dungeon.

      "’W’lcome!"

      "This, what?"

      "Aye, that’d be mah curry n’dles. We mades it based off
      curry."

      I was pleasantly surprised that someone had already come up with
      the idea of using curry to create a noddle-based dish. It looked to
      me like their recipe involved putting the noodles and curry
      together in one big pot and then cooking it all at once. The result
      seemed pretty good appearance wise, but I figured the noodles would
      end up being overcooked and soggy. Still, I couldn’t really claim
      that I was disinterested. The same seemed to go for Fran, as she
      bought two portions of the stuff, one for herself, and one for
      Urushi.

      "Urushi, here."

      "Woof!"

      Both my companions immediately slurped down their entire bowls.
      They seemed perfectly content with the flavour.

      [How was it?]

      "Tasty."

      "Woof woof!"

      [Were the noodles not too soggy?]

      "Nn."

      It seemed that the chef had managed to come up with something to
      keep the noddles nice and firm. I asked Fran about it a bit later
      on, and we managed to conclude that the noodles were the kind that
      didn’t really get soggy unless you left them for way too long. They
      probably contained something along the lines of konjac or
      cellophane.

      The dish was interesting, and I was really impressed by the
      chef’s ingenuity. He’d raised the bar; I was starting to expect a
      lot more out of other people’s curry dishes.

      Fran continued to visit stall after stall as she made her way
      over to the guild.

      Barbra’s Adventurer’s Guild was lively; it contained an
      incredible number of adventurers.

      A fair portion of them seemed to move their gazes in Fran’s
      direction the moment she entered. They threw her glances, as if
      they weren’t all that willing to stare. Their eyes seemed filled
      with doubt and suspicion, but she didn’t mind them and instead just
      marched right over to the counter.

      "Got question."

      "Please feel free to ask away."

      The receptionist’s professionalism impressed me. She treated
      Fran courteously and politely despite not knowing her identity.

      "Looking for someone."

      "So you want to issue a search request? I can introduce you to
      an adventurer that specializes in that sort of field if you’d like.
      Would you mind negotiating with the person in question
      directly?"

      I liked the receptionist’s suggestion. The person in question
      could probably do a pretty damned good job if the guild considered
      them a contact reputable enough to recommend.

      "Works. Can meet person soon?"

      "Of course. He’s right there, after all."

      The receptionist directed her gaze towards a nearby adventurer,
      a middle-aged man with a scout-type class. His combat-based stats
      were rather low, but that was only because he specialized in the
      gathering of information. He had a bunch of detection-based skills,
      stealth-based skills, and negotiation-based skills.

      "Hey, I heard you’re looking for someone?"

      "Nn."

      "I’m what a lot of people like calling a small fry because I
      pretty much only do jobs that don’t need me to leave the city. That
      said, I can make up for it because I know pretty much everything
      that goes on here in Barbra, so I should be able to point you in
      the right direction. Anyway, I probably rambled off a bit too long,
      why don’t we get down to business?"

      Our newfound acquaintance introduced himself as Regus. He seemed
      to run his operations within the guild, as he had us sit down with
      him in one of its corners as he spoke. His attitude was an
      easygoing one, and he didn’t really seem to be looking down on Fran
      either, which was nice.

      "So, who exactly were you looking for again?"

      "Gallus. Blacksmith."

      "Oh? You’re looking for the ever so famous blacksmith, are
      you?"

      "Know him? Want to know current whereabouts."

      Things were looking up. It seemed that we’d be able to find Old
      Man Gallus so long as we paid up.

      "Will pay intel fee."

      "Don’t bother. I won’t be charging you."

      "Nn? Why?"

      "Well, you see, the thing is I don’t really know all that much
      about where he is right now. I do have a bit of info for you, but
      it’s nothing substantial enough to warrant me charging you for it.
      Besides, networking with the Black Lightning Princess is worth way
      more to me than a bit of chump change."

      Regus’ words demonstrated that he’d acted the way he did
      precisely because he knew who Fran was. I didn’t really care either
      way, as we ended up getting the information we needed.

      "The last I heard of him was about 10 days ago. He was still in
      Barbra, and I think he did some maintenance on the Guildmaster’s
      weapon."

      There wasn’t any more information on him. Regus himself was of
      the opinion that Gallus had likely left the city.

      "But didn’t see in Ulmutt."

      "Have you not been in touch at all?"

      "Nn."

      "Hmmm… I can think up several possibilities if that’s the
      case."

      The first possibility Regus brought up was that Gallus had
      gotten into some sort of trouble on his way over to Ulmutt. The old
      man could’ve been attacked by either magic beasts or thieves.

      "But I doubt that to be it. The tourney’s made it so the roads
      are more populated than usual. There’s been more patrols checking
      the route too, so there probably would’ve been a few witness
      reports if that was what’d happened."

      Gallus was decently proficient with both Hammer Arts and Fire
      Magic, so I doubted he’d be delayed by any sort of minor
      conflict.

      The second possibility was that he’d been involved in an
      incident that took place within Barbra, one that happened before he
      managed to leave. He was an incredibly skilled blacksmith; there
      was a chance he’d been kidnapped by a slave merchant or criminal
      organisation that wanted to make use of his skills.

      Though both the first and second possibilities insinuated he was
      in some sort of trouble, that in and of itself was an assumption
      that may or may not have been correct. Gallus could’ve just
      accepted a job that required him to remain off the radar. The old
      man had the tendency to only do things he wanted to, but that
      didn’t mean he was actually safe from royals or other highly
      influential nobles. He could’ve been dragged off by one because
      they wanted him to do some top-secret task.

      Furthermore, there was always the off chance that he’d simply
      forgotten to keep in touch because he got a bit too engrossed in
      his work. He had a true craftsmen’s temperament, so that was always
      a possibility we had to consider.

      There was simply no way for us to figure out exactly what had
      happened.

      "Would you mind giving me a day to do some investigating?"

      "Thanks. Any task for me?"

      "I don’t really think anything too showy would work to our
      benefit… Hmm… wait, you know Barbra’s guildmaster, right?"

      "Nn."

      "Alright. It’d probably be best for you to see if you can get
      any information out of both the guildmaster and the Blacksmiths’
      guild. Don’t worry about investigating and figuring out if they’re
      trying to hide anything. Just talk to them as you normally
      would."

      "Got it."

      Alright, I guess that means we’re visiting Gamud.

      

    



    

    
      232. The Rumours

      
      


      Regus had told us quite a bit for free. That said, we were asking
      him to do a good bit of work, so we were naturally planning to
      reward him for any of the services he was going to provide going
      forward.

      The price was set at 30k Golde regardless of what he managed to
      find. It was apparently a bit higher than the market price, but he
      promised to do his best to give us a decent bang for our buck. With
      that decided, we went our separate ways.

      [Let’s go talk to Gamud.]

      "Nn."

      The receptionist immediately sprang into action when we showed
      her our guild card and asked to see the guildmaster.

      Her actions apparently weren’t driven by our rank, but rather,
      because she’d recognized Fran as the Black Lightning Princess. It
      seemed information about her had already been disseminated to the
      guild’s associates.

      She ended up getting a secretary-like person to guide us up to
      the guild’s second floor and into the guildmaster’s room.

      "Hey, long time no see. I heard you got quite a bit done in
      Ulmutt."

      "Nn."

      There, we found Gamud, the Barbra branch’s guildmaster, and a
      former A ranked adventurer known as the Dragonfeller.

      He’d fought alongside Forrund, Amanda, Colbert, and everyone
      else during the Evil Being incident. The sight of him using a
      warhammer the size of his body to send Rynford flying had left a
      pretty deep impression on me, possibly in part because he’d totally
      saved our asses back then.

      "I probably would’ve spectated myself if I wasn’t stuck here
      cleaning up after the incident."

      "Can’t be helped."

      "Riiiiight? Man, I would’ve loved to see you take Fermus on.
      Those threads of his are one huge pain in the ass to deal
      with."

      Fermus and Gamud were both A ranked adventurers that’d made
      Barbra their home base, so they were probably more than just
      acquainted with one another. There was a pretty decent chance
      they’d worked together on at least one occasion some time in the
      past. Their nicknames were rather similar, so I suspected that
      they’d probably been a part of the same party.

      Asking him prompted him to explain that my suspicions were on
      point. They’d both been a part of an incredibly famous A ranked
      party known as The Dragonslayers. Their names were so well known
      that they’d practically become the stuff of legends. Normally, I
      would’ve just wrote off the last bit he mentioned as a casual brag,
      but he was an A ranker, so I was actually kinda tempted to just
      take what he said at face value.

      "So whaddya need? I’m pretty sure you didn’t stop by just ’cause
      you wanted to see me."

      Fortunately for us, Gamud wasn’t too interested in pleasantries,
      he cut straight to the point and asked us about our business. We
      responded in kind and told him we were looking for Gallus.

      "I see. So you’re looking for Gallus…"

      "Current location?"

      "Sorry, but I dunno. All I know is that he ran a maint on one of
      my weapons ’bout 10 days ago, so he was still in Barbra at least
      till then."

      "I think he said something or another ’bout going to Ulmutt, but
      he never mentioned when he was leaving."

      "Okay."

      Gallus had apparently informed Gamud of his destination, but
      that was all the guildmaster knew. I immediately jumped to the
      conclusion that we weren’t going to get any more info out of him,
      so I told Fran that it was probably time to leave.

      "Oh yeah, didja happen to really not like mercs or
      somethin?"

      But the guildmaster stopped us by asking Fran a question right
      as she started to get out of her chair.

      "Nn?"

      "Well… it’s just that I’ve been hearing some odd rumours."

      "What kind?"

      "Oh, y’know, just that the Black Lightning Princess hates
      mercenaries, that she kills all the mercs that antagonize her, that
      she’ll crush any mercs she happens to hate, and that she’ll start
      casting spells at any mercs she happens to see without
      warning."

      Huh? Why the hell would anyone think that?

      "At least that’s what I’ve been hearing from all the mercs that
      make this town their base. They’re scared shitless of you."

      Did he just straight up ask all the mercs he knew whether or not
      they thought we hated them or something?

      "No relation to mercenaries."

      "Oh, that so?"

      "Just, will crush all enemies."

      "A-Ah… I getcha."

      "Nn."

      Thinking back, I realized that we’d gotten ourselves involved
      with and viciously attacked a pretty large number of mercenaries.
      In fact, the first group to fuck with us, the adventurers we met in
      Alessa, had been a group of ex-mercs.

      There was also that run in we had with Blue Pride back in
      Ulmutt. It was technically the Beast Lord that took them out, but
      that probably wasn’t how it seemed to the average onlooker. Most
      people probably would’ve suspected that Fran had done
      something.

      That explained why the Dimuyr guys we met on our way to Barbra
      were so terrified of us.

      To them, Fran was overwhelmingly powerful. She was more than
      capable of wiping them out in an instant. That alone would’ve been
      perfectly fine, but combining it with the supposed fact that she
      hated mercenaries made it so it was only natural for them to be
      terrified of her.

      "You mind if I relay that bit of info to the mercs?"

      "Do it."

      "Oh yeah, I’ve also got a request I’d like you to complete.
      "

      "Request?"

      "You’re the perfect person for it seeing as how you can go head
      to head ‘gainst an A ranker."

      It sounded like he wanted to us to do something along the lines
      of taking out a powerful magic beast. I didn’t see any problem with
      taking on a request, but I really didn’t want to do anything that’d
      take up too much of our time.

      Luckily for us, that wasn’t really what he’d had in mind in the
      first place.

      "Y’see, there’s these guys I just so happen to have my eyes on.
      I’d like you to spar with them and show them that there’s always
      someone stronger out there."

      "Can’t do yourself?"

      "Forrund and I have been looking after them since they were just
      kids, so they think it’s only natural for them to lose if they’ve
      gotta fight me or ‘im. We’ve beat them up so many times that it
      doesn’t make ’em feel frustrated anymore."

      Gamud’s argument made sense to me. People kinda expected to lose
      against their masters and whatnot.

      "You mind handling it tomorrow morning? It shouldn’t take too
      long."

      "Don’t mind."

      "Hell yeah. I’ll wrangle the brats in so you can do your thing.
      They’re older than you, but i’m sure you can give ’em a good smack
      and make ’em learn some modesty. Gahahaha!"

      "Nn."

      Fran worked out the details of when and where with Gamud before
      finally making her way back out the Adventurers’ Guild’s front
      door.

      

    



    

    
      233.The Dragon’s Table


      [I guess our next destination is probably going to be the
      Blacksmiths’ Guild.]

      "Nn."

      We made sure to ask for its location before actually leaving the
      Adventurer’s Guild, so we knew exactly where we were going. Our
      destination was fairly close to the port. It seemed to be built
      there in order to facilitate easy access to the ore and coal that’d
      often get shipped in via the sea.

      Though the Blacksmith’s Guild was supposed to be our next
      destination, we still did plan to make a stop on our way.

      [Okay, let’s go find ourselves a place to buy some booze.]

      "Nn. Liquor store?"

      [Yeah, either that or a bar that lets you straight up buy
      whatever.]

      Gamud told us that it’d probably be best for us to bring a gift
      or two after we told him of our next destination. Many of the
      Blacksmiths’ Guild’s members, its guildmaster included, were
      dwarves, which meant they would appreciate a good drink or two.

      Hearing that tempted me to look for some really high quality
      booze, the kind that would knock their socks right off.

      [Here’s to hoping we come accross a decent bar on our way
      over.]

      "Fermus’ store?"

      [Right. I do remember The Dragon’s Table being somewhere in that
      direction now that you mention it.]

      There seemed like there was a decent chance we’d be able to get
      some booze from The Dragon’s Table. The place was a restaurant, so
      it was sure to have some. Moreover, the owner had personally given
      Fran a coupon. I figured that alone would almost guarantee the
      staff there at least hearing us out.

      And so, we decided to stop by Fermus’ store.

      "Urushi, shadow."

      "Wooooof?"

      [Sorry, but no. The place isn’t really big enough for you, and
      I’m not even sure they allow pets to begin with.]

      "Whimper…"

      I really didn’t think we would be able to bring Urushi in with
      us. To that end, I figured that it’d probably be best for us to
      feed him stuff he likes a bit later on in order to cheer him
      up.

      "Welcome. Would you happen to be looking for a table for
      one?"

      "Nn."

      "This way please."

      "Thanks."

      "Unfortunately, the owner is currently out, so we won’t be able
      to provide our usual selections."

      The menu the waitress handed us only had five different items
      listed on it. It was a sharp cut down from the 30 or so I remember
      seeing last time we visited.

      Fermus’ apprentice was temporarily filling the former A ranker’s
      shoes because he was currently out of town. It seemed that the
      Dragon Hunter had only permitted him to create the five dishes
      currently listed because he didn’t believe the rest of his
      apprentice’s stuff was of a high enough quality to serve to his
      customers.

      The restaurant’s renowned Dragon Bone Soup was still being sold,
      but apparently it was something that’d been prepared by Fermus
      ahead of time.

      "Then want everything."

      "Huh? Did you just say everything?"

      "Nn. Everything."

      "Are you really sure you’d like everything? Our servings are
      quite large."

      "Not problem. Already ate before."

      "O-Okay. In that case, I’ll have everything coming right
      up."

      "Thanks."

      Fran handed the coupon we’d gotten from Fermus to the waitress.
      For some odd reason, she seemed extremely shocked; her eyes had
      snapped wide open.

      "D-Did you maybe…"

      "Got from Fermus."

      "So it really is a VIP coupon, a token indicating that we’ll
      have to treat you with utmost care!? I knew it!"

      The waitress’ declaration caused her feelings of surprise to
      make their way over in my direction. I hadn’t thought of the thing
      Fermus had given us as anything more than just another coupon for
      discounts or something.

      "O-O-Oh geez! What do I do!? The owner’s out. The only person
      here capable of making food is an idiot whose skills don’t even
      come close to matching the owner’s! Oh no, oh no, oh no! I can’t
      let the customer down, else risk the owner scolding me later
      on!"

      She went full blown panic mode, and even started to insult
      Fermus’ apprentice. I kind of pitied her and as a result, didn’t
      really want to take advantage of her given the current situation,
      but I couldn’t help myself. She’d basically handed us an
      opportunity on a silver platter.

      "Special treatment, no need."

      "There’s no way I could just treat you as I would any other
      customer, especially when the food we have now isn’t as good as it
      could be!"

      "Then want alcohol. Best in store."

      "Alcohol? Consider it done! Please just give me one moment to
      get it!"

      Though she ran off and grabbed us the booze we wanted, she
      seemed to have totally forgotten about the fact that we’d also
      ordered food. Normally, that would be something that’d totally piss
      a customer off, which in our case meant tattling to Fermus. That
      said, I decided to reserve our judgement until after she returned.
      There wasn’t really any reason for us to get mad so long as she
      brought out something of a decently high quality.

      It took about five minutes for the waitress to finally make her
      way back over to us. She didn’t seem to be letting the fact that
      she was clearly out of breath bother her, as she immediately
      presented an expensive looking wooden box the moment she
      returned.

      "This wine is the finest we have. It comes from a region known
      throughout Kranzel as one of its finest producers of alcoholic
      beverages. This bottle in particular has been magically preserved
      for about 120 years, so it’s some of the best stuff you could
      possibly get!"

      The receptionist ended up bringing us something way beyond my
      expectations.

      "To be honest, it isn’t something that we would normally be
      willing to serve our customers…"

      "Source?"

      "I borrowed one of the bottles that the owner keeps in his
      personal collection of rare wines."

      It sounded like taking the wine would probably anger Fermus. I
      was totally fine with him getting angry at the waitress, but I
      really didn’t want him directing his rage in our direction. Given
      that, we convinced the waitress to return Fermus’ prized
      collectable to its usual spot and have her give us the best stuff
      they actually had for sale.

      We ended up getting five bottles of a type of booze that cost us
      1k Golde a pop. The price seemed just about right for something we
      were going to use as a gift for someone we’d never met before.

      "Are you sure you’re fine with just that? The owner’s got a much
      better selection down in his wine cellar."

      "Good enough. More important, hungry."

      "Ohhhh nooo! I-I-I’m so sorry I forgot! I’ll have your food
      prepared immediately!"

      It seemed the waitress finally realized that she’d forgotten to
      take Fran’s order this whole time. She ended up bending her waist
      forwards and bowing with all the force of a thousand prostrations
      before running off to the kitchen in order to report the order.

      [Is it just me, or do you think we stressed her out a bit too
      much?]

      "Nn."

      The waitress had seemed so be panicking so hard that she even
      worried Fran. Admittedly, I couldn’t really think of it as a bad
      thing because we’d managed to get a good couple bottles of booze
      out of the ordeal, and for a decently cheap price at that.

      Fran burned straight through everything she was given, and even
      ended up ordering a bit of tea so she could relax after having
      eaten. The chef took that as a sign and paid us a visit as Fran
      leisurely enjoyed her post-meal break.

      "H-How was the meal?"

      "Not good as Fermus."

      "I-I see… Could you point out the parts that bothered you?"

      He took out a notepad and immediately started to write stuff in
      it. The waitress had labeled him as an idiot, but to me, he felt
      more like someone that was obsessed with cooking than anything
      else. [1]

      I considered telling Fran to be a bit less direct, but ended up
      deciding otherwise because telling it to him straight was more
      likely to benefit him.

      Fran ended up being the one giving out pointers because I myself
      hadn’t eaten. That said, it wasn’t like Fran’s advice was lacking
      in any which way. She would happily eat basically anything because
      that was what the time she’d spent as a slave had trained her to
      do, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t capable of judging how good
      something tasted.

      The only real difference was that her scale was a bit skewed. If
      a normal person were to rate something on a scale from one to five,
      the labels they’d use would probably be: bad, kinda bad, not bad,
      good, and very good. Fran’s labels, on the other hand, would
      probably read something more along the lines of: inedible, not bad,
      good, very good, great.

      Fran’s cooking skill was flat out maxed out, and as a result,
      her tastebuds were incredibly sensitive. She used this sensitivity
      of hers to describe the chef’s deficiencies in detail.

      She spent a long time giving her critique; the sun had started
      to set by the time we finally left.

      Good luck apprentice dude. Live strong, don’t give up!

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] Joke is lost in translation. In the raw, Master specifies
      that he views Fermus’ apprentice as a “cooking idiot” as opposed to
      a normal idiot. Calling someone an X idiot normally implies that
      they’re rather well versed in X, and that they’re completely and
      utterly obsessed with it.

      

    



    

    
      234.The Blacksmiths’ Guild

      
      


      We arrived at the Blacksmiths’ Guild about 20 minutes after
      leaving The Dragon’s Table

      Gamud had only told us its general location, but honestly, that
      was all we needed to locate it because it stood out from all the
      other buildings in its vicinity. It looked kinda of like a massive
      workshop. Smoke actively billowed out its chimney. The plot of land
      the building sat on was huge and all the people entering and
      leaving it were stern-looking men.

      Though there was basically no way it wasn’t the Blacksmiths’
      Guild, a part of me hoped I was wrong. I really wanted to know what
      else it could’ve possibly been.

      I tried imagining all the different possibilities, but my train
      of thought was cut short as we approached. I happened to see a
      crest with a pair of crossed hammers on it mounted on the
      building’s door plate, which clearly denoted that the place was
      indeed the Blacksmiths’ Guild we’d been looking for.

      A wave of pressure hit me the moment we entered the building.
      The foyer’s ceiling was incredibly low. It was almost like the
      place had been constructed specifically to intimidate those that
      entered it. I felt like I’d entered a workplace meant solely for
      hardboiled men.

      "Hmm? You have some business here?"

      The Blacksmiths’ Guild’s receptionist was nothing like the type
      we’d typically had back at the Adventurers’ Guild. The buff dwarf
      that worked at the desk didn’t bother smiling. He instead spoke in
      a low voice and threw Fran a sharp glare, almost as if to threaten
      her.

      "Looking for person."

      "Then you’ve come to the wrong place. Go talk to the
      Adventurers’ Guild instead."

      His cold response almost made him seem like a bartender that’d
      just rejected someone asking for milk.

      "Looking for blacksmith. Gallus."

      "I don’t know who you’re talking about. You satisfied yet,
      girlie?"

      "No. Need more informed person. Here, gift."

      "Oh?"

      The receptionist’s tone changed the moment he laid hands on the
      booze we’d brought. Welp, that’s a dwarf for you.

      "That’s a mighty fi-tsk."

      He began reaching towards the bottle of wine Fran had placed
      atop the counter, but she took it away right before he reached it.
      The act caused the dwarf to glare at her in a begrudging manner,
      but she didn’t mind him, and instead just chucked it back into her
      Dimensional Storage.

      "Get person. Close to Gallus or know location."

      "…Wait here a bit."

      The dwarven receptionist left his desk and headed deeper inside
      the building. It took him about 10 minutes to finally return to his
      desk.

      "Follow me."

      "Nn."

      It seemed that he’d found just the guy, as he finally began
      leading us through the guild. We ended up going underground and
      passing through a series of large doors only to end up finding
      ourselves inside a rather small room. Despite its size, it managed
      to come off as a luxurious office that clearly belonged to someone
      important given how gaudy the furniture was. However, it was dark.
      No direct light managed to reach any of the room’s four corners.
      The room’s owner was only capable of operating within it because he
      was a dwarf.

      "I’ve brought her over, boss."

      "Good work."

      Apparently, we’d been brought straight to the guild’s top dog
      even though we hadn’t told the receptionist who we were. I couldn’t
      pinpoint the exact reason he ended up doing so, but I felt that it
      was likely either because we’d mentioned Gallus, shown him the
      booze we’d brought with us, or a combination of both.

      Regardless, we ended up giving him a bottle of wine as he
      left.

      "You sure?"

      "Still have more."

      "Great. I’ll be happy to take it off your hands then."

      Surprisingly, the receptionist ended up flashing us a big smile.
      I knew that he was a dwarf and all, but god damn!

      "Is that wine I see?"

      "Nn. Gift."

      "I guess that means I’ll have to take this seriously, not that I
      wouldn’t have to begin with. I’d rather not risk incurring the
      Black Lightning Princess’ wrath, after all."

      It turned out that the Blacksmiths’ Guild’s boss had already
      heard of Fran. He’d never actually met Fran and only knew that the
      Black Lightning Princess was a female Black Catkin, but he still
      managed to pinpoint the fact that she was the person that everyone
      was talking about. I wasn’t really surprised. It wasn’t really that
      difficult to deduce Fran’s identity.

      There were two main reasons figuring out who Fran was had become
      such a simple task. The first and foremost was because she had
      become a hot topic as of late. Barbra’s people were already aware
      that she was in town, so they’d started to actively talk about her.
      The second was that Fran was strong. There weren’t many strong
      Black Catkin, and a single good look at her was more than enough
      for any skilled individual to figure out that she was a cut above
      the rest. Putting two and two together immediately allowed one to
      conclude that Fran was indeed the rumoured Black Lightning
      Princess.

      We promptly asked the Blacksmiths’ Guild’s boss for Gallus’
      location, to which he responded by making a bit of a murky
      expression. His reaction didn’t seem quite positive, but it at
      least served to evidence that he knew who Gallus was.

      "Does your name happen to be Fran?"

      "Didn’t know?"

      "Nope. The only thing we knew you by was your alias."

      "Nn. Named Fran."

      "Then, am I right in assuming you used to be called the Magic
      Sword Girl?"

      "Nn."

      I was a bit confused as to why he bothered confirming Fran’s old
      name and nickname.

      "I see… To be honest, not even I know exactly where Gallus has
      gone."

      （Master?）

      [He’s telling the truth.]

      Not even the Blacksmiths’ Guild’s boss knew where we could find
      Gallus.

      "I do at least have a bit of information. I don’t mind telling
      you, but only if you swear not to tell a soul. It’s highly
      confidential."

      "Nn. Won’t tell."

      "Good. Last I heard, Gallus had taken on a top secret request
      from a noble."

      "Top secret request?"

      "Not even I know exactly what it entails. All I know was that it
      was something an influential noble personally asked him to do, and
      that he was against it. That’s it."

      It looked like not even Gallus was capable of turning down
      important nobles. If he did, the noble in question would probably
      end up causing trouble both for him and the Blacksmiths’ Guild as a
      whole.

      "Basically means abducted?"

      "He definitely was being forced to do something against his
      will, but it isn’t really as bad as you’re making it out to be.
      They at least put in an official request."

      "Oh."

      The Blacksmiths’ Guild’s boss wasn’t lying, which meant the
      reason we hadn’t been able to find Gallus was because he got forced
      into doing something he couldn’t tell anyone about.

      "Truth is, he actually left you a letter, told me to give it to
      Fran, the Magic Sword Girl. I’d actually made a few arrangements so
      you’d be brought straight to me if you ever showed up, but…"

      Fran’s new nickname, the Black Lightning Princess, had become
      much more widespread than her last. Gallus himself never suspected
      that she’d suddenly gain a new alias, and naturally, didn’t know
      what that new alias could’ve been, so his letter was still
      addressed to the Magic Sword Girl. The old name had just flat out
      poofed; it’d gone so quickly that I almost missed it; hearing it
      again filled me with a sense of nostalgia.

      "Here it is. I haven’t looked at it myself, so I’ve no idea what
      he’s written."

      "Nn."

      It seemed that he was once again telling the truth.

      "Oh yeah, do me a favour and don’t read it here. I’d be put in a
      bad spot if it makes mention of the request he’s gotten from the
      state. I’d rather not get any more involved in than I already
      am."

      Apparently, even just carrying the letter was already something
      the Blacksmiths’ Guild’s boss considered rather risky.

      "Okay."

      And so, we took the letter, handed over the booze we brought,
      and went on our way.

      We had no way of knowing the letter’s contents, so we ended up
      deciding that it’d be best for us to find a place without anyone
      around before actually opening it up.

      [We’re going to have spend the night in town, so we might as
      well just rent a room somewhere and read it there.]

      "Nn. Got it."

      Fran and I ended up deciding on a place right by the
      Adventurer’s Guild seeing as how we were going to have to head over
      to it the next day anyways.

      "Nn. Nice room."

      [Goes to show you get what you pay for.]

      The room was priced at 15k a night, mostly because we’d picked
      the best room with a bath we could find.

      Though Fran herself had said that she’d be fine with a cheap
      room, I insisted otherwise, admittedly mostly for vanity’s sake.
      Fran had gotten a really awesome nickname. I really wanted to let
      her act in a manner that befitted it.

      


      

    



    

    
      235.Gallus’ Whereabouts

      
      


      We got ready to open Gallus’ letter after we settled down.

      [Alrighty, let’s give it a look.]

      "Nn."

      [Wait, don’t be so rough with it. Try opening it with a bit more
      care.]

      Fran ripped the letter open and undid the seal to reveal the
      piece of paper within.

      It clearly had Gallus’ signature on it, but the writing seemed
      kinda messy. It was almost like he’d rushed to finish writing the
      letter.

      The letter started off by describing his predicament. It said
      that an important noble had ordered him to complete a request with
      utmost secrecy, hence why he wasn’t able to contact us through any
      other means. It then continued on as follows.

      I can’t tell you exactly where I’ve gone. All I can really
      say is that I’ll probably be somewhere in the capital by the time
      you read this letter. I won’t be able to see you for the time
      being, but I’d like for us to meet up once the royal auction
      starts. They sell all sorts of equipment there. I’m sure they’ll
      have something that catches your eye, so I encourage you to come.
      Oh, and I’m planning to make you a new sheath, one I hope will be
      to your liking. I’ll be waiting for you in the capital.

      Gallus.

      So he’s in the capital? That sure does sound pretty convenient
      seeing as how we were planning to head over eventually anyways.

      [Welp, so much for finding him Barbra.]

      "Nn. More reasons to go to capital now."

      [Yeah. True that.]

      ***

      We headed to the Adventurers’ Guild the next day. Our goal was
      of course to trade notes with Regus. We’d already gained a rough
      understanding of where Gallus currently was, but we were still
      hoping he could provide a bit more info.

      "Kept waiting?"

      "Nah, I also only just got here. I’ve got a good few bits of
      info for you."

      Alrighty. Here’s to hoping it isn’t redundant.

      "I got us a room upstairs. We should probably head over before I
      tell you any more."

      "Got it."

      Regus’ proposal was promising, as it more or less implied that
      the info he had for us couldn’t be said within the public’s
      earshot. To that end, we moved upstairs and sat ourselves accross
      from him.

      "Silence."

      "You really live up to your reputation, Black Lightning
      Princess. Your wind magic seems to be top notch."

      Fran used silence to prevent any sound from leaking into our
      surroundings so we could speak without having to worry about being
      overheard.

      "I’m going to be honest, I couldn’t pinpoint Gallus’
      location."

      "Nn. Can’t be helped."

      He then went on to describe what we already knew. That is, he
      told us Gallus had accepted a request from someone associated with
      the government, and that he’d left Barbra in secret.

      "Based on your reaction, I’d say you probably knew all that
      already. I guess that means I’ll have to move on to something you
      probably don’t know."

      "Nn."

      "The person that contacted Gallus was apparently working under
      Marquis Ashtonah. I can’t say for sure whether the Ashtonah’s
      issued the request at the country’s request or if they just decided
      to issue it themselves, but I’m more inclined to say its the
      former."

      "Ashtonah? Heard of somewhere."

      [That’s the household Celldio was from.]

      （Godblade wanting noble?）

      [That’s the one.]

      The Ashtonah household’s employee had attempted to act in
      absolute secrecy, but he wasn’t able to slip through Regus’
      information network unnoticed. His identity was evidenced both by
      the small accessory he wore with the family’s crest embedded in it
      and his use of one of the Ashtonah household’s villas.

      Of course, the person that’d gotten in touch with Gallus wasn’t
      the only individual Regus had taken note of. Many of the marquis’
      retainers had entered the city immediately after the Rynford
      incident. They tried sneaking around, but ended up standing out as
      a result.

      "Oh yeah, take this next bit with a grain of salt. The source I
      got it from isn’t too reliable, but apparently, a carriage departed
      from the Ashtonah villa the very same day Gallus was rumoured to
      have left the city."

      "Rode carriage?"

      "Most likely, yeah."

      I couldn’t help but have a fairly bad impression of the
      Ashtonahs. First, they ordered their son to search for Godblades,
      and now, they’ve even taken Gallus.

      "Gallus unharmed?"

      "He should be fine from what I hear. They’re after his skills,
      so they’re more inclined to treat him well than the opposite."

      Regus had a pretty solid point. They couldn’t really hurt him or
      put him in too bad a mood unless they didn’t mind lowering the
      efficiency of his work. Likewise, they couldn’t brainwash him
      because there was a chance he’d forget a lot of the things that
      made him as skilled as he was.

      They couldn’t really threaten him either, because that wouldn’t
      necessarily lead to him listening to them. The Ashtonahs needed to
      provide optimal conditions if they wanted him to do what they
      considered a perfect job.

      "More importantly, Gallus is considered the Kingdom of Kranzel’s
      Honourary Blacksmith. That’s a title only the king can give, which
      means he’s been recognized by the royal family. Anyone that forces
      him into anything will probably be tried for treason."

      "Silencing him, possible?"

      "I doubt it. Gallus is important, so important in fact that the
      state would probably launch an all out investigation if he goes
      missing for too long. You can never know whether or not you can
      hide something you’ve done for good, even if you think you’ve
      perfectly covered up all your tracks. It’s just not a risk worth
      the Marquis’ time, especially seeing as how he’d lose everything
      the moment anyone figures out what he did."

      I saw Regus’ point, but in my eyes, nobles had the tendency to
      be stupid enough to take risks like that.

      "You don’t need to worry. Gallus is said to be the closest thing
      you’ll ever find to a god-tier blacksmith. His services are worth a
      ridiculous amount. They won’t do anything that’ll cause them to
      risk losing him."

      Again, Regus had a point. It seemed that we’d gotten the wrong
      idea, and that there’d been no reason for us to think that he’d
      been forcibly dragged off. Thinking about it, while Gallus’ letter
      had made it seem like he’d been forced into something he hadn’t
      wanted, it didn’t make it seem like he’d been subjected to any sort
      of violence.

      Him telling us to meet him at the auction could’ve just been
      interpreted as him just not knowing where he’d actually be until
      then. He basically was telling us that we’d be able to get in touch
      with him there. That was all it was.

      "That’s all I know about Gallus, but I do have a bit more
      information for you. Specifically, it’s about Marquis Ashtonah and
      his household."

      "Explain?"

      "Apparently one of his subordinates caused some sort of
      incident. As a result, his secondary residence, which lies here in
      Barbra, will soon be subject to a government inspection."

      It seemed that the whole Celldio incident really had caused the
      country to start suspecting the Marquis. Did that mean that the
      request they issued Gallus was in some way connected to the
      incident?

      There was no way for us to discern whether or not that was
      actually the case because we lacked too much information to do
      so.

      "He also dispatched a group of knights to the Marou Plains, but
      they weren’t able to reach it. Only a few made it back, most were
      wiped out in the Forest of Exhaustion."

      "Marou plains? Forest of Exhaustion? Why?"

      "Sorry, but I wasn’t able to dig *that* deep. I do, however,
      know that he hired a group of adventurers to try investigating the
      exact same area after his knights failed him."

      It seemed that the Marquis was really fixated on the idea of
      having the Marou Plains scoped out. The plains housed B ranked
      magic beasts, so I had a hard time believing that he actually found
      anyone capable of doing the job.

      "The adventurers that accepted his request were rather low
      ranked, so they weren’t able to bring about the results he
      wanted."

      Apparently the Marquis didn’t want the whole thing to blow up,
      so they didn’t make it out to be a big deal or ask for a designated
      request.

      "And I think that’s everything I managed to find. Sorry, I
      couldn’t get you any big reveals."

      "Valuable intel."

      He’d not only verified that Gallus was safe, but also told us
      quite a bit about the Ashtonah family’s affairs. We definitely got
      a good bit of value out of his services.

      We paid Regus the 30k Golde we owed him and bid our
      farewells.

      [Well, so much for locating Old Man Gallus.]

      "Nn…"

      [Though, he said he’d get in touch if we went to the auction, so
      I guess we might as well just wait till it happens.]

      "Got it."

      Alright. Time to go fulfill Gamud’s request, I guess.

      


      

    



    

    
      236.The Spar Request


      [It looks like it’s time to do the thing Gamud asked us to do.
      Why don’t we head on over?]

      "Nn."

      [So we’re going to be fighting some young adventurers…?]

      "Ready to do best."

      [I uh… am pretty sure that isn’t what he wanted you to do.]

      "Nn?"

      If anything, we should be more focused on holding back just
      enough. There was a good chance Fran would destroy the adventurers’
      hopes and dreams if she beat them too badly. I knew that Gamud
      thought well of the group and all, but I highly doubted they were
      Fran’s match, especially since the nature of his request seemed
      like it was to beat them down. Still, I doubted they would be
      that weak. There wouldn’t be any reason for Gamud to ask
      Fran in particular to spar with them if they wouldn’t at least be
      able to put up a fight.

      Then again, that might not be the case. Gamud had never proven
      himself not to be the type of educator that’d throw a chick off a
      cliff and tell it to fly, just to help it develop a sense of
      height. Either way, there wasn’t much of a point in sitting around
      and brooding. We’d be able to figure it out when we saw them.

      With that in mind, we left the room Regus had grabbed and headed
      back downstairs. I figured there probably wouldn’t be any issue
      with us just skipping straight over to the guildmaster’s room, but
      I felt like that violated the Adventurers’ Guild’s pipeline. To
      that end, I had Fran report in by speaking with one of the guild’s
      many receptionists.

      "Gamud here?"

      Though, she kinda ended up skipping the whole reporting part
      given that she just straight up asked for Gamud.

      "Good morning Fran. We’ve been awaiting your arrival. Please
      follow me."

      The lady that’d responded to Fran’s query led us not to Gamud’s
      office, but instead to a different room in the back. The room in
      question seemed like an armoury, as it was crammed full with all
      sorts of equipment.

      Awaiting us in said room was the guildmaster, all suited up and
      ready to go.

      "I’m glad you made it!"

      "Nn. Why armoured? Joining in spar?"

      Fran’s voice was clearly filled with anticipation. Unfortunately
      for her though, he ended up denying her query by shaking his head
      in rejection.

      "Nah. I’m just going to act as the ref. The armour I’m wearing
      is supposed to be a contingency, y’know, just in case I happen to
      get hit. I won’t be taking part at all myself."

      "Oh."

      At first, Fran reacted with disappointment, but she soon
      recalled that she’d be going up against a group of adventurers so
      she managed give a motivated nod.

      "Mmph."

      [Don’t smash them too hard, okay?]

      "Nn. Will do best."

      Uhh… that’s not what I meant…

      Fran squeezed down on both her hands in order to express just
      how motivated she was. It became clear to me that I could no longer
      do anything for the adventurers she was about to fight but pray for
      them to have more fortune in their next lives.

      "Are you ready?"

      "Anytime."

      "Then let’s go. I’m pretty sure the brats are currently using
      our facilities for training’s sake."

      Gamud led us to an indoor training ground with a diameter of
      about 30 meters. Its walls looked pretty thick. You probably
      wouldn’t be able to damage anything outside the room from within
      unless you really wanted to.

      "Gather round, brats!"

      "What’s good?"

      "Good morning!"

      "’Sup."

      "Heya!"

      I’d only been expecting two or three people, but there turned
      out to be nine. Their personalities varied greatly. The
      participants included everything from lazy-looking hoodlums to the
      super uptight kind that had their backs straight with
      enthusiasm.

      Appraising them allowed me to find out that they were much
      stronger than I’d been initially expecting. The strongest two were
      D rank worthy. One was a level 27 Phantom Swordsman, and the other,
      a level 26 Flame mage. The rest averaged in at about level 22. Even
      the weakest, a scout, had managed to make it all the way up to
      level 20.

      "Today’s training is going to be sparring."

      The adventurers immediately began to talk amongst themselves the
      moment Gamud filled them in on what was going on. It seemed the
      reason for this was more so because they just happened to be a
      group that liked to chat as opposed to anything else.

      "Again?"

      "Can we fight Forrund instead? I’d like that more."

      "Yeah, I know right? Mr. Gamud’s pretty bad at holding
      back."

      "Oh god dammit! Shut up!"

      Gamud’s shouted immediately brought silence back to the training
      ground.

      "Alright. Why don’t you introduce yourself?"

      "Nn. Fran."

      Every single one of the adventurers’ gazes shot to Fran as she
      introduced herself before shifting over to one of the group’s
      shielders.

      I didn’t understand why they’d bothered until after I appraised
      him.

      Only then did I learn that he, Red, had access to level 7
      Appraisal. In other words, they’d looked at him because they
      themselves weren’t capable of gauging Fran’s strength. They had to
      rely on him to fill them in because they were still too green to
      guesstimate her skill level at a glance.

      Unfortunately for them, it was in vain. Fran’s real stats were
      covered up and hidden away. He wouldn’t be able to pick up anything
      more than just the random bullshit we decided fill her stat card
      out with.

      Red ended up shrugging his shoulders and making an expression
      that almost made it seem like he was making fun of Fran. The
      gesture seemed to be an expression of the fact that the spar they
      would soon engage in wasn’t anything worth noting.

      His message led his peers to relax. If I were to guess, I’d say
      that they probably assumed that they had to fight Fran because she
      was going to join them.

      "She’s going to be taking all of you guys on today."

      "…Are you sure?"

      One of the group’s members responded to Gamud in a questioning
      tone.

      "I am. No need to hold back. Be as rough as you’d like. Are you
      ready, Fran?"

      "Nn."

      Gamud’s words led everyone in the group save for the really
      serious-looking one to start grinning. They appeared to have
      assumed that Gamud’s instructions had been directed at them and not
      Fran. Chances were, they were thinking that Gamud wanted them to
      beat Fran up a bit in order to show her that she still had a ways
      to go.

      "Gawts it."

      I had to say, Gamud was a bit of a dick. He’d purposefully made
      his words easy to misunderstand so that it’d be easier for Fran to
      shatter their pride.

      That said, I did have to admit that most of the adventurers
      Gamud had gathered were indeed fairly talented. They were only as
      stuck up as they deserved to be. Still, having Fran kick them down
      a notch was to their benefit.

      "First up’ll be Dewfo."

      "You seriously want me to go first?"

      "What, did you not want to?"

      "Well, I wouldn’t say that…"

      The first person Gamud had ordered to fight was the highest
      leveled one, the Phantom Swordsman.

      Fran glanced at the guildmaster to double check his intentions,
      to which he replied with a smile and a wink. Seeing him bat an
      eyelash filled me with a sense of revulsion, but I still managed to
      get the message. He wanted us to immediately blow the group right
      off their feet.

      [Don’t go too hard on him, you hear?]

      （Nn. Won’t make unfixable with Greater Heal.）

      [Oh god damn it! That’s not what I meant!]

      Personally, I’d been a bit more on the Middle Heal side of
      things myself. But unfortunately for Dewfo, Fran had already drawn
      me and happily started walking towards the battleground’s
      center.

      


      

    



    

    
      237.The Sparring Begins



      Dewfo, the young but decently leveled Phantom Swordsman, slowly
      dragged his feet towards the arena. His face relayed an obvious
      sense of discontent. One could easily tell that he felt that this
      whole thing was just a waste of time. He didn’t understand why he,
      the strongest of the bunch, had to waste his time fighting a weak
      little girl.

      The guildmaster disregarded his emotions and instead positioned
      himself between Fran and Dewfo as would any other referee.

      "Oh and you’re going to have to spar Fran at least twice."

      "Maybe if she lasts that long."

      "Well, how about we just say it depends on how well you guys can
      handle her?"

      Dewfo’s only response was to lightly shrug his shoulders.

      "I’ve already got someone to heal anyone that gets hurt, so
      hurry up and start."

      "Fine, fine. I get it."

      The person Gamud had called in was honestly one I could only
      possibly describe as someone’s aunt. She basically looked like the
      average middle aged villager. Like, seriously. She was even wearing
      the overly plain clothes you’d normally expect a villager to have.
      She pretty much embodied the concept of “Villager A.”

      Despite that, she was still a capable healer. Appraising her
      allowed me to realize that there was a stark difference between her
      appearance and her capabilities. She was quite strong. In fact, she
      was stronger than all the adventurers Gamud had asked us to
      fight.

      My eyes were immediately drawn to her level 3 Recovery Magic
      skill, a clear indication that she was even capable of using
      Greater Heal.

      "Hi, I’m Beth. I used to be a B ranked adventurer, but then
      retired and got married, so I’m just a housewife now."

      "You say that, but you do still take on the odd request every
      once in a while."

      "Only ’cause their rewards catch your eye, no doubt."

      "Well, I do have to work hard for those rewards, you know? They
      really help with our household finances, since my husband’s income
      isn’t what you’d call the highest. Ahahaha"

      A part of me almost wanted to say that the woman’s appearance
      served as the perfect disguise with which she could camouflage her
      abilities.

      Fran caught onto the fact that she would be able to inflict a
      good bit of damage without having to worry too much. Her eyes had
      almost began gleaming as a result.

      "Take your places and bow as per the routine."[1]

      "Dewfo."

      "Fran."

      "And begin!"

      Both fighters took their stances and raised their weapons as
      Gamud began the match.

      Neither budged as they stared each other down. It was as if both
      fighters wanted to let the other take make the first move. Their
      actions were the same, but their reasons completely different. Fran
      had started off by observing her opponent and deducing the extent
      of his strength. The conclusion she derived was that Dewfo was much
      weaker than her and that the battle would end the moment she
      engaged. Hence, she was allowing him to make the first move.

      Dewfo, on the other hand, had placed his trust in the result of
      Red’s appraisal. He was allowing Fran the first move because he
      thought she was much weaker than him. His stat page made him look
      experienced enough to be able to gauge the strength of an opponent
      that lay right before his eyes, but he wasn’t able to judge Fran
      regardless. It seemed that his judgement was being clouded because
      he never so much as even considered the possibility that the young
      black catkin girl he was facing off against was stronger than
      him.

      Seeing him made me once again affirm that getting and
      maintaining the wrong impression of one’s opponent was a fatal
      flaw.

      "What? Something wrong? Are you not going to attack?"

      "Okay to?"

      Fran’s question was directed towards Gamud, but Dewfo answered
      because he’d interpreted otherwise.

      "It’s normally good manners to let the weaker person seize the
      initiative at times like these."

      His words almost made me break out into laughter.

      "Nn?"

      [Nah, it’s nothing.]

      "Okay."

      "The hell are you mumbling around for? Hurry up and come at me
      so we can get this over with. I need to get back to work, and I
      don’t have all day."

      "But letting weaker attack?"

      "Huh?"

      "Weaker first. You first."

      Fran’s words ended up provoking Dewfo even though she did
      nothing but state the truth. They pierced right through him and
      delivered a blow to his pride.

      "The hell, brat? You trying to put on airs or something?"

      "Put on airs? Is what?"

      "It means getting all full of yourself, you damned brat! It’s
      clear that you’re doing exactly that, seeing as how you’re claiming
      you’re stronger than me!"

      "But obvious truth."

      "Why you little…"

      It seemed to me that Dewfo was a bit immature. He started acting
      like a brat the moment he saw Red dismiss Fran’s abilities.
      Thinking about it though, it did make sense. Dewfo was older than
      Fran, but he was still only 22 years old. He was still technically
      on the much younger side.

      Gamud and Forrund had trained up his abilities, so he was a lot
      stronger than most of the other adventurers his age, but he
      probably hadn’t really seen the world or faced any sort of real
      crisis. He was still lacking the experiences he needed to really
      grow up.

      That was likely one of the reasons for which Gamud had asked
      Fran to knock him down a notch in the first place.

      "Oi, hurry it up and just attack her already."

      "Right? Arguing with her isn’t any less disgraceful than not
      letting her make the first move, so hurry it up!"

      "Just show the girl her place already, damn it!"

      All the other adventurers began urging Dewfo on. None of them
      seemed to think that the strongest amongst them would end up losing
      in personal combat, at least not to Fran.

      "Shut the hell up! Why wouldn’t I rescind the first move to
      someone weaker than me!?"

      Despite that, he refused to budge. He simply wouldn’t
      initiate.

      [Well, it doesn’t look like he’ll move until we do, so we might
      as well just attack.]

      （Nn. Got it.）

      Fran brandished me and made a declaration before finally
      initiating.

      "Will attack now. Defend."

      "Haah? Let me guess, the one thing you’re good at is
      bluffing."

      "Now."

      "Argh!?"

      As his guard was down, Dewfo wasn’t able to respond to Fran’s
      attack at all. One moment, she was standing across from him, the
      next, she was right up in his face. He hadn’t been able to perceive
      that she had attacked him, but the sharp pain that shot through his
      leg and forced his knees to buckle informed him that he’d taken a
      hit.

      "Graaaagghhhh!"

      [Hmmm… Do you think that might’ve been a bit too much for a
      first strike?]

      Fran’s charge had been a rather slow one. She had purposefully
      held back in order to make Dewfo take her seriously, but things
      didn’t seem work out the way she intended.

      （Hope others take seriously now.）

      [Yeah, true. They probably will.]

      We’d basically made an example out of Dewfo and used him to
      inform the other adventurers that they’d end up getting totally
      smashed unless they took Fran seriously.

      （Also rematch.）

      [Right. He’ll probably take you more seriously next time he has
      to fight you.]

      "Rashid, you’re next."

      "Huh? Huuuh!?"

      "Hurry it up!"

      "Y-Yessir!"

      Gamud shouted and egged the next sacrifice up onto the stage.
      The person in question was one of the guys that’d been insulting
      Dewfo just a few moments prior.

      "Named Fran."

      "I-I’m Rashid. W-Wait! Hold on a second!"

      Rashid had yet to fully process exactly what’d just happened,
      but Gamud clearly didn’t care, as he immediately signaled for the
      next match to start.

      "Begin!"

      "Nn."

      "Gyaaaahh!"

      Rashid was forced to retire nearly as quickly as Leopaldon. His
      right arm was blown off the moment he raised his spear and pointed
      it in Fran’s direction.

      Only then did the adventurers truly register than Fran wasn’t
      just some random girl. And so, they once again began to tense up as
      their companion’s screams filled the arena.

      
      _______________________________________________________________

      [1] This is how they do martial arts spars. The two fighters
      will face each other and more often than not introduce themselves
      before beggining. In some MA stuff, you say your school(style),
      etc, during this part of the match.

      

    



    

    
      238.A Scolding From Gamud


      "Next, Naria."

      "Huah!?"

      The third person Gamud picked was the female archer that had
      joined Rashid in making fun of Dewfo. We used the time she spent
      approaching to glance over at the man we’d defeated in a matter of
      moments.

      "Oh my, what a beautiful looking cut."

      "God damn, that hurts."

      "Come on, stop struggling. Get a grip already. Aren’t you
      supposed to be a man?"

      "Gyaaaah! Stop hitting me damn it…!"

      "And now you’re just exaggerating. Geez."

      The impression I got from the villager auntie made me feel like
      she was the type to tell the adventurers that their wounds would
      heal so long as they just spat on them or something, but that
      wasn’t actually the case. She was doing her job properly and fixing
      them up with Greater Heal.

      Rashid’s arm was honestly a pretty terrible sight. Blood was
      flowing out of it nonstop. The villager auntie, however, remained
      unphased. She simply did her job and treated the wound with a
      smile. Her actions truly served to evidence that, despite her
      appearance, she really did have the heart of a former B ranked
      adventurer.

      Naria turned her head towards Red, as if to ask him to verify
      the results of his appraisal, to which he responded by shaking his
      head from left to right. His expression demonstrated clear
      surprise. He simply didn’t understand why Fran’s abilities differ
      so greatly from what was written on her stat page.

      "Named Fran."

      "Uhm…"

      "Her name’s Naria. Begin!"

      "Wait! Shit!"

      Despite being confused, Naria managed to leap backwards the
      moment the match began. It seemed that witnessing Fran demolish
      both Dewfo and Rashid had been enough to at least push her to
      action. She raised her bow and attempted to aim it in the Black
      Lightning Princess’ direction, but her attack was flat out rejected
      before it could even be unleashed.

      The distance between the two fighters had already been
      completely erased.

      "Dammit! She’s so fast! Gyaah!"

      Naria, like Rashid, lost in an instant. She too lost her right
      arm in a single, momentary engagement.

      Next up was a larger man that went by the name Miguel. Unlike
      his colleagues, he was wearing a rather earnest expression. He was
      probably the first of the bunch to really take fighting Fran
      seriously.

      He too gazed at Red for verification, but, the appraiser was no
      longer capable of providing anything more than just a pale-faced
      nod.

      "The name’s Miguel."

      "Nn. Fran."

      "And begin!"

      "Haaah!"

      Though Miguel came at Fran more seriously than the rest of his
      buddies, his attack still seemed to be lacking in sincerity. He had
      clearly recognized that Fran had something that prevented Red from
      seeing her real stats, but he must’ve still held back because he
      judged Fran based on the way she looked. To that end, his attack
      almost seemed to be lacking in power.

      It seemed to me that giving both Red and Miguel a good shock was
      probably what we needed to do to get rid of the adventurers’
      hesitation.

      "Nn!"

      "Impossible!"

      To that end, Fran raised me and challenged the blow Miguel had
      delivered with his greatsword head on. She locked blades with her
      opponent and held me in place without budging regardless of how
      hard he pushed.

      She began pushing back after a brief pause, sending him flying
      through the air. He wasn’t able to resist her. All he could do was
      get knocked on his ass.

      Neither Miguel nor Red could believe their eyes. They hadn’t
      thought that it’d be possible for her to block the attack head on,
      let alone overpower Miguel and push him back given the stats that
      showed up on her page.

      Of course, that wasn’t all. There was still much more to
      come.

      "Stun bolt."

      "Guaah!"

      "That’s impossible!"

      Seeing Fran cast Lightning Magic caused Red to let loose a
      surprised shout. The skill didn’t show up on Fran’s stat page, so,
      as far as he knew, there was no way it was possible for her to cast
      it.

      "Hah!"

      "Garrgghh…."

      Fran kicked Miguel; she smashed her leg into his face and sent
      his paralyzed body tumbling several meters back.

      And that was that. Miguel stopped moving altogether. He didn’t
      even twitch. Red, however, rose to his feet. He was stunned, but
      still managed to squeeze out a question out of his now-dry
      throat.

      "How…?"

      "What’s the matter, Red?"

      Gamud’s response came in much clearer a tone than Red’s. The
      situation seemed to have developed the exact way he’d wanted it
      to.

      "T-Tell me, Mr. Gamud. Just who the hell is this brat!?"

      "I’m not sure how you want me to answer."

      "M-My Appraisal skill looks like it’s acting up. It’s telling me
      that her level’s low, that she can’t use magic, and that she’s got
      no strength at all. How the hell is she that strong!?"

      Seeing Red express his confusion caused Gamud to break out into
      a grin.

      "So you don’t know who she is?"

      "Why would I!?"

      "She’s a Black Catkin girl that can cast lightning magic, and
      one that’s strong enough to instantly beat down Dewfo, Rashid,
      Naria, and Miguel. Do you really have no idea who she is? What
      about the rest of you? You got any clues at all?"

      "…"

      Silence.

      The only response Gamud got was silence. He’d given them a
      pretty big hint, so I’d been expecting at least one of them to
      guess that Fran was the Black Lightning Princess, but it never
      happened. None of them were capable of answering his question at
      all.

      Realizing that led Gamud to heave a heavy sigh.

      "Haah… This is why you guys are still stuck where you are."

      "…"

      "You guys started getting cocky the moment you amassed even the
      slightest bit of strength. You never gather intelligence anymore,
      and just leave your success up to fate or chance. You rely too much
      on Appraisal, you don’t have the ability to judge just how strong
      someone is without it. And worst of all, you can’t even get
      yourselves ready for battle even when there’s a clear starting
      signal."

      Gamud immediately began pointing out the flaws shared by the
      adventurers he’d taken under his wing. The whole reason that he’d
      bothered with having us join him today was so he could leave a dent
      in the group’s pride, so one could say that it was this precise
      moment that served as the whole session’s climax.

      He reintroduced Fran to the adventurers, whose silent
      expressions betrayed nothing but a sort of awkward displeasure.

      "Fran is better known by the nickname, The Black Lightning
      Princess. She’s a C ranker that participated in this year’s tourney
      and won herself a spot on the podium by taking down several A
      rankers."

      Though Fran’s nickname failed to ring any bells, the group
      appeared rather surprised nonetheless. The reason for this seemed
      to be that they knew just how difficult getting onto the podium
      was.

      "And yes, I’m talking about the exact tournament that you all
      got kicked from a few years ago. I know for a fact that not a
      single one of you even made it past the preliminaries."

      "Ehhh!?"

      "You have to be kidding me!"

      "Right, I do remember hearing a few rumours about something like
      that happening."

      "Yeah, but isn’t she a Black Catkin?"

      "I can’t believe the lot of you. You would’ve been able to
      recognize her immediately if you just gathered intel by talking to
      a few local merchants."

      The exasperated tone in which Gamud complained led the
      adventurers to hang their heads in shame. They knew that he was
      right. They’d gotten themselves totally wrecked because they hadn’t
      bothered keeping up to date on recent events.

      "And again, don’t rely on Appraisal. Some skills will allow
      people to either disguise their stats or totally deny the Appraisal
      skill its functionality altogether."

      "Fine…"

      "Never forget, the world is vast. There’s always someone
      stronger than you somewhere out there. If you’re not on…"

      Gamud continued to ramble on and on. He didn’t stop until the
      healer lady started to yawn out of sheer boredom.

      Personally, I’d found his lecture fairly useful. Most of the
      stuff he said was obvious, but even the most obvious facts were
      often overlooked unless they were put into words and clearly
      expressed. Their current situation wasn’t one that we were unlikely
      to ever find ourselves in, after all.

      The battles we fought in Ulmutt’s arena had taught us caution.
      The lecture covered similar topics, but more so seemed to be
      centered around the basics of adventuring.

      "Whew. Sorry for making you wait."

      "Nn. Fine."

      "I’ve covered most of what I wanted to cover, but could you keep
      sparring with them? They could use the experience, especially
      against someone as strong as you."

      "No problem."

      Fran fearlessly grinned.

      The adventurers she was pit against had lost the ability to
      laugh and jeer the way they had when they were first introduced to
      her. Their expressions had instead been warped in fear. To them, it
      must’ve seemed like they’d been thrown right into the jaws of a
      beast.

      


      

    



    

    
      239.Three Versus One

      
      


      We decided to continue sparring with the adventurers Gamud took
      under his wing after he finished lecturing them.

      However, that didn’t go too well. Their moods had hit rock
      bottom not only because they’d just been scolded, but also because
      they’d realized that they were no match for Fran.

      They weren’t able to draw out the full extent of their abilities
      as a result, so she ended up totally crushing them with one hit
      each even though she was holding back. It took less than five
      minutes for her to go through a full cycle.

      "You guys are pathetic… Is that really all you’ve got?"

      "Kuh…"

      "We’re… terribly… sorry!"

      Gamud spoke a line to provoke the adventurers into taking
      action, but they didn’t take the bait. Instead, they simply
      responded with a series of despondent frowns and grimaces.

      They knew that they were far too lacking in both strength and
      experience to beat Fran. That, combined with the fact that she was
      just a kid, had caused their confidence levels to hit rock
      bottom.

      We’d been hired because Gamud had wanted us to knock the group
      down a few pegs. Unfortunately, he seemed to have overestimated
      them, as they’d ended up totally breaking down instead.

      Fran threw a quick glance in the guildmaster’s direction, as if
      to ask whether or not there was any point in continuing. We
      obviously didn’t want to overstress Gamud’s disciples. There was a
      chance that pushing them harder would lead to them either retiring
      or completely losing all motivation to improve whatsoever.

      "Stop?"

      She quietly whispered the question to him, as if to prevent
      anyone else from hearing it.

      "Nah, keep going. The only ones that’ll break from what you’re
      doing now are the lost causes that never would’ve made it too far
      to begin with. They would’ve either ended up retiring after some
      sort of slip up or losing their lives in the field."

      Techniques can be honed, and skills can be learned.
      Dispositions, however, are innate. To be frank, Adventuring isn’t
      the type of career that anyone could pick up and just do. Some
      people will be better suited to it than others, and that’s
      that.

      It was much better to realize that during a training session
      than out in the field where one’s life was at stake. And it was for
      that reason that I couldn’t help but think of Gamud’s methods as
      kind. The adventurers he’d taken under his wing were fairly
      talented. It was only a matter of time before they’d set out for a
      dungeon or haunt. It’d be far too late for an adventurer to find
      out that they’d made the wrong career choice in the midst of an
      expedition.

      "Let’s get on with the second round. Dewfo, Naria, Miguel,
      you’re up."

      "…Fine."

      "Oh no…"

      "Sure…"

      Dewfo and Miguel assented reluctantly as Naria squealed in
      terror.

      "This next battle will be a 3v1. I take it you have no
      complaints?"

      "Nn."

      Though her opponents seemed full of complaints, Fran herself
      seemed all for it as evidenced by the clear way she’d nodded in
      response.

      "Oh, and how about this? We’ll ban Fran from retaliating for a
      good bit. All you guys need to do for it to count as your win is
      hit her once."

      I wasn’t too happy about Gamud deciding the rules without
      consulting us, but I ended up dismissing the thought because it’d
      only ended up serving to pump Fran up all the more. The
      restrictions seemed to appeal to Fran’s more childish side, as they
      made the spar almost seem more like a sort of game.

      Likewise, the adventurers had finally started to show a bit of
      drive. The three seemed to think that they would be able to land a
      solid, damaging hit on Fran under the current circumstances, and
      thus, the three of them engaged in a quick meeting to discuss their
      plan of attack.

      "It looks like you’re ready. Good. Begin!"

      "Oryaaah!"

      The first to attack was Miguel. He charged Fran and attacked
      with a swing of his greatsword. We immediately realized that the
      strike was a decoy given its unrefined nature.

      Surely enough, Dewfo ended up closing in on us from behind as
      Miguel closed the gap. Honestly, he wasn’t too bad at sneaking
      around, but it wasn’t enough to deceive us. Naria launched an arrow
      at us right before Dewfo attacked, almost as if to cover for the
      holes in Miguel’s assault.

      Her shot was precise, and really served to prove that she was
      actually quite skilled with the bow. It flew under Miguel’s armpit
      and by his face as he unleashed his strike. Honestly, it was an
      impressive sneak attack that would’ve caught any less skilled
      opponent off guard.

      Dewfo’s attack was timed in such a way that it arrived at about
      the exact same time as Naria’s arrow. They were working together
      quite seamlessly, as one would expect from a group whose members
      partied up on a regular basis.

      The Phantom Swordsman’s blade seemed to have a sort of skill
      applied to it, as it seemed to distort in the same way distant
      objects would on a hot summer day. It seemed that the skill’s
      purpose was to make it more difficult to figure out the precise
      manner in which his sword was being manipulated, which in turn
      meant that it gave him a bit of an edge in close quarters
      combat.

      Though Fran’s three opponents had coordinated quite well, their
      attacks had failed to land or even surprise her. The Black
      Lightning Princess was both capable of detecting presences and
      detecting movement in the air around her. Thus, she caught the
      arrow with her bare hands and perfectly dodged both incoming
      blades. She then leapt out of their newly formed encirclement with
      ease, an act that caused all three of her foes’ faces to twist in
      frustration.

      To be fair, I couldn’t really blame them. Fran had dodged their
      perfectly planned and seemingly unavoidable attack with a brilliant
      display of agility. The surprise they felt was only natural.

      Still, they continued to attack. They kept trying to hit Fran
      with combos until Gamud finally gave her permission to retaliate,
      at which point in time she knocked all three out with a series of
      kicks. Her victory was accompanied by a wave of silence. None of
      the adventurers that we’d yet to face managed to respond. They all
      seemed to feel that they wouldn’t be able to so much as scratch her
      regardless of what they did. That, however, didn’t mean that they
      gave up. The spars still happened. Our second 3v1 went pretty much
      the same way as the first, but the third ended up being a bit more
      interesting.

      Our opponents ended up being Wanda, the flame mage whose level
      just barely fell short of Dewfo’s, Red, the shielder with
      appraisal, and Liddick, a spear user. Their demeanors were quite
      different from one another’s. Red looked like he’d totally started
      panicking, Wanda seemed surprisingly confident, whereas Liddick
      seemed to be going into this whole thing with a serious,
      professional attitude. To me, he seemed like the most earnest of
      the nine fledgelings Gamud had taken under his wing.

      One of the things that struck me as the most curious was the
      source of Wanda’s confidence. She hadn’t been all that motivated as
      far as the 1v1 went, so I figured it was probably because she
      assumed that she, as a mage, would be able to shine much more
      brightly in a group. Thinking about it, I could kinda see where she
      was coming from. Though Fran had demonstrated her ability to avoid
      physical strikes with ease, she hadn’t really shown off any of the
      countermeasures she had for spells.

      Her two party members were clearly of the same opinion, as they
      focused their strategies around leading Fran around in such a way
      that she’d be easier for Wanda to aim at. Fran noticed, but she
      took the bait anyways. She moved right into Wanda’s line of
      fire.

      "Flare Blast!"

      She went all out. The spell she casted was one with enough power
      to critically injure a C ranker. It could even produce injuries too
      severe for Greater Heal to fully restore. The nasty grin that
      decorated her face demonstrated that it was an intentional choice.
      The attack wasn’t as powerful as it was because she had
      accidentally forgotten to hold back out of desperation, but rather,
      one she’d launched in order to pay Fran back for all the
      frustration she’d caused her. It looked like she still needed a bit
      of discipline and refinement as far as her personality went, but
      that wasn’t something we bothered concerning ourselves with.
      Educating her was Gamud’s job, not ours. All we’d been hired to do
      was smash what was left of her pride to bits.

      "Flare Blast."

      Fran shot off the exact same spell. Her flames collided with
      Wanda’s and resulted in an explosion that perfectly neutralized
      both attacks.

      "That’s impossible! Flare Blast!"

      "Flare Blast."

      "How…!? Fire Javelin!"

      "Fire Javelin."

      "How!? Why!? What!? That’s impossible!"

      Two magical attacks perfectly cancelling each other out wasn’t
      something that could be considered normal under any circumstance,
      even if the two in question happened to be instances of the exact
      same spell. You needed to angle the attacks so they hit each other
      just the right way while also having a short enough chant speed and
      enough precise control over one’s mana to match the original
      attack’s power before it actually hit. In other words, it was an
      advanced trick that would typically be considered impractical.

      Of course, Fran was hella strong and all that, but any other
      decently skilled mage would’ve been able to pull off the exact same
      feat. The problem lay with Wanda herself. Her chants were long, and
      she completely failed to hide any traces of her magical energies.
      The only skill she really had was flame magic. In other words, she
      was suffering because she relied too much on being a backliner. She
      was far too used to fighting in an environment crafted for her by
      her allies.

      Wanda ended up falling onto her knees the moment she realized
      just how far ahead of her Fran really was. She’d completely lost
      the will to fight.

      And so, before long, Fran ended up kicking the third group
      through the air. We’d assumed that our 12th match would also serve
      as our last, but Gamud had other ideas in store. He wanted us to
      take on all nine of his disciples at once. He clearly wanted to
      make sure we thoroughly broke their spirits.

      Fran didn’t have any reason to refuse, so she ended up going
      along with it. The rules were the same as they’d been for the 3v1.
      Fran wasn’t allowed to attack right off the bat, and it would be
      considered her loss so long as she was hit even just once.

      They didn’t end up managing to match her. She led them around
      for about 10 minutes before finally showing them a glimpse of what
      she could really do by wiping them all out in one go.

      Specifically, she’d ended them with a fire spell with a large
      area of effect. Gamud had ended up getting hit too, but he almost
      seemed to enjoy it as he would a cool breeze. We’d purposefully
      held back, so it didn’t really do that much damage. In fact, I was
      pretty sure that even the nine we were up against could’ve
      withstood it so long as they just grit their teeth and endured
      instead of screaming and letting themselves get blown away.

      

    



    

    
      240.The Sparring Ends


      "Those were some pretty decent matches. Thanks."

      "Nn."

      "That should fix their attitude problems. Now all I have to do
      is hope they can pull themselves together."

      Gamud heaved a heavy sigh as he looked over the nine adventurers
      we’d just knocked out. Honestly, their skills weren’t all that bad.
      They’d probably be able to grow much stronger so long as they
      gained a bit more mental fortitude.

      "And these idiots thought they’d be good enough to make their
      way all the way to a haunt’s deepest depths. Can you believe
      it?"

      "Haunt? Crystal Cage?"

      "That’s the one. You been there before?"

      "Nn. Went to midsection."

      "So even you only went that far?"

      The place Fran was referring to as the Crystal Cage was the one
      place we’d gone in search of meat for the cooking contest’s sake.
      It was also the place in which we first saw Forrund. I still
      remember it quite well because we witnessed him totally wreck a
      thunderbird, a B ranked magic beast. Admittedly, the only reason I
      still remembered seeing him do that was because it’d freaked me out
      a bit.

      "Want to go to depths? Not midsection?"

      "Yeah. Anyone can visit the midsection whenever, but you aren’t
      supposed to go there or into any of the even deeper areas without
      getting permission first. There isn’t anyone keeping watch, so the
      rule isn’t enforced, but it’s still important. I mean, it was only
      made in the first place ’cause it was supposed to protect people
      and keep ’em away. Most of the people who break the rule end up
      dead."

      The Crystal Cage was a bit of a weird place in the sense that
      there was a pretty big disparity in the ranks of the magic beasts
      you could find there. It only made sense for the guild to tell
      adventurers to stay the hell out of places they weren’t strong
      enough to be in.

      "The risk isn’t the only thing that goes up as you head deeper
      into the haunt. The rewards you reap do too. That’s why people tend
      to break the rule and go deeper than they should."

      Successfully defeating the magic beasts within the haunt’s
      deeper parts would net good rewards. Likewise, going deeper would
      also increase your chances of finding rare materials and herbs.

      "Apparently, these brats have successfully hunted magic beasts
      in the midsection a couple times already."

      That sounded right to me. They did seem just about strong enough
      to pull it off.

      "They were lucky enough not to run into anything particularly
      nasty, so they managed to get out safe and sound. It’s why they
      started going on and on about wanting permission to visit the
      depths. The depths are a bit different ’cause they’re blocked off
      by a magic barrier. You can’t enter or leave unless you’re given
      permission ahead of time."

      "Oh."

      "The reason they want to go to the depths is ’cause there’s a
      place you can mine some pretty decent ores around there. They want
      to make use of them so they can get themselves some new
      equipment."

      "Don’t want to fight?"

      "Yeah. They seem to be confident they’ll be fine so long as they
      run away from everything that attacks them."

      Gamud’s disciples were cocky, but they understood that there was
      no way they’d be able to defeat a B ranked magic beast. That said,
      I wasn’t all that sure they’d be able to get away from one either.
      The thunderbird we saw was really fast. I felt that there was a
      chance even we would have trouble getting away from one unless we
      teleported around. There was also a good chance they’d be
      intercepted by other magic beasts as they ran. Letting them go was
      effectively the same thing as letting them march to their
      deaths.

      That was probably precisely why Gamud had asked us to shatter
      their pride. He wanted to stop them before they did something
      really stupid.

      "Thunderbird. Can’t run."

      "They probably wouldn’t be able to get away from a flock of
      storm eagles either."

      "Also darkness wolves. Like Urushi."

      "Oh yeah, that reminds me. You had a darkness wolf for a
      familiar, didn’t you? Whatever happened to it?"

      "Sleeping in shadow."

      Urushi didn’t show any interest in the spars because he knew he
      wouldn’t be able to participate. As a result, he ended up sleeping
      in Fran’s shadow all morning.

      "Right… Actually, that gives me a bit of an idea…"

      ***

      Gamud had his nine disciplines line up side by side after they
      regained consciousness.

      "Well? You finally understand how weak you all are now?"

      They turned their gazes downwards in response to the
      guildmaster’s question. It didn’t seem like they’d been too willing
      to accept their own deficiencies. Rather, they’d instead painted
      Fran as some sort of incredibly talented genius and came to the
      conclusion that it was only natural for her to be better than them.
      In other words, Gamud had failed to achieve his goal, an issue that
      he himself had also come to realize.

      "…Alright, we’re going to be doing just one more spar."

      "Ugh…"

      "Again…?"

      "Oh come on! Give me a break already!"

      "Shut yer traps and listen goddamit! This last battle’ll be
      different from all the others. Fran, if you could."

      "Nn. Urushi, out."

      "Woof!"

      Urushi rose out of Fran’s shadow before going from his dog-like
      form to his usual larger one. It was quite the intimidating act to
      watch.

      "This is Urushi, Fran’s familiar. He’s a C ranked darkness wolf,
      the kind you’re prone to running into around the Crystal Cage’s
      midsection."

      Gamud’s words amounted to nothing but total dog shit. The only
      part of it that was true was that darkness wolves were C ranked
      threats. Urushi, however, was different. He not only had a unique
      skill, but had also gotten a lot stronger because he’d trained with
      us. It honestly wouldn’t be a stretch to say he was pretty much on
      the verge of being a B ranked threat instead. He was much stronger
      than any of the magic beasts one would find in the Crystal Cage’s
      midsection.

      Red, however, didn’t know that. Hence, he ended up informing his
      comrades that Gamud was indeed telling the truth because his
      Appraisal skill had told him that Urushi was indeed a darkness
      wolf.

      "I’ll let you guys enter the Crystal Cage’s depths if you can
      prove to me that you can escape from Urushi."

      "Really!?"

      "You have my word, and as a man, I’m rather inclined to keep
      it."

      The current circumstance was the conclusion Gamud had come to
      after discussing his idea with us. The rules were as follows: the
      adventurers were to gather in the training ground’s center while
      Urushi stood by near the wall opposite the entrance. If at least
      five adventurers managed to escape him, then they would be
      considered the victors. However, they would lose in the case that
      Urushi managed to take down that same number.

      Not everyone needed to escape because Gamud had determined that
      they only needed five members to be able to make it back to the
      haunt’s entrance in one piece.

      Hearing the conditions laid out for them caused the adventurers’
      expressions to brighten. They seemed to think that the conditions
      were in their favour, and that they’d finally have permission to
      explore the Crystal Cage’s depths.

      They quickly agreed, and so, they joined Urushi in a game of
      tag.

      "Run!"

      "Uryaaah!"

      "It’s all up to you!"

      The faster adventurers immediately darted towards the gate while
      Miguel, the greatsword user, and three others attempted to engage
      Urushi in combat in order to pin him down.

      In other words, their plan had been to abandon four of their
      members right off the bat. Most notable of the bunch that’d been
      left behind was Wanda, who’d let loose a Fire Arrow in Urushi’s
      direction.

      For a moment, it almost seemed like they’d won. The escapees had
      made almost made it to the gate, and Urushi hadn’t budged. But that
      all changed when he finally decided to move. He disregarded almost
      all the attacks that came at him; they bounced right off his fur
      without inflicting even the slightest bit of harm. The only one he
      bothered responding to was the Fire Arrow, which he swatted out of
      the air with a paw before breaking into a howl.

      "Awoooooo!"

      Fear appeared all over the adventurers’ faces. Their limbs froze
      in place, as if they’d been petrified. Urushi’s howl was an
      application of the Howl, Fear, and Darkness Magic skills. The
      combination of the three abilities gave his cry the effect of
      terrifying any lower leveled foes.

      "Woof."

      The next thing the wolf did was use Shadow Slip to teleport
      while the party of nine was still frozen in a mix of fear and awe.
      His destination was obviously the door; he sealed off their
      escape.

      He hit the five closest adventurers with his paws and dark
      spells as lightly as he could in order to send them flying back
      towards the room’s center.

      His foes failed to realize that he’d been holding back, and as a
      result, interpreted his weakened attacks as a sign that he didn’t
      have much offensive ability. Hence, they decided to work together
      and attack him all at once. They chose defeating him over
      yielding.

      "Shit!"

      "One more time!"

      They continued pressing on an in attempt to beat him down, but
      to no avail. All their physical attacks bounced off their fur.
      Likewise, their spells didn’t end up having any effect either. He
      tore right through them with his fangs. They were able to put a
      little bit of damage on him from time to time, but he would heal it
      all off with Regeneration before he took any more.

      But again, they didn’t let up. They knew they had to get him
      away from the door, so they ended up coming up with a strategy.
      That is, they once again split into the same two groups as before,
      with Miguel’s once again functioning as a decoy. Their intentions
      were obvious, and Urushi knew that he would eventually win so long
      as he just sat still by the doorway. Still, he decided to take the
      bait. He understood that the group wouldn’t get much out of
      training with him unless he played along.

      Dewfo’s group took the opportunity to move towards the exit
      while avoiding Miguel’s. They’d even stuffed their ears with cloth
      this time around so Urushi wouldn’t be able to catch them twice
      with the same trick. Their faces were decorated with triumphant
      smiles. They thought they’d finally won.

      All they needed to do was step out the door while Urushi beat
      down Miguel.

      But they failed.

      They failed to grasp the extent of Urushi’s abilities.

      "Growl!"

      The wolf’s Darkness Magic allowed him to knock all four decoys
      out in an instant; they hadn’t even been able to buy the escaping
      party a full second. Though Dewfo’s group was very clearly
      intimidated by the ease with which Urushi had defeated their
      allies, they didn’t falter. Victory was right before their
      eyes.

      Too bad for them, it simply wasn’t meant to be.

      Urushi spun around and immediately chased down the party on the
      verge of escape. He zoomed right past them and once again blocked
      off the room’s exit.

      "T-That’s ridiculous…!"

      "Why is it so fast!?"

      All five remaining adventurers realized that there was no way
      they could actually outrun Urushi, so they tried to take him down
      with one last desperate struggle — to no avail.

      The first and second were hit by Urushi’s front paws. One ended
      up crashed into a wall after flying a full 10 meters. The other was
      knocked onto the ground. He tackled the third, swatted the fourth
      with his tail, and used Darkness Magic to half-kill Dewfo, the
      fifth and final adventurer.

      Less than 30 seconds had passed since he overtook them, but
      they’d already all been rendered incapable of combat. There was no
      doubt that they would’ve died had this not been just a spar.

      "And the winner is Urushi!"

      "Awwooooooo!"

      Urushi let loose a spirited howl. It’d been a while since he’d
      been allowed to get a bit rowdy, so he was quite content with
      what’d just happened.

      "And that’s it for today. ‘Course this time, I actually mean
      it."

      The adventurers managed to regain their consciousnesses, but
      they seemed quite exhausted. Urushi was a magic beast, so losing to
      him had felt much more impactful, as it made them feel like they
      actually could’ve lost their lives.

      We did all we could. The only other thing we could possibly do
      was hope that Gamud’s disciples actually ended up learning the
      lesson their instructor had wanted to teach them.
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