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  Prologue


   


  “AUNTIE…”


  An unconscious Nadia lay quietly before Fran. 


  We were in the mansion of Mursani, head of the Ledilla Trade Association. When Fran returned with Nadia, they immediately placed her in the mansion’s finest guest room, in a very expensive-looking bed. This was probably where Mursani placed nobles when they were visiting. Nadia would’ve hated it if she’d been awake.


  But the softness of the bedding showed how much Mursani cared about her. An attendant was at her side, and all contingencies were accounted for.


  “She’s not waking up.”


  I’ve Identified her, and there’s nothing wrong with her…


  Nadia remained fast asleep, despite all the life and recovery magic cast on her. Her exhaustion was severe and her insides were a mess.


  “…” Fran sat in a chair next to Nadia’s bed and quietly watched her.


  Silence ruled the room as warmth flowed through it for a while.


  Then a man entered the room. Tall and brown, Mursani was the master of the house.


  “Hello, Fran.”


  “Mursani. Thanks for everything.”


  “Nadia is a dear friend of mine.”


  “You still did a lot for me besides that.”


  Fran hadn’t properly thanked him for sending out Sehald. He also provided provisions for all of Castell’s defense squad.


  “This has everything you need to know about Cendia.” 


  “Hm.”


  Fran had asked more from Mursani than just taking care of Nadia. She’d requested information about Cendia, and he had gotten on that in double time.


  He held up a scroll containing information about the city. “That town is special because it’s a gathering place of all the underground societies. Be careful out there.”


  “Don’t worry. I won’t overextend myself.” Fran nodded to reassure a worried Mursani. But her words did little to put him at ease. Though he had only known her for a short while, he knew that she was the type who would overextend herself.


  Fran’s determination was renewed by Mursani’s information.


  Are you sure you want to leave now?


  Hm. Auntie’s going to get mad at me if I get lazy now.


  I don’t think she would.


  Nadia would probably tell her to relax.


  But Fran didn’t really mean it. She just didn’t want to use Nadia as an excuse. Fran caressed Nadia’s cheek one last time before turning away from her bed.


  Mursani didn’t try to stop her.


  “Take care, Fran.”


  “Hm. Thanks. I’ll be going now, Auntie.”


  I could tell that Fran was filled with motivation. We were about to head for the unregistered city of Cendia…and a nest of Blue Cat illegal slavers, the nemesis of the Black Cat tribe.


  I’ll do my best, Teacher.


  Sure thing.


  She needed to cut these slavers down to protect Nadia. That was probably what had her so fired up.


  Fran left the mansion and hurried to the guild without even stopping for food.


  Chapter 1:
Unregistered City Cendia


   


  NOW LISTEN UP, FRAN. I know we’re dealing with illegal slavers…but you can’t just go killing them on sight.


  “I know.”


  Are you sure about that? It would be really bad if you did something reckless and ended up antagonizing the entire syndicate.


  “Hm.”


  Fran rode Jet across the nocturnal grasslands under the silver moon.


  Our destination was the unregistered city of Cendia. A town set up by outlaws and known as the nest of illegal slavers. The outlaws of Goldicia still flocked to the town.


  But according to Mursani’s information, the town wasn’t as nasty as the stories made it out to be. Most of the people living there weren’t criminals and made a living by hunting antibodies.


  The Adventurers’ Guild had a branch there, guards operated in the city, and it had laws like any other. Even if it was a town founded by outlaws, it had developed its own unique rules over several hundred years. Still, mafia-like organizations ruled in the shadows, so it wasn’t the same as every other town. We couldn’t afford to be reckless.


  Fran wasn’t at her best yet, still reeling from the effects of the difficult battle and Skill exhaustion. She needed at least a month of rest, but she had already made her mind up about going to Cendia.


  Departing one day after the battle was too reckless, though. I managed to convince Fran to rest a little so she could use magic without straining herself, but we still ended up leaving sooner than my original plan of a few days. 


  Fran just couldn’t rest easy. She did her best to show me that she was ready to go—everything from crunches in bed to sword drills in her room. She’d probably do something more drastic if I left her alone…like blowing up her room with magic. I decided to let her rest on our way to Cendia.


  Heading out before she was fully recovered had some perks. The way she was now, she wouldn’t turn as many heads in Cendia. In any other city, we could rough up any criminals we found, but using that approach in Cendia could turn the whole city against us. It was something to be avoided at all costs. Fran wouldn’t go down without a fight, but anyone who made it to Goldicia was definitely tough. Criminal organizations probably hired some powerful fighters to work for them.


  I already knew Fran wasn’t suited for covert operations. Nothing wrong with her abilities…it was a matter of personality. I was a little worried, to be honest.


  But she wouldn’t try anything funny the way she was now, right?


  …Right?


  “Hrm. Teacher.”


  A squad of antibodies. About a hundred of them.


  “There aren’t any strong ones. Perfect for a warm-up.”


  “Bark!”


  Fran and Jet were raring to go. The former had just barely recovered, while the latter had a lot of pent-up frustration, since he couldn’t hunt for the past few days. But there was something I wanted to test out.


  Hold on. Do you mind if I take this one on myself? There’s a Skill I wanna try.


  “The one you got from Overgrowth?”


  Yeah. Composite Destroyer. The one I got from absorbing it.


  I wanted to use that skill since I hadn’t field-tested it yet.


  I’ll take this one.


  “Hm. Go ahead.”


  “Woof.”


  Fran and Jet nodded despite being clearly disappointed.


  I’m off. You guys go and hide.


  “Good luck.”


  “Woof!”


  Right!


  I jumped into the air and looked down at the horde of enemies. It was pack of a hundred lesser antibodies. The perfect test subjects.


  Let’s start off with a clean attack!


  I increased my speed with telekinesis and wind magic to run through several antibodies at once. I didn’t feel anything different even after I cut down several more.


  I checked my stats. No changes to my attack power, magic, and crystal count.


  But it felt like I was doing more damage to the antibodies. It was hard to know for sure because of how weak they were. But after a few more tests, I knew it was definitely the case.


  It didn’t look like I was absorbing the antibodies’ powers the way Overgrowth did, but I was more effective against them, if only ever so slightly…like not even 10 percent of the original Overgrowth.


  I tried focusing on the Skill. There were passive Skills that activated automatically, while others would be more effective when you actively used them. The latter method of activation was more costly, but I wondered what the difference would be.


  Composite Destroyer, activate! Doryaaa!


  Now this was amazing! It was totally more powerful than letting it run in the background! The mana consumption was about as costly as I expected, but it wouldn’t be a problem as long as I didn’t use it for a prolonged period of time.


  It still doesn’t have the absorption ability, though.


  I wasn’t draining antibodies, no matter how much mana I put into Composite Destroyer. The only benefit I got was increased damage.


  A little unfortunate…but also reassuring. Especially after seeing what an excess of antibody energy did to Nadia’s body. I didn’t want any absorption abilities, considering the risk it could pose to Fran. Composite Destroyer was safe to use.


  Let’s clean up shop and go back to Fran.


  I was slicing through the remaining antibodies when I noticed something—I could predict their movements, and they were easier to spot. Apparently, Composite Destroyer came with an added boost to my senses. Which was nice, because it’s easier to kill a target you can see.


  It probably won’t see any play time since we’re going to Cendia, though.


  The city was built on a spot with low antibody spawn rates, and any antibodies that did pop up were stopped by the walls and soldiers. Adventurers probably didn’t see much action there.


  But the Skill was going to come in handy as long as we were in Goldicia.


  After loosening up with the antibody horde, we continued traveling for a few more days. We mostly stuck to the sky until we saw a city appear beneath us.


  That’s Cendia. It’s a lot bigger than I thought.


  “Hm. It looks kind of dirty.”


  I’d call it more messy than dirty.


  The walls of Cendia looked uneven and irregular from the air. It was a thick circle, surrounded by multiple concentric layers of thinner circles. They had added more walls to the original outer wall as the town grew.


  The shape of the walls wasn’t the only thing that varied. The upper and lower halves were clearly made of different material. The original walls were probably low, and they’d made them taller later on. There was also a spot where the bricks were different colors. Probably a cost-cutting effort.


  The city lacked cohesion. The same went for the buildings inside the walls. Ten-story apartments of all shapes and sizes huddled up together in the cramped space. It was like if you built the Taj Mahal next to Buckingham Palace and placed Himeji Castle next to that. And the construction… This world probably lacked the Building Standards Act, but this was too much. As a Japanese citizen, I could tell that these buildings wouldn’t last an earthquake.


  The city was so densely packed that it almost felt like they’d been putting in new buildings to prop up the older ones that were beginning to lean. But the strangeness of the construction only added to its intimidating aura. It had a kind of twisted madness to it. You never knew what could be lurking on the other side of every crooked corner. The darkness was so deep, it felt like it could swallow you without a trace. 


  Such were the vibes the city gave off. It was like a fantasy version of Kowloon Walled City. Given its origins, it was basically a mix of slums and the underworld.


  We landed somewhere close to Cendia’s gates and made the rest of the way on foot. But Fran and Jet stopped halfway.


  “Someone’s here.”


  “Woof.”


  A woman? But…


  A lone woman stood between us and Cendia.


  Her stiff silver hair shone in the light of the sun. Her skin was white. Too white… It looked unreal. It looked like it was manmade.


  A silver toga was wrapped around her body, made of metallic cloth that shone brighter than threads of pure silver. It almost looked like aluminum foil.


  Her striking silver clothing was shocking enough, but that wasn’t the strangest thing about her. It went beyond her looks. It was the woman’s lack of a presence.


  And lack was an understatement. She had no presence at all. We could see her clearly, but she didn’t have the breath of life or mana waves common to all living things.


  “…”


  We slowly approached the woman.


  She stood motionless. No shakes, no jitters…nothing.


  I couldn’t help thinking that she was a statue or a mirage because of how unresponsive she was.


  Is she an illusion?


  Here?


  I’d never heard of antibodies using illusion before…


  We tried to dispel it, but the woman stood there staring at us, unblinking.


  We approached her carefully until we could feel the wind shift around her. Looking at her feet, we saw that her sandals folded the grass beneath her. If nothing else, she was here and had weight to her.


  Fran stopped without thinking. But the woman continued standing still.


  She’s looking at us.


  Hm. Definitely.


  Do you think she’s hostile?


  …I don’t know.


  Our reason for uncertainty was the fact that we didn’t know what she wanted. We couldn’t feel any emotions coming from her. No hostility, malice, or anger. No friendliness, either. She stood there, staring at us with her translucent eyes that looked like glass beads.


  We increased our caution and walked down the beaten path. Adventurers had walked this road for thousands of years, naturally packing down the earth. It wasn’t wide, but it was wide enough to avoid unnecessary encounters.


  “…”


  “…”


  The distance closed between us.


  As it did, I got a better look at her face. She had a frightful beauty.


  Fran and Jet were about three meters away from her when it happened.


  “I sense the faint presence of Overgrowth from that sword. Did you take its powers?”


  It wasn’t an illusion or a statue.


  “…Who are you?” Fran replied, still cautious. The woman’s answer was quite surprising.


  “The people of the land call me the Silver Woman.”


  What? Did she say the Silver Woman?!


  The Silver Woman was a golem created by a godsmith…and the one who gave the discarded godsword Overgrowth to Nadia.


  Fran eyes widened in shock. She hadn’t forgotten about that story.


  “Nadia told me about you. You’re a golem?”


  “Yes.”


  “Really? You’re a golem?”


  “Yes.”


  The woman nodded but Fran tilted her head. I wished I could do the same. This lady didn’t look like a golem. She didn’t even look like a particularly well-made golem… She was so human that we simply couldn’t believe her. 


  But upon closer inspection, she didn’t blink. I couldn’t hear her heartbeat or pulse, either. She lacked body heat and mana. 


  A golem with a faint presence would perform very well in Goldicia. Especially one made by a godsmith.


  “…What do you want?” Fran asked, readying herself to spring into action.


  We were the ones who destroyed Overgrowth. Whatever the Silver Woman wanted, it probably wasn’t peace.


  But she didn’t attack us. She only bowed her head.


  “To thank you.”


  “Hm?”


  Huh?


  Fran and I were confused.


  “Thank you for destroying Overgrowth.”


  “What do you mean?” Fran didn’t understand why she was thanking her.


  “…I have lost the reason for my existence.”


  “Hm?”


  Now, that I understood. She had wandered Goldicia for so many years, looking after Overgrowth and looking for its successors.


  But why was she thanking us? She sounded like she was being sarcastic.


  “What do you mean?”
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  But she didn’t answer Fran this time.


  “Goodbye.”


  “Wait!”


  Fran stretched out her hand, but the woman faded away, head still bowed. It must have been teleportation.


  What an elusive person.


  What was that about?


  “I don’t know.”


  She didn’t look hostile…


  The woman had remained expressionless throughout our interaction, but I swear I saw the faintest trace of a smile on her lips at the end.


  “She was smiling.”


  You saw it, too?


  “Hm.”


  A faint smile, lonely but happy. It didn’t look like it was a feature that was built into her, but she seemed overcome with emotion.


  Did golems have feelings? I couldn’t help but wonder, after seeing that woman.


   


  ***


   


  “Come on through.”


  “Hm.”


  That was easy.


  The checkpoint at the unregistered city of Cendia was lax when compared to the other towns of the continent. Unlike those places, Cendia’s guards didn’t even look at Fran’s documentation. All she had to do was tell them she wanted to enter, and the large gates opened wide.


  Cendia didn’t turn away anyone.


  You can tell how crazy this place is now that we’re inside.


  “So dark.”


  The sunlight is blocked off.


  The sunlight didn’t even make it to the ground. Five- and six-story buildings were packed so tightly together that it left no room for it to filter through. The upper floors of the buildings were connected by hanging corridors, blocking off even more light.


  The main street was wide and well-lit compared to the rest of the city. But looking down the alleyways, I could hardly tell whether it was night or day.


  This was an unregistered city. That darkness would allow all sorts of illegal activities to go unnoticed.


  Although the people of the town weren’t terribly cheerful, they seemed to not be as cautious as I thought. Was this place safer than I expected? No one had even come up to mess with Fran yet.


  Her Stealth Evolution was on and Jet was in the shadows; she didn’t look very strong. The people of the continent could easily pick on her even outside of Cendia.


  But we were definitely being watched. How safe was this place?


  Not very. I traced the stares back to a dark alleyway, and they were filled with malice and condescension. Strangely, they hadn’t jumped us yet.


  “…Hm.”


  Fran! Where are you going?! We need to go to the guild!


  Don’t worry about it.


  Fran moved closer to the alleyway to bait the people staring at her. She got close enough for them to grab her if they really wanted to. Strangely, it didn’t happen.


  Even after Fran acted defenseless, peeked into the alleyway and made eye contact with the men, they did nothing.


  I could tell they were shook, though. They were mad at her flagrant provocation. But that was all.


  I found it hard to believe that thugs who couldn’t conceal their presence could sense Fran’s real strength.


  Was there a reason that they didn’t go after the people on the main street? Was it a matter of territory? In any case, I counted it a blessing to be able to use that street without any trouble.


  Fran passed the main street and headed to the Adventurers’ Guild. Most of the time, guildhouses would be built near the city gates to allow adventurers without item pouches to quickly drop off their goods. Adventurers walking around with bloody monster remains was a bad look for the guild, and the bodily fluids of dead monsters could be poisonous.


  Sometimes, guildhouses ended up in a town’s center in cases due to lack of suitable land or expansion. Such was the case in Alessa. But these towns usually had outposts near the gates to buy up materials from adventurers—though we never used them since we had Pocket Dimension.


  In Goldicia, it had seemed most of the guilds were located in the city center. There were only antibodies to hunt, and they left no remains. In fact, it was more convenient, since the city center was an equal distance from all the gates.


  The Adventurers’ Guild signboard came into view after a fifteen minute walk. The building was six stories high—a decent size, but it felt strangely run-down. The raucous laughter coming from within didn’t help.


  Fran pushed the parlor doors open and stepped inside. It was dark and was dimly lit by lanterns despite it still being in the middle of the day. It was like nighttime in there.


  “Hello.”


  The happily drunk adventurers tossed Fran a dubious look. One of them even stood up like he was looking for trouble.


  “It must really be antibody season, huh? Why else would another nickname come around here?”


  An old man that looked like a bartender shouted from the counter for everyone to sit down. He made sure to make his voice heard, since he didn’t want any trouble.


  “The Black Lightning Princess. Welcome to the guild in Cendia.”


  It had been a long time since someone recognized Fran on sight.


  “I thought I’d check in, since I was in town.”


  “Is that right? The name’s Pleiare. I’m the guildmaster here. Nice to meet you.”


  This guy was the guildmaster? I’d thought he was just the bartender!


  Pleiare seemed to be a goat beastman. He had long white hair that curled around his round horns, though I didn’t know if that was his original hair color or a result of age. He was small and looked like a dried-up apple—not exactly the picture of an intimidating guildmaster. 


  But it was all a trick. He was immensely powerful—powerful enough to gauge Fran’s strength at once. My danger sensing abilities told me that the old man was not be antagonized.


  “Looks like you have a Skill to hide your evolution.”


  “…How did you know who I was?”


  “Your presence, stride, enchanted sword, looks, speech… I can keep going.”


  Th-this old man’s amazing.


  “Nice to have you on board for antibody season. If that’s your only reason for being here, that is…”


  Had he figured out Fran’s intentions too? Then again, Fran had never been silent about being a former slave, so he probably knew that about her already. Even if he didn’t, he would know how the Black Lightning Princess felt about illegal slavers. It wouldn’t take him long to connect the dots.


  “…Where do I go to meet Blue Cat slavers?”


  “I figured… Sorry, but I don’t know many details. The darkness in this town runs deeper than you think. You never know what you might find if you look hard enough.”


  “I’ll buy whatever information you have.”


  “You came at a bad time. We need all hands on deck for antibody season. And don’t think you can go out gathering information on your own. The people here don’t like doing business with outsiders.”


  “Oh.”


  “So why don’t you just relax and—hey! Where are you going?!”


  “You have nothing for me, so I’m done here.”


  “Wait! Hey! Don’t do anything stupid! We have a balance of power to worry about!”


  Fran left the guild, ignoring Pleiare’s warnings. She didn’t have time to slowly get accustomed to the city like he was trying to suggest.


  Personally, I agree with him.


  We have to save the slaves before they get sold off after the end of the antibody season.


  So that’s what you’re worried about…


  Hm.


  There were slaves already in captivity this very moment. With that in mind, Fran couldn’t sit around and wait.


  I’m going to save them.


  She was probably putting herself in their place. When I saw the frantic look on her face, I knew there was no stopping her.


  All right… But I’m stepping in if things get too hairy.


  Hm.


  Fran nodded and walked down the main street. Her footsteps were light, but her eyes were sharp and searching for prey. She might as well have been out hunting in the woods.


  Fran stepped into an alleyway between two buildings, walking into it flagrantly without a care in the world. She looked like a new adventurer who knew nothing about the city.


  She ventured deeper until she sensed someone quietly sneak up behind her.


  Three minutes passed.


  “Guah!”


  “Are you an illegal slaver?”


  “Wh-what the hell are you—gaaah!”


  “I’m asking the questions here. I’ll ask you again. Are you an illegal slaver?” Fran snapped at the thug trying to attack her. 


  It was all part of the plan. She could’ve killed him on the spot if she wanted to. But Fran wasn’t getting the results she wanted. The illegal slavers didn’t publicly conduct their business in the unregistered city. The thug only knew about regular slavers.


  She carried on, baiting several more thugs. None of them knew anything about the illegal slavers, but we managed to get some information about the town from them. Not a bad deal, since we did need to know more about Cendia.


  Basically, three factions were locked in conflict for control of the town. This was why the system of government here was so shaky.


  Cendia was originally governed by the Clinic—the city’s oldest organization—and other influential figures. But the relationship between them had been falling apart recently.


  The reason was the rise of a violent gang called the Drake King Council. The thugs we questioned were all members of an enemy faction and considered the drakes a terrorist organization, but that was probably an exaggeration. They were basically a benefit society for drakes that was getting a little cocky due to all the power it had been amassing. It seemed like they were harassing the other organizations.


  Directly opposed to the Drake King Council was the Beastman Council. As its name suggested, they were a mercenary group made up mostly of beastmen.


  These hotheaded organizations always ended up fighting whenever they saw each other. Probably because they thought it was a way to save face.


  The Adventurers’ Guild was positioned between the two. They originally intended to keep the peace, but the adventurers here were just as hotheaded as the factions they were trying to keep in check. The people of this continent had shady pasts and these adventurers lived in the biggest unregistered city of them all.


  At some point, the guild stopped being peacekeepers and started being willing participants in the conflict. I wondered if the guildmaster, Pleiare, tried to rein his adventurers in—but it seemed that he was laissez-faire about his people. The crafty old man we met at the guild had no intention of stopping his adventurers. It would’ve been useless, anyway. If the Adventurers’ Guild was discredited, it might tip the balance between the factions. Negotiations between such rowdy organizations were bound to go south. They couldn’t agree on anything.


  “Y-you… You’re working for the Beastman Council…?”


  “No.”


  “Then—”


  “Shut up.”


  “Eek!”


  “Don’t tell anyone about me. You know what’ll happen if you do?”


  Fran drew me and stopped me right in front of his eyes. And if that wasn’t enough, she made another point.


  “Jet.”


  “Grrrr.”


  “Eeeek!”


  Jet appeared from behind him, barely fitting into the alley. The man freaked out as a giant, jet-black wolf started huffing down his neck. He was much more intimidating in the dark than he was in daylight. I didn’t blame the man for wetting his pants.


  “This monster’s got a sharp nose. He’s already picked up the smell of your piss.”


  “Grrr!”


  “Tell anyone about me and he’ll sniff you out, gobble you whole.”


  “Woof!”


  “Okay! I won’t tell! I never saw you! Please let me go!”


  “…It’s your lucky day.”


  “Aaaaah, thank yooooou!”


  Other thugs met a similar fate and were released. They weren’t worth killing.


  But we had to keep their mouths shut since we didn’t want them spreading stories about a Black Cat girl on a rampage and asking about illegal slavers. I didn’t expect that to last forever, though. We just needed them to shiver in fear as long as Fran was in Cendia.


  We still don’t have any leads.


  It’s our first day here. Can’t be helped.


  Hm…


  We walked around until we felt a presence approaching from in front of us. We were in a dark, blind alley. Was someone trying to attack us again?


  We stopped, but the stranger didn’t conceal his presence. A pedestrian?


  Hang on, this presence and mana…


  We know him.


  Woof!


  Whoever was approaching us felt very familiar. Fran stopped and readied herself.


  A gigantic figure stepped out of the shadows with an intimidatingly large frame and a long horn extending from his forehead. A boorish greatsword was on his back.


  “’Sup.”


  “Urslars!”


  The large man casually waved at Fran. He was the S-Rank adventurer Urslars.


  We knew he had fled to Goldicia, but it turned out he was hiding in Cendia. He must have been the other nickname Pleiare mentioned.


  “Been a while. I thought I felt someone familiar in town, and here you are. And Teacher, you doing all right? Actually…can you be anything other than all right?”


  I’m just glad to see you’re okay, Urslars. I can’t imagine you getting hurt, though.


  “Yeah… I can be annoyingly durable.” Urslars slumped his shoulders with a self-deprecating smile.


  This man was so tough that he couldn’t even kill himself. He would go berserk past a certain damage point, and his robust regeneration would quickly heal his wounds. It was a touchy subject, considering his tragic past. As rowdy as he looked, he had a sensitive side.


  Sooo, when did you get here?


  “I made the crossing as soon as we parted ways back in Granzell.”


  “And Velmeria?”


  “She’s in town. Frederick, too.”


  So, he really did go to Goldicia.


  Velmeria was a drake halfling who was mind-controlled by Fanatix and fought Urslars in the capital. There was a high likelihood of her being sentenced in Granzell, and so Urslars took her under his wing.


  Frederick was her servant/protector, also a drake halfling. He disappeared soon after the Fanatix incident. I supposed that he probably followed Velmeria, and I had not been mistaken. 


  “They’re both doing fine. A little busy, though.”


  “With what?”


  “Ever heard of the Drake King Council?”


  “I have.”
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  “Good. That’ll save me some time.”


  Velmeria and Frederick were infiltrating the Drake King Council. Some of its members were acting suspiciously, and they were trying to track down the people behind it.


  Urslars was helping them, but he’d decided it would be better if they operated separately. He felt responsible for taking them to the continent and deeply cared for them…but that didn’t mean he could order them around.


  “And what brings you to Cendia?”


  “I wanted to wipe out some illegal slavers.”


  “Oh, those guys.”


  Fran’s eyes glinted dangerously at Urslars’s answer. “You know of them? Where are they?”


  “I don’t know their location, but I’ve had a run-in with them before.”


  Urslars had witnessed an abduction attempt in a different town. After foiling it, the kidnappers were handed over to the local law enforcement. He never found out who was behind them.


  “I heard they were active in Cendia, but that’s all I know.”


  “Oh…”


  “I’ll let you know if I find anything,” Urslars promised with a serious look, noticing Fran’s disappointment.


  “Thanks.”


  “In exchange, you let me know your findings, too.”


  “What info do you want? Stuff on the Drake King Council?”


  “Sure, but what we’re really looking for is information on the Drake King. That’s what Velmeria and Frederick are after.”


  “The Drake King? Not Trismegistus?”


  “Someone else has started calling himself the Drake King recently. Looks like he’s trying to incite the drakes to do something rash.”


  The Drake King was someone we had heard about. That was the name the thugs in Nocta dropped after they attacked Fran. We didn’t know much else about his existence, though.


  Why are Velmeria and Frederick looking for the Drake King to begin with?


  They were both born in Goldicia. Did that have something to do with it?


  “Do you know about Velmeria’s mother?”


  “I know she’s someone big in Goldicia.”


  “Well, it’s because she’s got an important job there. There are rumors that the Drake King is after her because of that.”


  That meant her mother was in the middle of all this!


  “Velmeria’s mother—Tiranalia, I think her name is. Those two are looking for information on the Drake King to protect her.”


  “I see.”


  “How about we share whatever useful information we come across?”


  “Hm. Sounds good.”


  We were just about to ask you that.


  “Okay, here’s one. Not really info…just advice. As long as you’re in Cendia, do not cross the Clinic unless you really have to.”


  The thugs earlier said something about the Clinic. Are they like a group of healers or something?


  “They used to be.”


  The Clinic was founded by a group of well-intentioned healers operating in Cendia.


  Potions were hard to come by on the continent, so anyone with any healing capacity was highly important. They founded the community both to protect themselves and provide fair and equal treatment for the people of the city. That was what the Clinic originally stood for. They were also influential enough that they could mediate between the bloodthirsty outlaws of the city and keep the peace.


  But eventually, things changed. They stopped mediating and started amassing power through their ties with underground societies. They employed adventurers, recruited outlaws, and over a long period of time turned into a highly influential organization both on the surface and underground.


  Even if the Drake King Council and Beastman Council were on the rise, the Clinic were still the biggest organization in Cendia. Like Urslars said, there was no point in crossing them.


  “The one you should really be careful with is the woman they call the Saint. She’s dangerous. Been acting as the Clinic’s representative for years.”


  “…What’s she like?”


  “Never met her but I hear she’s young. And her security are the ones you should be careful around. They’re crazy. She’s a VIP to them, after all. I hear they’ve cut people down for even coming close to her.”


  Damn, that is crazy.


  They sounded like fanatics. Talking probably wouldn’t be of much help. This Saint’s influence was a lot more powerful than I thought.


  “Anything bad happens to the Saint, and the whole town will turn on you and kill you. I haven’t heard much about her recently, though. I don’t know if she’s still in Cendia.”


  The whole town… It seemed that the “Saint” was well known even among the regular citizens of the city.


  We’ll be careful. Don’t cross the Saint. Got it.


  “Hm. I won’t attack her as long as she’s not an enemy.”


  “Just like you to say something like that…” Urslars laughed wryly, but I didn’t find it funny. Fran wouldn’t let anyone off the hook if they were involved with the illegal slavers.


  Please let that Saint be an actual saint!


   


  ***


   


  A day after our meeting with Urslars…


  Fran was headed to a bar in one of the backstreets. One of the pitiful thugs we shook down for information had given us an interesting lead: a bar where the town’s residents—in this case outlaws—flocked.


  There was an information broker there who sold information for money. It was just a rumor, though, and there was no way to fact-check the thug on his claim. But it was still worth checking out.


  We can finally get some information.


  We don’t know for sure. It’s just a chance.


  Hm!


  Fran was still optimistic despite my reminder.


  She was getting restless, since we had come up dry yesterday. We stayed the night at the Adventurers’ Guild’s run-down inn, and she had deliberately left the door half open.


  For the record, I objected. But Fran just insisted on doing it.


  Even so, none of the illegal slavers’ cronies came after her, and the gentle breeze coming through the door only made Fran sleep soundly.


  It was only day two for me, but for Fran it was already day two. She was getting restless on behalf of the captured slaves. I didn’t mind…as long as she didn’t do anything reckless.


  It should be around here. Jet?


  Woof!


  Jet emerged from the shadows as a large-sized dog and began guiding Fran with his nose.


  It was only evening, but the darkness of the city made it look like nighttime. The alley would’ve been pitch black if it weren’t for Nightvision, and Fran followed Jet as he led her to our destination. After a few minutes walking down the backstreet, Jet stopped.


  “We’re here.”


  “Woof!”


  In the murk was an old set of parlor doors that stood out in the dim light. This must be the bar. Jet’s nose could smell alcohol, food, and the scent of illicit substances.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Woof!”


  Fran charged ahead while I frantically tried to stop her.


  Hey, wait! At least let me make a clone of myself!


  That was a technique we used back when we were dealing with the Thieves’ Guild. 


  It was doubtful if anyone would take a child in a bar seriously. In most cases, that only ended poorly. I needed to make a clone of myself to get information…


  “I’ll be fine.”


  Fran!


  She was in such a hurry that she couldn’t be bothered with the details. Fran charged into the bar before I could stop her.


  She barged through the parlor doors and stepped inside. The doors creaked as they struggled to hang on to the hinges. A dirty smell filled with promises of violence immediately assaulted us.


  Rough-looking individuals drank and talked away their cares.


  The outlaw bar was not much different from an adventurers’ bar. In this case, the adventurers also happened to be outlaws.


  Fran took a few steps before the drunks finally took notice of her. It was hard to miss a little girl who was dragging a big dog along with her.


  Fran, don’t start beating up people just because they mess with you a little, got it?


  I know. Besides, Jet’s with me.


  Woof!


  Jet’s presence did drastically reduce the odds of anyone wanting to mess with her…


   


  ***


   


  Let’s find the bartender.


  “Hm.”


  Fran approached the nearby bar to talk to the bartender. He was a tough-looking dwarf with countless scars on his face.


  “Milk or juice.”


  “…All we’ve got is grape juice for cocktails.”


  “Give me that.”


  “Sure.”


  He was glaring at her but didn’t kick her out. Either he knew how strong she was or he never turned away a paying customer.


  Fran sat down. It didn’t take long for her juice to arrive. She took a sip and immediately made a face. It wasn’t poisonous, but…


  “Terrible.”


  “Of course it’s terrible. Like I said, it’s for cocktails. And for that, you need bitterness and acidity.”


  “Hm…”


  Fran set the glass of grape juice back on the bar before getting to the point.


  “I hear there’s an info broker here.”


  “…Got a referral?”


  “No.”


  “Then I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  So, we really did need a referral. The guildmaster, Pleiare, had said that Cendians wouldn’t do business with outsiders.


  “I have money.”


  “And I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  As the conversation went on, several men started approaching the bar. They looked to be fighters, and they all had dirty smiles on their faces.


  “Never seen you around. You an adventurer?”


  “Hah! Kid this young? No way!”


  “Yeah!”


  A quick Identification revealed that they had Blackmail and Steal in their Skill list. Not upstanding citizens. No kidnapping-related Skills, though… They probably weren’t illegal slavers. Most of the people in the bar probably had these Skills, so Identify wasn’t much help in identifying illegal slavers.


  “Heh heh. We heard you got money… Don’t suppose you mind treating us a round?”


  A shakedown was what they were after. They didn’t care about the bartender at all. It didn’t matter what race or age you were. In Cendia, it was every man for himself.


  Fran grinned as she sat at the bar. The only ones who reacted to that violent smile were me, Jet, and the bartender who betrayed a twitch. That was all he gave, though; the guy must have had nerves of steel. Fran was only being a little intimidating, but she wasn’t pulling any punches.


  Fran slouched out of her seat. Jet also prepared himself for a throwdown. They wanted to beat some information out of these men. But I was opposed to it. We wouldn’t be able to gain any more information if she went crazy.


  I understood why Fran was so desperate to gather information. Her time as an illegal slave had been awful. If she knew someone was suffering the same fate, she lost her cool to the point of being volatile.


  But causing a ruckus would be against our best interest. I had to stop her.


  “Fran, calm down!”


  “Teacher?”


  “I told you to wait…”


  I stepped in between Fran and the thugs to protect them. Not that the men were grateful for it.


  “Who the hell are you?”


  “Stay outta this.”


  They were glaring at me. As expected, they couldn’t tell how strong I was. They were ready to throw down…not that they could do that much damage. I put quite a bit of mana into this clone. It was at the level of a C-Rank adventurer.


  But my clone was there to stop Fran. I’d quickly constructed it outside the bar and rushed it inside as fast as I could. Good thing nobody was outside.


  Fran! I know how you feel but you can’t rush into these situations by yourself!


  But…


  No buts! Listen. You might turn the whole city against us if these thugs belong to some big organization.


  …


  In my past life, there was a saying: If you’re going to rush, take the long way around. Even if you’re in a hurry, don’t take any shortcuts. Take the safest path to your destination. I know you want to find the illegal slavers but you’re not doing the slaves any favors if you cause trouble here.


  …Hm.


  Fran’s eyes wavered as I admonished her more forcefully than usual. She knew that what she had done was wrong.


  But Teacher…


  Let me handle this.


  …


  Just calm down. All right?


  All right… I’m sorry.


  Fran’s bloodthirst dissipated instantly. I could tell that she was feeling bad for losing control, but I couldn’t go easy. I hardened my heart to discipline her.


  Only one serving of curry a day for the next ten days.


  Teacher!


  Woof!


  Nope, you’re not getting off the hook even if you make that face!


  Fran knew how upset I was from the look of despair on her face. Her shoulders slumped. Now I just needed to figure out a way to deal with these thugs.


  My clone was talking the thugs down even as I lectured Fran. Good old Multi Mind.


  My clone said that Fran came to the bar to look for someone and we were sorry if we caused any trouble.


  “Look, I know she was a little rude, but can’t you guys cut her some slack?”


  I buddied up to the thugs and squeezed. Their faces shifted. They couldn’t tell when I had gotten close to them and could tell that I was a lot stronger than I looked.


  I gripped one with a martial arts hold. Firm enough to let him know I meant business, but loose enough to not hurt him.


  That got the power gap across. The thugs immediately piped down. They wouldn’t be giving us any more trouble. I took out a gold coin and set it in front of the bartender.


  “A round for everyone here.”


  “Woooo!”


  No one could hate a guy who just bought drinks for everyone. This was the case no matter what bar you were in. Cheers erupted all around. I took a mug of beer and casually raised it along with everyone else. The new guy who knew his way around would be welcome anywhere.


  The thugs stopped bothering us after that. They didn’t want to be the jerks that ruined a good thing. If they upset us, the alcohol might stop flowing.


  Someone might try to shake us down for money after we left, but that would be another source of information. Now to look for the source of information reputed to be in this bar…


  I scanned the bar and noticed a certain beastman. He was an aging man who sat in a corner taking sips out of his drink as the whole drama was playing out. But he was strong…stronger than C Rank. Evolved, he would definitely be B Rank. Even so, there wasn’t a trace of intimidation around him. He just blended seamlessly into the upholstery.


  Which was rare for a beastman, since beastmen tended to put their power on full display to win the respect of others. He seemed to be a dog-type beastman judging by his ears.


  “Fran, Jet, wait here.”


  “…Hmpf.”


  “…Woof.”


  Fran remained in her seat, lamenting the lack of curry in her near future. Jet hung his head next to her. The bartender, who had remained neutral throughout the scuffle, offered them a bowl of nuts to snack on. Judging by how they were already munching on those, they would be fine.


  I left the counter and approached the table of the (supposed) dog beastman. He quickly noticed me, since I wasn’t covering up my presence with any concealment techniques.


  But he didn’t run, quietly continuing to tip his cup.


  “Sorry about the scuffle earlier. That girl can get ahead of herself sometimes.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You’ve got a certain vibe about you.”


  “…So do you.”


  Our gazes locked as we sized each other up. He was good. He knew how strong I was, but he wasn’t nervous at all. If anything, he was calmly trying to assess whether I was friend or foe.


  “We’re looking for someone. Someone who has information. Would you happen to know about them?”


  “Why ask me?”


  “I figure if you didn’t know no one else would. The bartender sure isn’t saying much.”


  “…”


  The man inspected me with eyes that seemed to scan through my soul. How would he judge me? Would he ignore me or turn against me? If I was lucky, he might end up friendly.


  “Well?”


  “…” The dog beastman held his gaze before slowly opening his mouth. “You’ve been causing a lot of trouble since yesterday.”


  Since yesterday… Was he aware of our movements? I hadn’t felt any eyes on us. We’d used teleportation and made sure that we were difficult to follow. Had his surveillance network been following us?


  Or were the lowly thugs we intimidated reporting to their superiors? Maybe we didn’t do a good enough job at intimidating them.


  “…What are you talking about?” I tried playing dumb but he wasn’t buying it.


  “You’re terrorizing the locals. Some guy who’s usually running his mouth is suddenly spending the whole day curled up in a fetal position? People notice that.”


  “Aah…”


  Apparently, we intimidated them too much.


  Terrified thugs were so conspicuous that it made it obvious that something had happened to them. Their superiors could easily crack them open even if we placed a gag order on them. The outlaws were now very aware of a lone Black Cat girl who was on the streets looking for information on illegal slaves.


  “Look, we don’t want any trouble with your local businesses. But we will defend ourselves if we must.”


  “Of course… And your little group can resort to other methods too because of how strong you are.”


  He didn’t just have me figured out. He knew how strong Fran and Jet were, as well. He probably had a finely tuned danger sense.


  “You haven’t been mentioned, but stories about that girl have gone around. Keep her on a short leash. That situation earlier could’ve ended poorly.”


  “Yeah, I’ll give her another earful later. I got nervous about that situation, too. She regrets her actions, and we’ll be more careful in the future.”


  The man gave me a wry smile and shook his head when I shrugged my shoulders. He understood the relationship I had with Fran by how I talked about her. I was her guardian, but I was in no position to give her orders. Not that I had any intention of bossing her around.


  “I don’t mind as long as you don’t cause trouble here.”


  “We’ll be out of your hair as soon as we get some information.”


  “…”


  “We might start becoming regulars if we don’t get any information tonight.”


  “Hmph… Fine,” the man muttered and slowly raised his cup to propose a toast. I did the same.


  The menacing glares of the surrounding outlaws immediately dissipated. This man wasn’t a powerful lone wolf. He was a key player in this bar.


  Bu with the dog beastman’s approval, we were no longer considered enemies.


  “Ask the bartender. He’ll tell you what you need to know.”


  “So it was him all along?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Thanks. Appreciate it.”


  “You wanna thank me? Hurry up and get going. And if you really wanna express your gratitude, don’t come to this side of town again.”


  “That depends on where our investigation leads us. Unless you know something about the people we’re looking for.”


  “All I know are rumors. Should have nothing to do with me… Should.”


  The dog beastman wasn’t lying. He knew the questions we asked the thugs we intimidated. He should have known about us looking for illegal slavers.


  The fact that he wasn’t lying meant that he or the organization he was working for were unrelated to them. But he also knew that it was possible that there were traitors in his organization, working secretly with the illegal slavers.


  That was why he said should.


  “I’ll get out of your hair now,” I said as I got up.


  “One round of information, bartender. If you please?”


  “What kind you want?”


  A toast with the beastman was the referral we needed.


  I cast a wind spell to prevent eavesdropping and told the bartender our demands.


  “Anything on illegal slavers. What we want most is their base of operations. And the powerful people in their organization.”


  “…Called it.” The bartender said under his breath, casting a glance at Fran. He knew all about her and knew what she was coming for. For all that, he had a lot of guts treating Fran like he did. “I don’t know the exact location of their hideout. Probably in the restricted area.”


  “Restricted area? Where’s that?”


  “City central. The area near the Clinic’s headquarters is restricted only to them. Within, there are areas which are restricted to high-ranking officers and their men.”


  Security was so tight that even the broker didn’t know much about it. Probably because he would get disappeared if he dug around too much. The zone was off-limits even to him.


  “So the Clinic…?”


  “It’s not likely that the whole organization is in on it, but there’s a chance that some of the executives dabble in the illegal slave trade.”


  So…our targets could be hiding in the unregistered city’s most powerful organization.


  “They say that captured slaves are rounded up in their base before being shipped out of Cendia. Nobody knows how. Some say an underground tunnel, others teleportation. They’re definitely not using the surface.”


  “But there has to be somewhere the slaves are rounded up before they’re transported to the restricted area. And the slavers need a roof over their heads, too.”


  “Illegal slavers are usually members of other organizations. I can’t think of many that are suspicious at first glance.”


  “But you have some ideas?”


  “Some. Three, to be exact.”


  That was more than I expected.


  “First is the Clinic’s security detail. Having a lot of members makes it easy to infiltrate. Them going in and out of the restricted zones isn’t out of the ordinary, either.”


  “I see.”


  “There’s some Blue Cats in there, too.”


  Fran’s brows twitched at the mention of the Blue Cats. She couldn’t overlook her nemesis even while she was feeling down. But she didn’t say anything, still reflecting on her earlier actions. She quietly leaned in to hear what the bartender was saying.


  “Second are the adventurers. Folks have shady pasts here, but they can enter the restricted area if they’re on a quest. A perfect fit. There are some Blue Cat adventurers, too.”


  A lot of the guild members in Goldicia were violent and had checkered pasts. An illegal slaver or two among them wouldn’t be out of the question.


  “Third are the Beastman Council outlaws. They have some violent beastmen in there, even violent by beastman standards. They call themselves the Bloodfangs. I wouldn’t be surprised by anything they did. They have Blue Cats, too.”


  The Bloodfangs were notorious for being so violent that even the other members of the Beastman Council hated them. They seemed to be at the top of our suspect list right now. And the bartender seemed to be suspicious of Blue Cats. It sounded like he knew they were definitely involved.


  “That’s all I got. The rest is up to you.”


  “…So we just look for Blue Cats?”


  Hmm. That’s probably the best way going forward.


  At the end of the day, the Blue Cats were still the enemies of the Black Cats.


   


  ***


   


  And so we left the bar. As we walked, I called out.


  Fran, Jet.


  “Hm!”


  “Woof.”


  They twitched, reacting to my voice at the same time. Perhaps they also noticed that my tone was firmer than usual.


  Fran apprehensively turned and looked at me on her back. Her face said she was feeling fearful and regretful. She knew that she had almost lost control of herself. She had the look of an abandoned kitten, and I could tell that she had learned her lesson.


  We’re in enemy territory. We have to be careful.


  “Hm.”


  “Woof.”


  Both nodded. Now neither of them should go berserk unless absolutely necessary.


  I think you’ve learned your lesson, but discipline is discipline. Just one plate of curry a day.


  “Hm. Discipline is necessary.”


  “Woof.”


  They nodded without further complaint… They were learning their lesson faster than I thought.


  For now— Huh?!


  “Hm!”


  “Grr!”


  A sharp hostile presence was coming from deep within the alleyway. It was definitely aimed at us. We shifted into battle mode just as I was about to direct our next plan of action.


  What do we do?


  We’ll see what we’re up against and teleport away if it comes to it.


  Okay.


  We waited for our opponent to approach for ten seconds.


  A strange, giant drake stepped out of the shadows. Ordinary drakes were basically people with draconian features—horns on their heads, elongated canines, dragon scales around their eyes and arms.


  But this drake looked more like a bipedal dragon. His head was a dragon’s head—nothing human about it at all. His entire body was covered in dragon scales, and we couldn’t see any patches of skin. A long tail extended from under his cloak, and although he wore greaves, his feet were bare. His scales were probably tougher than any boots he could wear.


  The weapon hanging from his waist looked like a shortsword, but it was as big as a longsword. Its size was dwarfed by the drake’s three-meter height. It was the opposite of what I looked like when Fran was wielding me.


  I could tell that he was wearing metal armor even through his gray cloak.


  The drake approached Fran, his metal armor rattling with every step, until he finally stopped very close to her.


  “Who are you?”


  “…”


  The drake quietly looked down on Fran without answering. His gaze was filled with a powerful fighting spirit.


  Identify said he was quite strong. Gazuole was his name—a male. His race showed up as Wind Drake.


  Advanced Sword Mastery 4, Advanced Sword Arts 3, with high levels in Martial Arts and Wind Mastery. His Class Skill was Wind Dragon Form.


  But what caught my attention were Skills which increased his defenses and stamina.


  Toughness, Steel Body, Breath Control, Harden, Stamina Up, Endure, and Pain Immunity. On top of that, he had Fast Regeneration and Life Drain among other regenerative Skills. They were all high-level, too. How many battles had he fought to get all these Skills? Was he tortured as part of his daily routine?


  Dragonscale—his other Class Skill—was just as powerful. Covering his scales with mana, the Skill could grant him a second suit of armor. On top of all that, Gazuole was wearing manasteel armor. Even among the people of the continent, his defense was top-notch.


  Looks like he’ll be hard to crack. Be careful.


  Hm.


  The man silently reached for the hilt of his sword.


  Fran grabbed my hilt in reply.


  “You a thief?”


  “…!”


  Looks like there’s no talking to him!


  The man started cutting without answering her question. He unleashed a downward strike after unsheathing his sword with some discomfort. Fran calmly parried the move and ducked.


  The giant drake’s leg whizzed through the air where Fran’s head once was. A kick followed his slicing attack. Fran had easily predicted it, though.


  He probably chose this dark alley because there weren’t any people in it. But this was not the man’s home turf. He would be much more comfortable in an open field where he could use his size to its full advantage. The cramped alleyway was stifling him. His attacks were predictable, as demonstrated by his kick and cramped wind-up.


  Meanwhile, Fran could easily move since she was much smaller.


  “Tsh!”


  “Gah!”


  Fran avoided Gazuole’s foot and cut through his tendon. She really wanted to take his leg off, but our opponent was much tougher than we thought. Charged with mana, ­Gazuole’s dragon scales were now stronger than steel.


  But Fran was expecting this and aimed for his Achilles in order to restrict her opponent’s movement.


  She jumped off the walls from her crouching position, kicking off to get over the drake’s head.


  Gazuole reacted with an uppercut, but I blocked it with telekinesis.


  With his attacks thwarted, Gazuole frantically tried to turn around. But his giant body paired with his injured leg delayed his movement.


  He didn’t seem to have much experience in urban combat. Unlike his strength, his movement was lackluster. He was probably used to hunting antibodies outside the city.


  The man’s attacks also lacked killing intent. He seemed to be holding back, only intending to hurt Fran. A warning shot. Not that Fran would return the favor.


  “Haaa!”


  “Guaah!”


  Gazuole couldn’t shrug off a pressurized quickdraw even with his hardened scales. His right leg was disconnected from its knee, and his gigantic body fell to the ground.


  “My leg…! A Black Cat did this…?!” Gazuole widened his eyes, but he didn’t look scared. He seemed more surprised… But it was hard to read his expressions because of his dragon head.


  Fran pointed her sword at him before he could recover. “Who are you? Why did you attack me?”


  “Damn it. I wasn’t expecting the Beastman Council’s helper to be so strong…”


  The Beastman Council? Did he mistakenly attack Fran…?


  Does that make him part of the Drake King Council?


  “Are you with the Drake King Council?”


  “…” 


  Silence. He didn’t look like the talkative type anyway, but…we still needed info.


  “Why did you think I was the Beastman Council’s helper?”


  “…?”


  “I’m not with the Beastman Council.”


  “L-lies!”


  “I’m not lying. Anyway, are you with the Drake King Council?”


  “…”


  He wasn’t talking. Extended torture wouldn’t work on him because of Pain Immunity, either. He had already stopped bleeding, so intimidating him with more injuries probably wouldn’t work.


  As I thought of a way to crack Gazuole, Fran continued threatening him.


  She touched me to his horns and unleashed her bloodlust.


  “You’ll be in a world of hurt if you don’t start talking.”


  “Hmph.” Gazuole remained calm despite the full force of Fran’s bloodlust. It was having no effect on him. Impressive. But what Fran said next changed the look on his face.


  “I’ll start with your horns, then with your tail. I’ll make sure they won’t grow back, either.”


  “Ah!”


  This was an intimidation tactic exclusive to beastmen and drakes. Horns and tails were a source of racial pride. A lost limb or two was nothing compared to losing a horn or tail.


  We once met a Blue Cat who held a grudge against Kiara after she took his tail.


  Gazuole’s draconian features were more prominent than other drakes, so this was a far more effective threat. I wouldn’t have been able to think of it.


  “Then I’ll take your claws, pull out your teeth, then pluck out your scales one by one. I want to see if I can make you smooth.”


  “…”


  “Still not talking? Okay—”


  “Fine! I’ll talk!” Gazuole exclaimed just as Fran started to push me into the base of his horn. He knew she meant business.


  “What a frightening child… You have a tail, too, you know. How can you be so heartless?”


  “Big talk from someone who tried to mug me.”


  “Urk… Fair.” Gazuole was shot down. The giant drake looked comical as he slumped his shoulders.


  I couldn’t bring myself to hate him. Even if he was hostile toward Fran, he didn’t show any signs of wanting to kill her. Neither did he show any signs of wanting to violate her. In fact, he looked conflicted that he had to attack someone as young as Fran.


  “Who are you?”


  “My name is Gazuole. A warrior of the Drake King Council…”


  “You’re not a thug?”


  “You can call me that. Especially after what I did today.”


  He didn’t argue with Fran despite being dejected. He seemed to have some degree of honor.


  “Okay. Why did you attack me?”


  “I have orders from my superiors to chase away powerful fighters working as helpers for the Beastman Council.”


  “The Beastman Council has powerful fighters?”


  “Indeed. They’ve already captured and killed some members of the Drake King Council.”


  They must be pretty strong to nab drakes from a militarized organization.


  Fran was interested in the Beastman Council. “Who are they?”


  “A duo of cat beastmen.”


  “Cat beastmen…”


  “Yeah. Reports say that one of them is a small girl wielding a large sword. But she is stronger than she looks…which narrows things down.”


  No wonder he mistook Fran for her. Small cat beastgirl. Big sword. Definitely strong… It described Fran to a T.


  To my memory, the only other person to fit the ­description would be Mea, except she was currently in the Beastman Nation. There was no reason for her to be here.


  “One of my men told me they found someone who fit the description as I made my rounds. That’s how I found you.”


  “Is that helper strong?”


  “Indeed. We’ve had ten members confirmed to be captured by the Beastman Council over the past few days. The boss said things would get worse if it went on at this rate and sent me to deal with it.”


  “Why didn’t you want to kill them?”


  “They are only helpers and not true members of the Beastman Council. They have no loyalty to the Council, so I was ordered to rough them up and send them packing. I also wasn’t willing to kill a kid.”


  “I see.”


  “And all of that led to this. I suppose this is what I deserve for ambushing a girl from the shadows…” Gazuole sighed. He was following his boss’s orders to attack Fran, but he didn’t want to do it in the dark. He wanted to fight in broad daylight. But he would still carry out orders, even if he wasn’t enthusiastic about them. That showed what kind of person he was.


  “You should check if you have the right person next time you go on an ambush.”


  “Yep. If there is a next time…”


  Might as well ask him a few more questions, since this source of information literally jumped at us.


  “I want to know a few more things.”


  “What is it? I’ll answer any question you ask now that I’m like this.”


  “Illegal slavers. And any Blue Cats that may be involved with them.”


  “Illegal slavers? What do you want to know about them?” 


  “Anything. Anything useful.”


  “Hmm. We don’t even really engage with the legal form of slavery.”


  “You don’t?”


  “Nope.” According to Gazuole, the drakes didn’t use slaves.


  I thought they would love to enslave people, saying things like Let’s enslave all of these inferior races! The truth was just the opposite.


  Most drakes thought, Those other races are dumb and weak, so they’re useless as slaves! The extremists among them would even giggle if you brought a slave with you. Hah! That guy uses slaves? Lame!


  Also, being consigned to Goldicia, pure-blood drakes had no way of exporting slaves since they couldn’t leave the continent. As a result, the drakes had very little to do with the slave trade.


  “What about the rumors about the Beastman Council rounding up illegal slaves?”


  “Hmm. Can’t say I’ve ever heard of it, although I don’t keep up with the rumor mill since I’m mostly outside of the city hunting antibodies.”


  “Oh…”


  “Oh! But I hear one half of the helper duo is a Blue Cat.”


  “Really?”


  “We don’t know what the girl’s race is, but her partner is definitely a Blue Cat.”


  “I see…”


  A powerful Blue Cat working for the Beastman Council. That might be worth looking into.


  We asked Gazuole several more questions, but he didn’t seem to know anything else. He didn’t seem the type to worry about minor rumors, so he probably had nothing more to offer us.


  “I’ve never even met someone from the Beastman Council.”


  “So it would seem…” Gazuole slumped his shoulders, a defeated look on his face. 


  He understood that Fran was a true outsider because of all the questions she was asking about the Beastman Council. He had mistakenly attacked a young girl…and lost in the ensuing scuffle. His day was not going well. I couldn’t bring myself to hate him, and even Fran was feeling sorry for her opponent. 


  Gazuole, sensing her pity, spat at himself.


  “Hmph. Pathetic.”


  “Yep.”


  “…”


  “…”


  I was really feeling for the guy. Poor Gazuole.


  He shouted with watery eyes, “Urgh! Just kill me!”


  No one wanted to hear that line come from a middle-aged dragon man!


  What do we do with him, Teacher?


  Hmm…


  I was happy that Fran was consulting me instead of cutting him down on the spot. She knew that this decision was going to require some thought.


  Well, we can’t kill him.


  Hm.


  Gazuole was strong. I doubted he was a two-bit thug in the Drake King Council. Killing a high-ranking officer would trigger a manhunt. Besides, Fran had lost all desire for killing him.


  I guess we can just leave him here.


  Hm. Got it.


  We would need to tie him up first, although it was highly unlikely that he would come after us.


  A land spell transformed the ground underneath Gazuole and bound his body. Fran then reattached his leg with recovery magic.


  “Wha…? What is this?!”


  “Don’t move.”


  “What are you doing to my leg…?!”


  “I said be still.”


  “This is… Healing—no. Recovery magic?”


  “Hm.”


  Gazuole stopped struggling and was now in awe. I thought he went quiet because he knew now that Fran was healing him, but that wasn’t all.


  “Listen, kid…”


  “What?”


  “I won’t ask you to let what happened today be water under the bridge. But can I ask you not to treat all of the drakes as your enemy? The Drake King Council alone is at fault here.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Practitioners of healing magic are highly valued on the continent. Especially in this city… That is why the Clinic holds so much power.”


  Gazuole was a lot more shocked about attacking a recovery magic user than we thought. He was afraid that what happened today would cause Fran withhold healing from any drakes she would come across.


  “I’ll tell the Drake King Council to not harm you. You can even kill me here if you want.”


  “It’s not like I heal everyone.”


  “I know. But we cannot afford to lose more drake lives because of this mistake.”


  “Whatever.”


  “Very well.”


  Fran didn’t know how else to respond to Gazuole. She started walking away.


  “If you are ever in need of assistance, do not hesitate to call me! I shall come to your aid!”


  “…”


  “Sorry for the trouble!”


  Fran continued walking until she suddenly stopped to look around.


  What’s wrong?


  “What was that…?”


  She sensed that something was wrong, though she couldn’t put words to it. I tried scanning the area but found nothing. But I wasn’t about to ignore Fran’s intuition, since her instincts were stronger than mine.


  Let’s get out of here quick.


  Got it.


  What was the strange thing that Fran felt? A premonition of an incoming antibody horde? Was she being watched? Was the Drake King Council up to ­something? I just hoped nothing bad would happen to us…


   


  ***


   


  A day went by after we grilled Gazuole for information.


  We left for the Adventurers’ Guild first thing in the morning, looking for more information.


  Fran would usually get some food on the way, but there weren’t many food stalls in this town. Foodstuffs were rare and valuable and were being stockpiled because of antibody season.


  Which was why Fran was walking empty-handed. She knew enough to understand that taking some meat skewers out of Pocket Dimension and snacking on them would be in bad taste. Well…she knew that after I was the one that stopped her. We really didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to ourselves.


  “No Blue Cats.”


  This is the main street, after all.


  Over the last few days we learned that the lines between outlaw and ordinary citizen territory were clearly demarcated.


  Outlaws stayed away from the main street and the residential areas and behaved themselves accordingly if they were there. They also stayed away from areas where the powerful Adventurers’ Guild had influence.


  Fran’s inn was also safe since it catered to adventurers.


  People would stop coming to Cendia if things got too rowdy and if people stopped coming, so would the goods. The outlaws were smart enough to know that.


  We safely reached the Adventurers’ Guild. The atmosphere inside was what we had come to expect.


  Fran headed to the counter and sat in front of Pleiare. Did he play bartender every day despite being the guildmaster? I guess he could keep a closer eye on his troublemakers but I worried about his paperwork. 


  “Juice.”


  “The cheap stuff okay?”


  “Hm.”


  Fran was served the same juice she had last night. She pulled a face as she drank it and Pleiare started talking.


  “Got some questions for you. You’ve been busy the last few days.”


  “Hm?”


  “Don’t play dumb!”


  “I’m just gathering information.”


  Fran really didn’t see the problem. As far as she was concerned, she didn’t go out of her way looking for trouble.


  “How many did you beat up?”


  “Hm…? Lots.”


  “Urghhh. No names have come up, but word on the street is some kid out there is asking for info on illegal slavers.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Nobody is interested!”


  “I am. I just think it’d be lucky if some illegal slavers came and confronted me.”


  “The guild’s not going to cover for you if people in the city end up dying.”


  Did that mean the guild was willing to cover for Fran right now?


  “You look confused. Look, it’s antibody season. We’re grateful to have an adventurer of your level in town, and we’ll take a few arrows for you if we have to. But we can’t cover for you if innocents end up getting involved.”


  “Okay.”


  How crazy did the guild think Fran was? She would never hurt an innocent civilian! The people who visited unregistered cities were probably less scrupulous about that sort of thing, though.


  “I’m begging you. We’ll need your help when the time comes.”


  “Hm. I’ll fight for you if the antibodies attack the town.”


  “That’s all I needed. You’re not one to break your word.”


  “I keep my promises as long as it’s not with bad guys.”


  “Now I’m not the nicest guy in town… But it’s not like I only do bad things.”


  He hadn’t said that he wasn’t a bad guy. Being the guildmaster of Cendia certainly had its share of workplace hazards; getting his hands dirty was just part of the job.


  “I want information on the Blue Cats.”


  “Some of our adventurers are Blue Cats, but I can’t just hand them over without evidence linking them to illegal slavers.”


  Fran was a B-Rank adventurer with a nickname, but the guild still couldn’t breach another adventurer’s privacy on her behalf. That would cause trust issues all through the system.


  “Hrm. What about those strong helpers the Beastman Council has?”


  “They’ve been the talk of the town for a while now. We never got any details, though. All we know is that they’re a pair of cat beastmen, male and female.”


  “I hear the guy’s a Blue Cat.”


  “I heard that, too. The girl wears a robe to conceal her race.”


  Rumors of the Beastman Council’s helpers had reached Pleiare, but unfortunately the guild knew little about them.


  “We think that they’re deliberately avoiding contact with the adventurers.”


  “Why?”


  “Either they’re famous or they have a bounty on their heads. Both are likely.”


  The girl was clearly hiding her identity. Maybe she didn’t want an adventurer identifying her.


  This is getting fishier by the second.


  “Hm. Where do I go if I want to find them?”


  “I don’t—wait, hang on. I’ll check it out for you.”


  “You will?”


  “Might as well. Who knows what kind of trouble you’ll get into with your investigative approach… We need those Beastman Council brats to defend Cendia, too.”


  Pleiare was afraid that Fran might end up picking a fight and injuring (if not killing) members of the Beastman Council during her search. Cendia was built on a teetering balance of power between organizations—not something he wanted to upset. The Drake King Council was already making the situation difficult enough.


  What do we do?


  Let him do it. He can use the guild’s information network.


  Pleiare might be able to get to places that we couldn’t.


  “Hm. I’ll let you handle it.”


  “Oh! You will? How kind. It’s gonna take a few days, so just stay out of trouble until then.”


  “Okay.”


  There was a good chance of Fran making a scene wherever she went. He wanted her to stay out of sight and out of mind.


  “I’ll go sightseeing in the meantime.”


  “Stick to the main street. And don’t mess with the Clinic. Seriously.”


  “Hm. I know.”


   


  ***


   


  The day after we asked Pleiare to collect information for us…


  We headed to the center of the city. We had already been to the residential areas and the main streets yesterday.


  That one?


  That’s the one. That white tower is the home base of the Clinic. On top of medical facilities, they have lodging for their executives and a laboratory.


  “Wow.”


  Fran wasn’t really interested, but it was an incredible architectural achievement for this world—a sanitary examination room and a training facility for healers. Add to that a research facility for surgeries, and it was very much like a medical university in Japan.


  And that came with the very real possibility of rotten executives.


  A white tower housing a medical university. That was pretty much it. I was sure that money was exchanged during professor selections and doctors’ rounds. There was surely a dirty power struggle going on inside. Those allegations were very plausible.


  Teacher?
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  Sorry, I was just lost in thought. The Clinic are doing good work, but there’s no way that such a large organization can be devoid of corruption. Don’t let your guard down.


  Hm.


  The town’s general store only had good things to say about the Clinic. The old man commented on the pretty nurses and big-breasted doctors and gave us other unnecessary details.


  The Clinic was seen as a force for good by the townsfolk since they could heal them, even if it was costly. I had a feeling the general store owner was blinded by his lust, though.


  We asked another woman who passed us by what she thought about the Clinic.


  “Hey.”


  “Oh? What is it, little girl?”


  “Is that tower the Clinic?”


  “Yes, that’s right. Are you an adventurer from the outside?”


  “Hm. I’ve never seen such a huge clinic before.”


  “Of course. I suppose you don’t see that every day since clinics aren’t usually this big.”


  People had been calling Cendia home for a long time despite its status as an unregistered city. They led lives not so different to the people on other continents. I picked the woman out since she seemed like a kind and talkative lady. I was right.


  She was answering Fran’s questions before she even asked. This lady was giving us details we never asked for. I could tell that the woman held the Clinic in high esteem.


  But that made it stranger. Not one bad thing was said about the Clinic. Was that even possible? That kind of perfection was suspicious. Maybe the Clinic was putting up a front of goodness to cover up the dirty things it did. Was I overthinking things?


  Was I being paranoid after seeing the great white tower? Maybe I was being overdramatic.


  I was biased, but there was no way an organization holding such great power could be clean. Clearly, they were manipulating public opinion.


  What now?


  Let’s try to schedule a checkup by acting like a patient. Can you do that?


  Hm. Leave it to me.


  Fran nodded and clutched her stomach with both hands.


  “Ow. My stomach.”


  Oooh.


  Her performance was as wooden as a board! She might get the nickname of Wooden Actress!


  Uhh, can you sell it a little better?


  “Ow, it hurts.”


  Scrunch your face like you mean it.


  “I can’t breathe.”


  That’s a little better? I guess…?


  “Hm!”


  Crap, I should’ve kept Acting when I was cleaning out my Skill list. I looked and found that I still had it. Acting 1. I think I got it off a goblin.


  Fran, do it again, but this time actively use Acting.


  “Owie ow ow.”


  Was this thing on? It was. And this was as good as it was going to get.


  There was a clear difference between one person’s Sword Mastery 1, which they gained through their athletic accomplishments, and another person’s Sword Mastery 1, which they forced with a magical item.


  In the same way, there was a huge difference in the Acting Skill between someone with actual talent…and Fran, whose Acting was acquired through me applying the Skill on her. The difference was night and day.


  “Perfect.”


  I guess it could work. You’re only going in for a checkup, after all.


  We headed to the Clinic for our examination, but something got in our way.


  A riot had broken out.


  “I’ll kill you!”


  “We won’t let them keep getting us!”


  “Snuff out the Drake King Council!”


  Beastmen with bloodlust lined up on the street. The atmosphere was unsettling.


  What do we do, Teacher?


  Let’s conceal our presence and follow them.


  Got it.


  Jet, you might have to track them later. Get ready.


  Woof!


  Fran concealed her presence with magic and Skills and ran to where the beastmen had gone. Their presence could be clearly felt through the residual bloodlust. Following them was easy.


  What’s more, other beastmen had joined them along the way.


  They were going to a place where several dozen beastmen and drakes had already gathered. They faced off, weapons in hand, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if they started killing each other there and then.


  Better stay out of this. This can’t end well…


  In the distance, drakes gave off an unfriendly presence while beastmen watched.


  It’s a conflict between factions.


  I don’t see Gazuole.


  The Drake King Council has a lot of members, so it’s not like he has to be in every fight.


  This looked bad. The conflict between the Drake King Council and Beastman Council would worsen if they ended up killing each other. The loss of fighters in two of the biggest organizations in Cendia would make it impossible for the city to withstand the season of the antibodies.


  Both parties stood at an intersection.


  I thought about stopping them, but the situation developed before I could.


  One of the beastmen fell to his knees in agony. An arrow had come out of nowhere and pierced him in the shoulder. Red blood fell on the pavement.


  The confrontation was now set to blow.


  “You’ve done it now!”


  “Kill ’em!” the beastmen shouted as they charged forward. The drakes responded in kind.


  “We’ll give you a reason to be afraid of us!”


  “Beat those animals down!”


  And just like that, a fight broke out. Where had that arrow come from? Had the drakes fired it? But the drakes had looked confused when they saw it…


  No matter how it happened, the ensuing battle was intense. Beastmen fell to swords while drakes were pierced by spears. All the spilled blood only served to rouse the men’s battle lust.


  If things went on, it was only a matter of time before someone ended up dead.


  Let’s get a little closer and start healing people.


  Got it.


  Getting in between them would get their attention. I highly doubted that either side would thank us for stopping them and then live happily ever after. The best course of action was to ensure that there would be no deaths.


  Fran and I started healing the heavily injured. They were knocked out, and the number of fighters had drastically reduced in ten minutes. Only three beastmen and five drakes were left standing.


  They finally noticed that something strange was going on. None of their comrades had died despite the intense fighting.


  “…?”


  “…?”


  Both factions probably thought their opponent was stringing them along. They cast accusatory glances at each other.


  Their initial excitement had worn out, but they remained intent on fighting. They would probably resume the battle if left to themselves.


  But what to do? Should I quietly put everyone to sleep?


  Another arrow appeared as I considered our next course of action. Again, it was aimed at the beastmen. But I wasn’t about to let it happen!


  I used telekinesis to knock the arrow out of the air. The beastmen who saw it turned hostile.


  “Cowards! You keep firing arrows at us!”


  “H-how dare you! We don’t know what you’re talking about!”


  “We don’t care if you play dumb! That arrow and the one that started this whole thing were both aimed at us!”


  “You probably shot at yourselves to pin this whole thing on us! Did you see how that arrow fell just now?!”


  “We’re not cowards like you! We’re not drakes!”


  “Stop lying! Don’t think that a bunch of cowardly beastmen can beat us!”


  “What did you say, gecko?!”


  “Filthy animals!”


  Knocking the arrow away might have had adverse effects. But that thing was going straight for one of the beastmen’s heads… Maybe I should have knocked the remaining eight people out and looked for the shooter.


  But something changed before I could take action.


  An object rolled between the two factions as they glared each other down.


  What’s that? A black ball?


  Someone threw it.


  We weren’t the only ones to notice its presence; the drakes and beastmen also stared at the ball. It kept on rolling until it was right between the two groups. Then it exploded.


  The battlefield was covered with smoke after a loud pop. A cloud of smoke hung over everything. Suddenly, a new combatant entered the battlefield. Its aura was faint as it concealed itself with stealth abilities, but it was moving fast.


  “What is thi—hurgh!”


  “I can’t see—gaah!”


  “Wh-what—urf!”


  The men cried out from within the smoke to the beat of the strange presence’s movement.


  I didn’t know whether to stop it, but the presence wasn’t out to kill. It only seemed to knock both beastman and drake unconscious. I decided to wait.


  After there was no one left standing other than the intruder, the smoke began to clear.


  They’re all down?


  Looks like that man in black did it.


  A man stood amid the drakes and beastmen, clad in black. He must have been the one who knocked out the remaining combatants. He did it in such a short period of time while moving within the smoke… He was used to this.


  Well, I’m sure this is well within his skill set.


  Hm.


  Woof.


  You guys remember him?


  Fran wasn’t one to forget her strong acquaintances, and Jet considered the man a rival in stealth.


  Urslars said he was in town, but I wasn’t expecting to meet him here. He just beat up the drakes, though.


  Frederick stood before us, the stealth-specialized drake we’d fought alongside in the capital.


  His eyes glanced over to Fran, who was still hiding. He hadn’t seen through our concealment, but he could sense something in the alleyway. He readied himself for the worst.


  I think it’s for the better if we come out now.


  Okay.


  Fran maintained her stealth while stepping out of the alley. Now that she was clearly in view, Frederick could recognize her. She didn’t drop stealth because of the mysterious archer. We couldn’t sense their presence at all. Exposing ourselves would leave us defenseless.


  “It’s been a while.”


  “I wasn’t expecting to see you here…”


  He was just as surprised as we were. Frederick couldn’t pin down why Fran was in Cendia. Neither of us knew what the other was doing here.


  He clearly wanted to stop the confrontation, but why?


  They stared at each other in silence, neither side comfortable enough to call the other an ally.


  Now another presence approached us, appearing out of the alleyway in her usual black garb. Again, it was someone we recognized.


  A girl with an aqua-colored ponytail—Velmeria was the drake halfling daughter of Bayreeds, a noble of Granzell. 


  “I’m sorry, Frederick. The shooter got away… Fran?”


  “Hm. Hey, Velmeria. Been a while.”


  “I-it has. I couldn’t sense you at all earlier… Did you get stronger?”


  “I’ve been training. But you’ve gotten stronger, too.”


  “Hee hee. I haven’t slacked off on my training, either. Also—”


  “Wait. I know we have a lot to discuss but we shouldn’t do it here. Let’s go somewhere else.”


  “Right.”


  Neither of them was hostile, and they didn’t mind moving to a different location. But what would happen to the two gangs now?


  Wouldn’t their opposition kill them if we let them remain unconscious here? That would render stopping the conflict pointless.


  “What about them?”


  “I’ve reported them to the Clinic’s peacekeepers. They’ll take it from here. The Clinic will treat them and charge them for their treatment, so they are more than happy to help.”


  They forced treatment to make money. The guild’s healers did the same thing, so I guessed we should let them handle it.


  “We’ll go to the safehouse.”


  “I’ll take you there, Fran.”


  “Hm…?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Something’s…off.”


  Fran stopped and looked around.


  Is it the same sensation as last time?


  “Hm…”


  Fran sensed the same discomfort she felt the other day. I needed to do a thorough check on our surroundings!


  But it was too late. The Clinic’s peacekeepers had already arrived.


  I really wanted to know what was bugging Fran, but leaving was our best course of action. We followed ­Frederick away from the scene.


  They were staying at an inn in the residential area. The outlaws stayed away from the area, making it an ideal hiding place. We still used concealment Skills and spells on the way to their room to hide ourselves. Our enemies wouldn’t be able to track us down unless they were highly skilled.


  “I’m sure we have lots of questions for each other, but before that, Velmeria, how did it go?”


  “I’m sorry, the shooter got away. But I found this in their sniper’s nest.”


  Velmeria set an arrow on the table. Frederick took it and inspected it.


  “It’s a custom make.”


  “Yes. It’s hollow on the inside.”


  Looking at it closer, the shaft was indeed a tube.


  The arrow I had knocked away was much the same. Fran handed it over after taking it from the scene of the conflict.


   


  “There’s a hole in this, too,” Fran said, looking through the arrow’s hollow shaft. Nothing was inside it, though. I thought they might be poisonous, but I couldn’t identify any toxins on either arrow.


  Although the arrow’s design was mysterious to us, Frederick had an idea of its origin.


  “This looks just like the Howling Dog’s arrow…”


  “I see. We do know that she uses nonstandard arrows.”


  “Howling…?”


  Was that a nickname?


  “She’s one of the Drake King Council’s officers.”


  “The Drake King Council’s officers are called the Three Claws, all specializing in combat. Milanlieu the Howling Dog, Drake the Heretic, and Windscale Gazuole. Each is a master in their way of combat and is comparable to an A-Rank adventurer. Be careful if you run into one of them.”


  “Gazuole? The wind drake?”


  “You know him?”


  “Hm. He attacked me, so I beat him up.” Fran had already defeated the man they were cautioning her against. “What’s the Howling Dog like?”


  Velmeria was dumbstruck after Fran’s casual nod. “Hang on, you beat Gazuole?! D-did you kill him?”


  “Hm? No. He was holding back, so I just gave him a good beating.”


  “Amazing… I thought I was getting close to you in terms of strength, but it seems I was getting ahead of myself.”


  Gazuole was a fighter who needed wide open spaces. He could barely get half his capability out in a back alley. It might have been a closer fight had he been in his natural habitat.


  “Windscale is one of the better people in the Drake King Council. Good thing you didn’t kill him. Howling Dog is a bigger problem.”


  “She’s an archer?”


  “Yeah. Her arrows create a howling effect like a dog when they fly through the air. That’s why they call her Howling Dog.”


  “I see.”


  These arrows would mark Howling Dog as the shooter. That seemed a little flagrant.


  Frederick had the same idea.


  “Howling Dog is a hardheaded woman…but she’s not stupid. She wouldn’t leave such obvious evidence.”


  “So, someone else is trying to pin this on the Howling Dog?”


  “It is very likely.”


  Someone was working behind the scenes.


  A noise like a howling dog…


  Did you hear something?


  Not me. What about you?


  I didn’t hear anything, either.


  The distance could have made it difficult to hear the arrows…


  “Where’s the place that the Howling Dog might have been?”


  “About a hundred meters from the intersection where the conflict broke out.”


  That was closer than I expected. Not hearing her signature sound at that distance was strange. Maybe she muted the sound with wind magic, but I wasn’t sure. Fran told Frederick what I thought, and he shook his head.


  “Howling Dog is loud and brash, not one suited for stealth. She wouldn’t cloak her own arrows. She enjoys intimidating her enemies with the sound.”


  Then she definitely didn’t do it. You would have to be an expert in stealth to go unnoticed at a hundred meters by me and Fran.


  “I didn’t hear or feel anything.”


  “Even the Black Lightning Princess couldn’t sense them… Milanlieu isn’t a stealth type, and she’s a fire drake. Fire magic spells are the only spells in her arsenal. She can’t use sound-concealing spells.”


  “Fire drakes can only use fire spells?”


  “So, you’re not familiar. You know that the drakes have their own elements, right?”


  “Hm.”


  They proceeded to give us an explanation about how drakes worked.


  When drakes are young, they aren’t pinned to any element and can use any of them. But as they grow into a water or wind drake, they specialize into their particular elements, locking out the others.


  Drake halflings aren’t as restricted as their full-blooded counterparts at the expense of not being able to become as strong.


  “A drake’s evolution depends on their specialty element, environment, and mana absorbed from their defeated enemies.”


  Simply put, if a drake kept using water magic, lived near a body of water, and defeated water element enemies, he would become a water drake.


  “What’s the most common drake?”


  “No particular element stands out even with personal preferences.”


  Fire was highly destructive. Earth excelled at defense and base building. Wind was able to sense enemies and support allies. Water could create water as a source of life. There was no competition. All elements were necessary.


  The drakes felt the same way and did what they could to maintain the elemental balance of their ranks. The evolved drakes who had acquired the Skill Dragon Form would go on to lead other drakes.


  Chelsea’s warriors could all use Dragon Form, but they were an elite fighting force. Not all wind drakes had the ability.


  “What about the other elements? Frederick’s a Fiend Drake.”


  “Not much is known about the other elements besides the Fiend Drake. There have been instances of drakes evolving into thunder or frost drakes, but that was purely accidental.”


  If we were to treat drake evolution the same as magic acquisition, a drake would have to use wind and fire magic and be proficient at both.


  “But you know how Fiend Drakes are made?”


  “The terms aren’t that difficult.”


  Drakes needed to absorb a certain element in order to evolve, such as fire for Fire Drakes. In that case, all Fiend Drakes needed was to absorb enough Malice. And it was very easy to become a Fiend Drake due to the abundance of Malice in Goldicia.


  No one ever became a Fiend Drake on purpose, though. They were susceptible to becoming violent and losing their minds. The drakes took care not to let their young absorb too much Malice. The young drakes were limited in their time within the barrier and were instructed not to fight continually.


  Still, some ended up evolving into Fiend Drakes. There were two main reasons.


  First would be disobedience to the elder council and sneaking into the barrier to level up and gain points. They would end up becoming Fiend Drakes after absorbing a copious amount of Malice.


  Another would be during antibody season when the young would be forced to fight. They would absorb the Malice of antibodies beyond safe limits and end up as Fiend Drakes.


  In most cases, the Fiend Drakes were killed by their own kind. They would be hunted down before they could run rampant.


  Being a halfling, Frederick was spared this fate. Fiend Drake halflings were naturally weaker, and their minds were exposed to lesser levels of Malice.


  “But I was not allowed to remain in Goldicia. I was exiled after being assigned to the young lady.”


  “And you can be in Goldicia now?”


  “As long as no one finds out.”


  So…no. No wonder Frederick had to sneak around.


  “What about the Shinryu Drakes?”


  Shinryu Form was a Skill granted to Velmeria by ­Fanatix. It was powerful enough to stand on even ground with Urslars.


  “That is something of a special case. It is not something that a drake can achieve on their own.”


  “Then how do you learn it?”


  “The drakes are believed to be descended from Shinryu of the Six Pillars. Their blood is passed on through each generation by priestesses. Throughout the ages, two of the families have been wiped out, leaving four to remain.”


  The Shinryu Form was a Skill passed on by the dragon priestesses after performing a certain ritual. But the priestesses themselves did not use the Skill.


  “They can’t, to be precise. It takes long and intensive training to use a Skill that has the name of a god. The priestesses are tasked with safeguarding Shinryu Form and passing it on to the next generation.”


  So even if someone could acquire Shinryu Form through other means, it didn’t mean that they could use it to its fullest extent. We’d had experience with that before.


  Sword God Form was much the same, but there were other examples that came to mind. Take Garrus’s Godsight, for example. It revealed me to him, but he couldn’t learn much about me regardless. He probably wasn’t using the Skill to its full potential.


  Amanda’s Whip Master was probably the same. She had just changed classes, so there was a good chance she hadn’t figured out all the nuances to it yet. If she had, she probably would’ve easily beaten us.


  “But how is it passed on when no one can use it?”


  “They say a priestess can pass on the Skill to someone worthy of it.”


  When someone with the blood of the Shinryu was born, that power could be transferred to them. That was how the legend was passed on. We had a feeling who the dragon priestess was after hearing about their story.


  “Is your mother a priestess?”


  “Did Sir Urslars tell you?”


  “Hm. He said the Drake King is after her because she has a role to play.”


  “Yes. My mother, Tiranalia, is a priestess. She is not allowed to leave the continent.”


  Tiranalia’s role as a dragon priestess prevented her from leaving Goldicia. And now the Drake King wanted the Shinryu Form Skill for himself. Going by the legend, the one with Shinryu Form would become king of the drakes.


  “Where did your parents meet?”


  “Apparently they met when my father was dispatched to Goldicia as a commander.”


  They’d had a wild and sweet romance. But we didn’t have time to hear it. And neither I nor Fran were interested in the love story, so we didn’t ask for more details.


  “Why is he after your mother, though? There are other priestesses.”


  “It’s probably because their elements line up.”


  The man claiming to be the Drake King was a Fire Drake, and Tiranalia was the priestess of the dragon god of fire. The Drake King must have thought that he could acquire great power from her because of their matching elements.


  He had visited Tiranalia’s temple many times, asking her to bestow the Shinryu Form. The negotiations were peaceful at the start, but after countless rejections the Drake King started making threats and was now plotting to kidnap her.


  “We have infiltrated the Drake King Council to observe their movements and protect my mother.”


  “Are you going to beat the Drake King?”


  “If possible, yes.”


  Velmeria really wanted to kill him. She was doing a poor job of hiding her intent. But they were still looking for him since they couldn’t figure out where he was. As outside help, his location was not made privy to Velmeria and Frederick.


  “Was leaving the Drake King Council people like that the right choice?”


  “It was a good chance to thin out their numbers…but we do not want a full-blown conflict.”


  The Drake King Council was a long-standing organization with a lot of influence. It was only recently that the latest Drake King started making trouble.


  Any damage the organization suffered would affect the rest of the drakes, and that would be a disaster during antibody season. Even if Velmeria wanted to save her mother, she didn’t want to bring other people down with the council.


  “Tensions have been strangely high lately…”


  “What do you mean?”


  “They’re probably more careful with the approaching antibody season. But the members have been incredibly short-tempered as of late. The other organizations are probably going through the same thing. Stress between the organizations have never been higher.”


  Fights between foot soldiers could easily break out into large-scale violence.


  “In any case, a riot might break out if the Drake King Council were to get weaker. That is why we are conducting our mission in secret. We would love any information you may have on the whereabouts of the Drake King.”


  “Hm. You’ll be the first one to know. In exchange, I want info on illegal slavers.”


  “Illegal slavers… Of course. You’re a Black Cat, after all.” Even if she didn’t know the details, Velmeria understood why a Black Cat would be after illegal slavers. “All I’ve heard are rumors…”


  “Rumors are fine.”


  Velmeria started listing off what she knew.


  First, it was highly unlikely that the Drake King Council would have dealings with illegal slavers. This matched up with the information we got from Gazuole. But the Drake King was someone who held differing values from the rest of the drakes. He was the only one to call himself the Drake King after Trismegistus.


  It was possible that he’d had some dealings with illegal slavers.


  “And then there’s the Beastman Council.”


  The Bloodfang Squad was a unit where the most detestable members of the Beastman Council got placed. The squad had been making waves behind the scenes lately. They were spotted going into bases and engaging in violent battles.


  At the same time, spies within the Drake King Council had reported that some officers were missing. The Drake King Council seemed to be plotting something. Among the missing people noted by the Drake King Council’s network were some Blue Cats.


  “There is a possibility that they are involved with illegal slavers and not with the Drake King Council and the Adventurers’ Guild.”


  “I see.”


  The Bloodfangs definitely seemed fishy. We needed more information, but…


  “Where do I go to find you?”


  We were still waiting on the Adventurers’ Guild’s information, but there was no harm in looking for more on our own. After we learned a few more things about the Beastman Council, our exchange ended. We knew where our friends were staying and promised to meet up at an appointed time.


  I was about to propose a break, but something was still eating Fran.


  “Did you feel something weird earlier?”


  “Weird? What do you mean?”


  “Hm… It was just…weird.” Fran had a hard time putting the sensation into words.


  “I’m not sure I noticed anything…”


  “Is that why you looked bothered when we were about to leave?”


  “Hm.”


  Frederick paused and gave it some thought.


  “Actually, I also felt a strange sensation. I thought I was imagining it…”


  So, Frederick had noticed, too. But he didn’t know what it was, either.


  “I’ll have a look around later.”


  “Hm.”


  “I’ll be careful, too.”


  Finally, Velmeria gave us a word of caution. “The relationship between the organizations is experiencing a rapid downturn. Please don’t do anything reckless. It might make you stand out.”


  “Hm. Got it.”


  We parted ways with Velmeria and Frederick and were about to ask around to see if anyone saw anything…


  But Fran was stopped along the way.


  “Hold it right there, Chump Cat.”


  “Hm?”


  Blue Cats stood in Fran’s way.


  Sorry, Velmeria. It looked like things might get reckless.


  Chapter 2:
Outlaws of the Unregistered City


   


  TWO BLUE CATS STOOD IN Fran’s way as she was walking in the residential district. They tried to intimidate her, and their intentions were far from peaceful.


  Their faces twisted in hatred as she gave them an annoyed look.


  “What are you staring at? You can’t even evolve.”


  “Blue Cats.”


  “That’s right! We are Blue Cats! Masters of you Chump Cats!”


  “You’ve got some attitude talking to your masters. You should be licking the ground right about now!”


  Fran had been feeling better after meeting Velmeria, but her mood instantly soured.


  Bloodlust poured out of her as she listened to the men talk. Her face was expressionless, but she was ready to fight.


  The Blue Cats hesitated after thinking she was weak. They didn’t seem to know who she was. They probably called out to the lone Black Cat thinking they could harass her.


  And this was the residential area. Either they were stupid enough to break the unwritten rule, or they had someone powerful backing them and they thought they could get away with it. Either way, they were scum.


  Don’t kill them. They might be Beastman Council members.


  …I’ll do my best to be careful.


  I readied up some spells so I could heal them. There was no stopping Fran once the Blue Cats got this far.


  The battle was over in an instant. She didn’t kill them. She didn’t even cut them.


  Even if they had instigated the fight, it would reflect poorly on the guild if blood was spilled in the residential area. I still had to calm Fran down because she looked like she wanted to cut the Blue Cats after knocking them out with her fists.


  The Blue Cats threw up bile after suffering Fran’s killer punches. They were out cold and only twitched now and again. But Fran was still in her stance.


  “They might be pretending to be hurt so I’d let my guard down. Let me make sure.”


  “Glorgh!”


  “Gyaaa!”


  Fran gave them kicks for good measure. They were now really half dead as they lay twitching on the ground. Their organs were bruised and bones broken, but they weren’t going to die. I healed them, just in case.


   


  “What do we do with them?” Fran asked, coldly staring at the writhing Blue Cats. She wanted to beat the information out of them but knew she couldn’t do it while still in the residential area.


  Let’s take them to an alleyway. Then we can get to questioning.


  We weren’t about to take them to our inn, and we didn’t know where else to go.


  I thought about turning to Velmeria for help, but the extra attention would just make trouble for her. We were on our own and we needed to be fast.


  After dragging the Blue Cats down an alley, we created a barrier to block out the outside world with Jet’s dark magic and my wind magic.


  I healed them slightly since they were in no condition to talk. They finally awoke after Jet licked their faces.


  “What’s this wet—waaah!”


  “Eeeegh! Monster!”


  They were still beat-up even after being healed, but their fear of Jet overwhelmed their pain. How else would you react to a giant wolf licking your face when you woke up? Besides, the angle made it look like Jet was about to swallow them whole.


  They did their best to put distance between them and Jet, but their backs were against a wall. They couldn’t back up if they wanted to. As they were freaking out, Fran spoke.


  “Hey.”


  “Huh? Hey, you’re that little—!”


  “The Chump Cat from earlier!”


  “Hmph.”


  “Gaaah!”


  Fran kicked him as the insult left his mouth, hammering his back into the wall and knocking him out. The other one froze as he watched his bigger friend get kicked. He finally understood that this was no ordinary little girl.


  “Are you illegal slavers?”


  “Huh? What’s that got to do with—giiiieee!”


  “Don’t backtalk me. Answer the question.”


  “…!” The Blue Cat stared at Fran after she electrocuted him. But he wasn’t just surprised at her strength. “The Black Lightning Princess…?”


  “Hm?”


  “Black Cat brat with a wolf… You’re her!”


  He seemed to know a lot about Fran. But information wasn’t the only thing he had on her. As he sat against a wall, his face darkened with hatred.


  I could understand if Fran had that expression as she looked at a Blue Cat. I didn’t know why a Blue Cat would look at her that way, though.


  A little beating wouldn’t give rise to that much resentment.


  “What do you know about me?”


  “You’re the brat that caused the downfall of the Blue Cats after you sucked up to the Beast King! Because of you, we…!”


  “Hm?”


  “Why are we the only ones guilty?! We’ve only been selling an otherwise useless race for money! At least we put a price on your worthless existence!”


  “Hmph.”


  “Gah…! Now Black Cats are looking down on us! You’re supposed to be below us!”


  The Blue Cat continued raging even after Fran punched him in the face. His words became more violent. “The other races are guilty, too! They never complained all those years we did our business, and now they’re telling us to make reparations? Like we’re outcasts? Get over yourselves! We did you bastards a favor all these years!”


  “Shut up.”


  “The old Beast King ordered us to use Black Cats! And now he wants us to stop? Respect their dignity? No way! Those Chump Cats are the most worthless race on the planet!”


  “Tsh!”


  “Gyaaaa!”


  Fran’s patience was at an end. She cut off the Blue Cat’s right leg and stepped on the gaping wound. The Blue Cat screamed in pain.


  “Shut. Up.”


  “You’re not getting away with this… We’ll enslave all of y—aaaah!”


  More pain didn’t silence the Blue Cat. We could break his spirit if we had time…but time was not something we had.


  Well, he doesn’t look like he’s going to talk. Let’s wake the other one up.


  Okay.


  The Blue Cats had apparently fallen on tough times, but I had no sympathy for them. They had been exploiting the Black Cats for a long time, and they continued to do so even after prohibitions had been put in place. I might have felt differently if this had been a Blue Cat who had kept his hands clean his entire life…but he wasn’t.


  All right, let’s get—


  “Hrm?”


  “Grr!”


  Just as we were about to awaken the man Fran had kicked earlier, she readied herself. Jet growled.


  Someone’s coming!


  “I didn’t feel them at all!”


  Someone was standing right outside our field of wind and darkness. It wasn’t that we’d been distracted by the Blue Cats—the presence had just announced itself all of a sudden. Either they teleported, or they were a master of stealth—but regardless, we couldn’t afford to underestimate them.


  Get ready!


  The barrier was blown away as I sounded the warning, revealing our opponent.


  “You’ve got some nerve doing this in our territory. I knew the guild was sniffing around for dirt on the Bloodfangs… You must be working for them!”


  A lone beastman had destroyed the barrier we set up.


  He wasn’t very tall. Actually, he was on the smaller side, standing about 160 cm tall, and he had a handsome face. He wasn’t young, but he was definitely cute—not the face of an outlaw. His face and arms were decorated with scars, adding an aspect of intimidation.


  Fran tilted her head as she found herself faced with this simultaneously cute and intimidating man.


  “Bloodfangs?”


  “Yeah. Don’t play dumb with me! I’m Doloulet, Third Seat of the Bloodfang Squad!”


  A Bloodfang member, and an officer, at that. He had a shrill soprano voice to match his voice and a mean attitude. But Fran didn’t seem bothered by that.


  “You don’t have fangs.”


  “S-shut up! It doesn’t matter!”


  The man was a herbivorous beastman. The droopy ears were a dead giveaway—he was a rabbit. Probably a Gray Rabbit like Royce, the Beast King’s aide. Now I understood how he had snuck up on us so suddenly. Beastmen of the smaller herbivorous types were skilled at stealth, but Gray Rabbits had an affinity for timespace magic. He had probably teleported his way here.


  Fran was still wondering about the contradiction of a fangless beastman being part of a group called the Bloodfang Squad.


  “Hm?”


  “D-damn it…” Doloulet also seemed bothered by it. He was surprisingly dismayed. He didn’t know how to react to Fran’s innocent question.


  He probably had a fist ready for anyone who made fun of him, but Fran was genuinely curious. She was just saying the first thing that came to her mind.


  “The unit’s been named that for a long time. Having fangs isn’t a requirement!”


  “Sure.”


  “Hey, you can’t just lose interest after asking that kind of question!”


  He was surprisingly responsive to her reactions. But then he saw what had become of his men and glared at Fran.


  “Looks like you’ve been taking good care of my boys!”


  “They started it.”


  “I don’t care! I’m making an example of you!”


  “Hrm.”


  Talk about a short fuse! Doloulet was coming in swinging!


  He wasn’t holding back, even if he was unarmed. Each strike was meant to kill. He was definitely someone who punched first and asked questions later. Fran dodged with backstep, but Doloulet accelerated to chase her. He really was a rabbit!


  “I hear the Black Cats have gotten stronger lately. Looks like the rumors are true!”


  “Hmph!”


  “I can read you like a book!”


  Doloulet ducked under Fran’s side slash and stepped in to throw a quick jab. He was a master at this. Unlike Gazuole, who specialized in battles in wide open spaces, this man had spent his life fighting in cramped alleyways.


  “Haaa!”


  Fran launched a frontal kick as Doloulet ducked under her blade, and he twisted his body to dodge. It reminded me of what Fran did against Gazuole—but this was well within Fran’s skill to counter.


  “Too easy!”


  “For me.”


  “Wha?”


  She used land magic in tune with Doloulet’s movement to dig a hole under him. This man was fast and strong, but not on the level of Colbert or Hilt. Timing a spell to his movement was not difficult for her. He would’ve had a better chance had he Awakened, but this was what he got for underestimating Fran.


  Doloulet lost his balance, and the trusty ground underneath him disappeared. Now Fran’s fist made contact. A liver blow followed by an uppercut to the chin and then a hook to the temple to finish the three-punch combo, knocking Doloulet off balance. He was conscious but rattled, unable to move properly.


  “Unh…?”


  Fran could’ve overpowered him with magic but chose to fight on his level. She enjoyed finishing him off with her fists. It made a show of her dominance and left him more likely to answer our questions.


  “Heal. Got some questions for you.”


  “Tch… Fine. I won’t embarrass myself further after losing to a girl.”


  He was being a lot more cooperative than expected. I’d thought he would just teleport out.


  “Are you with the Beastman Council?”


  “For what it’s worth. They don’t consider us part of them, though. They treat us like mercenaries to use in their raids.”


  What we heard about the Bloodfang Squad being hated by the Beastman Council was true.


  “Those Blue Cats, too?”


  “They’re my boys.”


  “Are you connected to the illegal slavers?”


  “Whaaat? Oh, riiight… Black Cats and Blue Cats.” Doloulet nodded, seeing where Fran was going. The feud between the two tribes was well known among beastmen. “There are rumors, but the Bloodfangs aren’t part of that. Neither are they.”


  “You’re lying. They came at me just because I’m a Black Cat. In the residential area, too.”


  Doloulet widened his eyes and hung his head after hearing what Fran said. “Sorry about that… These guys have a grudge against Black Cats, but I know that to you, it must just seem like spite. Of course you’re angry.”


  He was actually quite reasonable, despite his short fuse making him a target of hatred from his own organization. Then again, he threw hands first…but he had his own code, which he stuck to. He was still a problem, but he was the kind of person Fran found difficult to hate. As expected, she didn’t know how to react to him. This was what had happened with Gazuole too.


  “They’ve been unstable since they messed up and got injured a while ago. They probably saw you and thought they could let off some steam.”


  “So?”


  “Sorry. I know it has nothing to do with you. Look, I know I’m not in a position to make demands. But can you spare these guys? I’ll owe you a favor. How about it?”


  Doloulet raised his head, revealing a serious expression, as he pleaded for the lives of his men, the Blue Cats. Fran wasn’t impressed.


  “Why are you doing so much for these scumbags? They’re not worth that much.”


  Doloulet gave her a wry smile despite her cold and unflinching response. “Hah, that’s harsh. Scumbags have their uses, y’know. At the end of the day, they’re still my scumbags. I can’t just abandon them.”


  He was serious. They were his men, and he would protect them. A simple policy…but not many people had that kind of loyalty to their subordinates.


  “And as embarrassing as it sounds, I was in their ­situation once. I can’t just let them hang. I’ll do my best to rehabilitate them. So…can you give them a chance?”


  “You’re wasting your time,” Fran immediately answered. Doloulet aside, she didn’t trust the Blue Cats one bit.


  “Maybe you’re right. But please! Just this once! I’m begging you. Pretty please?”


  “And you’ll do anything I say in exchange?”


  “Yeah.” Doloulet immediately nodded. He wasn’t lying.


  Fran was in a bind. She didn’t think these Blue Cats could change and was set on killing them. But she also knew the opportunity to forge a relationship with a Bloodfang officer was too good to pass up.


  “I’ll hear what they have to say. Then I’ll make my decision.”


  Having told Doloulet that, she approached the Blue Cats. She healed them, then splashed water on their bodies. The cold water jerked them awake with a scream. While they panicked, she tied them up and threw them to the ground again.


  “Wh-what?!”


  “Stop moving.”


  “Y-you’re—mgh!”


  I shut their mouths with telekinesis, since the conversation was going nowhere. Fran ignored their muffled groans and asked them questions. They were silent at first but cooperated after Doloulet chewed them out. They couldn’t ignore their boss’s orders.


  It soon became clear that these Blue Cats weren’t illegal slavers. Or at least, they had no dealings with them at the moment. They talked like they knew about the existence of illegal slavers, but only because their parents had been illegal slavers. Those parents had been purged by the Beast King after they continued to traffic Black Cats in secret. Having lost their homes in the Beastman Nation, they fled to Goldicia.


  These Blue Cats were bad guys…but not the illegal slavers we were looking for. Even if they harassed Black Cats, they had never seriously injured them or abducted them to sell them into slavery. Enslaving Black Cats was scorned by the Beastman Council. It would be difficult for council members to engage in illegal slavery.


  “The Beastman Council aren’t involved with illegal slavers?” Fran said under her breath. Doloulet shook his head sadly.


  “I can’t say for sure. There are several Blue Cats who have bad rumors surrounding them.” 


  The look he gave Fran was a pained one. It seemed Doloulet himself was opposed to Black Cat slavery.


  “I’ll spare you. In exchange, you need to gather information on how the Beastman Council may be connected to illegal slavers.”


  “All right. You beat me and you’re sparing my guys. It’s the least I can do.”


  “Bring your findings to the Adventurers’ Guild. Mention my name and they’ll know what it’s about.”


  “What is your name anyway?”


  “Fran.”


  “Fran…? Y-you! You’re the Black Lightning Princess! Maaaan! No wonder I couldn’t win!” Doloulet turned his head up and laughed. “Bwa ha ha! If anything, it’s an honor to be of service to you!”


  He was serious. He admired strong fighters and used strength as the basis of his hierarchy. It seemed unlikely he would betray us.


  “But I hear the Black Lightning Princess has a wolf familiar…”


  “Jet.”


  “Woof.”


  Jet popped out of the shadows. He had been hiding since Doloulet destroyed the barrier. Well, not hiding… He was just waiting for the order to strike. He was good at making his own decisions after fighting with us for so long.


  “I-it’s huge…”


  “Grr.”


  “Hey, I’m not your enemy! Seriously! I’m not talking back!” Doloulet shouted frantically as Jet growled, drawing near to his face. Did rabbit beastmen have an innate fear of wolves? Then again, anyone would panic if Jet growled at them while they were tied up.


  “We’ll be leaving now.”


  “Right.” 


  Fran turned to leave after releasing Doloulet and his men. She knew he wouldn’t try to attack her, even with her back turned.


  The Blue Cats were a different matter. Fran had zero trust in them.


  “As for them, if they haven’t changed the next time I see them, I won’t be so merciful. I don’t care where or when. I’ll kill them.”


  “Eeek!”


  “Eeek!”


  The Blue Cats collapsed again after being hit with Fran’s unadulterated bloodlust. Even the one who’d been spewing so much hate earlier was helpless. His face was pale white.


  “I can’t cover for them at that point. You can do with them as you will, Lady Fran.”


  “Huh? B-Boss?!”


  “This all happened because you idiots couldn’t keep your heads straight!”


  Fran walked away, leaving Doloulet to chew out his insubordinate men.


  You did good today, Fran.


  Only because we need information on the illegal slavers.


  Even so, you did good by not killing those Blue Cats outright.


  Hm.


  Fran let her enemies go to get at her true enemies—illegal slavers. This was proof of how much she’d grown. Back when I first met her, she would’ve killed them on the spot.


  I wonder what information they’ll dig up for us.


  Blue Cats aside, Doloulet would definitely put in the work. There was a good chance he would get us something useful.


   


  ***


   


  It was the day after Fran spared the Blue Cats—albeit with mixed feelings—because Doloulet begged for their lives. She’d stayed up later than usual and didn’t get enough sleep. The verbal abuse the Blue Cats administered had stressed her out more than she expected. She was usually asleep as soon as she crawled into bed, but this time she wound up tossing and turning for an hour.


  Although she was usually nonchalant about most things, confrontations with Blue Cats were one of the few things that could throw her off.


  I’m wiping your face now.


  “Nuaaah~”


  Okay, now put on your boots.


  “Hnngh.”


  I moved the half-asleep Fran with telekinesis to stand her up.


  Her head dangled like a puppet on a string, but she immediately straightened up once I brought breakfast out of Pocket Dimension. You could always count on her appetite. A delicious aroma was the best alarm clock.


  Munch, munch.


  Chew, chew.


  Is it good?
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  “Hm. Curry buns are the best.”


  “Woof!”


  They were still limited to one serving of curry a day, but this wasn’t curry. It was a curry-flavored meat bun. It didn’t count.


  …Yes, I knew I was being pedantic. But Fran needed something she liked to cheer her up.


  After breakfast, we decided to see what the guildmaster had for us.


  And after that, it’s off to the Clinic.


  Fran hadn’t been in a position to go to the clinic yesterday because of her bad mood, so we planned on observing them today.


  We’re definitely going to the tower today.


  “Hm.”


  As we discussed our options, we went to the deserted Adventurers’ Guild. It wasn’t noon yet. Having an inn attached to the guild was very convenient at times—moving had been the right choice.


  “Hey, good timing.”


  “Hm?”


  Pleiare was in the middle of reading a letter when we went to see him. “Just came in the mail,” he said, grinning.


  Fran sat in front of him, looking serious, and quietly held his gaze. “Let’s hear it.”


  “This is a bar. You gotta order something.”


  “… Juice.”


  “Coming up.”


  Pleiare prepared Fran’s juice, unbothered by her intimidating aura. No wonder he was the guildmaster of a city of outlaws. The scary aura Fran radiated was nothing to him.


  “Here you go.”


  “Hm.”


  Fran drank Pleiare’s bitter juice. Its harsh acidity seemed to help her loosen up. She scrunched up her face but stopped radiating as much intimidation as she waited for Pleiare to say his piece.


  Now that Fran had settled down, the old man opened his mouth.


  “Two big bits of information. One that you asked for and another you didn’t. Where do you want to start?”


  “The one I didn’t ask for.”


  That information must have been important if Pleiare thought it worth bringing up.


  “The Drake King Council has been very busy since yesterday. Members were spotted brawling in the main street of a residential area. Be careful out there. You might get dragged into it.”


  “I saw that yesterday.”


  “Whoa, you didn’t attack anyone, did you?”


  “No. I didn’t do any fighting.”


  “Good. That’s good. Apparently, their unrest is due to a missing officer.”


  “They’re looking for a traitor?”


  My first thought was that the officer had defected, but that probably wasn’t the case.


  “The missing leader in question is one with a strong sense of duty. Not the kind who’d abandon his comrades. The Drake King Council is in something of a panic trying to find him.”


  Pleiare spoke quite highly of this officer…


  Hmm. Drake King Council. Strong sense of duty?


  We know one like that.


  Yeah.


  A drake immediately came into our minds.


  “Is it Gazuole?”


  “You know him?”


  “I met him.”


  “D-did you—”


  “I just fought him. Then I healed him up and let him go.”


  “You’re sure? You didn’t kill him or anything?”


  “Hm.”


  “Okay. I’m trusting you here.”


  There was still some suspicion in Pleiare’s eyes when he looked at Fran. He knew she was strong enough to beat Gazuole, and he probably knew about her Pocket Dimension too.


  What happened?


  Hmm. I can’t tell. He just said Gazuole disappeared.


  Gazuole had told the Drake King Council to stay out of Fran’s way. Did that bring him into conflict with his superiors, causing him to be eliminated? The council was looking for him, so it didn’t seem like infighting. But maybe some members were only pretending to look for him to make it seem that way—


  Yeah, I don’t know.


  Right.


  I wanted to know why Gazuole had gone missing, but it wasn’t like we were friends with him. Certainly not enough to go looking for him. Fran agreed. Still, it was unfortunate to lose a source of information. I would keep an eye out for Gazuole.


  “Now, as for the information you asked for regarding the Beastman helpers.”


  “Hm.” Fran straightened up upon hearing Pleiare’s words. She looked at the old man seriously and waited for him to speak.


  “They’re a male-and-female duo who are apparently staying at the Beastman Council headquarters. They only leave during missions and don’t frequent any shops in town. They’re called the Lady and the Master. Real names unknown.”


  Pleiare stopped. Fran and I waited for more, but Pleiare started scratching his head.


  “That’s it?”


  “Y-yeah.”


  “…”


  “I mean, I wasn’t expecting to only uncover this little about them, either,” Pleiare said sheepishly, slumping his shoulders.


  As impressive as the guild’s two-day investigation was, they seemed to have come up dry. The duo stayed at the council’s base and only went out when they needed to act as bodyguards. We now knew that they were strong and respected, but aside from that…the information wasn’t very useful.


  “S-sorry. We’ll get more information for you; just don’t go rushing out on your own! Please!”


  “…”


  Pleiare bowed his head while Fran stared at him, unimpressed.


  “I understand that you’re upset! But you’re a B Rank, the highest-ranked adventurer currently in town. If someone like you were to run amok, it would give the guild a bad name!”


  “Urslars is here.”


  “He left.”


  “He did?”


  “Yeah. Said he’d be back soon.”


  Urslars had probably felt the onset of Mad Ogre Form coming on. Antibody season was a season of prolonged battles. There was a high risk of him losing his mind near town. It would be best if he went far away before that happened, so he was probably somewhere out there, letting off steam.


  “And there are no other A Ranks?”


  “None that checked in.”


  “There has to be another B Rank around.”


  “You’re the only one with a nickname.”


  “Hrm.”


  Before we knew it, we had become the city’s most important adventurer. It was a pain, but Fran couldn’t afford to get demoted. She was also head and shoulders above the rest of the nicknamed B Ranks. 


  We had never experienced the drawbacks of a promotion before, but now, we felt the responsibilities of our rank.


  “It’s just a few more days. Please don’t do anything crazy in the meantime.”


  “Can I trust you for more information?”


  “Of course.” Pleiare nodded confidently.


  Could we really trust him, though? Fran might actually go crazy if he didn’t have anything useful for her the next time they met.


  Was Pleiare holding something back? At the end of the day, his main goal was the safety of Cendia. He would do anything to ensure it. He might even let a few illegal slavers slide if it meant he could protect the city.


  So what was a guildmaster to do if he wanted to keep Fran in town while minimizing the damage done to outlaws? If it were me, I wouldn’t tell her everything I knew. I would feed her drips of information to keep her in Cendia until antibody season was over.


  Hmm.


  I was beginning to be suspicious of Pleiare. Did we need to interrogate him? He wasn’t lying…but he could have been leaving things out. 


  As I was pondering the situation, the parlor doors swung open with a shrill creak, drawing everyone’s attention. A figure had burst into the guild bar. He was probably a scout. Sweat poured from his face like a waterfall as he gasped for breath. “T-there’s trouble…!”


  “Wh-what? What happened?!” Pleiare immediately started questioning the man. Anyone could tell that it was an emergency. Had the antibodies arrived? Thinking about the army of antibodies that attacked Castell, I realized Cendia might be their next target.


  But that was not the emergency.


  “The Drake King Council and the Beastman Council…”


  Pleiare immediately understood the situation. He yelled at the man—with impressive volume, considering his age.


  “Where?!”


  “In the west plaza! Where the Beastman Council’s branch is located!”


  “And the others?”


  “They’re keeping watch! But I don’t think adventurers can put a stop to this anymore!”


  A war had broken out in the western quarter where the outlaws’ territory was. This man’s work had been to observe them.


  Teacher, let’s go.


  All right. But don’t get involved unless you absolutely have to. We need to assess the situation.


  Hm.


  We might need to let some thunder spells fall on the scene to defuse the situation…but only after we saw the scale of the conflict. Doloulet and Velmeria might be able to settle everyone down if they were present.


   


  ***


   


  Fran left the guild, popped through a back alley, and found the conflict already kicking off. Both sides had yet to throw hands, but they were loudly denouncing each other from their corners. They were angry and spitting the sort of words that could be bad for Fran’s emotional development.


  Getting them to settle down seemed difficult. I just hoped it would end without much bloodshed. Casualties would negatively affect the city’s defense and make gathering information that much more difficult.


  From what we could tell, the beastmen and drakes were spread around a square twenty meters across with around fifty fighters in total. There were more drakes than beastmen—thirty and twenty, respectively.


  Fran got on a rooftop and observed the scene. Even though she was twenty meters away, the formation was clearly visible.


  The beastmen had formed a wall around a building and seemed to be defending it. Meanwhile, the drakes had surrounded them with the plaza as their center. They looked like delinquents from the Showa period with how they were cursing at each other.


  “Doloulet’s not here.”


  Yeah. Velmeria and Frederick are present, though.


  “Hm.”


  They were hiding in a corner by the drakes, doing their best to conceal their presence. They were currently infiltrating the Drake King Council, so they wouldn’t miss out on this kind of conflict. As much as they might have wanted to stop the Drake King, they would lose the council’s trust if they did anything suspicious. The best they could do was minimize their presence.


  Besides, they weren’t in a position to stop the conflict, anyway. We couldn’t ask for their help. We might have been able to talk things out if Gazuole and Doloulet had been around.


  Leading the beastmen was a Red Dog warrior with a greatsword on his back. Even from here, I could tell that he was strong.


  “This here’s Beastman Council territory, you lizards! What do you think you’re doing here?!”


  “I hear you’ve been taking good care of our tank for us? I think it’s about time you gave him back!”


  “Huh? What the hell are you talking about?!”


  “Quit playing dumb! We did our homework, you damn dog!”


  “Oh, you’ve got a big mouth on you, don’t you? Then I’m sure you know that I’m Wangon, Second Seat of the Bloodfang Squad. Say you’re sorry and I’ll pretend this whole thing never happened.”


  He looked strong, and he was also the Second Seat of the Bloodfangs. That meant he was Doloulet’s superior. His powerful aura could be felt all the way over here.


  But the drake in charge wasn’t afraid of Wangon. And he was a drake halfling. My experience in Goldicia had told me that the drakes didn’t discriminate against their halflings, but this was the first time I’d seen one in charge. He appeared to be a gentle soul, with black hair covering his eyes, but his words were just as violent as Wangon’s. I really hoped Fran didn’t pick up any new vocabulary today…


  “That’s my line, dumbass! How about you do as I say and go belly up so Lord Geph can wash the stink off you?!”


  Geph? If I recalled, he was nicknamed the Heretic and said to be on the same level as Gazuole.


  “That’s the Heretic?”


  Yeah, the drake halfling. And he’s a Fiend Drake Halfling, like Frederick. I guess that’s where he got Heretic from.


  “I’m looking forward to see how he fights.” Fran said, with anticipation on her face. She had taken an interest in both Geph and Wangon.


  …We want them not to fight.


  “Oh yeah.”


  You forgot, didn’t you?


  Tensions escalated as we were having our little chat.


  “I’ll kill you!”


  “I’d love to see you try! Bring it on, moron!”


  And with the escalating tension came escalating mana.


  This is bad! Fran!


  “Hm!”


  Wangon had jumped, bringing down his greatsword, while Geph crouched, ready to pierce with his spear. Neither were holding back their bloodlust. Any injury to either side would be reason enough for a war to break out. We immediately used magic on them.


  “Hunh? What was that?”


  “Magic!”


  Their attacks were deflected into the air, making zero contact.


  Fran and I had put up a barrier of wind between the two combatants. Mine had four layers, while Fran’s had another four. Charged with mana, they would be difficult to penetrate.


  Both beastman and drake, bewildered by the sudden appearance of a wind barrier, started tapping it. They glared at everyone around them. Not seeing us, both had come to the mistaken conclusion that the other was responsible.


  “What’s the matter, lizard?! You got scared of fighting me?!”


  “Huh? That’s my line, moron!”


  They were still going at it, despite not hitting each other… Maybe they would calm down once they were separated for a while.


  But it was like Wangon and Geph had read my mind.


  “Awaken!”


  “Fiend Drake Form!”


  Both were obviously evolved. They wanted to destroy the barrier. It wasn’t going to be easy, though. It would take a lot of firepower to destroy that thing.


  As confident as we were in our barrier, the beastman and drake were just as confident in their ability to break it. Grinning, Wangon and Geph took up fighting stances.


  Bring it on!


  A little bit of reinforcement never hurt anyone. I used wind magic to add another four layers.


  It would be really difficult to break through now. But then Wangon said something, like he had heard my thoughts.


  “Don’t think you can stop me just because you made this barrier a little thicker!”


  Wangon had a canine face, but his arms were covered with fur now that he’d awakened into his Red Wolf form, making him look like a werewolf. He took a deep breath. Five seconds passed, then ten. He continued drawing in air until it looked like his chest was about to burst.


  To my surprise, he then let out a powerful howl.


  “Wolf Howl! Awoooooo!”


  His fellow beastmen, drakes, and even Fran (who was a good distance away) all covered their ears in reaction.


  But decibels weren’t the only thing his voice was packing. It produced a shockwave in front of him. It didn’t seem that powerful, so I doubted that it would do anything to the barrier—


  The barrier’s gone!


  Seriously?!


  The barrier dissipated without even a chance to reflect the shockwave back at Wangon.


  The mana the shockwaves carried were the source of the attack. When Wangon’s mana contacted the barrier, it disrupted the magic it was made of. All at once, the barrier began to collapse.


  “Malice Thrust!”


  Geph pierced the barrier with his Malice-wrapped spear. Having lost its magical stability, the barrier was instantly dissipated. I had seen this once before. Sierra and the sword Theraclede had used Malice to cancel out their opponents’ Skills. Geph was using the same concept, albeit at a smaller scale.


  With the barrier broken, Wangon and Geph readied their weapons again.


  “Raaah!”


  “Graaah!”


  A simple wind barrier wasn’t going to stop them. Fran knew this, too. She jumped off the roof before I could stop her.


  Navigating the air with Air Hop, she quickly stepped between them. She used me to slash twice, deflecting the pair’s attacks.


  “That’s enough.”


  “Huh? Who’s this kid?”


  “One of the animals’ helpers?”


  Both were surprised to see her easily deflect their attacks.


  We’ve done it now.


  We have to if we want to stop them.


  That’s true…


  Wangon and Geph looked at her suspiciously. We’d managed to stop the drakes and beastmen from killing each other…for now.


  “Tsk.”


  “Shit.”


  Wangon and Geph both jumped back.


  “Who are you, kid? And what do you think you’re doing?”


  “What? She’s clearly one of yours!”


  “The Lady? She’s not that small!”


  “Then who’s she supposed to be with?! Stop lying!”


  The Red Wolf and Fiend Drake seemed to forget their fight as they argued across Fran’s head.


  Then Wangon noticed who Fran was first.


  “You—wait. Hang on. A powerful Black Cat kid…? Are you the Black Lightning Princess?”


  “…No.”


  “What? What do you mean, no? You’re obviously her.”


  “…Nope.” Fran shook her head and zipped her mouth. Did she really think she could get away with it if she didn’t identify herself?


  “I’ve been hearing that name a lot lately. She’s an adventurer, right? Are you sure this is her?”


  “Definitely!”


  They might as well have been friends! Fran persistently shook her head despite her cover being blown.


  “No. I’m not the Black Lightning Princess.”


  “I’m not buying that! You should be with us, since you’re a beastman! Let’s kill these bastards!”


  Geph looked unsettled after hearing Wangon’s words. He was strong enough to sense Fran’s strength. He knew he would be in real trouble if Fran joined forces with the beastmen.


  “Hey, no fair! Y-yo! You’re not really part of the Beastman Council, right? Then don’t get involved in this! I’ll even pay you to leave!”


  Being a drake, he couldn’t really ask her to join his side.


  “I’m not on either of your sides.”


  “Oh? You’re not with us or with the lizards? Then why are you here?”


  Wangon squinted his eyes and glared at Fran. Geph did the same. Both thought the guild was sending adventurers to interfere in their business. This might end up bad.


  F-Fran, let’s get out of here for now.


   


  Don’t worry! Just watch, Fran said confidently before looking at the warring factions.


  “First, you need to stop squabbling!”


  “S-squabbling…?”


  “We’re not squabbling!”


  “You’re making trouble for everyone. Stop squabbling!”


  An awkward silence spread around the arena. What they thought was a noble conflict looked like a schoolyard squabble to Fran. She gave them an objective view on things.


  “Why are you fighting?”


  “We’re not fighting! The lizards came out of nowhere and started invading our territory!”


  “They started it!”


  “Did not!”


  “Did too!”


  Things were heating up again, just as they’d been about to calm down. Then Fran looked to the side.


  Teacher. Over there.


  What is it?


  I turned my attention to where she was facing but could feel nothing. Fran, on the other hand, clearly had a feeling that something was up. This was not her first time feeling this since she came to Cendia.


  Bloodlust.


  What? Bloodlust?


  That’s—


  “Teacher!”


  On it!


  Although I didn’t feel anything, I immediately saw the arrow flying our way. It seemed to have been fired out of nowhere. I grabbed it with telekinesis and brought it close. The inside was hollow.


  Just like last time. Like one of Milanlieu’s arrows. The shooter is an impostor, though.


  “Hm. No sound.”


  We were clearly dealing with the same shooter. They really wanted to pour fuel on the fire of this conflict.


  Wangon and Geph stopped when they saw Fran pull an arrow toward herself. Looking confused, like they didn’t understand what was going on, they stared intently at the arrow in Fran’s hand.


  They both came to the same realization at about the same time.


  “That arrow… That’s the kind that your archers use!”


  “I-it does look…similar. But she’s not here! Besides! That kid is working for you! You cowards are trying to pin this whole thing on us!”


  “What did you call me?!”


  “Oh, you heard me!”


  Bloodlust started radiating from both sides again—and it was intense. They suspected each other of plotting against the other camp. 


  But Fran wasn’t bothered. Ignoring them, she looked in the direction the arrow came from to find the shooter.


  Hrm.


  No good?


  …Hm.


  Fran looked annoyed. She was so close to finding the shooter, but she just couldn’t quite locate them.


  I tried looking for the shooter with my own Skills but found nothing. Fran had amazing observational abilities, and I wasn’t too dull myself…if I had more time. But I felt nothing odd at all. Was there really someone where the arrow had come from?


  There were a lot of people. This was a densely populated unregistered city with lots of buildings. Many were watching the conflict unfold, holding their breath…but none of them had bloodlust or malice or were even that powerful.


  Was one of the spectators just pretending to be a weak and innocent civilian?


  The conflict between the Beastman Council and the Drake King Council might be stopped if we could prove the existence of an agitator. It would be even better if we could catch them in the act.


  Fran made her move. She closed her eyes between the drakes and beastmen who might pounce on her at any moment. She was still holding me but she was practically defenseless.


  That annoyed both Wangon and Geph. They must have taken it as a sign of disrespect. They reached for her shoulder and started yelling.


  “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?!”


  “Where’d you get that arrow from, kid?!”


  Neither managed to touch her.


  “Awaken. Flashing Thunderclap.”


  “Yaaah!”


  “Oooow!”


  Fran awakened and used Flashing Thunderclap. Black lightning crackled around her, shocking the two men and causing them to pull back their hands. It still hurt, even if Fran wasn’t going a hundred percent. Both were blowing on their hands after being burnt by black lightning. The fact that it was two gangsters made it pretty comical, and I fought the urge to laugh.


  That should’ve been their cue to stay quiet, but they couldn’t risk losing face in front of their men. They started yelling at her again.


  “How dare you—”


  “What the hell was—”


  “Quiet! Just shut up!”


  Now it was Fran’s turn to be annoyed by Wangon and Geph for interrupting her while she was trying to look for the instigator. She shouted at them, adding some intimidation to her voice. She wasn’t usually loud…but now she was clearly angry. Her voice could be heard across the entire plaza.


  She probably sounded like a child throwing a fit.


  But she got results. The surrounding outlaws turned pale and immediately shut their mouths.


  The beastmen folded their ears and tucked their tails between their legs like scared animals. Meanwhile, the drakes’ knees buckled as they were clearly intimidated by Fran. This was due to the Menace Skill. It was no accident, Fran actively used it to silence her opponents.


  Menace combined with Flashing Thunderclap covered Fran with an aura of power that made it clear to Wangon and Geph that they were out of her league. Several other fighters stared at her intensely but did not say a word.


  Once silence had descended on the plaza, Fran gave a satisfactory nod before closing her eyes again. I was keeping an eye on her surroundings, but it was unlikely that anyone would attack her. No one wanted another dose of her fury if they interrupted her.


  The odd situation continued for five seconds…then ten. Then Fran opened her eyes.


  Found them!


  Really?!


  I think I got it. The sparks showed me the spot.


  The sparks were likely ambient electricity. During Flashing Thunderclap, Fran’s ability to sense electricity and electromagnetic waves were heightened. Her heightened senses helped her locate our instigator.


  Fran jumped, glared slightly in the distance, and then shouted, “Black Thunderfall!”


  Her body turned into a bolt of black lightning as she dashed dozens of meters away.


  “Found you.”


  “Huh?”


  The scenery before me shifted quickly as we now faced a man’s back. Startled, he was about to turn around…but it was too late. Fran kicked him in the back and pointed me right at him.


  “Don’t move.”


  “Urgh…”


  The blond, dark-skinned man had a sword poking his neck. His yellow scales indicated he was a drake halfling. Fran lifted his hood to reveal his face. What was that stone embedded in his forehead? Manatech? I felt traces of mana coming from it…


  “H-how… There’s no way you could’ve found me…!”


  He was shocked. He had been very confident in his stealth. Identify revealed him as a master of his craft. High levels of Stealth and Conceal Presence. He was also a skilled archer. He must have been a hunter type.


  No wonder those arrows were so accurate. This was our shooter. But as good as he was at stealth, he seemed too good at it. I wasn’t even able to spot him. And his words—There’s no way you could’ve found me—sounded like he was using some kind of manatech on top of his Skills.


  I continued observing the man, called Numerae, and sensed something unsettling around him. Not Skill disruption… It was as if Skills passed through the area. It was like there was something there that I couldn’t see, so I ended up seeing what was behind it.


  Looking closely, the man appeared to be within a sort of square, with a small something placed at each corner. Identify revealed it to be a Barrier Magicite. Strange. I could Identify it and see it. But none of my sensory Skills could sense it. It was like nothing was there. But my eyes could see it like it was an illusion.


  Fran, those stones over there. Can you see them?


  Hm?


  Fran could see them, too. But just like me, her Skills didn’t detect anything. She tilted her head and asked Numerae a question.


  “What’s this?”


  “B-barrier crystals.”


  Nuremae spoke honestly. He knew he didn’t have a chance in close quarters and that we weren’t taking silence for an answer. Being straight up with us was a better option than entering a world of hurt. He was a professional.


  Shifting away the stone where we thought the barrier crystals would be placed revealed them as such. My senses cleared up immediately. The remaining three could now be detected by my Skills.


  A set of four was needed to maximize the effect, and losing one caused a huge loss in power. I inspected the remaining barrier crystal, which was a true crystal, carved with magic circles.


  “How do you use this?”


  “A barrier spell is embedded within it.”


  The embedded barrier spell had to be usable by people other than the spellcaster. This barrier had the ability to avoid detection through magic and the use of Skills. As I relied entirely on magic and Skills to sense the world, this was how the crystal managed to escape my notice. I didn’t have eyeballs, after all. That made the barrier a perfect counter to my particular way of interacting with the world. 


  But even if it could avoid being detected by Skills, it didn’t disrupt the presence its user gave off. That was why this setup had registered as weird to Fran’s heightened senses.


  The barrier also gave off bioelectric waves that Fran could detect while in Flashing underclap. Races like snake beastmen, who possessed thermal sensors, could have easily seen through the ploy.


  “Did you fire this?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before. It’s one of those special arrows, isn’t it? I think the female mercenary of the drakes uses one of these.” Nuremae smiled, now feigning ignorance as Fran showed him the special arrow. He had Acting, so his words were difficult to believe.


  He’s lying.


  “Stop lying. You’re the only suspect around right now. Also, this arrow didn’t make a sound when it flew.”


  “Hey, I’m not lying. I really don’t know—”


  “Stop. Lying.”


  “Ow! Wh-what…”


  “You keep lying to me.”


  Nuremae teared up after Fran hit him across the head. He was still using Acting, trying to elicit pity by convincing Fran she had the wrong guy. But Fran wasn’t buying it. The only thing he was convincing her of was that he couldn’t be trusted.


  “Tell me the truth.”


  “Lie Detector…? But you don’t have that Skill…”


  Nuremae had Identify. He had believed the information he got from Fake Identity, thinking Fran to be a decently strong swordsman with an ordinary set of Skills.


  “Did you fire this?”


  “…Yeah.”


  “Hm. Why?”


  “Uhh, you know. I never really liked those guys—”


  Lying.


  “You’re lying again.”


  “!”


  A look of despair. He knew she could completely see through his lies now.


  The air of intimidation Fran radiated completely broke his will. He should be more cooperative now. We needed to get the information out of him before the beastmen and drakes started fighting again.


  “Are you with the Drake King Council?”


  “No.”


  “Then why are you doing this? Who sent you? The Clinic?”


  “I-I—” The man moved his lips but didn’t make a sound. He wasn’t acting now. It was as if his words were locked away. “I-I’m…”


  Numerae couldn’t speak, even if he wanted to. And then, it happened.


  What’s happening?!


  “It’s glowing?”


  “Wh-what’s going on?!”


  An intense light shone from the cracks in Numerae’s armor, particularly concentrated on his chest. The pendant hanging from his neck had also started to glow.


  There was nothing wrong with it when I Identified it! Had it been faked? I’d thought it was a teleportation device…but now, the man began to scream. Whatever was happening, he was as surprised as we were. 


  Forgetting about the sword pointed at him, he frantically tried to take off the pendant, but he couldn’t get to it, since it was underneath his armor.


  An increase in mana accompanied the light. Whatever it was doing, it wasn’t subtle.


  I was trying my best to save him. I initially tried to store the pendant to neutralize it, but I couldn’t, since Numerae was still recognized as its user. Mana Drain didn’t work and attacking it would be too dangerous. The best we could do was get ourselves to a safe distance. 


  Fran jumped away right before it happened. There was a loud bang, followed by a blast of deep crimson light. The blast and heat caressed Fran’s cheeks.


  In spite of the explosion, not much damage had been done to the building itself…or to the rooftop, anyway. The explosion had been localized, concentrated on Numerae’s torso. When the smoke cleared, all that was left was the lower half of a drake halfling.


  “He self-destructed?”


  No, he wasn’t faking that fear. He was silenced.


  The timing was too convenient for it to be a time bomb. Was someone covertly listening in to this conversation so they could detonate him remotely? Or was it designed to detonate if it sensed the wearer was about to reveal information about the mastermind?


  Either way, it was likely that our enemy had blown up Numerae from a distance. Before we could identify what the manatech was.


  That was our only lead!


  “Hm…”


  Was Numerae about to reveal the person behind this whole conspiracy?


  The self-destruct sequence initiated right after Fran brought up the Clinic. That seemed suspicious. The broker had also said that they weren’t beyond reproach, so we might have to look into them. Fran stored Numerae’s corpse and returned to the plaza.


  The beastmen and drakes stood there quietly without making a sound. They knew they couldn’t continue their quarrel after Fran’s intimidation and that mysterious explosion in the distance. They just stood there, aware of the others around them who were shuffling in awkward confusion.


  The grunts looked particularly lost. They couldn’t leave without their leaders’ orders and had no idea what to do. Meanwhile, Wangon and Geph had no desire to restart the fight.


  “Black Lightning Princess… What happened over there?”


  “Hm. I’ll fill you in in a second.”


  “So, you really are her.”


  “!”


  Wagnon was sharper than he looked! Fran had been denying her identity all along. Fran shook her head ­frantically, but it was too late.


  “No. I don’t know this Black Lightning Princess person!”


  Wangon looked at her skeptically. Fran was still ­insisting on denying the allegations.


  “You just answered to that name.”


  “Ugh…forget it.” Fran sighed and slumped her shoulders. She had been trying so hard to conceal her identity, and now it was out in the open. She was disappointed in herself. And she was doing a terrible job at hiding it!


  As fellow beastmen, the Beastman Council had accepted Fran as their superior. The only problem now were the drakes…


  Fran glanced over to Geph. Unlike the other drakes, who had cautious looks on their faces, he was smiling.


  “Wow, you’re cool!”


  “Hm?”


  “That pressure! Man, I haven’t shaken in my boots in a long time! I’d fall for you if you were a drake!”


  Geph was evidently impressed with Fran’s strength. Even now he was buttering her up. But he would fall for her if she were a drake…? Was he a lolic—no. He was probably just very impressed. I desperately hoped.


  “Don’t squabble anymore.”


  “All right. But one of our guys is still missing. We can’t just back off.”


  Geph had no problems listening to Fran. He probably knew that Fran could wipe out his crew if it came down to that. But outlaws were creatures of honor. They couldn’t afford to look like cowards in front of their men.


  “You mean Gazuole?”


  “You know him?”


  “Hm. I don’t think the Beastman Council is at fault. Come over here and I’ll explain why.”


  “…Okay.”


  Fran started her explanation with the rest of the outlaws watching. She took something out of Pocket Dimension to begin her show and tell.


  No wonder that the surrounding outlaws grew restless. Numerae’s lower body was Exhibit A. Some of the outlaws put their hands to their mouths, resisting the urge to vomit. They were more sensitive than I thought. Then again, they mostly fought antibodies in Goldicia. They might not have been used to the smell of blood.


  “Wasn’t expecting that… Who’s this?”


  “This is the guy that shot the arrow.”


  “Oh? So the drakes really are responsible for the shooting,” Wangon said, which was understandable. The scales on the remains very clearly belonged to a drake halfling.


  But the actual circumstances were more complicated than that.


  “He was a drake halfling. But he wasn’t part of the Drake King Council. He fired the arrows to make the beastmen and drakes fight.”


  Wangon and Geph stared intently at the arrow Fran was presenting. Now they understood that it was possible for the drake halfling to instigate a conflict between the two gangs.


  “They copied Milanlieu’s arrows to pin the whole thing on us? Damn.”


  “So who was this guy working for?”


  “I don’t know. But I know he wasn’t working for the Drake King Council. And he blew up before I could ask for more details.”


  Fran gave them a quick rundown of what had happened. It was all quite simple… Numerae fired the arrow. He admitted that he wasn’t working for the Drake King Council, Then he was killed in a manatech-induced explosion. That was all we had.


  “So someone is agitating a conflict between us and the Drake King Council. And this is the lower half of the guy that did the instigating?”


  “Hm.”


  “It’s hard to believe… But you don’t seem the lying type.”


  “I think Gazuole was kidnapped by those guys, too.”


  “I see. But how would you know about him?”


  “We fought.”


  “Wh-what?”


  Fran told Geph about how Gazuole had attacked her. She fought him off, and he was quite surprised after she healed him. He might have been abducted after she left him alone.


  Fran frowned as she told the story. There was a good chance that Gazuole was kidnapped because we had him tied up when we left him. After hearing what she had to say, an angry expression fell upon Geph’s face. But his anger wasn’t directed at Fran.


  “They used Gazuole for an ambush? What the hell are the bosses thinking? They know he’s not fit for that kind of thing!” He immediately understood that his superiors had set Gazuole up for failure. “I know you feel responsible, but this is not on you. This is a hundred percent on us.”


  “…Hm.”


  Even if Gazuole was wrong for attacking us, I still felt bad that it was all part of a scheme to incite a war between drakes and beastmen.


  “Anyway, I don’t like having my strings pulled by sneaks in the shadows. We’re out. I have to get to the bottom of this and report to my higher-ups.”


  Good. At least the drakes were finally leaving the scene. I just hoped there wasn’t going to be infighting in the Drake King Council after this.


  “Got any clues as to who’s behind all this?” Geph asked.


  Fran shook her head. “No.”


  “Right… Well, it doesn’t matter. They won’t get away with playing us!”


  Geph gritted his teeth, his veins bulging. He was pissed. But he might stir up more trouble than intended if he started smoking out rats in the council.


  “Don’t be reckless. You could cause a bigger conflict than beastmen against drakes.”


  “I know. In exchange, you better keep that dog and his friends on a short leash.”


  “Hey, that’s not how you talk to the Black Lightning Princess!”


  “Shut up! I’ve had enough of your barking today!”


  And they were off again. It’s said that opposites attract, but I thought these two couldn’t stand each other because they were so alike. Having an enemy so much like yourself must be very irritating.


  Fran turned her intimidation on them again.


  “I. Said. Stop. Squabbling.”


  “S-sorry…”


  “Sorry about that… Bad habit.”


  “I’ll put you two to sleep by force if you do it again.”


  “Right…”


  “G-got it…”


  Wangon and Geph immediately got quiet, and so did the surrounding outlaws. Awe, fear, respect, admiration. Even with this mix of feelings it was clear that Fran was treated as a superior. The outlaws of Cendia were a lot easier to get along with than I’d expected. Sure, they cared a lot about face and many were short-tempered, but they were readily obedient after a show of power.


  “I’m getting out of here before I start screaming at that guy again. I’ll let you know if I find anything. Hope you’ll do the same if you turn up any clues on Gazuole.”


  “Hm. Got it.”


  “All right, mutt! Temporary ceasefire! Tell your friends!”


  “That’s my line! You need to tell the other lizards to chill out!”


  “Hmph!”


  “Meh!”


  They spat and turned their backs on each other. We gave them a pass. At this point, that was reasonably close to a normal conversation.


  We discussed our next move in the plaza after both beastmen and drakes left the area.


  Well, our best lead is dead, but…


  Let’s go to the Clinic.


  Yeah. We don’t have any real evidence yet, though. We’re just going to observe them.


  Hm. I know.


  Without any other leads, we decided to poke around the Clinic. Just a routine check-up to see their facilities. We also searched the area for more barrier crystals. Fran had felt the same odd sensation when fighting Gazuole. There might be other operatives besides the dead Numerae.


  As expected, we found some.


  Found it, Teacher.


  Where?


  The roof of that building.


  Let’s check it out.


  I couldn’t sense them. The barrier crystal was perfectly hidden. But Fran no longer needed to be awakened once she knew what to look for. We climbed the rooftop to find a barrier set up. But there was no one here.


  We collected the crystal and found a box left in the center. Instead of a person, this was some kind of manatech used to collect information from all over Cendia. This was probably used to trigger Numerae’s self-destruction.


  Good job. There aren’t even people this time.


  Before, Fran had found the barrier crystal because of Numerae’s bioelectric signature. Now she could find them even though there was only manatech here.


  Hmm. It feels a bit different from last time. It’s weird that it’s…not weird.


  What?


  Hm. It’s like—


  Fran found it difficult to describe what she felt, but I understood her. Basically, the entire place felt strange, but that strangeness was missing from one spot due to the barrier crystal in place. That was how she could pinpoint that one particular place.


  Fran could use this kind of detection because she didn’t rely on Skills to detect auras and magic.


  This is going to make it hard to go to the Clinic, though.


  How come?


  There’s a good chance whoever set this up knows we’ve found their observation barrier.


  Going to the Clinic would be entering enemy headquarters. And a check-up would leave Fran defenseless. I guessed it might be better than letting them spy on us one-sidedly, though.


  We’ll observe them from the outside.


  I guess that’s the most we can do. Jet, let us know if you pick up Gazuole’s scent.


  Woof!


  I probably could infiltrate their base by myself if push came to shove. We needed as much information as possible.


   


  ***


   


  We made our way to the city’s center. The white tower didn’t take long to come into view since the city wasn’t that big.


  The tall, white tower was the biggest building in the city and the Clinic’s base of operations. Several facilities were built around it. Multi-storied buildings weren’t rare in Cendia, but most of the buildings around the Clinic only had two stories to them. There was also a park with paved roads and greenery around it.


  This extravagant use of land and money might have been a show of power made by the Clinic. All the main roads led to the tower, and it was clearly visible every time we used them, but this was the first time we had been so close.


  What now?


  Let’s walk around while using our detection Skills. Jet, focus on your nose.


  Woof!


  I wanted to get in, but we had no idea how our nemesis would react…


  There were a lot of people around the Clinic. Most of them were civilians, but some of them felt like outlaws. None of them tried anything. It was probably because all the surrounding properties were owned by the Clinic. The influence it had was real.


  There are places with a lot of people, but I guess those are their important facilities.


  Potion storage and the executive quarters were bound to have lots of security protecting them. The best place to keep slaves was underground…but I could sense nothing suspicious under our feet.


  After walking around for a bit, Fran eventually stopped.


  What is it?


  Below us… Feels weird.


  Weird? Like barrier crystal weird?


  Hm. I think something’s buried.


  Something underneath us was hidden by barrier crystals.


  How deep is it?


  …Around ten of me?


  That’s pretty deep.


  I thought they might have buried some observer barriers beneath the ground to keep an eye on the surface, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Was there an underground passageway the barriers were observing?


  Fran, I think there’s an underground passage here. Can you sense anything else?


  Hm…?


  Fran stepped on the ground several times to check the reverberation, but the tunnel might have been too deep to detect. She wouldn’t be able to feel anything if it was more than ten meters.


  Let me try something.


  I used an earth spell called Earth Zone. It created a barrier that allowed me to detect enemy intruders. But I limited its area since I didn’t want our enemies to discover it.


  I restricted the spell to Fran’s feet but extended its depth. I concentrated on concealing the spell. I think this was the first time I’d ever focused so hard using a beginner spell.


  The earth spell quietly activated deep beneath the ground. I was confident that it was undetectable even if mages were around. They would have to be A Rank or above to feel a disturbance.


  Hmmm…


  Well?


  Hang on… Huh? Here! I think I’ve got something!


  Ooh, nice going, Teacher.


  There was definitely an underground tunnel big enough for people to go through. Examining it further, I found that it extended from the direction of the Clinic in a straight line to the residential area.


  It could have been a sewer system, but I didn’t sense any water running through it. It must have been an underground passage.


  Jet, can you Shadow Warp down there?


  Woof!


  Jet should be able to reach it with his ability to move from shadow to shadow.


  See where it starts and where it leads to. But pull back if you feel like you’re about to get caught. Can you do that?


  Woof, woof!


  All right, we’re counting on you.


  Good luck, Jet.


  Awoo!


  Jet would be able to investigate the underground path just fine. But as we were celebrating our small victory, trouble came our way.


  “You there! Girl! Don’t move!”


  “What do you think you are you doing?!”


  “Standing.”


  Security had surrounded us. Fran did her best to show that she wasn’t hostile, but they weren’t having it.


  “Lies! You’re a thief! We security guards know more than you think!”


  “You’ve been standing in the same place for a long time!”


  “Besides, we got a tip that we’d find you here! We know all your tricks!”


  “Tricks?”


  “We’ll ask the questions here!”


  “Anyway, you’re coming with us.”


  I thought they were just security guards making the rounds, but these guys had been out looking for Fran. Someone had fed them false information leading them to believe Fran was some kind of thief. It must have been the one behind all this. Apparently, they had the ability to mobilize the Clinic’s security division.


  Should we get out of here?


  We’ll become fugitives if we do. We won’t be able to enter Cendia anymore.


  I wouldn’t have minded that, but we needed passage into Cendia as long as Fran wasn’t giving up on chasing the illegal slavers. But there was a good chance of us getting slapped with false charges if we went along quietly…


  Should we run?


  Then someone approached before we could carry out our plans.


  “Wait! Huff… Huff…” A girl was panting, out of breath. Whoever she was, she must have been in a hurry to get here. “Stop… All of you. Put down your spears.”


  “B-but…”


  “Are you going to disobey me? I said stop.”


  “Yes, ma’am! Apologies!”


  The soldiers put down their spears and stood at attention.


  “Sophie?”


  “Yes. It’s been a while.”


  We’d met Sophie before—potential dine-and-dasher and minstrel at the battle of Castell. Her outfit was much more beautiful compared to last time. She almost looked like a noble or an upper-class woman.


  “I heard Phyllia’s orders and got here as fast as I could… It really is you,” Sophie said, still catching her breath. She seemed to know what was going on. Fran tilted her head.


  “What are you doing here, Sophie?”


  “How dare you speak to Saint Sophilia that way!”


  “I should throw you in jail for being so rude!”


  “Silence!”


  “B-but…!”


  “I said silence.”


  “A-apologies!”


  The guards who had yelled at Fran shrank back after Sophie told them to shut up.


  Saint Sophilia? The Saint of the Clinic was said to be someone important.


  It was also said that the saint wasn’t a bad person, even if the people around her tended to get violent…


  “But we cannot have anyone say anything degrading—”


  “You are degrading me by disobeying my orders.”


  “W-we would never!”


  “Absolutely not!”


  “Then shut your mouths. It seems you are hard of hearing, so I’ll say it one last time. Shut up,” Sophie said, not hiding her anger.


  “…!”


  She was so cold that it was difficult to believe that this was the same girl who fought with us in Castell. She had been quite irritated since she arrived, and the pressure she gave off made the security guards’ faces go pale.


  They didn’t think they did anything wrong. But while they weren’t sorry for what they had done, they were clearly confused. I had no doubt that they would probably run their mouths once Sophie was out of sight.


  “You were ordered by Phyllia to apprehend this girl?”


  “Y-yes. One of the Director’s security details told us to.”


  “They said the suspicious Black Cat outside the facilities is affiliated with the thieves…”


  The Director? Was that the mastermind?


  “Sophie, who’s the Director?”


  “Not here. We’ll go to my room. I’ll take her with me. Understood?”


  “…Yes, ma’am!” The guards looked disappointed but had no intention of talking back.


  “This way.”


  “Hm.”


  Sophie walked quickly, not bothering to wait for Fran. Fran hesitated for a moment, then decided to follow her.


  The Clinic was fishy, but I didn’t think Sophie would entrap Fran. And no one with the Clinic would try anything as long as Fran was with Saint Sophilia.


  We had questions, but they weren’t things we could ask while we were still walking. As we quietly moved along, I saw someone approaching—a man with a stern face. He looked familiar…


  It was Sophie’s bodyguard. He had fought alongside us back in Castell.


  I didn’t know whether we could trust him, but he probably wouldn’t betray Sophie. He was so loyal to her that he followed her into a battle zone where he could’ve lost his life.


  “Saint Soph—you!”


  “Been a while.”


  “That it has! I-in any case…Saint Sophilia, you can’t just leave your room without telling me! I was worried sick!”


  He had tried to keep Sophie’s identity a secret before, but he understood that Fran was well aware of it now.


  “I had something to do.”


  “I-I see.” The bodyguard flinched at Sophie’s reply. She glared back at him.


  “What?”


  “Nothing!”


  It didn’t look like nothing, but the man remained quiet. He probably didn’t appreciate an adventurer like Fran getting friendly with Sophie.


  We stepped inside the Clinic, and the awkward atmosphere maintained. People called Sophie Saint Sophilia and bowed their heads to her as she passed. She had the respect of the guards, the patients, and outlaws combined. Some of them even looked fanatical.


  The guards were the only ones who treated Fran like a suspect. Everyone else was so focused on Sophie that Fran might as well have been invisible.


  Sophie didn’t bother returning their greetings and continued making her way into the Clinic. A magic powered elevator took us upstairs. Manatech at this scale was quite impressive. The Clinic really had resources.


  “It’s an automatic lift. What do you think?”


  “Cool.”


  “…Hmph.” Sophie pouted, disappointed by Fran’s lack of a response to her surprise.


  It wasn’t like Fran wasn’t surprised; she just didn’t show it. I thought she was pretty impressed by the whole setup.


  “This room here.” Sophie opened a fancy door into the room. “You, keep watch and make sure nobody comes inside. Nerush, you can come inside.”


  Nerush seemed to be the head of her security detail. The other guards obediently waited outside.


  “Now, allow me to explain some of my circumstances to you.”


  “Hm. You’re a saint?”


  “Knock it off. It’s just Sophie.”


  “Okay, Sophie.”


  Fran nodded, eliciting a pleased smile from Sophie. Meanwhile, Nerush looked conflicted.


  Judging from how Sophie had been acting since our reunion at the Clinic, she did not like being treated like a saint. Although Nerush found it difficult to swallow, he also didn’t want to ignore her wishes.


  “People say I’m a saint and the one who rules this whole tower, but that isn’t true.”


  “Really?”


  “I’m more like a guest here…despite the special treatment everyone gives me. It wasn’t like this when I first got here, though.” 


  A look of untold sadness overtook Sophie’s face as she trailed off.


   


  ***


   


  Sophie started talking about her past.


  “I first came to this tower eight years ago.”


  “You weren’t born here?”


  “I was born on another continent.”


  Sophie came from a distant village of pioneers, but she had been born with the Unique Skill Music God’s Blessing.


  Her birth parents were elated. They saw the Unique Skill as a ticket out of the village. And it could be their ticket out of the village as well. Sophie’s parents were motivated both by love for themselves and their daughter.


  Her parents’ hopes were soon fulfilled. After hearing rumors of Sophie, a famous musician came to adopt her. Sophie’s parents wasted no time selling her off. They were paid handsomely, but this musician was also a noble. They thought he would take good care of her.


  “They were half right.”


  “What do you mean?”


  The musician poured his love into Sophie. But everyone could tell that it was twisted. Insane, even.


  The reason why he wanted Sophie was because he thought Sophie could achieve musical heights which he could not. Given the Music God’s Blessing she received at birth, it was only natural.


  And so, he educated Sophie as the gifted child that she was. Her upbringing was more like abuse, but Sophie overcame everything he threw at her. She didn’t want her new parent to abandon her, and despite the abuse, he did show faint traces of love for her.


  “He would put me through crazy lessons, but there was always love in his voice, even when he yelled at me…” Sophie whispered, sounding like she wished for it to be true. She hoped so despite the painful memories—or perhaps because of them. “As a result, I mastered many musical instruments at a young age.”


  She mastered ten by the age of five. She really was a prodigy.


  “But my father’s real education started after that.”


  “Hm? He didn’t just make you play instruments?”


  “My father wanted me to be something more than an ordinary performer. He wanted mastery over music and the ability to use it to control magic and even spirits. He wanted me to be a magic musician.”


  Sophie was periodically taken to dungeons to train her Magic Song. Her adoptive father wanted her to be able to perform even in the face of horrifying monsters. She needed to train her mind to keep up as her level as a Magic Musician increased.


  The little girl faced death countless times while accomplishing her father’s brutal lessons. She was a master at the age of eight. All she needed was time to surpass her father. Although she was praised by everyone around her, her father was not as easily impressed.


  He put Sophie through a more intense trial.


  Knowing that he didn’t have long left to live, her adoptive father panicked. He wanted to hear the peak of her performance while he was still alive. Although he loved her, his mad devotion to music was greater. With death approaching, his devotion turned into fanaticism.


  What was lacking in Sophie’s musical performance? Technical ability? Quality of instruments? No. It was heart. Sophie’s music lacked depth, due to her lack of human experience. Heartfelt love songs, lamentations of despair, songs longing for peace…these were not songs Sophie could sing.


  And so, her adoptive father had a thought. It seemed so logical at the time.


  He would accelerate the process of her acquiring experience. He let Sophie go to school to make friends whom she came to love, and then taught her heartbreak by taking her away from those friends. She was made to visit war zones, work in field hospitals, and witness executions so she would understand the value of peace.


  At the end of these harsh lessons there was a battle with a fierce monster. Not a weak one, like she’d been facing so far. No—she was made to go up against a horde of C Threat orcs. All in the name of making a spectacle of death.


  Sophie was placed in a manatech barrier surrounded by slave warriors, each of whom she knew personally and had grown close to. She played her heart out, desperately hoping to keep them safe, but none of the slaves survived. Sophie was left with a deeply wounded heart.


  “But it pleased my father. He said my playing would have depth now…”


  That guy was crazy.


  Hm.


  “But that wasn’t the end of his madness.”


  Sophie hadn’t experienced enough despair, he said. He took her to a pioneer village, along with some mercenaries. They ransacked the place. She begged for him to stop, but her father laughed and told her to burn the image into her brain.


  She tried to cover her ears to block out the screaming of women and children, but it was to no avail. Sophie’s hearing was too sharp for her own good.


  A blood-drenched couple were brought before her, and she was forced to watch as they were beheaded, their baby impaled with a spear. It was hell on earth.


  And then her father told her the truth. This was the village where she had been born. The couple were her parents. The dead baby was the little sister she had never met.


  Her adoptive father laughed as Sophie screamed and sobbed in disbelief. Hearing his laughter, she learned what bloodlust and hatred were for the first time.


  “I don’t remember much of what happened. I surrendered myself to the darkness of my emotions and played my small harp. I remember my nails tearing off and blood running down the strings as I played, but…that’s all.”


  She sang a song of curses and despair, her entire body burning with hatred.


  Her song left a deep impression on those who heard it. It drove them mad.


  By the time it was over, her father and his mercenaries were left trapped in a never-ending nightmare. And there they stayed until they died of starvation.


   


  ***


   


  “Like I said, I don’t remember what the song was…”


  Sophie shook her head, her expression indescribable. Anger, sadness, frustration—all mixed together. She couldn’t keep herself from feeling everything at once.


  “I hated everyone and everything. I wandered the world until I finally reached Cendia. No one asked about my past here. It didn’t matter. And they needed my powers.”


  Sophie’s ability to heal many people in an area was graciously welcomed.


  “But… Maybe it would’ve been better if I never came here.”


  “Saint Sophilia, what are you saying?! Many lives have been saved thanks to you!”


  “Really? I don’t think so. All I do is bring misfortune wherever I go…” Sophie said under her breath, hanging her head.


  Nerush, the head of the guard, thought about saying something—but decided against it. He knew better than to deepen her grief.


  Fran, on the other hand, didn’t read the room. “Did something happen here?”


  “Yes, it did. Many died. Because of me…”


  “What do you mean?”


  Sophie started to explain, while Nerush looked vexed by Fran’s questions. Deep down, Sophie probably wanted her to ask. She wasn’t exactly eager to reveal more, but she didn’t hesitate.


  “There was an ongoing conflict about the use of healing abilities when I first reached Cendia…”


  Sophie had been working as a bard back then, going around healing people who got hurt fighting antibodies. She wasn’t just doing it out of the goodness of her heart, though. Having killed her adoptive father with a curse, Sophie felt like her performance had been tainted. She wanted to cleanse her music by using it to save people, which was why she began singing songs of healing.


  But her actions only invited more chaos. The ruling factions of the city fought over her, including the Adventurers’ Guild and the Clinic. Her power would put any one of them ahead of the others.


  The guild tried to protect her as the fighting got worse. She tried to escape, but the body count just kept rising. The conflict only died down after she aligned herself with the Clinic.


  Sophie always blamed herself for what had happened. She dedicated herself to atoning for her sins, tirelessly healing adventurers, outlaws, and slaves alike. She played her music without pause, sometimes to the point of unconsciousness after exhausting her mana.


  At some point, people started calling her a saint. Ironically, the title made her less able to treat her patients.


  “The executives of the Clinic cut back my working hours.”


  “Why? You’re the Saint.”


  It seemed like Sophie’s healing work would improve the Clinic’s reputation. But there were drawbacks to what she was doing as the Saint…


  “First was the money.”


  Sophie didn’t charge for her treatment, because she was trying to atone for past sins. That was why she’d joined the Clinic, making it a condition for placing herself under their protection. Her ability to heal many people at once fulfilled many of the Clinic’s treatment needs.


  But the Clinic wasn’t a nonprofit organization, and her demands put them in a precarious position. With no payments coming in, they lacked the funds to purchase supplies and would eventually go bankrupt. Giving out free healings without any other source of revenue had its pitfalls.


  Another problem was the lack of opportunities for new healers to learn their craft. Young healers needed to practice on real patients, and the Clinic would be unable to train them if Sophie was doing all the work. The problem was very real. What if Sophie decided to move someday? Then there would be no healers left in Cendia.


  In the end, it was decided that Sophie would only be called in as a last resort. Rather than incensing the citizens of Cendia, her absence only added to her mystique, elevating the saint further in their eyes.


  If that had been all, Sophie could have gritted her teeth and bore it. The real problems were what came next…


  Adventurers and outlaws became more brazen in their attitude, thinking Sophie would always be there to heal them. As long as they didn’t die, they thought, they could always bounce back from any wounds. Many died because of this newfound recklessness, but the number of adventurers in Cendia remained the same, since more people kept showing up to seek the saint’s blessing. 


  No one was bothered by this…except for Sophie. She’d thought she was doing a good thing, and it was only resulting in more deaths. I didn’t blame her.


  Adding to her stress, guards and security had begun taking advantage of the situation by saying things like “The Saint demands it.” It seemed like her presence was making the city lose its mind. Cendia was growing more dysfunctional by the day while she remained.


  She also didn’t trust the Clinic’s executives, who were clearly using her. At some point, Sophie began to hate being called a saint and began to resent her healing abilities. This last year, she had focused exclusively on hunting antibodies without healing anyone. Her gloom had persisted until she eventually escaped Cendia and ran into Fran.


  “That’s how it is… Now I want to ask you something.”


  “What?”


  “Have you come to kill me?”


  “Hm?”


  What? 


  Fran tilted her head, confused. Sophie gave a small sigh.


  “No. Of course you haven’t.”


  “Hm. Why do you even need to ask me that?”


  “I overheard Phyllia giving orders to her men. A Black Cat girl has aligned herself with the Beastman Council, and she is to be arrested on sight…”


  Phyllia. We’d heard that name before entering the tower. Who was she?


  “Who’s Phyllia?”


  “She is the head of this tower. The woman they call the Director. She is also my guardian.”


  Why would she feed the guards lies about Fran being an assassin? There was a good chance the mastermind was someone working in the Clinic, and this Phyllia woman fit the bill. Was she the one spying on us with those observer barriers?


  “What’s she like?”


  Nerush knitted his eyebrows at Fran’s unassuming question. He seemed to be as protective toward Phyllia as he was toward Saint Sophilia. But he kept his mouth shut. He probably knew that nothing he said would get through to Fran.


  Besides, the conversation had taken a very serious turn. He didn’t want to get himself implicated by saying something out of turn.


  “She is a descendant of the founding healers of the Clinic. I think she’s the thirtieth. She can use Magic Song like me. She is an influential figure not only at the Clinic, but in all of Cendia.”


  “Huh. And why would she lie about me being an assassin?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe someone is deceiving her, or she could be trying to capture you for her own ends.”


  “What’s she like?”


  “On the surface, she is kind and thoughtful…to the point that I think she deserves the title of Saint better. She’s been busy lately, but she used to do healing performances for free.”


  On the surface… Was there something beneath the surface?


  “But what’s she really like?”


  “No one would call her a saint if they knew. She is very intimidating.”


  Fran wasn’t the only one surprised by Sophie’s words. Nerush’s eyes widened. Phyllia seemed to be pretty good at hiding her true self. Fran cast a sideways glance at Nerush as she wondered.


  “Why would you know what she’s like?”


  “I’ve got really good ears, so I heard her talking one day.” Sophie had the hearing of a musician. A really good musician. She could hear whispered conversations even through walls.


  “I’ve only known her real self recently, though.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. My ears got sharper, probably because I leveled up while fighting antibodies. I ended up hearing a lot more because of that… Things that I’d rather not know.”


  Had Sophie left Cendia around the same time?


  “Why haven’t you told someone?”


  “Like make a report? She acts too presentable when talking to other people.”


  “Hm?”


  “At least I know how straightforward you are now.”


  Hiding a nasty personality wasn’t exactly a crime. A nice, gentle smile on the outside. Violence and curses on the inside. Everyone does that to some degree.


  It reminded me of a story from my past life. A coworker who would laugh and smile with a client, but cuss them out on the way home from work. I knew several people like that.


  But Phyllia’s situation sounded more sinister.


  “Over the past few days, Phyllia has been getting meaner. Well, maybe she was always like this, and I only found out now…”


  “Anything other than her command to take me in?”


  “Yes. Phyllia has several subordinates, but I heard her make strange requests of them. Something about attacking someone. Something else about pinning it on the Drake King Council…”


  It sounded like she was the one trying to instigate a conflict between the Beastman Council and the Drake King Council.


  “Sophie, does the name Numerae mean anything to you?”


  “I think he’s one of Phyllia’s bodyguards. That’s who she was talking to.”


  She was behind it all! This Phyllia really was the mastermind.


  “You know him?”


  “Hm.”


  Fran told Sophie everything that happened with ­Numerae. Not only was he killed at a distance, he had also been ordered to instigate a conflict and create chaos. 


  Sophie probably hadn’t expected Phyllia to go that far. Her face was pale by the time Fran ended her story.


  “She’s instigating a gang war? Why would she do such a thing?”


  “I don’t know. But that’s what Numerae was doing.”


  “But why?”


  “Maybe she wants more people injured so the Clinic can get more money from treatment?”


  “The Clinic is doing well enough that it can get by even without that… I heard there have been more conflicts between the gangs recently. There are so many patients that even Phyllia has to step in treat some.”


  But what was the point of it all? The Clinic was profitable and influential as it was without conspiring to profiteer. Sophie herself didn’t know what Phyllia’s motives could have been.


  “And the barrier crystal and observer barriers—I know what those are.”


  “You do?”


  “Yes. They’re installed all around the tower. I even had some in my room before. I confronted Phyllia about them, acting like I found it by accident.”


  Phyllia had said that it was installed for Sophie’s protection in case of intruders. Her real motive was probably to spy on Sophie.


  “How did you find them?”


  “I felt like something was off when I noticed a section of the room absorbed sound without any echoes.”


  Sophie detected the anomalies the same way Fran did—without the help of Skills. In her case, it was her gifted ears that gave the barriers away. She could detect anomalies in the reverberation of a space.


  “She said it was for my safety, but somehow, I doubt that.”


  Phyllia gave up on installing other crystals after discovering Sophie had the ability to detect them.


  “Who set it up?”


  “She’s a famous adventurer. You should know more about her than me. An A Rank called the Barrierist.”


  “…?”


  That name sounds familiar…


  Fran tilted her head, surprising Sophie.


  “Y-you don’t know her?”


  “Hm.”


  “Seriadot the Barrierist. Called so because of her mastery over powerful…b-barriers. She’s famous, even though she spends most of her time traveling the world.”


  Now I remembered. The Barrierist was the nickname of the adventurer who had set up the barrier of Alessa’s Spider Nest.


  “She is also famous for something else.”


  “What is it?”


  “The Barrierist has another nickname—The Miser. She is very particular about money and will take dangerous missions as long as the price is right.”


  I would have thought A Ranks would have no problems making money, but the Barrierist was shockingly greedy. Nobles who tried to cut her pay would end up dead, along with the rest of their men. This was why she had a bounty on her head in several kingdoms. She was also famous for being incredibly loyal to her contracts and would never betray a (paying) client.


  Although she caused trouble for the guild from time to time, she wasn’t hostile toward them, and they needed her barrier magic—an incredibly rare Skill. In the end, all she would ever get was a stern warning. Might as well be a slap on the wrist.


  So we might end up facing an A Rank…


  Hm.


  I could already tell how dangerous the Barrierist would be without seeing her fight. We really didn’t want to fight her unless absolutely necessary.


  After Fran finished with her questions, it was now Sophie’s turn.


  “So, what brings you to Cendia? Shouldn’t you be with the woman you saved in Castell?”


  Sophie had seen how desperate Fran was to save Nadia. She must have thought it strange that Fran would leave her side to go to an unregistered city by herself.


  “I’m looking for illegal slavers.”


  Fran proceeded to tell Sophie about herself, adding that she suspected illegal slavers conducted their business here. 


  Sophie was shocked at first but then nodded. What came out of her mouth next was surprising.


  “I think some of the people in the Clinic may be connected with illegal slavers.”


  “What do you know?”


  “I don’t have any concrete evidence. But I’ve heard human voices come from far beneath the tower. I always thought I was hearing things…”


  The voices were so faint that Sophie had no way of being sure. If they were real, that would mean there was an underground room Sophie wasn’t privy to. The evidence was circumstantial at best, but Sophie and Fran both felt it was terribly suspicious. I agreed.


  I’d thought our prime suspects were the Blue Cats in the Beastman Council, but the Clinic had just moved up the list.


  “Do you know how to get to the basement?”


  “I’ve looked for an entrance but couldn’t find one. I have a feeling it can be reached from somewhere I have no access to.”


  “And where’s that?”


  “Phyllia and the other executives’ private rooms.”


  “I see.”


  Those weren’t places that could be investigated easily. Having underground access through Phyllia’s room seemed fishy. It would be difficult to keep the construction of an underground chamber and tunnel under wraps. She must have been using something already in place.


  It wouldn’t be out of place for Phyllia and her predecessors to have an escape route from their rooms. Sophie cast her gaze at Nerush, who had been silent so far.


  “Nerush, do you know anything about this?”


  “N-no. I’ve only started working here recently.” 


  Nerush shook his head. He didn’t seem to object to Sophie suspecting the head of the Clinic of foul play, but I could tell he was worried about Sophie. Worried for her safety if she was made an enemy of Phyllia. The fact that Sophie allowed him into her room showed that their trust went both ways.


  “But Lady Phyllia…” Nerush frowned. He was still reeling from the revelation but seemed to be thinking of something. A few moments later, he raised his head and asked Sophie a question. “What will you do now, Saint Sophilia?”


  “I’m going to look into what Phyllia is doing and put a stop to it, of course. I don’t know why they’re doing this, but we can’t survive antibody season with a gang war in Cendia.”


  “I am against it.”


  “You’re saying we should let Phyllia be?”


  “Yes. If the Director is two-faced as you suppose, then you are already in danger. It is best you lie low and leave the tower unnoticed.”


  Nerush didn’t want Sophie to come to harm, even if it meant Sophie needed to leave Cendia. Sophie and Fran looked unhappy, but I sympathized with him. Sophie had saved Nerush when he was dying, after which he began serving as her personal bodyguard. His loyalty was to her, not to Phyllia or the Clinic. Sophie’s safety was his top priority. It was a lot like how I felt about Fran.


  But there was no way Fran and Sophie would take the good advice to leave town. Fran was born with a rock for a head, and despite only knowing her a short while, I could tell Sophie wasn’t one to run away from her problems. Besides, this was the girl who healed people for free to atone for her sins. She wasn’t going to turn a blind eye to those in need.


  “No. We can’t just walk away.”


  “Hm.”


  See what I mean?


  “Then you must be careful. Do not antagonize her needlessly.” Nerush let out a sigh as he warned Sophie. He probably knew that his words weren’t going to have much of an effect on her.


  “I know… Let’s go down. I’ll act like I’m showing Fran around and begin looking for an entrance. Do you have anything to detect underground systems?”


  “I do.”


  “Then we’ll figure something out.”


  “Please don’t do anything reckless.”


  “I know.”


  “Hm.”


  Sorry, Nerush. I’ll try my best to keep them safe.


  Chapter 3:
Strangeness in the Unregistered City


   


  THERE WAS ALREADY UNREST by the time the elevator hit the first floor. But none of the people gathered here wanted to see Saint Sophilia. Their gazes were clearly aimed at Fran. And they were hostile.


  “There she is!”


  “It’s the Black Lightning Princess!”


  “Arrest her!”


  Security guards screamed at her. In their midst stood a black-haired woman. Her glasses made her look like a secretary, but she might also have been a doctor, given her white coat.


  The guards readied their spears and carefully approached, clearly trying to arrest Fran… The woman’s order to apprehend Fran had also agitated the patients.


  “Get away from Saint Sophilia!”


  “Filthy adventurer!”


  Egged on by a boy, everyone else on the floor started throwing stuff at Fran. They weren’t just tossing random furniture at her—some threw potted plants and even self-defense weapons.


  “Stop that!”


  “Get out!”


  “Stay away from our saint!”


  Sophie tried to stop them, but the angry shouting drowned her out. Fran winced but didn’t try to fight back. She just put up a barrier against the civilians’ attacks.


  What was going on? There was no stopping these patients once they got going. If things got bad enough, we might actually have to resort to force—


  “Stop this at once!”


  The violence stopped as soon as the black-haired woman spoke. It wasn’t just because of her natural charisma and powers of intimidation—she was using calming magic in her voice.


  “I understand how you all feel about Saint Sophilia. But you are all just as important to me. We are dealing with a violent criminal. Please don’t do anything dangerous.”


  Wonderful words, but I wasn’t going to let her get away with calling Fran a criminal. Who was she? Probably someone from the tower…


  Then I heard Sophie say, “Phyllia.”


  This beautiful woman was Director Phyllia, our prime suspect.


  Having calmed the crowd, Phyllia stepped toward us.


  “Get away from Saint Sophilia!” She glared at Fran. Her look was quite intimidating, especially paired with her beauty. 


  Not that it worked on Fran.


  “Saint Sophilia, you must get away from her. There are rumors of that Black Cat trying to abduct you!” Phyllia said, focusing all eyes on Fran again.


  The same rumors had been spread to the patients. And Phyllia was definitely the one doing the spreading.


  She could’ve fooled me into thinking that she had been deceived if I didn’t know about her other side. But she looked nothing more than an instigator at this point. I didn’t know what she stood to gain, though…


  As hostility increased, Sophie stepped forward with a bitter look on her face.


  “She is my friend. She would never try to abduct me.”


  Phyllia frowned, sensing the depth of trust Sophie had for Fran. But her smile returned as she asked ­Sophie a question.


  “And when did you become friends?”


  “Recently. We fought antibodies together. Everything went well.”


  Saint Sophilia’s words immediately shifted the atmosphere. There was a naturally calming quality to her voice.


  But it didn’t work on Phyllia. “Are you sure you are not being deceived? She is only trying to gain your trust for her own ends. She is trying to get close to you so she can abduct you!”


  “That is absurd.”


  “No, you are being deceived! Do you trust that girl more than me?!”


  Phyllia was trying to sow the seeds of doubt. We would’ve been in a dangerous position if Sophie didn’t know the truth about Phyllia. She probably had magic or Skills to manipulate the mind—there were traces of mana in her voice.


  But Sophie was strong enough not to fall for psychological manipulation, so none of it mattered. Phyllia’s tricks might have had more of an effect on her in the past, but her battle-forged trust in Fran was unshakeable.


  “Fran would never lie to me. Never take advantage of me. Unlike you.”


  “…!”


  Phyllia’s rage was visible for a moment before she regained her composure. She was good.


  “Saint Sophilia, I am only thinking of what is best for you. There is no one here who loves you more than I do. Please, remember all I’ve done for you! I know it looks like I’m only using you for your powers…but it is all for the good of the people of Cendia! I would never use you for personal gain!”


  And now she was playing the tearful and hysterical parent. To anyone who didn’t know, it looked like Phyllia had nothing but concern for Sophie. Some of the patients were rubbing their eyes and sniffling.


  Amazing. Especially because everything Phyllia had said so far had been a lie. She hadn’t said a word of truth since we got here. I was impressed by how deftly she was able to chain so many lies together.


  In response to Phyllia’s lies, Sophie repeated the truth. “Fran would never deceive me. She is my friend!”


  “You really don’t understand! It can’t be helped. I didn’t want to get violent…”


  Another lie! She had been hoping that this would turn violent this whole time! This woman was rotten to the core!


  “Seriadot!” Phyllia shouted.


  A woman with a small frame suddenly appeared.


  “Now, now, let’s calm down, Miss Phyllia. How about I teach you a little mental exercise I like to use when I get flustered? Just start counting all the money you have, and you’ll feel better in no time.”
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  Was this Seriadot the Barrierist, A-Rank adventurer? I was shocked. I’d expected a grown-up, but the person smiling next to Phyllia was a kid! Her platinum blonde hair was done up in half pigtails, and she still had some baby fat on her cheeks. Her bangs were parted, revealing her forehead, and the smoothness of her skin only added to her youthful looks. 


  She looked younger than Fran…but she was an elf. Looks were deceiving when it came to elves. That meant she was an adult—and she talked in an old-fashioned way, to boot. She would’ve been a great character to add to the roster…if she weren’t an enemy!


  In any case, I hadn’t sensed her at all when she was in hiding. Probably an effect of the barrier crystal.


  She was going to be a tough customer. But there should still be a way around her abilities. She was still using crystals, after all.


  One hit was all I needed to take out her barrier and observer crystals. I had already tried it on the barrier crystal we got. That stuff only gave me a single point of crystal, but I could still absorb it.


  But Seriadot wasn’t a one-trick adventurer who could only do barriers. I could tell how strong she was with a single look. She could handle herself at close range. If I hadn’t known she was called the Barrierist, I would’ve confused her for a warrior type. The combination of barrier magic and close quarters combat seemed powerful.


  “Why did you show yourself?! You could’ve had the advantage of a sneak attack!”


  “Because such tactics would not work on that girl. She is quite strong. We might end up damaging your precious tower if we fought here.”


  “Stronger? Than you?”


  “Well, I won’t know for sure unless we actually fight.”


  Phyllia’s eyes grew wide as she looked at Fran. Seriadot, an A-Rank adventurer, had just said she might be an even match for her. She was probably shocked to learn she’d antagonized such a strong opponent.


  “That girl is quite strong indeed. What is your name?”


  “Fran.”


  “Ooh! The Black Lightning Princess? Yes, you would be very strong!”


  “Seriadot, that girl is after Saint Sophilia! You must apprehend her!”


  “Like I said, the damage done to our surroundings would be monumental. Besides, I do not sense any hostility or ill will from that girl. She must truly be friends with your saint. You should be pleased that such a powerful adventurer is willing to protect Saint Sophilia. All is well, all is very well. Surely you can see past your anger, Director?”


  What was this? The Barrierist seemed to have gotten a tip about Fran. And she wasn’t lying about her concern for Sophie. Was this because she knew what Phyllia was really like? Was she just her bodyguard…?


  Then Fran started asking questions.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Oh, where are my manners? I am Seriadot. An adventurer, despite how I look.”


  “The Barrierist?”


  “That I am!”


  Seriadot’s friendly smile wasn’t common among adventurers. She looked like she was on a playground with her little friends. Perverted gentlemen would be more than happy to buy her some candy.


  “You’re protecting the Director?”


  “Indeed I am.”


  “So you’ll do anything she tells you to? Even bad things?”


  “What? What a strange question. A protection job is just that…protection. Anything else is outside my purview. No, I will not do anything this director asks of me if it falls outside of protecting her.”


  “You’re asking some very rude questions in my presence. Seriadot, you don’t need to humor her.”


  “You’re the one who’s a bad guy. Who’s the rude one now?”


  “Fu ha ha! You are exactly right! I understand that you are terribly worried about your saint, but you are in the wrong here, Director.”


  “Silence!”


  Phyllia redirected the conversation, sensing it would only end poorly for her. It couldn’t be helped. But Seriadot really wasn’t lying. It looked like she really was just here as a bodyguard.


  The barrier and observer crystals were useful instruments of protection and security. That must have been why Phyllia used them.


  “I think it is wonderful that Saint Sophilia has bosom companions of her own age!”


  Seriadot was laughing, but Phyllia scoffed, unimpressed. She had failed to make Fran a scapegoat and lost Sophie’s trust as a result of her failed attempt at manipulation. Still, we needed to be careful.


  Her greatest failure was her inability to notice how much stronger Sophie had gotten. Phyllia wasn’t expecting Sophie to see through her schemes and be immune to her manipulation. She’d also miscalculated the depth of the trust shared between Fran and Sophie. She probably thought they were just acquaintances.


  What now? Ideally, we would expose Phyllia’s crimes and eliminate her as soon as possible…but for now that was impossible. We had no concrete evidence, and no one would believe us if we tried.


  Phyllia was the most powerful person in Cendia, and if she said the evidence was fabricated, then they would believe her. She was like a noble in other countries, except a lot more powerful. If she said white was black, then white was black. Attack her now and we would end up as the bad guys. Besides, we couldn’t do anything because we didn’t know what the Barrierist was capable of.


  Actually, I Identified them the moment they appeared. Even if I got detected, I could play it off like it was a mistake. But Identify didn’t go through. It was the same as nullification of detection Skills. It must have been the barrier crystal or a tool that worked in a similar fashion. Neither of them was Identifiable, which led me to believe that Seriadot had somehow managed to mass produce a barrier item which could disrupt Identify.


  In any case, it was doubtful that we could defeat an unknown A Rank even if Fran was at her best.


  Also, we couldn’t fight while surrounded by so many patients. But letting this opportunity slide would be such a waste. We needed as much information as we could get our hands on.


  “I’m looking for illegal slavers. Know any?”


  “How should I know?”


  “You’re the most powerful person in the city. You could write your patients off as dead and turn them into slaves.”


  “We would never commit such an atrocity! I will not be patient for long if you continue these accusations.”


  “Then you don’t trade in illegal slaves?”


  “Get out!”


  “I’ll leave when you answer the question.”


  “I have nothing to do with anyone as tainted as illegal slavers!”


  Lies.


  Fran’s questions had her flustered. Her voice cracked as she screamed. She was panicking because Fran was hitting a little too close to home. She definitely was dealing with illegal slavers. If nothing else, she knew who they were.


  Would we have to fight Seriadot in the near future?


  I was keeping calm for now, but I could sense Fran shifting into her combat stance. She only looked like she was leaning ever so slightly forward, but she could easily draw me and start slicing.


  Sophie and Seriadot were the only ones who realized this. For everyone else, who was buying Phyllia’s lies, it just looked like Fran was upset. I hadn’t told Fran that Phyllia was lying about the illegal slavers, but she could sense my subtle emotions and the results of Essence of Falsehood.


  Our deep understanding of each other meant that I had nothing to hide.


  Fran, I understand how you feel. But we can’t fight here!


  If Phyllia was the head of the illegal slaving ring, then she was prepared to defeat her now and face the repercussions.


  But things weren’t that simple. If Phyllia was part of a much larger organization, then we would need to get more information out of her. With so many eyes on us, it was impossible to capture her without anyone noticing.


  Fran understood this. But she couldn’t hold back her bloodlust. She started shifting.


  “What do you think you are doing?” Seriadot glared at us. Her cute face radiated such immense presence that it engulfed Fran. From her perspective, it must have looked like Fran was upset with her client after asking so many rude questions.


  Tensions rose as both sides were locked in a standstill.


  Then a figure came rolling through the tower doors, shattering the tension. An adventurer. He knelt at the entrance looking like he was in a hurry. He shouted at the top of his lungs.


  “Th-the antibodies are coming! All adventurers are called to man their stations!”


  The season of antibodies had arrived at the unregistered city.


  Phyllia quickly asked the adventurer a question. “How many?”


  “Thirty thousand. At least!”


  “A scouting group, I suppose.”


  “So it would seem. There are too few of them for a full offensive.”


  Thirty thousand seemed like a huge number but it was nothing compared to the antibodies that attacked Castell. They wouldn’t be enough to take a larger city. As Phyllia said, they were probably scouts.


  The liar discussed the situation with her bodyguard, then looked at Fran. “Adventurers are conscripted to fight antibodies. Shouldn’t you be going?”


  “What about Seriadot?”


  “I am working for the Clinic at the moment, so here I will remain.”


  Apparently, bodyguards working at the city’s most important structure were exempt.


  “I’m going. I’ll come back for you, Sophie.”


  “I’ll be here healing people… Don’t die out there.”


  “Hm.”


  I was worried about what Phyllia might do, but she probably wouldn’t directly attack Sophie. At least, not while people were watching. We had to focus on the antibodies for now.


  As we rushed to the Adventurers’ Guild, I thought to myself that Pleiare wasn’t as trustworthy as we’d first believed. That old man said there were no A Ranks in ­Cendia—and yet here was Seriadot. Maybe he didn’t include her because she was working protection, but her presence was important enough to be mentioned. There was no way he would just forget that an A Rank was in town.


  There was a good chance he failed to mention her on purpose, concealing information from Fran so she would work for him. If it was the former, his judgment was suspect. If it was the latter, his personality was suspect. Either way, we needed to be careful around him.


  The outlaws are a lot more trustworthy… I guess that’s why it’s an unregistered city.


  We quickly reached the Adventurers’ Guild after beelining through the city. There was already a ruckus by the time we got there. The guild was giving out orders to its members. Some adventurers sought information from the receptionists, while others ran around like headless chickens. Many ran out the door, carrying loads of supplies. Each had their own task. 


  Manning the front desk today wasn’t Pleiare, but a young woman. Several other women surrounded the substitute. Fran approached her and presented her guild card.


  “Oh, you’re Fran! We’ve been waiting for you!”


  She had been informed about Fran and attended to her immediately. Pleiare must have told her beforehand. He didn’t seem to be around, though…


  “Where’s Pleiare?”


  “The guildmaster is in a meeting with the heads of the other organization.”


  “Oh…”


  We couldn’t start questioning him at a time like this. Maybe when he got back. The woman then told Fran her role in the siege.


  “I hear the antibodies are closing in.”


  “Yes. You are free to do as you please in the defense.”


  “What?”


  “Most adventurers have designated roles in times of an antibody attack. But B Ranks and above are free to act on their own discretion.”


  Having the high ranks fight as they pleased was better than having them babysit the lower ranks. The adventurers above B Rank also tended to be quite idiosyncratic, meaning they didn’t follow orders well.


  “All we ask is that you do not disrupt the adventurers on the walls.”


  “The others are fighting from the walls?”


  “Yes. They will thin out the antibodies at a distance. The fighter classes will form a unit to defend the gates, but the main offensive is conducted from on top of the walls. Friendly fire might occur if they fight too close to the walls.”


  “All right. Anything else I should be aware of?”


  “People from other factions will be taking part in this defense. Please don’t start a fight with them.”


  Outlaws, the Clinic, and the town guards all had their part to play and knew their roles. Still, it was probably going to be a mess on the ground.


  “That’s all.”


  “Got it.”


  “Good luck out there. And thank you.”


  The receptionist bowed deeply. She was probably born in Cendia and treated high-rank adventurers as another line of defense for her hometown. She looked very grateful that Fran was here.


  “Hm.”


  Fran gave her a firm nod before heading to the west gate. Fran was highly motivated. I was highly worried. Fran was still exhausted from the battle at Castell and not in her best form.


  Fran, things might get rough if there are some elite antibodies around.


  “I know. But I have to do this.”


  All right. But you must cooperate with other adventurers if the occasion calls for it.


  “Hm.”


  We soon reached the gate where hundreds of adventurers were already lined up. Some equipped bows before heading up the stairs. They would be attacking the antibodies from a distance without leaving Cendia.


  We ignored the line and hurried to the gate. It was already closed. Was there any way for us to get out?


  “Hey.”


  “What?”


  “We’re busy! Can it wait?”


  “I want to get out.”


  “What? Do you understand what’s happening out there?”


  “You can’t leave!”


  The men grew irritated at Fran asking to leave Cendia. 


  “Look.” Fran was unfazed and took her guild card out of her pocket.


  “Huh? You’re a B-Rank adventurer? Really?” 


  “Am I seeing this right?”


  “Look at it! See?”


  “Whoa, it’s real!”


  The men guarding the gate were part of the town guard, not adventurers. They didn’t know who Fran was—but they knew her guild card wasn’t fake. They began to fill her in.


  “Sorry, but we can’t open the west gate. The antibody swarm is right outside.”


  “You’ll have to use the east gate to get outside.”


  The gates the antibodies were attacking had all been closed. But it wouldn’t be a problem for us.


  Fran, let’s just teleport out.


  “Hm. I’ll get out from this side.”


  “No, liste—”


  The guard’s voice immediately cut out when we teleported, replaced by the roaring of antibodies. Their roaring was shrill and unsettling, as if they were trying to intimidate the people of Cendia.


  The scene before our eyes had changed. What we now saw was a field full of antibodies, all of which were closing in on us. Antibodies as far as the eye could see. A scene from hell. But Fran wasn’t afraid.


  They’re all low ranks. It looks like it’ll be easier than Castell.


  “Hm!”


  This was laughably easy, compared to the hellscape that was Castell. The city wouldn’t fall to an army of scouts.


  Fran gave an invincible smile.


  Another voice shouted at her from the crowd, “Hey, what are you doing out there?!”


  “It’s dangerous!”


  “The antibodies are coming! Get to the walls!”


  The adventurers on the walls had spotted Fran. They yelled out in concern, but she just gave them a friendly wave.


  “Don’t just wave at us!”


  “You’re going the wrong way!”


  Fran didn’t turn back.


  “Teacher.”


  All right, let’s show them what we’re made of!


  Fran threw me into the air and jumped to land on my blade. She rode me into battle with Telekinetic Air Ride and was soon hovering over the antibody swarm.


  This should be good.


  “Hm!”


  She hopped off and fell into the swarm. I was already in her hand.


  No adventurers around here. Go as wild as you want.


  “Haaaa!”


  Fran started attacking. She looked like she was having fun. Well…she was having fun. She had a wide smile on her face as she chopped up antibodies. She’d been getting really frustrated about not knowing who to trust inside the walls, and now she could take out all that pent-up frustration on the antibodies. 


  “Teyaaa!”


  The town’s imminent catastrophe was a blessing for Fran. Although she couldn’t take down all thirty thousand antibodies, it was a great chance to blow off some steam.


  “Haaa! Teyaaa!”


  “Gigigiii!”


  Fran was going through them like wildfire.


  Stress must have been building up inside her ever since we reached Cendia. She decimated antibodies with slices and strikes.


  I think we were up to five hundred by then. But there seemed to be no end to the antibodies, so Fran kept going. I was quite thankful for their numbers, since Fran needed the punching bags. 


  She nodded with great satisfaction as she blasted dozens of antibodies with magic.


  “Teacher, together.”


  You got it!


  We hadn’t used Resonance Magic in a while. With Life Magic reducing the toll on Fran, this Skill was much easier to use.


  I whipped up some wind magic with an emphasis on wide range and mixed it with some thunder magic. The result was wind blades and thunderbolts which flew across the battlefield. While it wouldn’t do much against more powerful antibodies, it chewed through lower-leveled antibodies. We had to finesse our attacks since we hadn’t fully recovered from Castell.


  As we used resonance magic as our main offense, I was thinking of something else.


  Seriadot. How would we deal with her? I couldn’t even detect her because of her barrier crystal. I could try to learn to sense the anomaly around her, but we didn’t have time. We might have to end up fighting her tomorrow, so I had to work with what I had on hand.


  Detection Skills were powerless against her. But what about other methods of detection, like Life Steal or Mana Steal? These Skills indiscriminately stole life and mana from everything in an area of effect. They could detect the presence of hidden entities in a place where we were the only ones around. The problem was that I couldn’t use it somewhere crowded.


  Anything else…? How about Mana Disruption? It didn’t see much use, because the Skill was powerful enough to affect our own moves. But it might be also enough to disrupt the barrier crystal. A slight disruption might be all I need to sense her.


  I talked to Fran and decided to try the Skill out. While it wasn’t very useful against antibodies, we needed to see how it affected us. 


  Having used the Skill, I found I was still able to use my own magic with a little bit of focus. The effects were probably weak because it was still level 1, and that weakness meant we couldn’t rely on it to break through the barrier crystal. We’d need to test it further once we got back to town.


  I continued testing out more stuff on the antibodies until I noticed their numbers finally dwindling. We were still surrounded, but there was much less pressure than before. The antibodies had a hard time getting back into formation after the number Fran did on them.


  No elites so far, which meant that this swarm was made only of low-level antibodies. Their task was to determine the amount of force needed to take over Cendia.


  Fran couldn’t stop all of them. Some made it through to the gates. But the adventurers stood at the ready. They launched their attacks from the walls, eliminating the enemies before they could do damage to Cendia. They were highly motivated and started cheering for Fran.


  “Yeah! Go Black Lightning Princess!”


  “Get ’em!”


  “So cool!”


  “I love you!”


  Who said that?! Don’t you get any ideas!


  “Teacher?”


  Nothing. I just overheard some of the adventurers.


  “Hm. I’ll keep fighting.”


  Fran was in good spirits after hearing them cheer her on. She was no longer venting now and fought to protect the unregistered city.


  Fran readied her sword again and attacked the antibodies with renewed vigor. She cut, crushed, exploded, and did everything she could to eliminate them. There were ­thousands of antibodies left, but the adventurers’ support helped clear them out a lot faster than if she’d been by herself.


  Apparently, there were some B Ranks on the walls, and they could use some powerful magic. They could probably have handled the situation even without Fran.


  I then sensed a new squad enter the battlefield. Not antibodies but adventurers.


  They probably came from the east gate and had circled around the city wall.


  Before leaving the city, we’d heard there were two hundred adventurers posted at the east gate…


  There’s only thirty of them, though.


  “Hm.”


  Had something unexpected happened? The adventurers didn’t feel like they were here to fight. They looked flustered. They looked around like they were looking for someone. Were they looking for Fran?


  My intuition was right. Once they spotted Fran, they fought through antibodies to get to her. They weren’t hostile, so we blew away some antibodies to make a path for them.


  Going through the gap in antibody forces, the adventurers finally reached Fran. They seemed to be E Ranks, judging from the trouble they had with antibodies, and were led by a D Rank.


  “A-are you a high rank?”


  “Hm. B Rank.”


  They were shocked to find a child fighting antibodies since they couldn’t sense Fran’s power. Still, they could tell how powerful she was after witnessing her use area-of-effect magic on some antibodies.


  The other adventurers held off the surrounding antibodies so the leader could talk. He was not calm.


  “W-we need your help!”


  “What?”


  “The south and north gates are having trouble!”


  “You don’t have enough adventurers?”


  Antibodies had arrived at the other gates. The west gate had other B Ranks, so it should have been fine. The same support should have been heading over to the north and south gates…


  But the town’s defense was not what we had pictured it to be.


  In the event of an antibody attack, the Adventurers’ Guild would defend the east and west gates while the outlaws took north. The southern gate was defended by the Clinic and town guards. The distribution of forces was decided during the meeting between town leaders and their forces had been dispatched accordingly. But certain gates were still lacking in manpower.


  “There’s infighting at the north gate, and the outlaws need support.”


  Mistrust between the Beastman Council and the Drake King Council had trickled down to their members. They were not cooperating with each other even when they were up against antibodies.


  The Clinic was faced with a similar problem; their numbers were reduced due to the guards dedicated to the protection of the saint against potential assassins. Even after failing to frame Fran, they were still using that false information. They didn’t want to waste their resources fighting an advance unit. The fighters from the Clinic were expecting the other organizations to pick up the slack.


  “I’ll head there after I’m done here.”


  “Thank you!”


  Fran fought the antibodies with newfound energy. She started using magic to speed up the process. The other adventurers intensified their offense after hearing about the circumstances. Large-scale attacks bombed the horde of antibodies.


  Things were going at a faster pace than before. But then a new force arrived at the scene.


  “Woof, woof!”


  “Jet! Where did you come from?”


  “Arf!”


  Jet had returned from his investigation of the underground tunnel.


  He returned from the direction we least expected, however. He came out from behind the antibodies.


  Did that mean the underground tunnel led out of the city?


  We’ll get the details later. We have antibodies to take care of.


  “Okay.”


  “Grr!”


  We should be able to support both the north and south gates with Jet’s help. It was excellent timing on his part.


  “Teyaaa!”


  “Grrr!”


  It didn’t take long for us to completely eliminate the antibodies at the west gate.


  Let’s go provide backup.


  “Hm! Hey, where do I go first?”


  “Th-the north gate!”


  All right. Fran and I will take the north gate. Jet, go south!


  “Woof!”


  We parted ways with Jet and hurried to the north gate. The antibodies came into view as we ran at full speed.


  There! The antibodies are swarming the gate!


  “We’ll scatter them.”


  Right!


  As expected, there weren’t many outlaws posted here. Not along the walls firing arrows and not at the gate itself to fight off the antibodies.


  They had somehow set up a formation in front of the north gate to prevent the antibodies from breaking through.


  There were about ten thousand antibodies in total. That might have been able to overwhelm the outlaws…but today there was a powerful beastman taking the lead. He was the reason the outlaws were still standing, but it was only a matter of time before he fell.


  Fran hurried and hurled herself into the antibodies.


  “Backup’s here!”


  “Huh? Thanks!” the beastman shouted to Fran when she suddenly appeared. He knew they would be able to turn the tide with her around. “The name’s Breine. First seat of the Bloodfang Squad!”


  “I’m Fran.”


  “The Black Lightning Princess herself! Great! You’re all the backup I need!”


  “Hm!”


  Breine was a tall, slender man. He was handsome, but his narrow eyes and white skin gave him an odd sickly look.


  “One more push, you bastards! Put your backs into it!”


  “YEAH!”


  Thirty minutes passed.


  “Taaah!”


  “Gishiii!”


  Fran swung me, felling the last of the antibodies. The defense of the north gate was now finished.


  The only things remaining were panting outlaws since the antibodies left no remains. The beastmen were so elated that they started surrounding Fran.


  “You were great out there!”


  “Big sis! That was awesome!”


  “So cool!”


  “Black Cats are great!”


  Everyone started praising Fran, thankful that she’d bailed them out.


  “Thanks for the assist, Black Lightning Princess. The bosses didn’t want to send out more men. That was clearly a mistake.”


  “Why not?”


  “We got a tip saying the Drake King Council is trying to invade our territory.”


  “A tip? From who?”


  “I don’t know. But it should be reliable if the bosses believe it. Not that it would mean anything if the antibodies got through.”


  The outlaws started complaining about the Beastman Council and Drake King Council. They had a lot to say about the subject. Fran started asking them questions before things got too rowdy.


  Everyone was helpful after seeing her in action—especially after she healed them. They were so accommodating that they seemed ready to gladly spill their bosses’ secrets to her too. 


  Most of the outlaws here didn’t belong to either the Drake King Council or Beastman Council but smaller organizations. The councils’ affiliates were also hesitant to dispatch people which caused their grand total to come out at around three hundred men.


  The organizations may have had their differences, but all differences were supposed to be set aside in the face of antibodies. The outlaws here were quite upset that two of the biggest gangs ignored this unwritten rule.


  “Hey, you’re pretty good!”


  “Who are you?”


  The outlaws posted on the walls had now descended. Leading the charge was a tough-looking woman with short red hair.


  “I’m Milanlieu of the Drake King Council! Nice to meet you!”


  “Hm.”


  Fran winced slightly. Milanlieu was very loud. She wasn’t trying to be offensive, though; that was just her default volume. Loud with nothing to hide. She was not cut out for stealth missions. She was the last person you would send on an assassination.


  The strange bangs from the walls had come from Milanlieu’s arrows.


  According to Milanlieu, suspicions against the Beastman Council had ramped up, causing the Drake King Council to keep their guards to protect Geph and the other bosses. Velmeria and Frederick were among them.


  As for her, she had ignored orders and went straight to the north gate.


  Even during an antibody attack the organizations were suspicious of each other… Or perhaps the antibody attack heightened suspicions to the level of paranoia. The other organizations could use the attack as an opportunity to mount an offensive against them.


  But although relations between the Drake King Council and Beastman Council had been tense to the point of almost snapping, Breine and Milanlieu weren’t arguing with each other. They were either magnanimous or didn’t care enough about the fine details.


  Thankfully, both treated Fran as a comrade after fighting together.


  “I’m going to the south gate.” Jet and the other adventurers should have been enough to support them, but we needed to check just in case. “I’ll leave this place to you.”


  “You got it!”


  “We got it covered!”


  Breine and Milanlieu smiled and gave her a thumbs up.


  I was a little worried, but there was no doubting their credentials. They had the situation under control.


  “And no fighting.”


  “O-of course.”


  “W-we know!”


  Fran let loose her intimidation, and everyone in the vicinity straightened up. They were like her subordinates at this point. Well, as long as they stayed out of trouble with each other.


  Fran hurried to the south gate via the east gate, but Jet met us as we were passing through.


  The town guard had been doing well for themselves, and Jet’s assistance guaranteed victory over at the south gate. Jet had not been pulling his punches.


  Good job!


  “Nice.”


  “Woof!”


  Jet wuffed at the compliments he got. But that wasn’t the only report he had to make. He pointed his nose away from the city.


  Is that the entrance of the tunnel you followed?


  “Woof!”


  “Should we go now?”


  How far is the entrance from town?


  “Woof.”


  That’s pretty far… Do you think the entrance is visible from the top of the town wall?


  “Woof!”


  Hmm. That sounds impossible.


  Many adventurers and outlaws were still posted on the walls, waiting for a second wave of antibodies. Whatever we did would attract attention. We didn’t know what awaited us within the tunnel, and it might end up causing a lot more chaos than we expected.


  And if Fran disappeared beneath the ground, it would cause rumors to fly.


  Sneaking into the tunnel also had its limits. Even if we could conceal our presence, we were still visible to the naked eye. There were no trees in these fields, so trying to sneak past hundreds of adventurers and outlaws would be difficult to say the least.


  How about we go back to town and come back at night?


  “Arf!”


  No?


  “Woof!”


  Jet wanted us to immediately check out the tunnel, pleading with us with his eyes. He might have stumbled onto something huge down there. He really wanted to go.


  All right. Then we’ll hide ourselves and—


  “Bark! Bark, bark!”


  What, no? Huh? You want to take the adventurers with us?


  “Woof!”


  Jet seemed to want to take a large backup force with us. Had he found evidence, and he wanted it to be known? The more witnesses the better. I trusted him. There was no reason for him to hide anything from us.


  We circled back to the north gate to gather the men.


  “Jet found something.”


  “Is that wolf your familiar?”


  “Hm. His name’s Jet.”


  “Woof!”


  “Uh-huh. Well, we can’t ignore whatever the Black Lightning Princess’s familiar found.”


  “I’m coming with you!”


  Breine and Milanlieu were all for it. The other adventurers and outlaws also said they would be coming with us. Fran had impressed them to the point they were willing to follow her around.


  After a chorus of Me too! we decided to take one scout from each organization. In the end, the scouting party numbered over fifty people. Breine and Milanlieu were included.


  The team of adventurers and outlaws moved out into the fields and walked for about ten minutes.


  “I found something!”


  “Ancient ruins?”


  “In a place like this?”


  We found a hole that was large enough for one person to enter at a time.


  Jet must have dug this hole when he was getting out. Underneath was the underground passage Jet had been investigating. It was five meters deep, its entrance constructed from brown brick. No wonder the adventurers thought it was ancient ruins.


  But the ground felt strange as we dug deeper. It soon became clear that the soil was different, compared to the rest of the area. It was softer—possibly because of the land magic used when building this place. Someone had been using this entrance in secret.


  “Is it an escape route for VIPs? Milanlieu, you know anything about this?”


  “Nope. No one filled us in on this. Probably not high enough rank. Adventurers, what about you?”


  “We don’t know anything about it either.”


  No one knew about the underground passage or the purpose it served. Some had heard rumors about it but didn’t know it actually existed.


  “Keh. I guess it’s an escape hatch in case things get too hot in Cendia. Damn cowards.”


  “Politicians, gang bosses, what’s the difference?”


  “Woof!”


  Jet led everyone down the tunnel. He was eager to show us what was at the end of the tunnel.


  We widened the entrance with land magic to accommodate our group. The brick-constructed tunnel cut off abruptly. It didn’t have a door, but it wasn’t because construction of it was suddenly cut off. The tunnel was slanted, and the end of it was reinforced so it wouldn’t be crushed by the weight of the soil above. It was made to be hidden underneath the ground from the beginning.


  “Where does this lead?”


  “Beats me. The only people who could afford to build this are us, the Drake King Council, the Clinic, or the Adventurers’ Guild,” Breine said, inspecting the tunnel as we walked through it. He then noticed something. “Hey, do you think people know about this?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If this thing’s been forgotten, then it could easily be used by the antibodies as a way into Cendia.”


  “No dust. It looks like it’s still being maintained. That means it’s still in use.”


  “Or it could have preservation magic cast on it.”


  “Ooh, now there’s an idea.”


  As Breine and Milanlieu talked, the others became curious about the tunnel’s destination as well.


  “We need to see where this thing goes. It’s leading straight into Cendia.”


  “Yeah. And if people forgot about this thing, then we need to come up with countermeasures in case the antibodies use it as an entry point.”


  “We’ll need to place guards at the entrance to keep the antibodies out.”


  Breine started to take command of the investigation. He left a few people to keep watch at the entrance while the rest traveled deeper into the tunnel. Fran and Breine took point because of their sharp senses. Behind them was Milanlieu, expert in ranged combat. As we talked along the way we learned that Breine was an Earth Badger. Badger beastmen boasted sharp senses and mastery over earth magic.


  Fran also talked to Milanlieu. She was all smiles despite there being nothing funny about the tunnel we were in.


  “Hey. Are you having fun?”


  “Heh heh. It’s been a long time since I’ve done exploration like this.”


  Geph, Gazuole, and Milanlieu had once been part of the same mercenary company on a different continent. But they were framed by their superior after he made a mistake which cost them a battle, leading them to escape to Goldicia. Considering their personalities, they would’ve had no qualms turning on their own clients, so it was probably an orchestrated move to get rid of them.


  “We only fight antibodies here, the ale’s bad, and there are no dungeons. There’s not enough variety.” She was more than happy to have an excuse to go exploring.


  We kept walking until we finally reached a dead end. A steel door blocked our path.


  “Can’t wait to see what’s on the other side of this thing.”


  “Whatever it is, I hope it doesn’t wanna kill us.”


  Milanlieu was excited while Breine was wary. Who was going to have their wish granted today?


  There was just one problem. The door refused to budge. Jet could easily pass through it with Shadow Warp, but the door proved to be a problem for physical beings. I mean, we could have just teleported in…but we wanted to open the door so the other members of the squad could get inside.


  The door refused to budge despite Fran letting off a kick. It wasn’t just a matter of toughness. There was a powerful barrier which disrupted all attacks.


  Breine and Milanlieu gave it an honest try, but they couldn’t get it to open either.


  And using powerful attacks this deep underground was kind of concerning…


  You know what, Fran? Try using Mana Disruption on it.


  “Hm.”


  Breine and Milanlieu gave way to Fran when she stepped forward. They watched what she was about to do with great interest.


  Go slow. Don’t try to force it with power.


  Fran focused and used Mana Disruption. She used her own mana to grab hold of the mana around her and forcefully stirred it to cause interference. The barrier blocked her at first, but then it slowly began to contort as it was affected by Mana Disruption.


  A few minutes passed, and the barrier had completely vanished. Fran had successfully opened a hole in the center early on, but she needed practice, so she took the time to dispel the whole thing.


  “Hmph.”


  “It’s open!”


  “Impressive.”


  The door was still locked, but it was no longer a problem. With enough force, the giant padlock was quickly blown to bits.


  Inside was a small room made of stone. There was very little dust and no litter. The room was fastidiously well-maintained. A metal bed was in the center, reminiscent of an operating room. They probably did perform surgeries here. Next to the bed was a table holding stones and metals, as well as surgical tools like scalpels and small hammers.


  What’s this white stone? There are hints of mana coming from it… It feels familiar, but where did I see it?


  Of course! This was the stone embedded in Numerae’s head! This really was an operating room!


  “What the hell is all this?!”


  “I-I can’t believe it…”


  Everyone who stepped into the room was shocked. There were rows of cages along the walls, and someone was in one of them.


  “It’s Gazuole!”


  The green-scaled wind drake Gazuole was curled up in his cage, his body covered in blood.


  “Milanlieu… The shadowy dog kept his promise,” he croaked.


  “Woof!”


  “Gazuole, hang in there!” Milanlieu screamed when she saw how Gazuole was doing. His body was covered with wounds, despite his fast regeneration. He had been through a lot of torture.


  Milanlieu tried to break him out of his cage, but it was impossible, even with her draconian strength. It must have been constructed to be extra tough, to hold captured beastmen and drakes.


  But the cage wasn’t going to be a problem with us around! Fran cut through the metal bars and cast Greater Heal on Gazuole. He finally noticed that she was here.


  “Y-you…!”


  “Hello again.”


  “What? You two know each other?”


  “Hm.”


  “You could say that.”


  Fran was someone who had humbled Gazuole after he had attacked her. He didn’t know what to say, so he just awkwardly nodded. Admitting that he had failed an ambush was a difficult thing to do.


  “Jet made you a promise?”


  “Yeah. He seemed to understand human speech, so I asked him to get people here. I wasn’t sure if he could understand me…but it looks like I’m saved.”


  “Woof!”


  Gazuole would use his imprisonment as evidence against his kidnappers. The more witnesses there were, the more difficult it would be to deny the facts. Gazuole was going to testify personally.


  “I see. You reckless bastard. Okay, so who was it? Who got you locked up in here?”


  “I want you to remain calm as I say this…”


  Milanlieu winced when she saw how serious he was. She knew whoever it was must be a powerful person in Cendia.


  “This underground facility is located under the Clinic. The one who kidnapped me was the Director, Phyllia.”


  “Whaaat? Are you serious?”


  “I am. She’s the one who tortured me, trying to break me and turn me into an illegal slave.”


  Except for Fran—who already knew what Phyllia was like behind the scenes—everyone in the room was shaken. The accusation was huge, even after seeing Gazuole’s state and hearing his testimony, but Milanlieu and Breine were quick to believe him—Milanlieu because he was an old friend, and Breine because he never had much faith in the big organizations of Cendia to begin with.


  “I see… That bitch… For all the show she puts on, she’s nothing but a vile snake!”


  “Every organization rots from the inside in time.”


  Another door was on the other side of the room. Was there more evidence on the other side? I wanted to do a full search of the facility, but we didn’t have much time.


  Especially since the door we came through decided to suddenly slam shut with a loud bang.


  The ceiling in the center of the room suddenly lit up. A magic circle activated, and it started gathering mana. Its wavelength was similar to Numerae’s self-destruct device, but this was far more powerful.


  Fran!


  “Hm!”


  I quickly covered the ceiling with telekinesis and set up a fire-deflecting Flame Barrier around us. Fran used land magic to create a wall between us and the magic circle and doubled up on barriers.


  The underground chamber started to rumble. It felt like it was being shaken up and down. Telekinesis and Flame Barrier were unable to completely hold off the explosion, and some of the flames punched through. Things would have ended poorly for us if we hadn’t prepared. 


  The door remained intact, even through all the chaos. It was probably barriers again. This room was designed to lock intruders in and then explode. That was some serious intent to kill.


  Pssssh!


  What was that…?


  “The floor!”


  Fran looked at the floor, where holes had opened up. Green gas started pushing through them. I immediately covered the adventurers with wind magic, but some of them started coughing. It was poison gas.


  Fran, I’ll absorb everything with Poison Drain. You cast Antidote on everyone!


  “Hm!”


  Damn it, there’s no end to this!


  It would’ve been easy if we wanted to escape by ourselves, but we had a lot of witnesses to protect.


  But the poison gas kept pouring in, despite me absorbing the poison around us and Fran healing everybody else. Whoever it was really wanted Fran and the others dead. We were safe for the moment thanks to the wind barrier, but…


  “Tch. It’s coming out of the walls too!” Milanlieu said.


  Holes had started appearing in the walls, this time blowing out purple gas.


  I thickened the wind barrier, but we couldn’t stay like this forever. As I was thinking of an escape plan, Milanlieu shouted.


  “I’m not about to get taken out by these cowards!”


  She was irate. Her comrade Gazuole had been injured, and now the mastermind had attacked us. After all that, she could barely contain her anger.


  “Calm down,” Fran said. Milanlieu would fall prey to the poison if she left the wind barrier now.


   


  “How am I supposed to?!”


  But Milanlieu wasn’t one to be placated with words. She was still a drake, even if she looked more on the human side. Her expression was difficult to read.


  I underestimated the intensity of her anger. She was so mad that she was no longer able to think straight. She seemed the type to shoot first and ask questions later to begin with.


  Milanlieu grinned at Fran and readied her bow. “We just need that door busted open, right? Leave it to me!” she told Fran.


  Oh crap!


  At the ready, her arrow started amassing large amounts of mana. It appeared to be a specialized arrow.


  “Dragonroar Arrow!”


  The arrow was engulfed in a pale blue flame as she drew her bowstring. I could tell from the fierce mana it was emitting that it was going to be a powerful shot. This must have been Milanlieu’s ace in the hole.


  So much destructive energy in such a cramped room could only mean—


  Fran, more barriers!


  “—!”


  Fran didn’t get a chance to say anything before Milanlieu let loose her arrow.


  Boom!


  Forget howling dog—the arrow sounded like a roaring dragon as it sped through the air.


  I changed the shape of my wind barrier to create a path for the arrow. It could’ve easily destroyed the barrier I set up.


  The arrow flew straight through. Door met arrow. The crashing sound of two solid objects hitting each other rumbled through the room, filling our vision with pale blue flame. The explosion was greater than the one we’d endured before. The blast shook the room.


  That’s overkill!


  “Hnngh!”


  We braced ourselves, pouring more energy into our barriers, so as to not get blown away by the blast. We could’ve been completely wiped out if it weren’t for our barriers. The arrow was that strong.


  The floor and walls glowed red hot, like they had been melted by steel magic. I quickly used magic to block off the heat and flames after figuring out that Milanlieu’s arrow was a flame move. Good job, me.


  “Howling Dog… That’s too much.”


  “Huh? Oh. S-sorry.” Milanlieu apologized sheepishly, scratching her head after seeing the destruction she’d produced. I didn’t know if she was actually sorry, but Breine didn’t seem upset with her. He probably knew that she only acted to get us out of deeper trouble. Besides, she managed to destroy the door.


  The thick, barrier-protected door now had a giant hole in the middle. One big enough for a person to fit through. She’d punched through the barrier and melted the door.


  Now we could get out. But just then…


  Kathunk—creak.


  I heard a metallic sound, like some kind of mechanism had been activated. Then there was a heavy grinding, like something heavy was slowly moving. It was coming from above us.


  A few seconds later, the grinding gave way to crumbling as cracks appeared in the ceiling.


  The room was caving in. At first, I thought it was because of Milanlieu’s doorbuster arrow, but this was probably a mechanism built into the room itself. The room would destroy its load-bearing pillars and then activate a mechanism to bring the ceiling down.


  Fran, the room’s caving in!


  “Everyone get around me! Hurry!”


  “R-right!”


  “That doesn’t sound good!”


  Fran set up a barrier while I used land magic to plug up holes in the ceiling before the whole thing collapsed. Meanwhile, I desperately kept the falling debris from squashing Fran and the others.


  In the end, we survived the cave-in, though the room itself was a complete loss. I looked up to see a slightly cloudy sky.


  From the outside, it probably looked like a sinkhole had opened up in town.


  Then I remembered the poison gas. I didn’t know what this thing was connected to, but poison gas would be the last thing we wanted to release near the Clinic. 


  Thankfully, the gas was no longer around. Milanlieu’s attack must’ve vaporized it.


  Well… It looks like we’ve proven that the underground facility is connected to the Clinic…


  A tower soaring to the cloudy sky stood before our eyes.


  Passersby had started gathering around the sinkhole.


  This was definitely a Clinic facility, and it was located under the garden next to the tower. A giant sinkhole appearing out of nowhere would doubtless attract attention. Curious onlookers quickly crowded the place.


  Among them was Phyllia.


  Fran and Milanlieu immediately glared at her, but Phyllia maintained her suspiciously enigmatic smile. She was quite relaxed for someone whose nefarious plots had been brought to light. There was only the faintest twitch on her lips as she calmly looked down at us. She seemed to be holding back her anger because she still had cards left to play. 


  And sure enough, she immediately started playing them.


  “So you’ve finally revealed yourself!” Phyllia shouted loud enough for everyone to hear. “There have been rumors of drakes betraying the Drake King Council, working with a beastman assassin! As a fellow citizen of Cendia, I didn’t want to believe it…but the rumors are true after all!”


  Phyllia pointed to Fran. She was going to pin the whole thing on Fran and the others to cover up her own crimes. From this angle, no one could make out what the underground facility was.


  Even if we were to put away the rubble covering the facility, its remains had been burnt to a crisp. Gazuole’s testimony would also be overwhelmed by Phyllia’s sheer influence.


  “Quit talking nonsense! We know you took Gazuole and tried to enslave him!”


  “I believe you are the one who is spouting nonsense? Enslave him? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Drop the act! We know all the scummy things you did down there!” Milanlieu shouted at Phyllia.


  Fran was quiet. I thought she would say something, because illegal slavery was involved, but it seemed she was giving way to Milanlieu. Her comrade was the one who almost got turned into an illegal slave, after all.


  Milanlieu’s denouncement of Phyllia’s actions only got cold stares from the people. She was thought of as just another criminal pointing fingers. They glared at Fran and the others with murder on their minds.


  The guards were getting involved, too. If they captured us, we would be assassinated in jail. If we escaped, we would be treated as criminals, with bounties on our heads. Neither was an option I liked.


  “That Black Cat—”


  “No doubt about it—”


  “I knew she was trying to kidnap Saint Sophilia—”


  The people started whispering about Fran. Many recognized her from her confrontation with Phyllia in the tower. They probably wouldn’t hear our case even without Phyllia’s psychological manipulation. What should we do?


  Fight or run, it seemed. But then someone new entered the scene.


  “Wait! She is not a traitor or an assassin!”


  “Sophie.”


  “Sorry I’m late.”


  Sophie was bound to have noticed this big of a commotion—but Phyllia looked shocked to see her and Nerush. She quickly suppressed it, but she had not been expecting Sophie’s appearance. 


  “You are in danger, Saint Sophilia,” she told her in a slightly raised tone of voice. “I thought I told you to stay in your room where the barriers would protect you.”


  “Protect me? I believe you meant keep me locked up.”


  “Wh-what are you saying?! I would never do such a thing.”


  Sophia had apparently been locked up, since she would’ve gotten in the way, but managed to escape. Phyllia started sweating.


  “Phyllia, you—”


  “Kyaaa!”


  Just as Sophie was about to press Phyllia, a woman let out a shrill scream. She lay on the ground, bleeding heavily. Next to her was a drake with a bloodstained sword—an attack in broad daylight. 


  But it wasn’t over. The beastman next to the drake started attacking people around him too. Witnessing this, Phyllia shouted, “So you’ve come to rescue your comrades! The Black Cat and her associates are assassins!”


  The drake and beastman were apprehended immediately on Phyllia’s orders. Actually…it looked like they just stopped moving. They weren’t wearing slave collars, but they hadn’t spoken a word so far, and I could feel a magical link between them and Phyllia. She was definitely the one behind this.


  They weren’t ordinary slaves… There was something that looked like a white stone embedded in their foreheads. Suspicious. The same thing was on Numerae. Was it some kind of mind control manatech?


  From our perspective, the all-too convenient incident was clearly orchestrated. To everyone else, it looked like Phyllia was the hero of the day. Their eyes were clouded with the respect they had for the so-called Director. This was not a good look.


  “Fran is my friend!”


  “And now they’ve taken advantage of Saint Sophilia’s innocence to deceive her! The cowards!”


  “She hasn’t deceived me!”


  “Oh, but they have! It may pain you to hear this, but they are using you for their own ends! Just as I said they would!”


  Said the one using Sophie ever since she set foot in Cendia! But the court of public opinion was clearly in her favor. The people believed her every word. There was mana in her voice which she used to control the masses.


  “I need your strength! We need to save Saint Sophilia from those criminals!”


  “Save the saint!”


  “Arrest the criminals!”


  Several hundred people started mobbing us with fanatical screams.


  A lot of them tripped as they were trying to descend the hole, but it didn’t slow them down. Their devotion to Sophie compelled them to save her.


  Phyllia’s using civilians again!


  Meanwhile, patients who came out to see what the commotion was about had rallied around Phyllia shouting their support for her. It was the same thing that happened in our first encounter.


  She used civilians as meat shields and her personal strike team. If we attacked them, we would become criminals, and the town’s influential people would turn on us. Sophie wouldn’t want us to attack them either because of her love for people. Phyllia knew this and used the people to keep her own hands from getting dirty.


  Phyllia had also considered the likelihood of Fran and the others straight-up attacking her, so she came prepared with Seriadot’s barrier. In fact, she probably wanted Fran to attack her to bolster her charges against Fran. No matter which way the dice fell, they would always be in her favor. And the look she had on her face said she was aware of this.


  Fran’s anger reached its peak when she saw the smug look on Phyllia’s face. She narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth.


  Teacher, I’m cutting her down.


  All right. But just disable her. I can heal her as long as she’s not dead!


  Hm!


  But first you have some crowd control to do.


  All right.


  Milanlieu and the others might get careless with civilians and heavily injure them. Even if they were attacking us, they were only civilians who had been manipulated by Phyllia. We didn’t want to hurt them. But it wasn’t just because we were heroes. We were mainly thinking about Sophie. Seeing innocent civilians get hurt would hurt her, and she might end up resenting Fran for it.


  “Haaa!”


  Fran unleashed her Intimidate, releasing menacing bloodlust all around her. The people of Cendia stopped, their faces turning pale. That went well—maybe a little too well. She made sure to point the Skill away from her comrades, but even they were struck by fear. Her frustration probably made it more difficult to control herself.


  As for the ones who got the full force? Well, some of them peed themselves while others were knocked unconscious. Some were also probably traumatized for life. Not that I felt sorry for them. How dare they gang up against a girl like Fran? At least they got to keep all their limbs today.


  She’s next!


  Go for it!


  Phyllia started panicking as her weaponized masses were disarmed. She had severely misjudged Fran if she thought she wouldn’t be able to do anything in this situation!


  But Phyllia managed to keep her cool despite Fran hitting her with bloodlust. She had strong nerves for a noncombatant. Then again, her barrier might be doing the heavy lifting for her. It was definitely high spec.


  Though she remained confident, she had misjudged both Fran’s strength and the depths of her anger. Faced off against an illegal slaver—her most hated enemy—Fran was ready to blow.


  “And now you’ve harmed innocent people! You can’t hide it anymore!”


  “…”


  “You have nothing to say?”


  Fran had given up on talking to Phyllia. Everything she said would only be used against her. Conversation would be pointless. Still, Fran could clearly tell what Phyllia had to say as she looked down on them in the hole—I’ve won.


  Her arrogance was really annoying, and Fran felt my distaste. She squeezed my handle and braced harder than usual. The people might mob us for attacking Phyllia, but the situation had escalated too much to be worried about that now.


  I’m going in!


  Yeah! Go for it!


  Fran teleported and attacked Phyllia from behind. Phyllia didn’t notice the move, but Fran’s attack still bounced off her barrier.


  “Eek!”


  Phyllia squealed at the sudden appearance of a sword behind her. She definitely had no combat experience and was completely defenseless. She turned around and looked pale for a moment before a twisted smile reappeared on her face.


  “Ha… A ha ha! Y-you scared me, but I still have Seriadot’s barrier! S-stop wasting my time!”


  And that was a mana-charged slash, too… It would’ve been strong enough to cut through the barrier of the door downstairs. Phyllia’s barrier must have had special features to it. Breaking through it might require a full force Awakened attack.


  But all the barrier strength in the world was powerless against Mana Disruption!


  Fran, I’m going to do a focused Mana Disruption.


  All right.


  I fired up Mana Disruption and began concentrating. We had only been using a weaker version of it so far because any stronger and it would start affecting our own abilities. The disruption of my senses made it difficult to use in the heat of battle.


  But right now, time was of the essence.


  “What are you staring at?”


  “Hm. Enjoy this moment while you can.”


  Phyllia looked suspiciously at Fran as she stood there with her sword at the ready. She didn’t notice the holes forming in the barrier protecting herself.


  Fran!


  “Hm!”


  “You’re only wasting your—gyaaa!”


  We’re not wasting anything!


  “M-my aaarm!” Phyllia screamed as she held her right elbow where her arm had been chopped off. But even then, she still managed to be angry at Fran. “H-how dare you?! Are you stupid? You can’t live in this city after doing this to me!”


  “So?”


  “Wh-what?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “Huh?”


  Phyllia was stunned at Fran’s answer. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


  Phyllia had lived in the unregistered city all her life. Here, exile was the worst thing that could happen to someone. From her point of view, it was the same thing as dying.


  She thought that she could use that as leverage against Fran to get her to beg for her pardon. She wasn’t expecting Fran to simply not care. Either she didn’t know the values of the people outside Cendia, or she thought that she was always right. Fran was astonished at Phyllia’s naivete.


  Fran let out a sigh as she healed Phyllia to stop the bleeding. And then the interrogation began.


  “Are you connected to illegal slavers?”


  “Shut up! Give me my arm—gyaaa!”


  “Quiet. Just answer my question.”


  “Aaah… Wh-why…?!” Phyllia groaned in despair, now having lost her other arm. Her eyes were filled with fear as she looked up at Fran.


  She finally understood that the Black Cat standing before her was no ordinary adventurer.


  Fran’s intense anger and bloodlust froze the crowd that had been growing in size. There were hundreds of them now, and they all froze in fear like small animals in the face of an apex predator.


  “Are you connected to illegal slavers?”


  “N-no! Of course no—”


  Lies.


  “Hmph.”


  “Eeergh! I-I answered your question!”


  “You lied. Tell me the truth.”


  Phyllia looked shocked as she watched me plunge into her left foot. She knew that Fran had a lie-detecting Skill.


  “Why… Why is this…”


  “Hm.”


  “Aaargh!”


  “Stop stalling. Just tell me the truth.”


  “H-how… How can you be so cruel…?”


  “Don’t change the subject. Greater Heal.”


  “Aaah…!”


  Phyllia’s despair deepened as she watched her right arm reconnect. She knew what Fran would do if she didn’t get what she wanted. She had probably done the same thing to the people she tortured.


  We don’t know when Seriadot will return. We have to be quick.


  Breine and the others were watching over the civilians. They could safely be ignored, but Seriadot was a different matter. Her absence only increased my concern.


  “Hm.”


  Fran casually looked over at the tower.


  Do you feel Seriadot’s presence?


  I don’t know.


  Hmm. There are a lot of observer barriers installed at the tower, so you might be sensing them. Let’s give her a little incentive to start talking.


  “Hm. Pain Boost.”


  “Wh-what did you…?”


  Fran used the life spell Pain Boost on her, a life magic which multiplied sensations of pain. Most of the strong fighters in this world had pain-decreasing Skills on hand, so it was a spell which only worked on weaklings. It was the perfect spell for the occasion.


  “Hmm?”


  “Eeergh!” Phyllia let out her loudest scream despite only being pierced slightly. Pain far worse than the actual damage assaulted her. Her breathing grew ragged as tears and saliva poured down her face.


  “P-please… Stop!”


  “Tell me what you know about the illegal slavers. All of it.”


  “Gyaaa! F-fine…! All right! I’ll talk. Please stop…”


  Phyllia sobbed and begged for mercy as Fran stepped on the wound in her foot.


  Help wasn’t coming, and she couldn’t lie to Fran. Phyllia’s will was completely broken. Things went incredibly smoothly after that.


  Fran asked and Phyllia answered. We learned several things from her.


  First, the names of Clinicians linked to illegal slavers. There were very few of them. Just Phyllia and several of her underlings. Seriadot was not involved. The underground barrier was set up as a contingency against antibodies.


  Phyllia also didn’t belong to the illegal slaving ring herself; she was merely a liaison. She would capture people and sell them into slavery but keep a few of the powerful ones to be turned to illegal slaves. She had transactions with regular contacts from the illegal slaver organization. Tracking the organization itself was difficult.


  “Those guys with rocks in their foreheads. Are they slaves?”


  “No. They’re my servants! They do everything I tell them to do because of the blessed stones!”


  Phyllia’s psychological manipulation only worked on civilians and the mentally weak, and it boasted a large area of effect. The stones apparently gave her the ability to control anyone. A specialized device that allowed her to send orders remotely.


  It sounded more dangerous than a slave collar, but its uses were quite limited, in practice. Most subjects rejected the embedding process and would die if they weren’t strong enough. But a subject who was too strong was difficult to control completely. Out of two hundred attempted implantations, only twenty had been successful.


  Fran’s anger was mounting as she imagined the mountain of corpses Phyllia had created during her experiments but she suppressed it to prioritize the interrogation.


  “I know you’re the one trying to instigate a war between the Drake King Council and Beastman Council. Why?”


  “So I can become the saint…”


  “The saint?”


  “That’s right! I’m the one they should be calling the saint! The scumbags should feel honored that I’m letting them take part in my plans!”


  Fran shook her head, not out of anger but confusion. Seeing her confusion only ticked Phyllia off and made her more talkative.


  Phyllia used her mental manipulation to earn the trust of others, and amassed power for herself through her use of rhetoric. She had the support of everyone across Cendia after becoming the Director, the most trusted position in town.


  But one day, it was no longer enough.


  Kneel before me! Fall on your faces! Worship me!


  Phyllia’s cancerous desires grew larger and larger.


  “Everyone in this city should be worshipping me…!” Phyllia said through gritted teeth. She looked over at Sophie, her eyes clearly filled with envy. “I should be the one they call saint! Not that girl!”


  Phyllia wanted to be the saint, but she could go no further than Director. She grew jealous of Sophie after people started calling her a saint and wanted to take her out of the picture. Even as Sophie used her powers for good, dark thoughts took over Phyllia’s heart.


  “So she can play some musical instruments…so what?! I can…I can play them too!”


  That was right. Phyllia could also play music but had decided to stop as she found herself increasing swamped with work. Maybe she gave up after hearing Sophie’s performance. Everything Phyllia was proud of—her healing hands, her musical prowess, the adulation of the populace—Sophie was better at or had more of. When Sophie came into town, it might have been the first time Phyllia ever experienced failure.


  The glare that Phyllia gave Sophie now contained something far deeper than mere resentment and envy.


  “The more the scum fight each other, the more will fall to the antibodies. That means more people will be injured! And if I save them, that means I will be revered! They will finally realize that I am supposed to be the saint of Cendia!”


  This woman was crazy! She purposely weakened the defenses of her own city so that the injured would be grateful to her when she saved them. She was the worst kind of saboteur! The outlaws would be in her pocket after she healed them, and selling them as illegal slaves would be easy since she could just pronounce them dead. She was killing three birds with one stone.


  Not only did she incite conflict between the two gangs, she’d also spread rumors about the Beastman Council being connected to illegal slavers to divert attention from the Clinic. She mind-controlled outlaws who were too weak to turn into illegal slaves to spread rumors. She gave orders to Blue Cats to make them draw suspicion to themselves. All of this had only added to the unrest in Cendia.


  Fran frowned, glaring at Phyllia. She knew the threat the antibodies posed firsthand after the battle of Castell. Her plot was an insult to anyone who had faced down antibodies and died.


  “How stupid.”


  “Stupid…?!”


  “People will get hurt and die!” Fran spat out.


  But Phyllia only replied with a loud shriek. “They are all stepping stones to me becoming the saint! They should be honored! The lives of these scum are meaningless, after all! Me becoming saint would be to the benefit of all!”


  Phyllia wasn’t just egotistical, she was a maniac. Fran could barely contain her bloodlust at her self-serving plot. But even as Fran made it clear that she had no problems killing her, Phyllia’s insanity kept going.


  “Why? Why aren’t I called the saint? I’m richer! Better looking! More skilled! I’m more suited to be the saint! But this…brat! Why does she get to be the saint?!”


  Blood flowing from Phyllia’s lip as she bit into it, but she continued to spew her resentment under her breath. She looked insane. The faces of the surrounding citizens had gone pale at Phyllia’s display. No one had expected such insanity from her.


  “The more the antibodies kill, the more the people will be grateful to me! It’s perfect! I’ll have the little girl heal these lowlifes, and they’ll worship me in return! All I have to do is eliminate her afterward!”


  So Phyllia planned on killing Sophie after it was all over. No one could stomach that much raw resentment. 


  Sophie looked pale and hung her head. A thousand thoughts must have been going through her mind.


  “And it was all going so well before…!”


  “Before?”


  “Before that girl came to Cendia!”


  Phyllia had been the one behind the war for Sophie. She made sure the conflict would result in a lot of casualties, planting seeds of guilt in Sophie’s heart to make it easier to get her to join the Clinic. Back then, Sophie was considerably weaker. Manipulating her must have been easy.


  “All she had to do was do as I said and heal when I wanted her to! But then these idiots started calling her Saint Sophilia! Who does she think she is?! All the girl can do is play some musical instruments!”


  “Phyllia… You were behind it all?”


  “You are a tool and you should have let me use—gyaaa!”


  “Enough. Shut up.”


  Fran stepped on Phyllia’s wound to shut her up. She saw how hurt Sophie was and decided to change the subject. 


  Phyllia, now drooling from the pain, glared furiously at Fran. But she kept going.


  “You should just die if you’re not going to be of any use to me! A ha ha! And that goes for everyone else too! You’re all worthless!”


  “Shut up!” Fran shouted, raising me to strike. 


  Her patience had run out. Phyllia was laughing maniacally, possibly because she had completely given up at this point. Seeing it only infuriated Fran further. She narrowed her eyes and brought me down.


  But her attack stopped halfway. An invisible barrier was in the way.


  “I cannot let you kill her here.”


  “Seriadot…!”


  The last person we wanted to see had arrived. I didn’t know why it took her so long, but this was going to make things complicated. Fran immediately jumped back to put some distance between us. When she did, Seriadot calmly stepped in front of Phyllia.


  Jet, get ready to attack if you need to.


  Woof!


  Seriadot was an A-Rank adventurer. We couldn’t afford to hold back if we had to fight her.


  “You did a good job breaking down my barrier. A Skill that manipulates mana, was it?” 


  Seriadot immediately saw through our ploy. Strangely, it felt like she didn’t want to fight. She didn’t even have any hatred or bloodlust for Fran. She was protecting Phyllia, but seemed to have no intention of attacking Fran.


  She was called the Barrierist, after all. Was she a purely defensive specialist? But that didn’t explain why she wasn’t prepping to fight.


  Seriadot looked at Fran and Sophie. She wasn’t surprised that Sophie had taken the other side. In fact, it was almost as if she had predicted it would happen.


  “You understand that I have to heal her? How about we calm down? Would that be all right?”


  Sophie finally returned to her senses. Fran’s interrogation techniques and Phyllia’s shocking confession had left her rattled. She knew Phyllia wasn’t a good person, but the depth of her cruelty was beyond her expectations. Having returned to herself, Sophie looked at Seriadot firmly.


  “You only say that because you don’t know what she’s really like. If you did—”


  “It would not matter. She is my client.”


  Even if the client was an absolute scumbag, a contract was a contract. The tiny woman smiled, making it clear that she wasn’t going anywhere.


  “More damage will be done if we fight now. You do not want that. Neither do I.”


  If Fran and Seriadot were to fight here, it would cause severe damage to the Clinic. Not many knew who Phyllia really was, and any harm done to the clinic would affect the battle against the antibodies.


  Even Seriadot didn’t want that. She wasn’t threatening us—she looked genuinely concerned. But Phyllia, now at Seriadot’s feet, let out a shrill cry of anger.


  “What are you talking about?! You can’t let them get away! Apprehend them! Grab the Black Cat!”


  Apparently, her will hadn’t been broken despite all that pain!


  But Seriadot was unbothered. She ignored Phyllia’s orders.


  “Impossible. They are both very strong, Director. There would be casualties if we were to fight here. And I cannot guarantee your safety if that happens.”


  “Urgh…!” Phyllia swallowed at Seriadot’s thinly veiled threat. Then she looked at her missing left arm. Perhaps she was reminded of her pain, as blood immediately drained from her face. She was probably scared of getting hurt again.


  “And look around you. I do not think there is a soul left who would listen to you.”


  “Huh…?” Phyllia whispered, finally noticing all the eyes that were on her. Having only had praise showered on her through her whole life, this was a situation she had never experienced.


  “Be quiet and let me take care of this. Nothing bad will happen to you. So, what will you do now? Antibodies have reappeared outside the gates. Shouldn’t you be going?”


  What now? We didn’t know about Seriadot’s abilities, but we still had the upper hand. Should we grab Phyllia while Sophie and the others kept Seriadot busy?


  Sophie looked at Fran. We weren’t expecting what she would say next.


  “We should retreat.”


  “Huh? But we have the advantage.”


  “Maybe, but… Please?” Sophie begged. She had some kind of plan in her head. Fran could only nod.


  “All right.”


  She decided to trust Sophie.


  Are you sure, Fran?


  Phyllia may not have been an illegal slaver herself, but she did business with them. A lot of Black Cats suffered at her hands. She was still Fran’s enemy. But Fran had decided to go with Sophie.


  It’s fine.


  Then we should get going.


  Another crowd was approaching, probably Clinic security. Dealing with them would only complicate things. Phyllia had been exposed, and Sophie was on our side. They probably wouldn’t be hostile, but we didn’t have time to waste.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Right.”


  “Sure.”


  Breine and the others followed Fran’s orders. They were probably just as bewildered as everyone else.


  Sophie took the lead, and the sea of people parted as she ran through it. The people looked lost as they milled around. They didn’t know what to do with themselves.


  Sophie peeked back at Seriadot and saw that she wasn’t moving. I could tell that Saint Sophilia and the Barrierist’s gazes met. Seriadot gave her a slight smile.


  “Sophie?”


  “I’ll explain later. We have to hurry.”


  “Okay.”


  We reached the Adventurers’ Guild after wordlessly running through the city. We didn’t know where to go at first, but Breine suggested reporting to our respective organizations. The Clinic would continue to be the center of chaos for a while. It was going to affect the town guard eventually.


  Reporting to our respective organizations would allow them to coordinate and suppress some of the confusion for the incoming antibody attack.


  Sophie, Fran, and the other adventurers would go to the Adventurers’ Guild. Many adventurers were the saint’s sympathizers, and Fran’s nickname would give her some degree of influence. They were our best bet of mitigating the confusion at the guild. Adventurers who came with us to the underground passage could also provide testimony.


  The problem was Pleiare. I couldn’t predict how the old man would react. He would either allow Fran to lead the adventurers after examining the circumstances, or he’d have a problem with it because of chain of command issues. Maybe he’d even do something else entirely. The most pragmatic option would be to make use of the Clinic in the defense of Cendia against the antibodies…


  Only half of our original members remained. Milanlieu and Breine had each gone to their respective organizations to make their reports. With us were adventurers, Nerush, and contacts to represent the beastmen and the drakes.


  Along the way, Fran and Sophie told each other about what happened when they were apart. Fran went first.


  “So, you followed the underground passage into a room?”


  “Hm.”


  Fran explained how Jet found the underground passage after she fended off the antibody attack. Within it, she found Gazuole, and the expedition party was almost killed by booby traps.


  “She took someone from the Drake King Council and tried to enslave him…?”


  “Hm.”


  “When did Phyllia start doing this? I’m sure there are more victims we’ll never know about,” Sophie said sorrowfully. She turned around to look at the beautiful white tower in the distance. She couldn’t believe it had been the center of such a dark conspiracy.


  “What were you doing, Sophie?”


  “Nothing as exciting as you.”


  Sophie and Nerush were locked up behind a barrier after Fran left. Phyllia had tricked her into going into a storage room before setting up a barrier to keep her inside.


  “I let my guard down. I didn’t think she would be so brazen.”


  She and Nerush tried their best to break out, but all their efforts to dispel the barrier bore no fruit.


  And then Fran asked her a question.


  “So how did you get out? And wasn’t Seriadot guarding you?”


  “There were no guards. As for how we got out…”


  Sophie went silent and looked around. She didn’t look like she wanted to share her escape method. Did she use one of her trump cards?


  “Did you dispel the barrier?”


  “Well, uh… Yeah! I destroyed it using a secret trick.”


  “You destroyed it? Wow.”


  “Y-yep!”


  We knew firsthand how tough Seriadot’s barriers were. Destroying it without the use of something like Mana Disruption would take a lot of raw firepower. The attack needed to pack as much of a punch as Milanlieu’s. I was surprised that Sophie had that kind of damage output since she was a support role.


  But Sophie’s escape couldn’t be credited to her raw power alone. Sophie casually placed her hand on Fran’s shoulder.


  Can you hear me?


  “Hm? Sophie?”


  Just listen to me and don’t say a word.


  I could hear Sophie’s voice too. Well, I couldn’t hear it. It was more like I could feel it. Like a vibration.


  Sophie wasn’t using telepathy. She placed her hand on Fran’s shoulder to speak to her through vibration, like bone conduction. I could hear her because the echoes she was making reached me.


  The downside was that Fran couldn’t talk back to her.


  There was a piece of paper in the corner of the room. It said that the barrier would weaken in an hour, and I could easily destroy it. It told me to look for an opening and escape.


  “!”


  The message was from Seriadot.


  Seriadot had secretly helped Sophie to escape… That was why Sophie chose to agree with Seriadot’s terms and retreat.


  I don’t know what she’s plotting but I don’t think she’s an enemy… That’s why I want to observe her further.


  So Seriadot was no ordinary adventurer? Did she have a particular reason for taking a protection job for Phyllia? She did say that she couldn’t allow Phyllia to be killed.


  And I didn’t think it was just because Phyllia was her client. Perhaps she needed Phyllia alive to accomplish her own goal?


  “Phyllia has done enough harm to the city. But I bear part of the responsibility for not noticing her plot sooner. Fran, I need your help.”


  “I owe you one. We’ll make it even.”


  “Thank you.”


  Saving Nadia would’ve been impossible without Sophie’s powers. Fran hadn’t forgotten that. She owed Sophie a massive debt as far as she was concerned. ­Besides, she considered Sophie a friend now. She would do everything in her power to help out a friend she owed her aunt’s life to.


  That was why she held back on taking the life of an illegal slaver. The old Fran would’ve cut her down and then fought against Seriadot.


  This was proof that Fran had grown up. Despite the chaos in Cendia, I felt myself tearing up.


  “We have to do everything we can.”


  “Hm.”


  Chapter 4:
Danger Approaches the Unregistered City


   


  “THERE’S THE GUILD! Something seems to be happening, though.”


  “Wh-what should we do?”


  The adventurers sounded worried as the guild came into sight. Something wasn’t right. Many adventurers were crowding the entrance as if surrounding it.


  “Excuse me! Let me through!”


  Sophie took the lead and started running to the Adventurers’ Guild. Even the angry adventurers recognized her and opened a path for her.


  Thanks to that, we were able to enter the guild without a hitch.


  Tensions were high inside with adventurers glaring at each other.


  News about Phyllia had reached them. There had been a lot of people around when she confessed to everything she did, and now the adventurers caught wind of it. But being secretly connected to illegal slavers was not something that could be easily believed. Nevertheless, the news came from their own comrades, people they found trustworthy.


  And so the adventurers had split into believers and deniers and were arguing with each other. They were practically at each other’s throats.


  Now Saint Sophilia had arrived. As she was a member of the Clinic, adventurers started surrounding her. But no one said a word. Doing so would be accusing Sophie of the same crimes as Phyllia since she was also a Clinic executive. That was the implication, anyway.


  But one of the adventurers finally stepped forward, unable to bear the silence.


  “Saint Sophilia! A-are the rumors true…?”


  With the silence broken, other adventurers started piling in with their own questions.


  “They said there was an imprisoned drake, and he was going to be made into an illegal slave?”


  “They said the Clinic has a secret escape hatch for their own use?!”


  “Would the Clinic really do such a thing?”


  Their faces said they wanted Sophie to say that it was all wrong.


  But Sophie wasn’t going to give them what they wanted to hear.


  “Not everyone at the Clinic is involved with those crimes. But Director Phyllia did capture Gazuole. That much is true.”


  “What…!”


  “I was also imprisoned by her.”


  The adventurers fell silent at Sophie’s explanation. They knew that if the saint said it was true then it must have been true.


  We didn’t know what else to say. At first, I wasn’t sure whether we should tell them the truth. But a lot of people were present at Phyllia’s interrogation. Sooner or later, the full news of it would reach the Adventurers’ Guild. Might as well reveal the truth to them now to gain what little trust we could.


  Silence fell over the Adventurers’ Guild. But it was soon replaced by a loud ruckus.


  “I didn’t know the Director was two-faced…”


  “Who would’ve thought!”


  “N-no… Not my Phyllia…”


  “What the hell are you idiots doing?! Don’t waste time on unconfirmed rumors!”


  The roar of an old man silenced the rowdy guild. Pleiare had appeared, and his eyes were bloodshot with fury.


  “G-Guildmaster! B-but what if they’re true?!”


  “Then you still need to deal with antibodies right now! Everything else is a footnote! Now get off your asses and get ready!”


  Pleiare glared at the adventurers from the top of the stairs. His mussy hair was even more of a mess, increasing his intimidation factor.


  After Pleiare dismissed the adventurers, he now turned his angry eyes at Fran.


  “Come on.”


  He motioned to the back with his chin and started walking to his office without waiting for her response.


  He was suppressing his anger. Fran and Sophie climbed the stairs to follow him and entered his office. Pleiare didn’t bother telling them to sit down and remained standing, his back turned to them.


  And then the guildmaster shouted, “Stop interfering!”


  When he turned back, his face was twisted with wrath. His eyes were so bloodshot that it made me worry about his health. He didn’t look to be in an even state of mind. Sophie shrank slightly, but Fran kept her cool.


  “Interfere?”


  “You’re spreading irrelevant information to the adventurers! Spreading seeds of doubt in a time of crisis! Because of you, they won’t be able to fight properly!”


  “We apologize for causing a commotion. But Phyllia’s plot was far beyond my expectation.”


  “I don’t care! What matters most is the city’s status quo!”


  “But Phyllia kidnapped Gazuole and tried turning him into an illegal slave!” Fran complained but it didn’t affect Pleiare’s attitude.


  “So what?! I won’t let your useless sense of justice put this city in danger!” Pleiare shouted, causing Fran to wince. It wasn’t just that he was loud. It was the useless part that got her.


  “Phyllia has more victims! I’m sure of it!” Sophie said.


  But Pleiare was unfazed. “I’ll say it again. So what? The Director’s influence is crucial to the city’s defense! So she committed a few little crimes in the process. Just turn a blind eye to them! It’s for the good of Cendia!”


  “A few little crimes?”


  “Illegal slaves are everywhere! You can’t live in this city if every little thing bothers you!” Pleiare sounded murderous.


  But Fran snapped back at him, “I won’t let illegal slavers get away with their crimes! Never! I don’t care for what reason!”


  Pleiare was thrown aback by the sudden rise in Fran’s bloodlust. It rattled him but not enough to keep his mouth shut.


  “A-and what do you expect us to do about it?! Rooting out all illegal slavers is unrealistic!”


  “Hm! I’ll do it alone if I have to. I’ll hunt them all down.” The fury in Fran’s eyes bore down on him.


  “Why are you so angry at illegal slavers? Is it because you’re a Black Cat? Are you doing this to protect your tribe?”


  “That’s part of it.”


  “Well, good for you! But all the good you do for your own race will come to nothing in the end. You’ll see one day. They may be the same race, but they’re still strangers!”


  I could tell that Pleiare had been betrayed by his own kind once. He returned Fran’s glare and started talking in a grim tone.


  “It happened several decades ago. I was in the Beastman Nation then.”


  Pleiare was a highly renowned B Rank who lived in a town filled with beastman halflings. One day, a stampede occurred. Pleiare organized a group of adventurers to defend a point, but the town was too difficult to hold. In the end, he decided to evacuate the townspeople, but many adventurers disagreed with him. Hotheaded beastmen did not take kindly to running away.


  His forces were split by the confrontation, and both sides suffered heavy casualties. The side that ignored Pleiare’s commands blamed him, calling him a coward. The beastmen who had complied with his evacuation order called the order a mistake.


  “We wouldn’t have lost so many lives if they had just listened to me! Why did I have to be responsible when those idiots did it to themselves?!”


  In the end, Pleiare was ostracized in the Beastman Nation and found himself in Goldicia.


  “None of my race stood up for me. No, they were the ones who criticized me the most. Said I brought shame to the tribe! What the hell was I supposed to do?!”


  Pleiare finally collapsed into his chair after venting his frustrating past. The old man had been through a lot. I felt sorry for him.


  “And they’ll betray you one day too.” His low voice made it sound like a curse. It wasn’t just a warning. He was probably hoping that Fran would get betrayed one day. “You’re young. You don’t know nothing. It’s not your fault. But I suggest you abandon whatever sympathy you have for your own race. Hunting illegal slavers won’t win anyone’s gratitude. It’s a necessary evil. Illegal slaves are a necessary sacrifice. The Black Cats you save might thank you in the moment, but it’s all for noting. They’ll forget soon enough.”


  Pleiare’s voice weighed on Fran. It was like he was trying to break her spirit…and he probably was. Fran would be more likely to listen to him with her spirit broken. All for the good of Cendia. It made his maniacal outburst and sad past look like an act.


  If it was, his efforts wouldn’t be able to convince Fran. Fran considered illegal slavery an intrinsic form of evil, and those who practiced it were the very worst of criminals. To her, the old man was trying to justify evil for his own ends.


  Fran looked at Pleiare, eyes filled with fury. His eyes wavered at her gaze. 


  “…I was an illegal slave.”


  “…!”


  After hearing what Fran said, he swallowed. Pleiare was shocked at the revelation. He hadn’t heard this before. It was difficult for him to get information on adventurers from outside of Goldicia.


  “I was put in chains and beaten every day.”


  Fran slowly spoke about what she went through when she was a slave. Pleiare had nothing to say. He remained frozen as he stared at her. Meanwhile, Sophie looked sorrowful and gazed at Fran with concern.


  “I was starved. Disgusted by my own smell. But I kept on living.”


  “…”


  “They would beat me if I couldn’t learn something fast enough. I was forced to adapt.”


  Fran’s tone remained steady, but Pleiare must have felt something. He was beginning to reel back. Sweat was forming on his forehead as he tried to put as much distance between him and Fran as possible.


  “They treated me like I wasn’t human, but I put up with it in order to live.” Fran kept her eyes on Pleiare, making sure that she felt every ounce of her rage. “Illegal slaves are a necessary sacrifice?”


  She stepped forward and locked eyes with him. Her eyes were burning. The heat of it was making Pleiare sweat. The old man was quaking. As he struggled to breathe, Fran glared at him.


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”


  “Urngh…”


  The unadulterated bloodlust wrinkled Pleiare’s skin. His eyes shot open as he groaned through his half-open mouth. This was no act. He was feeling fear in the depths of his soul.


  “I’m not doing this for my race. I won’t let illegal slavers get away with it for my own sake!”


  [image: ]


  “But… But…!” Pleiare desperately tried to talk back but couldn’t form the words.


  If Fran was a former illegal slave, nothing could win her over to his side. All his talk of the greater good wouldn’t reach her. He knew one thing for sure: His ignorant words might get him killed. Never mind that the city was in chaos or that she might antagonize the whole guild… Fran would kill him.


  That was how committed Fran was.


  Pleiare relaxed. He knew he couldn’t convince her, so he gave up.


  “Ugh… All right. Fine. I know that nothing I can say will stop you,” he said under his breath and slumped his shoulders. But then he lifted his face and made another demand. “But I still need your help! Just for this season! Please!”


  “…”


  “I’ll look into the illegal slavers after we fend off the antibodies! I’ll tell you everything I know!”


  “I don’t trust you. You didn’t tell me about Seriadot.”


  “She didn’t process her contract through the guild and didn’t even bother checking in. I can’t count on her to defend the town.”


  Pleiare wasn’t lying. I had been using Essence of Falsehood on every suspicious statement he made. So far, he hadn’t lied. Was that even possible for this suspicious old man?


  Then again, he didn’t need to lie to leave out the truth. He had only used words which wouldn’t trip lie-detecting Skills. He said he would look into the illegal slavers and tell Fran everything he knew, but he could still feed her worthless information, even if he was connected to the slavers.


  So Fran decided to ask him a question which would clarify his position once and for all.


  “Are you connected to illegal slavers?”


  “What? The nerve. Does it look like that to you?”


  No direct answer.


  “It’s a simple question. Yes or no.”


  “Oh, what? You’re suspecting me now?”


  “Hm. I can’t trust you.”


  “Well, I don’t see the need to answer the question! You’re pissing me off with all these stupid questions! Get out!”


  Still no answer. Pleiare sent Fran away after pretending to be angry. He was now on the naughty list.


  But Fran stopped just as she was about to reach for me.


  What is it, Fran?


  Teacher. Did Pleiare tell the truth when he said the safety of Cendia was his main concern?


  Huh? Yeah, no doubt about that.


  I see…


  Fran looked at Sophie. She had watched over Fran’s conversation with Pleiare with a concerned look on her face. Despite the tone of the previous discussion, Sophie still wanted to protect the city. She was certainly worried that communications would break down and a fight would break out.


  Cut down Pleiare or listen to Sophie? Fran was conflicted.


  Tensions rose within the office. Pleiare was getting ready to throw down himself.


  Fran’s decision didn’t take long. But it wasn’t because she had come to a decision to cut him down or let him go.


  “There!”


  “Tch!”


  Fran suddenly let loose a wind spell at the ceiling.


  The ceiling broke, causing a drake with a white stone in his forehead to fall. One of Phyllia’s minions! He had hidden himself in the ceiling with a barrier crystal. I hadn’t noticed him at all!


  The drake took a moment to compose himself, then leapt at Pleiare.


  His Skill composition identified him as an assassin. Not a very good one, since his assassination attempt had just been foiled.


  Fran unleashed a thunder spell to knock the man out. The electricity was quite potent, and it ended up running through the office, burning the floor and desk. I wasn’t worried, though. Not our office, not our problem.


  “Nuaaah! You’re paying for that, kid!”


  “Can’t be helped. Emergency.”


  “Ugh…” Pleiare swallowed back his words. This time, shouts came from the first floor.


  “It’s a raid!”


  “Th-the drakes!”


  “What are these guys doing here?!”


  Screams and the sound of property destruction rang out along with several explosions. This was no ordinary fight.


  “Tie him down.”


  “D-don’t go intimidating me, little girl!”


  “Shut up and get moving. I won’t kill you if you do your job.”


  “…Argh! Fine!”


  Yeah, that’s right! Do as Fran says! That’s what you get for disrespecting Fran! We’re about to have a nice long talk after we deal with the drakes!


  Pleiare said nothing further, knowing that Fran was pointing her bloodlust at him. He knew that anything he said could give her an excuse to kill him.


  We collected the barrier crystal and self-destruction crystal and left the drake assassin with Pleiare. He wouldn’t be able to get away now. We left the office and made our way to the bar…


  But as we were descending the stairs with Sophie, a large concentration of mana surged from below.


  This is…!


  …Familiar. It was the same kind of mana Numerae gave off right before he exploded!


  This was much larger than the explosion we felt underground. Had several of Phyllia’s minions self-destructed?


  Fran and I quickly put up a barrier and Sophie played a quick song on her harp to set up a protective membrane. With our multi-layered barrier set up, a violent rumble then shook the Adventurers’ Guild.


  Red flames filled our field of vision. Streams of overwhelming fire went over our barrier.


  “Urgh!”


  “Kyaaa!”


  The force of the explosion sent Fran and Sophie flying, although it did not damage them. After it was over, they quickly dropped down to the main street. Whatever damage they suffered from the fall was insignificant for them at the level they were at.


  The Adventurers’ Guild was half destroyed and on fire. And the building was made of stone. That meant that it was either magic or a special type of flame.


  “No… Why…? Did Phyllia do this too…?”


  “I don’t know. But the drake we caught just now had a stone in his forehead just like Numerae.”


  “Then it’s true…” Sophie said regretfully. This all happened after she trusted Seriadot and let Phyllia go. Perhaps she should have restrained Phyllia, after all.


  “Pleiare!”


  We felt Pleiare’s life force suddenly drop.


  Fran! We’re going back inside!


  “Hm! Sophie, take care of the adventurers outside!”


  “All right!”


  Pleiare lay on the ground floor of the burning guildhouse. The old man’s burns were nothing compared to the dead adventurers around him. He had somehow avoided the flames and managed to make it down the stairs, where he had been attacked…probably by the drake lying next to him. Pleiare had managed to defend himself, but this drake also had one of Phyllia’s mind control stones in his forehead. Had Seriadot let Phyllia go, after all?


  There was another surge of mana, so we stored the corpse away before it could explode.


  “Pleiare!”


  “Kid…”


  Pleiare’s body had been cut badly; his limbs and guts were scattered all over the bar. There was so much carnage that we didn’t know which body part belonged where.


  Jet, look for survivors!


  “Woof!”


  We quickly rushed to his side and cast Greater Healing on him, but…


  “He’s not healing!”


  Healing Disruption!


  His wounds were slow to heal. The Healing Disruption put on him was quite potent. Greater Heal had little to no effect. We managed to reattach his arm…


  But I honestly felt no obligation to save him. That said, he had vital information for us, and we needed him to talk.


  Fran continued healing him until Pleiare slowly opened his mouth.


  “Well… Looks like my time’s up.”


  “Don’t talk.”


  “Kah… Stop wasting your time.” Pleiare coughed up blood and continued talking. “Here…”


  “What’s this?”


  Pleiare pushed a scroll into Fran’s hands. “Illegal slavers… All you need to know…”


  “You’re not one of them?”


  “Only…a liaison… Might as well be one, from your point of view. Heh…I knew the jig was up when you rolled into town… I was right…” The light was fading from his eyes as he spoke. “I was going to give it to you…when the season was over.”


  “…”


  “I know I have no right to ask you this… But the town… Please…”


  “I will.”


  “Ha ha… Looks like…I’ve failed again.” Pleiare coughed and closed his eyes.


   


  ***


   


  “He’s dead.”


  Yeah.


  Pleiare knew his time was near with Fran’s arrival in Cendia. A Black Cat adventurer with an utter hatred of illegal slavers. He knew that she would figure out his connections to the illegal slavers at some point.


  He did his best to delay giving her relevant information in order to use Fran to defend the city during antibody season. When it was over, he would hand the information over to Fran and beg for his life.


  Fran looked disappointed at the sudden death of her enemy. But this was not the time to be standing around.


  We need to put out the fire before it spreads.


  The buildings of Cendia were constructed of stone, mud, and clay bricks. And yet they were on fire. The situation would’ve been worse if the buildings had been made from wood, but the fire showed no signs of exhausting itself. Left alone, it would burn everything in the vicinity. The guild was a lost cause at this point.


  Let’s hurry.


  “Okay.”


  Fortunately, the townspeople had already begun evacuating—though using Life Sense revealed that it was too late for some of them.


  The easiest method to put out these fires would be to erect land magic walls around them. Then we could either fill them with water or seal the walls off completely to suffocate the fires.


  There was a chance that magical fires couldn’t be put out with water or suffocation, though. Also, we couldn’t use this method as long as there were still survivors around. The best we could do was prevent the fire from spreading.


  Flame Barrier!


  “Nice, Teacher.”


  The spell was usually used to cover a small patch of space, but I had expanded it to block off a section of the town. While it wouldn’t prevent more flame spells from entering, it would be enough to keep the current flames from spreading further. But there was a problem.


  Urgh… Maintaining it is tough.


  A giant tube-shaped barrier formed after pushing the spell’s area of effect past its natural limits. Maintaining it took an extraordinary amount of concentration and mana. An even larger barrier was necessary because of Cendia’s tall buildings.


  The battle of Castell was still weighing me down. Controlling the spell for an extended period would prove difficult.


  The only thing I can do now is keep the spell up. You’ll need to look for survivors and get them out.


  “Hm!”


  “Woof!”


  Fran and Jet split up and began searching for the evacuees. Teleportation was not on the table, since my hands were tied. Fran used Life Sense as she crashed through the walls to reach survivors in the shortest amount of time.


  She healed them and broke another wall to create an escape route. After escorting the survivors out, she returned inside to resume the rescue operation.


  Soon enough, adventurers had gathered at the guild after sensing something was wrong. Seeing the guild in flames told them that this was a state of emergency.


  After Sophie filled them in, the adventurers took to rescuing survivors from the flames and leading onlookers away. No one complained when Fran gave them orders.


  Thirty minutes into our rescue operation, we had successfully rescued everyone in the neighborhood. People rescued by Jet turned up with fear on their faces. Raging flames or the black wolf that suddenly appeared out of those flames—they didn’t know which was more frightening. They were probably ready to die. Getting rescued didn’t banish their fear. I just hoped they were grateful to be alive.


  Now we just need to put out the fire.


  “Hm!”


  Fran asked Sophie how she wanted the fire extinguished. She didn’t mind the method being a little violent as long as it stopped the fire from spreading further.


  Fires were rare in Cendia, probably from the lack of wood used in its construction. A fire was an unexpected disaster which struck fear in the hearts of its citizens.


  Sophie and the other adventurers and residents didn’t mind their houses were destroyed, as long as it stopped the spread of the fire. That made things easier for us.


  Fran, we’ll cut them up and collect them!


  “Hm!”


  Fran readied me and started charging mana for the Advanced Sword Art Sword Sonic.


  Put simply, it was a jumping slash. Fran delivered a horizontal cut across a building. The cut was so sharp and clean that the onlookers had no idea what was going on. They couldn’t see Fran slash her sword at hyper speed.


  But Fran’s Advanced Sword Art separated the building from its foundation. Now, the building was nothing more than a gigantic piece of furniture.


  This would allow us to store it. The building disappeared, leaving only the basement and a few dozen centimeters of walls and pillars.


  I think there’s ten more houses.


  “I’ll do my best.”


  Fran nodded and continued her project of demolishing houses and turning them into scrap. The fire was gone by the time we stored the last burning house away. We would return any personal belongings later.


  We really wanted to look into the information Pleiare gave us, but the situation wasn’t settled yet.


  “Some adventurers are going to the Drake King Council? Why?”


  “Maybe they want to clarify some things. They heard that drakes attacked the guild and thought the Drake King Council must be behind it. I think some of them were there when the drake and the guildmaster fought to the death.”


  “That drake was with the Drake King Council?”


  “So it would seem. He was quite famous among the council’s executives.”


  Some adventurers had decided to go take it up with the Drake King Council based on that information. Sophie said they wanted to clarify some things…but the adventurers around us were out for blood. This would not end peacefully.


  “I couldn’t stop them…” Sophie muttered despairingly. She wanted to put a stop to the madness, but things were only getting worse. She didn’t know what to do. With a look of desperation she said, “We have to stop them…! Otherwise chaos will spread across the city.”


  “Hm!”


  I agreed. Chaos was already increasing from the loss of the Adventurers’ Guild. If war broke out with the Drake King Council…the city would be left defenseless.


  “Sophie, you stay here.”


  “Why?! I’m coming with you!”


  “Someone needs to organize the adventurers. You’re the only one that can do that.”


  “That’s…”


  Sophie bit her lip. After failing to notice Phyllia’s plan and failing to stop the adventurers, she had lost faith in herself.


  “The drakes did this?”


  “Those Drake King Council guys came out of nowhere!”


  “We can’t let them get away with this!”


  Adventurers who had just arrived were furious after hearing what had happened from their comrades. At this rate, they were going to attack the Drake King Council. Hearing that, Sophie quickly raised her voice.


  “Everyone! The attackers today were indeed from the Drake King Council! But it’s not what it looks like! This is all part of Phyllia’s plot to create war between the Drake King Council and the Adventurers’ Guild!”


  “B-but why would Lady Phyllia do such a thing?”


  “Yeah! What good would a war between us and the Drake King Council bring?”


  Having witnessed Phyllia’s confession, Sophie knew firsthand the depths of her insanity. But the other adventurers couldn’t believe the talk of Phyllia’s plot. Their faith in her was hard to shake.


  Who could blame them? Many had seen their friends killed by drakes right before their eyes. The Drake King Council seemed guilty as far as the circumstantial evidence went. And they were never on friendly terms to begin with.


  “Let’s just go to the Drake King Council! We’ll clear this matter up right now!”


  “Yeah! Beat the information out of them!”


  “I knew they couldn’t be trusted!”


  Their fury was reignited. Fran stepped forward to rein the adventurers in.


  “I’ll go and check. The rest of you prepare for the antibodies.”


  “Y-you’re…”


  “Black Lightning Princess.”


  The adventurers here knew who Fran was. And the ones that didn’t had witnessed her abilities during the rescue operation. Even if they weren’t completely reassured by her solution, no one was going to fight back.


  “Sophie, take care of the rest.”


  “R-right. Be careful out there, Fran.”


  “You can do this.”


  “I’ll try my best.”


  We headed to a Drake King Council branch office near the guild and saw that the chaos was more widespread than we hoped. The people of Cendia stayed out of each other’s way based on the unspoken rule of not asking about each other’s past.


  Still, they were highly concerned about the giant pillar of fire in the middle of town, and adventurers were running around everywhere. Most of the people we passed by were whispering to each other with suspicious looks on their faces.


  As we flew over the city, we saw the main street was jammed with human traffic. The city hadn’t been in this much chaos when the antibody vanguard attacked the walls.


  “Hrm. I sense fighting.”


  We didn’t make it in time!


  “Woof.”


  We closed in on the Drake King Council building from the sky, hearing angry shouts and clashing swords. The people below were already fighting. An intense fight spilled out on the streets surrounding the branch office. But something seemed off.


  “There are a lot of beastmen.”


  Doloulet’s here too. I think it’s the Beastman Council.


  “What are they doing here?”


  Why, indeed? Were the beastmen working with the adventurers? But…some of the beastmen were fighting adventurers. A mêlée à trois had broken out among the factions. We couldn’t just leave them be, but what were we supposed to do?


  “I’m stopping them.”


  How?


  “With the power of words.”


  …Words?


  “Hm!”


  Fran nodded enthusiastically and used a wind spell called Sound Spread, which allowed her to amplify sound over a large area. It was basically something like a megaphone. She charged it with as much mana as she could, took a deep breath, and then let out the loudest roar of her life.


  “Stop fighting! Right now!”


  Whoa!


  “Yip!”


  Her magically amplified voice shook our surroundings. The volume was overwhelming. My blade reverberated and Jet whined in pain. Even Fran, thrown off by the volume, flipped her ears closed.


  Heal. You okay, Jet?


  “Wuff…”


  “Sorry, Jet.”


  “Woof.”


  Jet had taken damage from the explosion of sound coming from right above his ears.


  A lot of people stopped fighting mid-swing. It wasn’t that they were complying with Fran’s request—they were just surprised at the loud voice coming from the sky. Some were too infuriated to hear her, though. 


  Fran yelled at them again, but they just wouldn’t quit. I put up a sound-blocking barrier around us this time, so we wouldn’t be affected by Fran’s voice.


  “Hrm. They’re not stopping.”


  How will you stop them now?


  “With the power of violence.”


  Fran drew me and gave them a final warning.


  “If you don’t stop fighting, I will use force!”


  Fran’s last warning didn’t get through to them. This one was no different.


  Thirty percent had completely stopped fighting. Another 30 percent glared at each other but were wary of Fran’s presence. The remaining 40 percent were still going at each other.


  Once Fran ascertained the situation, she nodded and got to work.


  “Stun Bolt!”


  But of course!


  Fran covered the square with electricity, hitting everyone regardless of their affiliation. Better to hit a few adventurers than have casualties from all sides as the fighting got worse. Stopping the fight would be impossible then.


  Fran and Jet handled the fighting while I focused on healing.


  I cast copious amounts of healing magic, using Life Sense and Identify to see the ones who were most injured.


  Some people who didn’t need healing got healed too, but that was better than not having enough healing for the people who did need it.


  Some of the combatants were immune to Fran’s onslaught of lightning from the sky. They would need a good old-fashioned beatdown. Fran descended and silenced them with a quick punch to the solar plexus.


  Fortunately, none of the rioters were very strong. Anyone strong enough to sense Fran’s strength knew to heed her warning.


  The fighting came to a stop after five minutes. Half the combatants were knocked out, and the other half were frozen stiff. They couldn’t believe that a small girl had easily overpowered men twice her size.


  Fran proceeded to the front of the Drake King Council branch office and shouted with wind magic again.


  “Everybody line up! Don’t want to get in line? I’ll hit you! If someone can’t move, carry them!”


  Her voice was clearly furious, and it made the adventurers and outlaws start cooperating with each other.


  In less than three minutes, over a thousand adventurers and outlaws stood in front of the branch office. Some were unconscious but they were on their comrades’ backs per Fran’s orders.


  Fran crossed her arms in anger when faced with the restless men. No one said a word as they were faced with such pressure.


  Fran had been clearly accepted as a superior. No one raised their voice against her, and the ones who tried were quickly silenced by their superiors. The strong among them knew how terrifying she could be.


  “Doloulet, come up.”


  “A-a’ight.”


  Doloulet awkwardly stepped forward out of the formation. He was still less than formal with her, but his tone of voice was completely submissive. He didn’t sound intimidating, despite being one of the beastmen’s leaders.


  The younger beastmen looked disappointed in him, but Doloulet was far more concerned with Fran’s fury. His bunny ears twitched a lot as he stood in front of Fran.


  “On your knees.”


  “Huh?”


  “Your knees.”


  “G-got it!”


  Doloulet quickly knelt before Fran, which satisfied her. Then she set her attention on the adventurers.


  After scanning the shivering adventurers, she eventually picked out a fighter from among them. He was pretty strong.


  “You, adventurer. Get over here and kneel.”


  “Y-yes’m.”


  The man stepped forward, looking pale. The other adventurers pushed him onward, not even bothering to stop him. They wanted him to get to Fran before she really lost her temper. The man made it to the front of the formation and knelt down.


  “Who’s the highest-ranking drake here?”


  “Me.”


  “Come on.”


  “Ughhh…” The drake resisted at first but quickly relented. He obeyed Fran and knelt down.


  “Why were you fighting? Doloulet?”


  “Uhh, the Drake King Council raided us, so we decided to hit them back…”


  Several drakes started to object to the allegation. They couldn’t let it slide. But Fran glared at them and none of them said a word. Some of the low-level outlaws fell on their haunches at the sudden intimidation.


  Well, things were much quieter now. It was best to let Fran keep doing what she was doing.


  “The drakes attacked you?”


  “Yeah! There were ten of them! And then there was a huge explosion at the end! We lost some people!”


  “Why do you think it was the Drake King Council? There are a lot of drakes in Cendia.”


  “Some of them were council members! One of them was a lancer, famous around these parts! I knew him on sight!”


  “Uh-huh. You next.”


  “Y-yes?”


  Fran listened as the three took turns explaining the situation. To sum up, members of the Drake King Council were the ones behind the attack. Even drakes who objected to the accusation eventually conceded after hearing the attackers’ descriptions. But they couldn’t explain why those drakes had attacked.


  Most of the attackers had been enslaved, even though their leaders had not worn slave collars. Our best guess was that the leaders enslaved their subordinates and forced them to take part in the raid.


  “Was there a white stone in the raid leader’s head?”


  “You mean on his forehead? They blew up at the end, so I couldn’t really tell. Sorry…”


  The drakes were clearly controlled by Phyllia, but they left no evidence behind. Proving that she was behind all this would be difficult. We couldn’t just keep Doloulet and the others on their knees—maybe we should let them go for now. It wasn’t very satisfying, but they were bound to start bickering again after enough time passed.


  Woof!


  What is it, Jet?


  I was healing Doloulet’s (and the others’) legs, which had fallen asleep after being on their knees for so long, when Jet stepped forward. His nose twitched as he started smelling the air.


  Do you smell something?


  Woof!


  What did you find?


  Fran left the men and started following Jet. The men squirmed awkwardly at the girl and the wolf’s ­spontaneity. But they remained in formation, albeit restlessly.


  Jet stopped after fifteen meters and sat in front of the door to a certain building.


  “What’s this?”


  “I-it’s our warehouse,” one of the drakes said. It was something like a storage facility.


  Fran and Jet stepped into the warehouse, but no one was inside. Of course not—Presence Sense wasn’t giving me anything. But Jet insisted on going deeper, knowing that something was hidden. He sniffed his nose and followed the scent trail.


  Jet stopped again, this time in front of a wall. He began scratching at it with his paws.


  A hidden passage.


  “I got it.”


  Fran kicked the wall, revealing a stairwell behind the large hole. Fran and Jet wasted no time in descending.


  Doloulet and the others followed after them. They weren’t told to follow, but they were interested. The stairwell was made of about a thousand steps. At the end of it was a small room with a passage extending from it.


  This passage looked familiar. It was identical to the passage connected to the Clinic’s underground facility. Even its size and the construction of its walls were similar. They were probably made around the same time.


  Good job.


  “Grr!”


  Jet smelled something else at the end of the passage. His growling suggested that it was not friendly. He had learned the scent of the white stone.


  “Let’s go.”


  “R-right!”


  Fran took Doloulet and the others down the passage Jet found. Then a few hundred meters deep into the passage, it happened.


  Thump! Grrrg!


  A violent shaking was followed by several small aftershocks. I thought we had triggered a trap which would cause a cave-in, but the walls were still in one piece. A large shockwave had happened somewhere.


  A large structure had probably collapsed due to an explosion, and its rubble had hit the ground.


  What now, Teacher?


  Hmm. I’m worried about the earthquake, but we can’t leave the passage unexplored. It might have something to do with Phyllia.


  Then let’s take care of this passage first.


  Sounds good.


  “I’m going to go ahead. What about you guys?”


  “W-we’re coming with you. We have to see what’s at the end of this tunnel!”


  “Okay. Come on then.”


  We decided to prioritize exploring the underground passage. A few minutes later, we found a light at the end of the tunnel.


  It came from a room—a decently sized hall. From what we could tell, the light was magically powered. And if there was light, there was someone who needed light. Whether or not they were around was another problem.


  Is anyone here?


  I don’t know.


  We had no way of making anyone out from where we were standing. I used Eagle Eye and Farsight but could see no one. They could have been hidden with a barrier crystal. No, they were definitely using a barrier crystal. That strange anomalous feeling was here.


  We’ll have to go in… There’s someone here. Don’t let your guard down.


  “Hm.”


  “Woof.”


  I didn’t know whether we could use Mana Disruption on them from this distance. Anyone hiding here would expect themselves to be completely concealed. In fact, they were probably lying in wait to get the jump on us.


  Fran drew me from my scabbard, signaling the situation to Doloulet and the others behind her. They readied their weapons and nodded back. Now, they were ready for battle.


  Fran and the others rushed into the room.


  This is…? You’re kidding!


  It was a shocking discovery. Once we could see into the cracks of the hall, we realized the other side was loaded with manatech. The explosive kind that Phyllia had been using for her evil deeds. There were over thirty of them just strewn on the floor…but they were laid out in a manner that suggested a darker purpose. A magic circle waiting to be charged with mana was drawn around them. It was probably there to enhance the strength of the explosion.


  An explosion of this scale would cause major damage… Fran and the others were in big trouble now!


  I made full use of Mana Disruption and began collecting the manatech, then used wind magic to destroy the magic circle on the floor. Everyone was struck by the changes that happened in just a few seconds. 


  Then a drake appeared.


  “You… What have you done?!”


  The drake was hiding within a carved-out space in the wall, using a combination of manatech and barrier crystal. Not long after, four more drakes appeared. The first drake had a white stone in his forehead while the ones behind him had slave collars on their necks.


  I knew it!


  An intense fight broke out. They were no match for Fran and the others but managed to hold them off for a while.


  The drake slaves used their magic, ready to self-destruct to follow their orders to protect the room. They fought wildly, without concern for their own or their comrades’ safety. They dragged themselves forward with their fingers after getting their legs cut off. Even the outlaws were taken aback by their madness.


  After being incapacitated, they tried to bite their tongues to kill themselves. An ordinary slave contract wouldn’t have this much control. These were definitely illegal slaves.


  Defeating them without killing them took some time. We knocked them out and gagged their mouths to prevent them from committing suicide. Our drake outlaws gasped as the drakes were rolled over to get a better look at their faces.


  “B-boss?!”


  “Wh-why is he here…?”


  Apparently, the defeated drake slaves were Drake King Council officers. They had gone missing yesterday and were said to have been abducted by the Beastman Council. They hadn’t been expecting to find them here with bomb manatech strapped to their bodies. The drake with the stone in his forehead had been pronounced dead a few months ago.


  And that pronouncement had been made at the Clinic. In Goldicia, corpses were absorbed by the Abyss Eater, leaving very little reason to hold a funeral. The Clinic reported that a wake had been held for the drake, though no one saw the body. Phyllia must have secretly turned him into an illegal slave. 


  We quickly took off his armor and stored it away. As expected, it was embedded with explosive crystals.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Waaargh!”


  “Hrm.”


  Doesn’t look like we can question them.


  As long as they had slave collars on, the drakes didn’t look like they were in any state to converse. If they were, we could check the validity of their statements with Essence of Falsehood. We were also at a loss on how to remove the stone in the drake’s forehead. 


  It seemed we were at a dead end until Doloulet stepped forward.


  “Mind if I take over?”


  “Can you do something about him?”


  “I’m not sure…but my ace in the hole might work.”


  “Do it.”


  “Aight! I got this. Awaken!”


  “Ooh.”


  Doloulet became fluffier when awakened. He was much cuter now, which was a strange thing to say about a man in his thirties. Everything from his gray hair and the rabbit ears that sprouted from it down to the whiskers on his face just screamed…cute.


  The surrounding beastman bit their lips, trying to hold back their laughter. They would probably get knocked out if Doloulet heard them chuckle.


  After rolling up his sleeves, Doloulet pointed his finger at the drake’s forehead. He closed his eyes and focused for a few minutes. Great amounts of mana swirled around Doloulet’s body.


  “Here goes! Status Regression!”


  As Doloulet shouted, a powerful light filled the underground chamber. We quickly protected our eyes, but a lot of the outlaws shouted in surprise. The beastmen got the worst of it. Their enhanced sight only amplified the brightness.


  When the light faded, a drake remained on the ground, his slave collar removed. Doloulet, no longer awakened, was lying down in exhaustion.


  “Huff, huff… Looks like it worked.”


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah, just a little tired…”


  The move had taken a lot of mana and energy. Little wonder, considering it apparently reset the target’s physical state to an earlier time. It was probably Doloulet’s Class Skill. When Gray Rabbits awakened, they became White Silver Rabbits, granting them access to Dimension Door and Crescent Moon Seal.


  We had seen Royce use Dimension Door before. As its name suggested, it was a Skill that created a teleportation gate. Crescent Moon Seal must have had something to do with time manipulation. Doloulet used it to revert the drake to a point before he was enslaved.


  “Get some rest.”


  “Will do. Guys, you’re following the Black Lightning Princess’s orders now.”


  “Yeah!”


  Doloulet ordered the outlaws to help the drake up, and the questioning began. The drake was more than happy to comply. He couldn’t stop thanking us for releasing him from bondage. Conveniently, Status Regression only undid the drake’s Slave Contract ailment. Doloulet’s Skill let the drake retain all of his memories. 


  Apparently, the drake had been enslaved by the Clinic. They locked him up underground until Phyllia came to give him orders. Her visit wasn’t that long ago.


  “What were you doing here?”


  “We’re right underneath the city walls. We were told to use manatech to blow them up.”


  “What?! The antibodies will come rolling in if that happens!”


  “Why would she do such a thing…?”


  The outlaws were completely bewildered by Phyllia’s plot to destroy the city. It was a testament to her insanity, really. Her entire plot seemed like overkill. Cendia might be destroyed if the city walls fell. 


  For all her supposed composure, Phyllia had lost her mind. She probably wasn’t thinking about the sheer scale of the destruction her plan would cause.


  There’s nothing left for us here, so let’s keep going.


  “Hm!”


  The underground passage kept going. If it was connected to the outside, it could become an entry point for invading antibodies. Fran took lead of the expedition, and we were about to get going when—


  Thrum! Grrrg!


  Another earthquake shook the passage, stopping Fran and the others in their tracks. A loud bang followed, then dust and debris started falling from the ceiling.


  Another one? It didn’t seem like a natural earthquake. What was going on up there?


  “We have to hurry.”


  “R-right!”


  The underground tunnel was well made, but it had probably been built a long time ago. Another earthquake might cause a cave-in. The quakes didn’t seem to be traps laid by the Clinic…but that didn’t make me feel better.


  After blocking off the passage with land magic, Fran and the others turned around and hurried to the entrance. I cast a support spell on everyone to hurry them along. When we got back, everyone besides Fran and Jet was drenched in sweat.


  No outlaws around.


  Hm.


  They had either dispersed naturally or gone away because of the earlier earthquake. The Drake King Council’s branch office was completely empty when we stepped inside. There were half-eaten fruits and half-drunk ale left on the tables. They had apparently left in a hurry. There was no one on the second floor, either.


  “What happened here?”


  “No one contacted us…” a drake who had traveled with us underground murmured with a frown. This was not a usual occurrence at their base of operations. 


  Doloulet shouted from where he was waiting outside.


  “Big sis! I just got word of what happened!”


  “Tell me.”


  “So, here’s the thing…”


  The beastmen had not been idle. They’d gone around to ask some questions, and the news they brought back to the square was alarming.


  Part of the city wall had fallen, though we couldn’t see it because it was obstructed by the surrounding buildings. But this wasn’t the only place hit by Phyllia’s conspiracy.


  We hurried to the rooftop and saw that Cendia’s winding wall had indeed fallen after part of it had been destroyed. It was somewhere near the east gate. We could tell that the damage was significant, even from a distance. About a hundred meters of wall had been destroyed.


  The first earthquake must have been produced by the wall collapsing. The second from the collapse of an auxiliary wall made of land magic. The antibodies had wasted no time tearing it down.


  The drakes of the branch office had moved out to support the defense. The remaining drakes started talking about how they should go to headquarters to report their findings to their superiors. The beastmen were doing the same.


  This is all Phyllia’s doing. This isn’t the only underground path that exists.


  “Hm…”


  This was awful. At least we managed to prevent this section of wall from blowing up.


  “Sis, I’m going back to base. I can’t do nothing when Cendia’s going to hell. Sorry for all the trouble.”


  “Hm. Say hi to Breine and the others for me.”


  “Okay!”


  As for us, we would return to the Adventurers’ Guild. We needed to inform them of the details of the afternoon’s chaos as well as get more information on the collapsing walls.


   


  ASIDE: SERIADOT


   


  SAINT SOPHILIA and the Black Lightning Princess had left.


  “Seriadot! Go after those two girls right now!”


  And my relationship with them had become complicated. All because of this woman. Good grief.


  Her heart and disposition… She might have been willing to help me, had things been different. Well, I had all the evidence I needed. I supposed it was time to bring everything to a close.


  But to think that this woman still thought that people would listen to her… Her foolishness was so great it was almost comical. It was unfortunate that many had lost their lives due to that foolishness.


  “Seriadot, did you hear me?!”


  “Yes. I heard you the first time, Director.”


  “Then answer me! Worthless trash! Why did you let them go in the first place?! Go back and capture them! Especially the Black Cat!”


  “I need you to shut up for a while.”


  “…Huh?”


  Director Phyllia lost consciousness at only the slightest caress. She really wasn’t much as a physical specimen.


  “There we go.”


  Putting Phyllia on my shoulder, I proceeded to give orders to the surrounding guards. I didn’t have the authority, but the ongoing chaos was enough to give them a reason to follow me.


  “The Director is exhausted from the day’s proceedings. She might also be injured. I shall take her to my room where I can care for her. As for you, tell these patients to disperse.”


  “Y-yes, ma’am!”


  But some were too distressed to move.


  “Wh-what do we do now…?”


  “Saint Sophilia’s gone… And the Director is…”


  Their precious director’s true face was a difficult pill to swallow.


  “I shall get the whole story from the Director. She was not in a proper state of mind, after all. All you need to worry about now is carrying out your duties.”


  “Very well.”


  If the guards were to run amok, it might further affect the Clinic’s operations. The guards needed to get to work to suppress the people incited by Phyllia.


  I carried Phyllia to my room in order to separate her from the guards before she could wake up. There, I laid her on my bed and put up a barrier to cut us off from the outside world. Now I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone eavesdropping on our conversation.


  “All right then…”


  I’d been playing along in order to learn as much as I could about her organization, but the time for playing pretend was over. I had to get information out of her, even if I needed to resort to violence.


  I shook her out of her slumber. Her slender body twitched as she slowly opened her eyes.


  “Seriadot…?”


  “How are you feeling?”


  “I… Aah! No! Those girls! Damn it, Seriadot, you—”


  She was terribly loud. Her squealing made a cat in heat sound tame by comparison.


  “Quiet.”


  “Why are you laughing?!”


  “Well, you’re just so loud.”


  “Seriadot!”


  “Now, now. Let’s all calm down, yes? It hurts to watch you like this.”


  Phyllia’s face reddened even more as she tried to get out of bed. She looked at me as if she were my superior.


  “Ah, I am getting tired of your antics. I suppose it’s time for me to stop playing games.”


  I closed in on Phyllia as she climbed out of bed and punched her square in the gut.


  “Urgh!”


  “Oh, how filthy.”


  Phyllia puked up bile as she crumpled to the floor, folding in on herself. Her body shook as she tried to regain her breath. I’d held back…but I suppose even that was too much for her.


  “Wh-what…do you think…you’re doing?!”


  Phyllia healed herself, looking at me with a mixture of fear and anger. She really was only good for her healing magic.


  “You can’t do that to me and get away with it!”


  “You really are very loud. Well, no matter. I have some questions I need answered.”


  “S-shut up! Help! Seriadot has betrayed us! Can anyone hear me?!”


  “They can’t. I’ve set up a barrier.”


  I let her panic a bit to break her will. Phyllia clutched the pendant at her chest and started screaming into it.


  “Seriadot has lost her mind! You need to come save me! Hurry!”


  “You’re wasting your time. I made that communication stone, remember? Disabling it is child’s play.”


  “Ugh…”


  All she had to do was give it a little thought.


  “Wh-why did you betray me…? I thought you were loyal to all your contracts…”


  “Not really, no. It only seems that way because everyone whose contract I broke is no longer with us. It’s hard to leave a bad review when you’re dead.”


  Picky about money but always loyal to her contracts. That reputation allowed me to get close to criminal organizations. But I’d break any contract as long as it was to my advantage.


  “Wh-what do you want?! Money? Are you working for someone else?”


  “No and no. But I do believe you know about a race called the lorelei.”


  “The elusive lorelei?”


  “Aaah, so you are familiar.”


  The Lorelei were a race said to have gone extinct. Their features included a piscene lower body, and even when fully mature, they looked childlike. They had elf-like ears and blond hair and were long-lived. Their humanoid form allowed them to trick people into thinking they were elves who looked particularly young. If not subjected to an Identify Skill, they could blend into society as elves.


  Phyllia now knew my true race. Her eyes went wide with shock.


  “So you’re…”


  “A lorelei survivor, yes. Our kind was nearly wiped out by a group of illegal slaves, and there aren’t many of us left. Not that those illegal slaves are to blame. No, I only have hatred for the slavers.”


  The lorelei kingdom was destroyed by illegal slavers. Though our race wasn’t completely wiped out, there weren’t many of us to begin with, and even fewer were left today.


  The biggest reason for our decline was illegal slave hunters. One day, a powerful force attacked us, wiping out our kingdom. I say kingdom…but it was actually a small lake tucked away in the depths of the continent of Chrome.


  Many died violent deaths fighting the illegal slaves, while the remaining were captured. Less than ten lorelei managed to escape.


  The leader of the illegal slaves was a man who used poison, powerful enough that I could not defeat him in my current state. But I wasn’t about to let the people who laid hands on my family go unpunished.


  I became an adventurer to rescue the members of my own race and to take vengeance on the poison man. I went from country to country, saving every lorelei I could. If I was stingy with money, it was only because that was what it took to release the lorelei from slavery.


  I hid myself after my kingdom was destroyed to recover from the poison of the slave hunters, then trained myself for thirty years. In that time, many lorelei became legal slaves. As such, I couldn’t just break them out. I had to buy their freedom.


  The problem was those who remained illegal slaves. Our extended lifespan meant that there were many still kept by certain kingdoms, organizations, and nobles.


  Gaining information on their whereabouts entailed contacting criminal organizations. And so, I ended up gaining the reputation of being a greedy and unscrupulous adventurer who was willing to work for the mafia. I came to Goldicia because a group of illegal slavers I’d crushed told me that they shipped some of my kin here. I’d always had a hunch I would end up on this continent, since illegal slavers tend to congregate here.


  Rumors of the supposed saint also played a huge role. The lorelei were naturally gifted with beautiful voices and talent for music from birth. Our voices could even please spirits, and the instruments we play reached the high heavens. A beautiful lorelei would be a valuable slave indeed.


  I thought the Saint was a lorelei. I was half right. Saint Sophilia was not a pure-blooded lorelei. She was mostly human, but there had clearly been some intermingling in her family tree several generations ago. Yet her musical talents were on par with a lorelei—no, they even surpassed us.


  Even I could not resist her musical performance and beautiful singing. I would have loved to hear a full recital one day.


  But playing bodyguard to this unpleasant woman had its perks. I learned a few things about the illegal slavers. I knew that Phyllia had been pushing her luck, setting up barrier crystals as she pleased. She thought I was completely oblivious—when in fact, everything whispered within those barriers was delivered to my ears. I was particularly grateful for information about a deranged drake calling himself the Drake King.


  Still, there were some miscalculations in my plan. I was not aware of her manatech, which could control others. This woman must have gone to great lengths to keep its existence a secret. I didn’t know where she hid them, but…


  This tower was old, with hidden chambers, and my barrier crystal wasn’t set up in any of them. There was no reason to, given their high degree of magical defense. Those rooms must have been where she hid the manatech.


  “Now, I need you to answer some questions for me.”


  “Hmph.”


  “Tut tut. Don’t think I will be gentle with someone who has ties to illegal slavers. My long life has granted me a wealth of experience. I am decently skilled at making bodies talk.”


  “…!”


  Phyllia was struck with fear at my threat. This woman really was a fool. She should’ve kept me at arm’s length from the start if she was going to be afraid of me now.


  “Let’s begin. You’ve purchased a lorelei, haven’t you? You even kept records of your transaction.”


  “Y-you came into my room…?”


  “Dispelling my own barrier is child’s play. You might as well have left the door open.”


  I’d also collected the contracts of all the illegal slaves she had. It had hurt to let them continue being slaves, even if it bought me time to collect more information from this woman. I would release them soon enough.


  “Now, you will kindly tell me what you did to my kin. And don’t leave out any details.”


  “Eek!”


  Oh dear, was I laying it on too thick? I have a terrible habit where I get needlessly violent every time I think about my kin.


  “Telling me everything is the only way you can survive this conversation. Even in the short amount of time I’ve been in your employ, I’ve learned how bold you are. Surely you won’t tell me you know nothing?”


  “Eeegh…!”


  Phyllia proved to be quite talkative after a gentle caress, but it would take more than that to convince me. I needed to ascertain whether or not she was telling the truth. I carefully asked her body all the right questions.


  I obtained all the information I needed in fifteen minutes. She really was quite weak.


  “Aaah…”


  She sprawled on the floor with a look of desperation on her face. The pain amplification would last for some time. The pain was so great that it prevented her from healing herself.


  “So, the Adventurers’ Guild has ties to illegal slavers.”


  The multitude of Blue Cats affiliated with the Adventurers’ Guild made for the perfect cover. I knew they were connected somehow, but I wasn’t expecting the guildmaster to be directly involved. And the Drake King Council… I’d initially thought the Beastman Council was the linchpin of the operation, but it turned out the drakes were the ones behind it all. I didn’t know what they were planning, but I would need to make direct contact with them at some point.


  After I’d organized the information I’d gained, a large tremor assaulted the tower.


  “What was that…?”


  I looked out the window to see part of the wall crumbling.


  “What?! What’s going on out there?!”


  “He he he… The wall is destroyed! What will you do now? That’s not all that’s gone! Oh, the sights and sounds that are happening in other parts of Cendia!”


  “Do you really plan on bringing the antibodies in here…?!”


  The whole of Cendia would be destroyed!


  “He he he! They deserve to die! I have no need for people who will not worship me as saint!”


  This was bad! Without the saint and the Director, the healers and soldiers would lose their footing. I had to find a way to get them to listen…


  I bound Phyllia’s arms and legs and tossed her on the bed.


  “Stay here. Not that you would be able to escape with the barrier in the room.”


  “Ah hah hah hah…!”


  “Hmph.”


  I left Phyllia in her hysterical state and moved quickly to the first floor. If only I had been more thorough! Curses! 


  No, stop! I can’t start brooding again!


   


  ***


   


  Many adventurers were gathered around the guild by the time Fran got there. By now, most knew about the attack and were shocked at the state of the Adventurers’ Guild.


  One of them noticed Fran and hurried to approach her.


  “Black Lightning Sis!”


  He was calling her Sis too. This adventurer had probably been present when the drakes first attacked and was more than happy to be her underling after seeing her fight. She was getting a lot of followers today.


  “Where’s Sophie?”


  “She went to the wall that’s been destroyed! She said she had to keep the antibodies from entering…”


  Sophie must have moved out right after the first explosion.


  We were about to leave before a new group showed up. A group of ten adventurers, with the man leading them dressed up like a civil servant.


  “Wh-what happened to our headquarters?!”


  “Submaster! I know it’s a lot to take in, but we need orders!”


  “S-silence! I know what I’m doing!”


  This was Cendia’s submaster. He probably did most of his work at a branch office in central Cendia. The submaster began barking haughtily at the surrounding adventurers. I guess he had this place covered. But we couldn’t just leave without saying a word since Fran was a high-rank adventurer now.


  “Submaster?”


  “Huh? You… You’re the Black Lightning Princess?”


  “Hm.”


  “Ooh, excellent! The gods haven’t abandoned us yet!”


  The submaster wanted to start bossing Fran around. He approached her to grab her by the shoulders, but she dodged his attempt.


  “Wh-what are you doing?!”


  “I should ask you that.”


  “Urggh. F-fine! You need to protect me here!”


  “Hm? Here?”


  “That’s right!”


  The submaster gave a vigorous nod to Fran’s question. He would keep Fran, the biggest gun the guild had…here? As backup for a potential threat? But that wasn’t quite the case.


  “The drakes attacked the guild! The beastmen aren’t trustworthy, either. If I am killed, then the adventurers will lose the only leader left. It’ll be total chaos! That’s why you have the great honor of protecting me! Keep me alive at all costs! You don’t need to do anything else!”


  He was just looking to save his own skin.


  Are all the leaders of Cendia this corrupt?


  Hm. I hate this guy.


  …Same.


  But refusing his order with a simple no was difficult. Adventurers had to take orders from guild officials in times of emergency to keep the chain of command running. Although they weren’t obliged to participate in wars, they had to defend the settlement they were residing in from bandits and monster attacks. I thought Fran had a decent case for refusing, since the submaster was clearly out for his own interests…


  Protecting a guild official to keep adventurers from descending into chaos was probably legitimate. Refusing might lead to problems down the road. It was stupid, but we would have to choose our words carefully to refuse this order.


  “I’m good at attacking, bad at defending. Can’t do it.”


  “You have a nickname! You’re the only one who can protect me!”


  “I’m not confident in protecting you because I’m bad at defending. The other adventurers are better at that.”


  “Urgh. But…”


  “Having more people protect you is better. You’re a talented submaster. You must understand that?”


  “W-well, of course I do! I am very talented, after all!”


  “Hm. Which is why I’m going to fend off the antibodies.”


  “Wait, wait!”


  I guess we needed a stronger excuse than that. The submaster quickly stopped Fran when she turned around. We would need to go at this from a different angle.


  “I’m the strongest fighter in this situation.”


  “Yes, that’s right! That’s why you must protect me!”


  “If something bad happens to the city because you didn’t want to send your best fighter to the frontlines…you’ll have to take the blame for it.”


  “Wh-what?”


  He was clearly not happy with that rationale. But this was probably the language a man like him understood best.


  “The submaster of Cendia prioritized own safety over the safety of his city. Antibodies ravaged the city of Cendia because of a selfish submaster. That’s what they’ll say about you.”


  “Th-that’s…”


  “Totally possible. Antibodies might be coming in at any moment with the walls gone. And with Pleiare dead, you’ll take all the blame.”


  “W-wait! Is Master Pleiare really dead?”


  Ooh, so that was it. This guy probably thought that Pleiare was hiding, and he could shift the blame on him if anything went wrong.


  “Hm. He is. Here.”


  “H-h-he’s really dead! Was he really killed by drakes?”


  The submaster screamed when Fran showed him Pleiare’s corpse, falling to his knees. He probably wasn’t used to seeing dead bodies. But now all eyes were on us. We couldn’t tell them the whole truth. If we put the blame on Phyllia, it might rupture the guild’s relationship with the Clinic.


  I didn’t like taking a page out of Pleiare’s playbook, but we would need to be strategic with the truth for now. What mattered most was keeping everyone working together.


  “That’s partly true.”


  “Meaning?”


  “A drake killed him, but someone is trying to pin the blame on the Drake King Council.”


  “Meaning?”


  “I don’t know the details. But not all drakes are bad. If anything, they’re victims too.”


  “Hmm… This is all very hard to believe.”


  The submaster probably thought it was poppycock. To him, it sounded like the Drake King Council was making a power grab—but he couldn’t just wave off a high-ranking adventurer’s word. He held his head in his hands.


  “I’m going to the battle. Have the others protect you.”


  “Huh?”


  Fran collected Pleiare’s body and left. The submaster still looked confused.


  She dashed through a crack in the wall. People were running all over the place as chaos filled the city. But things could still have been worse. All hell would break loose if the antibodies broke through.


  We had to keep them out.


  As we got closer, we saw that the fighting hadn’t started yet. It was only a matter of time, though. Antibodies didn’t think like people, but they wouldn’t miss an opportunity to attack when it presented itself.


  We have to hurry. The defense won’t stand a chance with the Adventurers’ Guild and Clinic in confusion.


  “Hm!”


  Fran ran across the rooftops. In the distance, we could see walls of earth being erected. Someone was patching up the city walls with walls made of land magic. Being five meters high, it only managed to cover half the hole, but it at least made it more difficult for the antibodies to get inside.


  But the newly erected walls disappeared as soon as they were built.


  Powerful magic blasts blew the walls to bits. There were many archer types in the ranks of the antibodies this time. The same thing could happen to any walls that we would build.


  They’re getting closer!


  Waves of black were encroaching the hole in the wall when we arrived. Waves of antibodies swarming across the ground.


  “There’s Sophie!”


  She’s all beat up!


  Sophie was fighting the antibodies. Instead of using her music, she was using steel threads to indiscriminately cut them up while letting out shockwaves with her harp to blow them away.


  And Sophie was mostly alone. There were some adventurers and outlaws with her, but none of them were strong enough to really support her. They took positions in front of the wall, doing their best to help as she fought, but it was too little and too late. The antibodies’ assault was overwhelming.


  “Sophie! Fall back! Back up and get some rest!”


  Fran blasted the antibodies surrounding Sophie with magic and leapt beside her.


  Despite her relief at being healed by our recovery magic, Sophie showed no sign of retreating.


  “I’m okay, Fran! I’ll support you, so take the front line!”


  “…Hm.”


  Fran hesitated but eventually complied. Fran wanted Sophie to fall back but knew that she couldn’t fight the antibodies without her help. Fran still wasn’t in top condition. Sophie’s support was very much appreciated.


  “You still need to step back. I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire.”


  “I know.”


  Fran charged ahead to take Sophie’s place. A beautiful sound rang out to engulf Fran as she did. A gentle, refreshing sound like the babbling of a brook.


  Despite the song’s low volume, its effects were great.


  “Sophie really is amazing.”


  “Woof!”


  Fran’s movement was significantly improved. Sophie’s magic song must have cured some of Fran’s exhaustion. But there was more to Sophie’s support. Soon, there were loud twangs of strings that didn’t sound like music.


  “I can do this!”


  You’re not at your best yet, Fran! Don’t get reckless.


  “But a lot of people will die if the antibodies break through.”


  Yes, but…


  “Don’t worry. Backup will come. We just have to defend this point until then. Teacher, Jet, lend me your strength.”


  Fran faced the antibodies with grim determination. 


  There was no talking Fran out of this. The best I could do now was support her.


  I’m your teacher and sword. Of course I’ll lend my strength.


  “Woof!”


  “We’ll protect the city Sophie loves so much.”


  Yeah!


  We fired an area-of-effect spell into the horde of approaching antibodies. Flames and lightning crashed into the ground, taking out more than a hundred of them at once. More antibodies filled in the gap, but that was to be expected.


  The loud flames and lightning were meant as a signal to Cendia that the fighting had begun. All we had to do now was wait for reinforcement. Although the organizations had been thrown into disarray by Phyllia’s plot, the Beastman Council, Adventurers’ Guild, and all the other organizations wouldn’t easily let Cendia fall.


  “Raaah!”


  “Grrr!”


  Fran and Jet rushed into the antibody horde and started attacking, able to let loose because they didn’t have to worry about friendly fire. These two could fight better without clumsy support getting in the way.


  But that was only true in the opening moments. We would’ve lost the battle of Castell had it not been for our allies. There was a limit to what individuals could do when faced with a great horde.


  The antibodies had stopped their march to deal with Fran, but they would start circling her once they realized that she couldn’t hold all of them back. Our experience in Castell had taught us that much. Still, Fran kept on fighting for the sake of her friend, who loved this city. We would deal with the antibodies changing up their formation when it happened.


  “Gishaaa!”


  “Teyaaa!”


  “Gishu!”


  “Growl!”


  Back up!


  Fran cut back on her magic and focused on her sword. We rejuvenated ourselves with Mana Steal, taking mana from the surrounding antibodies, preparing for a drawn-out battle.


  Jet had also switched to using his paws and fangs from his spells and teleportation. He was getting hurt, but he absorbed mana and recovered from every antibody he ate. Predator Heal was really useful here. Biting through antibodies took up energy, but the Skill healed him and prevented a true mana deficit.


  But exhaustion would catch up with us as we kept on fighting the seemingly endless waves of antibodies.


  Where were our reinforcements? I turned my ear to the walls to listen to the adventurers posted there. They should be able to spot our reinforcements.


  “Any reinforcements from the guild?”


  “No good. The other gates have them occupied. The drakes are also acting suspiciously. We have to defend the guild house, too!”


  “Tch! What the hell is going on?! Where are the drakes and beastmen?!”


  Our explanation wasn’t enough to dispel the guild’s doubts about the Drake King Council. The Beastman Council and other outlaws were also slow in coming. Phyllia’s plot probably affected them too.


  Individuals here and there were slowly coming to our aid, but they wouldn’t be enough to defend the position.


  Damn it!


  “Aah!”


  Fran!


  I’m fine.


  Fran’s breathing was getting ragged since she wasn’t in top condition. She would catch more stray hits the slower she got, and more mana would be needed to heal her. Like in Castell, the quality of the antibodies got better as we weeded the weaker ones out.


  Keep going, Fran!


  “Hm…!”


  We couldn’t go back now. There was no one who could replace her. The antibodies would break through the moment she withdrew.


  Projectiles were being fired from the walls, but it was like trying to put out a forest fire with a garden hose.


  But it boosted Fran’s morale since it meant she wasn’t fighting alone. The fact that she was still getting support meant that she had to keep on fighting.


  Suddenly, Jet made a move. He made himself gigantic.


  Jet, you can’t do that! You’ll become a sitting duck!


  “Grooowl!”


  Jet roared in his gigantic form. The antibodies focused their attacks on the ten-meter-long wolf. Jet covered himself in shadow magic to boost his defense, but the damage he took was not insignificant. But he kept charging forward, crushing antibodies with his paws and fangs.


  I knew what Jet was trying to do. He wanted to let Fran rest since he knew she was reaching her limit.


  Fran, back off for now. Drink some potions and fill yourself up!


  “But we have to help Jet!”


  He’s fighting that way so that you can rest! Don’t let his efforts be in vain!


  “Jet…”


  Life magic will help with your exhaustion. We’re going back to the wall.


  “Okay.”


  Fran gave a small nod as she watched Jet bleed after being attacked by a magic cannon type. But she gave up on trying to help him.


  “Hang in there, Jet,” she whispered like she was saying a prayer. 


  “Groooar!” Jet let out a loud roar as if answering her.


  Jet’s fight with the antibodies continued as he retained his gigantic size. The antibodies swarmed up the battleground to surround their enemy, but the giant black wolf kept on fighting.


  It was like watching ants swarm a much larger prey. The battle for survival was so powerful that I couldn’t help but be captivated by it.


  Jet stood his ground despite the swarm of antibodies threatening to overcome him at any moment. A swipe of his paws took out ten antibodies, and a bite of his fangs took out ten more.


  “Jet’s so cool.”


  He is.


  We knew we could depend on him but felt worried for him at the same time. He was still taking on damage, and it was beginning to show. But Jet refused to back down and kept beating back the antibodies.


  All of it was for Fran. All so Fran could rest and catch her breath.


  For my part, I began massaging Fran. After she concealed herself and lay down, I cast healing and life magic on her while massaging her with telekinesis. I fed her rice balls and juice to fill her up. While these seemed insignificant, it was going to play a huge role in the battle to come.


  “Grooowl!”


  “He’s doing great!”


  Yeah!


  Jet had been doing great so far, but he kicked it up a notch. He tackled antibodies with his body, covered in mana so dense that it was visible. He readied himself again for the onslaught the antibodies would have for him. And the antibodies wasted no time in attacking.


  Are you done yet?


  Just a little more. Be patient.


  Hm…


  It made sense for Fran to worry. Jet was losing a lot of blood because of the antibodies’ renewed vigor, dripping huge puddles all over the ground. I focused my life magic as Fran watched Jet. While not as immediate as healing magic, life magic’s exhaustion healing effect was tremendous.


  Phew… Okay, you’re good to go!


  “Hm!”


  With that said, Fran grabbed me and jumped back into battle at great speed.


  She ran parallel to the ground, me in her hand.


  “Haaa! Get away from Jet!”


  Raaah!


  Fran’s sword art and my magic obliterated the antibodies surrounding Jet, and we entered the small blank space we’d just created.


  Jet! Your turn to take a break! You’ve done all you can!


  “Woof!”


  And take this!


  “Arf, arf!”


  I threw some roast boar out for him from our inventory. This was no ordinary boar, of course, it being five meters long. I wasn’t expecting Jet’s dinner to come in handy here of all places. Jet caught the roast boar in midair and sunk into the shadows. His shadowy snack time was well deserved.


  We’ll have to get the antibodies’ attention now that Jet’s resting.


  “Hm!”


  Fran danced around the antibodies while cutting them down, her body feeling lighter from her break.


  Almost thirty minutes had passed since Fran and Jet arrived on the scene. Thirty minutes was more than enough time for reinforcements to arrive. But I could feel no human souls approaching.


  Had Phyllia done something again? Was there a riot elsewhere? Were there really no reinforcements?


  Fran interrupted just as doubt was beginning to creep into my mind.


  “Don’t worry. I can keep fighting as long as Sophie’s helping me.”


  Fran…


  A powerful light was shining in Fran’s eyes. She hadn’t even begun to give up. Meanwhile, Sophie’s playing got louder and more intense. Her sharp hearing might have picked up Fran’s whispers.


  Fran didn’t need to look back to know that Sophie was putting her heart and soul into her performance.


  I couldn’t sit there and whine when these two girls hadn’t given up on this fight!


  “Let’s go!”


  Yeah! I’ll fight to my last breath!


  Fran charged into the antibody horde again.


  An even more intense fight broke out. One where Fran cut and was cut, where she hit and was hit. Fran kept fighting with Sophie’s music playing behind her.


  Five minutes. Ten minutes. Thirty minutes—


  “Raaagh!”


  “Grooowl!”


  Fran and Jet’s roaring echoed throughout the battlefield. Despite their courageous shouts, they were getting cornered. It was almost like they were trying to hear their own shouts to encourage themselves. There was no end to the antibody swarm, and more powerful variants had now appeared.


  Fran and Jet were bleeding from the enemy’s attacks, and they could only keep fighting because of Sophie. Her healing music allowed them to keep getting back on their feet.


  Sophie’s songs had started out slow, but now they were at a higher tempo. It went from something like a slow waltz to a sword dance.


  The effects of this song were more immediate, recovering more stamina and mana. It was like an enhanced version of a high-level healing spell.


  Fran and the others kept fighting without reinforcements. The situation seemed desperate, but morale was still high. I really had to hand it to Fran, Jet, and Sophie. We might just be able to—


  It all came crashing down.


  TWAAAANG!


  All of a sudden, the rejuvenating music stopped with the sound of a beginner making a mistake on the guitar.


  I quickly looked back at Sophie and saw that she was holding her right hand. Blood flowed freely from it. No musician could play at that intensity for that long without repercussions, I realized. And these were no ordinary songs, but high-level magic.


  Mana and fingers. Both of Sophie’s resources had been pushed to their absolute limit. Sophie took a small bottle from her waist and poured out its contents on her hand. The bleeding stopped, at least…


  Plink… Plink…


  But Sophie still couldn’t perform properly. Her song stuttered, losing its special power. Although Sophie’s wounds had closed, her exhaustion remained.


  “Sophie! Don’t force yourself!” Fran shouted.


  Sophie shook her head and continued playing her harp. She knew that without her support, Fran and Jet would no longer be able to fight.


  “No! I can still play! I have to!”


  Blood spurted from Sophie’s fingers with every pluck of a string. It felt like she was willing to play until her fingers literally broke.


  But another hand covered Sophie’s hand and stopped it. The hand didn’t belong to Fran… Someone new had joined the battlefield.


  “Saint Sophilia, get some rest. We will support Fran for you.”


  “Huh?”


  A drake halfling clad in black stopped Sophie’s reckless playing. Frederick had appeared next to her. He must have gotten here with shadow magic.


  Countless water bullets also rained down on the battlefield, clearing away the antibodies around Fran. The shooter landed in front of Fran to cover her, folding her wings.


  “Velmeria!”


  “Fran, I’m ready to fight!”


  It was a young drake halfling with aqua-colored hair done in a ponytail. Velmeria had gotten much stronger after all her training in Cendia. 


  No, seriously, way stronger! I’d felt her power the first time we met her in Cendia, but seeing her attack just now really drove it home. Although nowhere near as strong as her Shinryu Form, she was much stronger than she’d been the first time we met her. Before, she was closer to a C-Rank adventurer. Now, she was at least a B Rank. I was surprised at how far she’d come over a short period of time. 


  The same went for Frederick. His stats had been terribly low in contrast to his powerful Skills because of an ailment called Weakness. He was cured of it now, which probably meant he was back at his original power level.


  “You can fly now?”


  “Yep! These wings aren’t just for show!”


  “Looking forward to it.”


  “Hee hee!”


  Velmeria nodded confidently and leapt again. She flew with wings literally covered in mana. Then she let loose a volley of water magic to cover the battlefield.


  Had Velmeria’s wings always been that big? And her right arm was covered in aqua-colored scales despite not using Shinryu Form. She looked human the first time we met her in Cendia. Like Frederick, the blood of her ancestors had apparently awakened in her. Although it was like Shinryu Form, this transformation was more limited.


  “Velmeria’s flying!”


  Yeah, I can’t believe it.


  “Hm. Amazing. She saved us.”


  She really did.


  Fran watched happily as Velmeria took out antibodies from the sky. She was glad that her friend had come to help her and that she had grown more powerful. She greeted Velmeria with a smile when she landed.


  “Fran, let me handle this. You and Saint Sophilia should fall back. You need to rest, don’t you?”


  “Hm! Thanks.”


  We took Velmeria’s offer and fell all the way back to the wall. Velmeria was more than able to handle the battlefield for now. Velmeria and Frederick weren’t the only ones that had entered the battle either.


  I sense more people coming.


  “Hm. There’s a lot of them.”


  There were at least a hundred of them. My guess was closer to three to four hundred. They were moving in lockstep, which suggested they were part of the same unit. Their identity was soon revealed.


  A familiar face was leading the charge.


  White skin and beautiful white hair was visible from a mile away. Brilliant features accented by fiery crimson eyes. Only one of our acquaintances fit that description.


  “Mea?”


  Seriously?! What’s she doing here?!


  Nemea Narasimha, princess of the Beastman Nation and godsword owner. I wasn’t expecting to see her here, of all places.


  Mea brought a large group of beastmen in tow. Beastman Council members. I recognized some of their faces.


  Mea was the Beastman Council’s hired help!


  “Fu ha ha! I have arrived!”


  “D-don’t you think you’re attracting too much attention, my lady?”


  “Matters not! Such details are irrelevant in a battle of defense!”


  “Yes, ma’am!”


  A male Blue Cat stood beside her. Quina, the battle maid and Mea’s regular caretaker, was absent. But we had seen this handsome Blue Cat before—he was Zehmet, whom we’d fought during the tournament. He was one of the few Blue Cats outside of the Beastman Nation who was a decent human being. Fran…actually liked him.


  Zehmet used to lead a mercenary group called Blue Pride, but the company had been wiped out by the Beast King. Unbeknownst to Zehmet, his underlings had been running an illegal slaving operation. After receiving the Beast King’s judgment, the king took him under his wing and trained Zehmet to work for him.


  “I believe this is the first time we’ve spoken, Saint Sophilia! Apologies for my tardiness! Truly! I had some stubborn old people to silence, and then these drakes came out of nowhere and attacked me!”


  The drake slaves had gotten in our reinforcements’ way. But Mea still managed to unite the beastmen and rush to our aid. Some of the beastmen took positions on the wall and fired projectiles at the antibodies to eliminate them. It was a reassuring sight to see.


  “It’s been a long time, Fran!”


  Mea waved her hand at Fran, and Fran waved back.


  “Hm. Thanks for coming, Mea.”


  “Do you know her, Fran?”


  “Oh! Well! I’m, uhh… You know!”


  Mea got tongue-tied at Sophie’s question.


  “…?”


  “My lady, I believe she doesn’t know.”


  “I-indeed. I knew that…”


  Déjà vu. This reminded me of the time Mea first met Fran. She probably wanted to say something like I’m a friend of a friend but was too embarrassed to say it out loud.


  If Quina were here, she would use her silver tongue to dissolve Mea’s tension.


  You’ve got big shoes to fill, Zehmet!


  “I am Mea! Friend of friend! You are her friend, too, are you not?”


  “Friend… I hope I am.”


  “Of course you are! You’ve already fought together, and I’m sure Fran feels the same way. And any friend of Fran is a friend of mine! We shall protect this city together!”


  Well said, Mea! I was getting touched myself!


  “Thank you. But the other gates…”


  “Worry not! I’ve beaten all the officers of the Beastman Council, and the organization is currently under my rule. I’ve dispatched the Bloodfang captains to defend the other gates!”


  So, Mea had already given orders to the Beastman Council to defend the city gates. She even had the Bloodfang Squad under her thumb.


  Mea, do you know what’s going on with the other organizations?


  “The adventurers are already taking part in defending the gates. I don’t know what the drakes and the Clinic are doing, though!”


  Frederick approached us after supporting Velmeria from a distance to inform us about the Drake King Council.


  “Our cooperators in the Drake King Council are already headed to the other gates. The Three Claws have also taken a gate each.”


  The drakes had also rushed to the aid of the city gates to make sure none were lost.


  “I see! Then we can fight to our hearts’ content!”


  “Ha ha. So it would seem. I’m glad that you’re willing to fight alongside us.”


  Mea had a special knack of being able to brighten any situation. A faint smile returned to Sophie’s face which had almost been swallowed by despair.


  “Fu ha ha! Leave it to me!” Mea laughed, full of enthusiasm.


  Meanwhile, Fran had approached Zehmet and exchanged some words with him.


  “It’s been a while. Do you remember me?”


  “Hm. It’s been a long time, Zehmet.”


  “It really has.”


  As happy as Fran was to see Zehmet and Mea, she was still confused. She didn’t know what they were doing here.


  “Where’s Quina? What are the two of you doing together?”


  “It’s a long story…but we’re currently working protection for the Beastman Council.”


  “So, you’re the helpers Gazuole mentioned?”


  Sure looks like it.


  “The lady is here to train and carry out her royal duties. She plans to deal justice to the illegal slavers who have made this continent their nest. I am here to help. Illegal slavers are much more willing to deal with Blue Cats.”


  That meant Quina was carrying out her own investigation behind the scenes. Mea and Zehmet were working with the Beastman Council so they could get more information through the organization. The organization was very welcoming of their help after they showed them their abilities.


  “Zehmet and I could learn nothing! Undercover work of the type Quina does is difficult! But we’ll make up for our failures in the defense of Cendia! Come, Zehmet!”


  “Yes, my lady!”


  “Good luck out there.”


  “Indeed! I’ll show you how much stronger I’ve gotten since we last met!”


  “I’ve gotten stronger, too. I hope I don’t disappoint.”


  Mea brandished the Drakeblade Lind and jumped up. She cut a straight line toward the antibodies.


  Flames burst from behind her like wings. It looked cool, but what she was doing was incredibly difficult. It was like casting four Verniers at once.


  A single iteration of the flame spell was hard enough to control, and Mea was handling four of them expertly… She must have trained really hard.


  Mea pierced through the horde of antibodies with a tail of flames trailing behind her, charging at great speed. The explosion threw the antibodies away like meteorites had rained down upon them. The shockwave was so great that just looking at it made me worry.


  It wasn’t a kamikaze move, was it? But the cat beastgirl soon appeared within the crater, wreathed in white flame. Not a single piece of fur was burnt. How had she emerged from that move unscathed? My guess was a barrier or some other Skill that rendered her immune to the flames…


  I felt relieved after seeing how reliable Mea was. Now we could really take a breather. But Sophie didn’t look like she could stand still and started playing the harp to support Mea and the others.


  “Sophie, you should really take a break.”


  [image: ]


  “But the saint can’t afford to rest while others are fighting for the city…”


  Despite not wanting to be called a saint, Sophie was still bound by the title. I thought she only considered it a burden—she’d run away from home to escape it…but maybe the guilt of running away only bound her even more tightly to it.


  In any case, Sophie couldn’t exert herself any more than she already had. She needed to get as much rest as she possibly could. She needed to leave.


  “Sophie, I need a favor.”


  “What is it?”


  “I want you to call reinforcements.”


  “But I can’t just leave you all…!”


  “Saint Sophilia is the only one who can convince the warring factions to set their differences aside.”


  “Me…?”


  Sophie was the only one who had that much influence. She understood this. She gave it some thought before finally agreeing. This wasn’t just a way of keeping Sophie away from the fighting, but a genuine call for help.


  “All right, Fran. I’ll go.”


  “Hm. Thanks. Jet, go with Sophie.”


  “Woof…”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll hold out until reinforcements arrive. Please.”


  You’re the only one who can do this, boy. Protect her.


  “Woof.”


  Jet hesitated for a moment but then nodded, still looking concerned. Jet had also grown fond of Sophie in the time that we knew her. He wanted to help her as much as he could.


  “I’ll be off.”


  “Hm. You’re the only one who can do this, Sophie.”


  “I’ll be back soon!”


  Sophie, looking sad, climbed on top of Jet and took off back toward the city. Now we just had to defend this point with our lives until she came back with more soldiers.


  Teacher, it’s time we joined in!


  Yeah.


  Fran was determined, but there was no despair in her. Her mental exhaustion had dissipated with the appearance of her friends. If anything, she was like a child excited to join her friends on a playground.


  The black-and-white girls stood side by side, ready for battle.


  “You’ve gotten stronger, Fran!”


  “You too, Mea!”


  “Ha ha ha! This isn’t all! I’ve developed a secret technique to catch up to you!”


  “Ooh, secret technique!”


  “I know! I’ll show you what it is…if more powerful enemies appear! Look forward to it!”


  “Hm!”


  Well. I would much prefer it if Mea didn’t have to resort to using her secret technique today…


  “Ashes to ashes!”


  “You’re wide open.”


  Those guys were really having fun on the battlefield.


  The battle line stabilized with the addition of Mea and the others. We could safely fight the antibodies even as we cleared out more of them than ever before. The black-and-white duo that was Fran and Mea crushed them with highly coordinated attacks. Protecting their flanks were Velmeria and Zehmet.


  Velmeria attacked the antibodies from the air with her water magic and fists. She was so fast that she was leaving afterimages of herself. Also, her wings allowed sudden acceleration with bursts of mana. Opening her wings also allowed her to slow down and enhance her maneuverability, granting her fast and fluid motion.


  “Pierce! Aqua Lance!”


  Multiple casts of ocean magic at that speed?! And it’s so fast! I can’t even keep track of it.


  Hm!


  Velmeria’s defenses weren’t slacking either, the scales covering her entire body protecting her from antibody attacks. Although not to the extent of Dragon Form, she could still transform parts of her body into a dragon.


  “Haaa!”


  Whoa… The antibodies might as well be tissue paper…!


  Dragon scales covered Velmeria’s arms and grew in size. She crossed her arms in front of her face and flew like a cannonball. It kind of looked like a high-speed flying cross chop. The antibodies caught in her way shattered.


  Velmeria didn’t stop after her charge, grabbing a nearby antibody and swinging it. She was fighting antibodies with antibodies! She fought like a wrestler with her draconian powers, but it suited her perfectly. Fran had easily defeated her before in a training match, but she looked like she would be a lot tougher to take down now.


  Meanwhile, Zehmet had achieved a surprising evolution. Not in the beastman sense of the word… He was using his Class Skill in a completely unique way, so it looked like he had evolved a second time and gained another Class Skill in its place.


  The Blue Cats evolved into Blue Leopards. Their Class Skill was called Leopard Paw and allowed its user to move at high speed while using something that looked like Air Hop. Before, Zehmet had used the Skill to great effect by moving rapidly and fluently across the battlefield. His three-dimensional movement remained fluid, of course, but he was using the Skill a lot more often now.


  That speed combined with his dual blades is an absolute menace.


  He’s kicking them?


  Yeah. He’s using Leopard Paw as an attack.


  Zehmet had added martial arts to his repertoire.


  He deftly cut antibodies in half by adding more force to his kicks in Leopard Paw. He popped their heads off with a high kick, then brought his heel down on their bodies, splitting them in two. The antibodies were massacred by his feet, which were covered in blue mana.


  And his movements weren’t as straightforward as before. Zehmet’s body spun left and right in an incredibly tricky manner. He wasn’t just spinning like a figure skater. He did cartwheels and moved in the manner of a capoeira dancer. His feet and dual blades took full advantage of the spin.


  Based on my observations, Zehmet had more variety to his attacks than before. His tricky movement made him more accurate, and his rotations amplified the force of his attacks. His fighting style had changed completely. This was not the same Zehmet we fought at the tournament.


  I used to think that the Blue Leopard’s Leopard Paw was a pale imitation of the Black Sky Tiger’s Flashing Thunderclap. That probably accounted for the Blue Cats’ resentment of the Black Cats. But looking at Zehmet now, I knew that I had been mistaken. Leopard Paw was a Skill that balanced offense and defense. If anything, it could be more easily geared toward offense. Though it amplified one’s kicking power, one could also use it for movement.


  How could Zehmet not have known how to utilize it before…? Was it possible the Blue Cats didn’t know how to use their own signature ability?


  “Zehmet’s really strong.”


  Fran watched Zehmet with great excitement. The blood knight in her was hyped up by his performance. He was probably strong enough that she wanted to spar with him. I thought that Zehmet could’ve even given Colbert a run for his money.


  Velmeria and Zehmet were just as reliable as Mea now that they had grown stronger.


  Meanwhile, Frederick had taken command of the wall. The suppressing fire and healing spells coming from the wall were much more accurate now, and we could start relying on them for real help.


  “Bah. I’m not even warmed up!”


  “That was really cool, Mea.”


  “Fu ha ha! I know!”


  Fran and the others continued fighting the dwindling number of antibodies. But their forces were much weaker. Fran could now fight while talking with her comrades. I thought there were about two thousand of them left, which shouldn’t have been a problem for our current roster of fighters. But just as things were looking up—


  We’ve got incoming!


  “There’s a lot of them.”


  More antibodies appeared just as we were about to catch our breaths. They were shockingly fast, too. Ten times the speed of the antibodies so far. In five minutes, they would make contact with Cendia.


  And the aura they gave off was thick, suggesting great numbers. It made the antibodies we had been fighting until now feel like a scouting party.


  Mea and the others looked east to where the presence was coming from. A new despair was pressing in on us.


  “What now?”


  “We can’t just leave them be! And we won’t be able to defend Cendia by simply trying to outlast them! We have to give it our all!” Mea said, holding her own sword high.


  To Velmeria and the others, it looked like a very powerful flame enchanted sword. But we knew its true identity.


  “Come, partner! Lind!”


  “Kuooo!”


  Mea called upon Lind, the dragon within her sword. She had been saving this, since there was a timer on her summon.


  “Lind! Long time no see!”


  “Kuo!” Lind cried happily as Fran caressed its neck. 


  It was hard to believe something so cute could come out of a godsword, which was what Drakeblade Lind was. Its true name was Cruel Dragon Sword Lindworm, a godsword able to summon a gigantic dragon.


  But since Mea was unable to unleash its real power, Lind was reduced to a small flying wyvern. It looked a little bigger right now than the last time I saw it, though. Back then, it looked like a low-level red wyvern. This time, it was a proper fire dragon, twice as big, with scales and horns that were more pronounced. Lind must also be reaping the benefits of Mea’s growth.


  With our new ally alongside us, we braced ourselves against the second wave of antibodies.


  “A pack of fanged types are leading them!”


  “I can see a big one, too.”


  “A different pack is behind them!”


  As Mea and Velmeria pointed out, the bulk of the new antibody forces were the quadrupedal fanged types. That explained why the new horde was so fast, despite being several times the size of the last one. Mea also noted the presence of different antibodies in the rear. They just kept coming. Was it because of the season of antibodies?


  “Let’s go! Flashing Thunderclap!”


  Yeah!


  Fran and I cast our spells in anticipation of the advancing antibodies. Countless rock spears made of land magic jutted out of the ground, slanted toward the enemy creating a barrier of stone pikes.


  The antibodies were unable to avoid hundreds of spears which suddenly appeared, and their heads were pierced by the palisade. Although a lot of the fanged types made it through, the barrier succeeded in killing their momentum.


  The head of the horde became more dense as the rear was cut off. Now, we rained our attacks on them.


  Velmeria’s water magic and Mea’s white flame. Lind’s crimson flame and Zehmet’s shockwaves. Finally, our lightning. We rained down our attacks on the antibodies without thinking about saving our resources, resulting in tens of thousands of dead antibodies in just a few minutes.


  This was a fraction of the enemy force, but we succeeded in drawing their attention to us. We wanted to draw as many of them as we could, giving as little reason as we could for them to split up.


  Fran and Mea went after the antibodies to take the fight to them as they ran through the wall of dust.


  The fighting that broke out was on another level. A myriad of fanged types—wolves, tigers, bears, and many others—assaulted us without formation. I thought their lack of coordination would make it easier to defeat them, but I was mistaken. It made their timing difficult to predict and made attacking them more difficult without risking friendly fire.


  Fran and the others finally used their trump cards to wipe out scores of antibodies without prejudice. Mea went harder than all the rest.


  She used golden flames for defense just like the Beast King. This ability was an absolute menace in a brawl. Enemies who came at her were burned to a crisp for their troubles. And the antibodies weren’t shy to attack because of their attraction to her mana. At this rate, the antibodies would continue burning themselves up.


  Meanwhile, Velmeria was just getting started. Finally utilizing Dragon Form, her body was covered in aqua-­colored scales with the exception of her head, and massive amounts of mana swirled around her. Her body was already tough enough, and now she was wrapped in a whirlpool of magic. Putting on this water armor increased her defenses manyfold.


  Velmeria already had her equipment and draconian scales. Now her water armor made her impervious to regular attacks. She kept on counterattacking the antibodies without bothering to defend herself.


  Zehmet seemed to be having the hardest time. Although he was much stronger, he wasn’t an A Rank. Attacks were landing on him, and I was beginning to think that we needed to help him until he shouted.


  “Leopard Leg!”


  Leopard Paw wasn’t the only Skill the Blue Leopard had. The Black Sky Tiger had access to multiple Skills, so I assumed it to be true for other beastmen. Leopard Leg was a Skill which enhanced the power of…well, his legs.


  Although its name was similar to Leopard Paw, Leopard Leg increased Zehmet’s speed even further. He was now faster than Mea. The blue storm that was Zehmet ravaged the antibodies with kicks, even stronger than we had initially thought.


  It looked like we would be able to stem the flood of antibodies for now. Everyone was fighting desperately, though, and I didn’t know how long we could keep it up.


  No one was thinking two steps ahead. No one had the luxury. The furious warriors simply fought the antibodies to their last breath.


  Just when I thought we had stopped the antibodies, something strange happened in Cendia.


  BOOM!


  The ground, then the very air, shook.


  A rumbling came from Cendia and a powerful pillar of mana erupted from it. The white ray of light was visible even from outside the city walls. It looked to be coming from around the Clinic. The light soon disappeared, but the anomaly still carried on.


  A discomfort blanketed us which felt like creeping fear—an unsettling, menacing presence. Fran took notice of it.


  “Something’s there!”


  Yeah. This mana… It’s Phyllia’s!


  Phyllia was certainly powerful in her own right, though much weaker when compared to Fran. Still, even Phyllia couldn’t emit that much mana.


  But the unsettling presence which now caressed our minds refused to go away.


  Instead—


  It’s coming!


  Something’s coming! Fran, be on your guard!


  “Hm!”


  A mass of mana. That was the only way to describe the thing which was hurtling our way at supersonic speed.


  The overwhelming mana presence hovered over the battlefield. It was so thick that I could feel it polluting everything around it as it descended. It felt like it was indiscriminately spreading its mind control powers.


  “Is that Phyllia?”


  That level of malice? No doubt about it.


  Identify bounced off it, but not because of a barrier crystal. This thing was far too powerful.


  It was probably Phyllia. I couldn’t be sure, because everything other than its face was an absolute mess.


  The creature was more monster than man. Its jet-black skin looked like it had been painted with lacquer. Its lower body looked like a raptor. It had thick, reverse-jointed legs, a tail as thick as a log, and leaned its upper body forward in a cat-like posture. Its arms were long enough to scratch the ground, and its neck was equine. Its spinal column protruded from under its skin, abnormally thick and bulky. Wings, white as an angel’s, sprouted from its back like a bird.


  And yet, its head was Phyllia’s. A creature with the body of a monster, the wings of an angel, and the face of Phyllia.


  It looked down on us from the sky. Twisted. Unbalanced. Insane.


  “Kya hah hah! I’ve found you, little Black Cat!”


  Tch! It’s after Fran!


  “The heads of the people have finally bowed to my almighty power! You too will worship me! Now…kneel!”


  Phyllia’s explosive shrieks filled the air. Her voice was infused with powerful mana, likely of the mind control variety.


  “Shut up!”


  Not that it worked against Fran. As strong as Phyllia was, there was no way she could control someone as powerful as Fran. Much to Phyllia’s discontent, she continued cutting down antibodies, grimacing at her voice.


  “What? Child! You dare disobey me?! Come and grovel at my feet! Come worship the saint!”


  “Shuuut uuup! I’ll never bow down to you! I’d rather die!”


  “Kiii! Insolence! Insolence insolence insolence! It only makes sense that my beauty would go unappreciated by worthless filth! Refusing to worship the true saint is the height of insolence!”


  [image: ]


  Fran was worthless filth?! Right back at you, lady! But something Phyllia said caught our attention.


  “Saint?”


  Saint?


  Fran and I resonated in a chorus. Did Phyllia really think she was a saint now? I understand that you can’t judge holiness by appearances…but that? Her white wings were the only part of the get up she got right.


  “That’s right! Behold my peerless beauty! Truly befitting of a saint! I am far more worthy of the title than that other girl can ever be! I am the saint! And those who do not understand deserve to die! Now, cut off your own heads!”


  “Nope.”


  “Insolence! You refuse to die when I have told you to? That is deserving of death!”


  Phyllia was always crazy to begin with, but she had really lost her marbles! There was no talking to her anymore. Not that there ever was!


  “I shall kill you and paint the city with your entrails—Gah! Wh-what are you doing?!”


  Phyllia kept up her ear-piercing shrieks until a white flame blasted her way. It didn’t do much damage, but it managed to spook her. Even as a monster her lack of combat experience was evident.


  Only one person could have hurled that one flame, of course.


  “I don’t know what you’re yapping about, but your unsettling mana must mean you’re an enemy.”


  “Insolence! How dare you resist my influence! You don’t deserve to live!”


  “Don’t think you can control me with your paltry mental manipulation!”


  Phyllia’s sudden appearance had thrown me for a loop. And she had used her mind control on the others, too. It was obvious from the amount of Malice she was spreading around. 


  I looked at our allies. Velmeria and Zehmet didn’t look like they could be mind-controlled, either. It wasn’t a problem at their level. But what about the troops posted at the wall? Things would get hairy if they started attacking us. I had noticed the suppressing fire had gotten thinner…


  But it looked like they were also okay. Frederick, still with them, had done something to help them resist Phyllia’s mind control. The black mana emerging from him cancelled out Phyllia’s own mana. He must be using Malice infused mana to defend the troops. 


  Soon, our support fire returned.


  Fran, we’re going right for Phyllia!


  “Hm! Mea! I’m going in! Take care of the surroundings!”


  “Indeed! You can leave the small fry to me!”


  There was no time to think about pacing ourselves. The antibodies were ignoring Phyllia, and we couldn’t keep the fight going without taking her out first. As the target of Phyllia’s hatred, Fran would have to deal with her.


  “Haaaa!”


  “Giii! You dare attack me, child?! Death to you! Death, death! Die die die!”


  “I’m not dying!”


  “Aaah! Diiie!”


  Phyllia was an amateur at melee combat. She couldn’t keep up with Fran’s movement at all. Meanwhile, all of Fran’s attacks landed squarely on her. Phyllia unleashed some shockwaves, but her exaggerated windup made them easy to avoid.


  Phyllia couldn’t use the immense power she had received. But our advantage wasn’t overwhelming, either.


  Our attacks were powerful enough to take out a mid-tier dragon, but it was barely doing anything to Phyllia. A fully charged Pressurized Quickdraw made nothing more than a scratch…and that scratch quickly regenerated. Her origin as a healer might have granted her enhanced regeneration.


  Phyllia’s internal mana was going down, but it was only a fraction of her total capacity.


  Meanwhile, we were on our last legs. We had started this battle of defense already exhausted. Fran had been pushing through her limits to get here. She had been gulping back the blood and stomach acid building at the back of her throat to keep fighting, trying her best to stay awake.


  Fran screamed, her small body folding. If it weren’t for the constant recovery and life magics, the connection between her mind and body would’ve been severed, leaving her unconscious on the battlefield.


  Even then, Fran still fought in the highest gear she had available to her.


  “Raaah!”


  “Kiii! Die die diiie!”


  “Urgh!”


  Hang in there, Fran!


  Phyllia had locked in on Fran, ignoring Mea and the others around her.


  As long as we had her full attention—


  “Burn!”


  “Gah! Hot! What was that?!”


  Mea and the others were free to do as they pleased. They had been preparing their own attacks even while they were fighting off antibodies.


  A ring of red flames wrapped around Phyllia, restricting her movement. And the flames weren’t going away any time soon since Mea had put a considerable amount of mana into them.


  Now, Mea slowly approached her.


  “Golden flames! White fire! Burn the enemy in a frenzy!”


  “Gugaaah!”


  Mea pushed the small sun in the palm of her hand into Phyllia. Unleashed, the white fire turned into a pillar.


  A beautiful, quiet, fearsome pillar.


  But now wasn’t the time to be enchanted by such things. Fran and I were in the middle of distancing ourselves as much as we could.


  Mea knew Fran would be able to get away, but things would end badly if she got caught up in Mea’s attack.


  The swirling white fire engulfed the surrounding antibodies. The flames spread over a fifty-meter diameter, turning over a thousand antibodies to ash. This must have been Mea’s trump card.


  But such a powerful attack would come at a cost.


  “Urgh…!”


  Mea suppressed the howl of pain escaping her lips. What had happened?


  My answer came when the fire died away. As Mea emerged, the arm which had held the white fire had turned reddish black with terrible burns. The Black Sky Tiger possessed Thunder Immunity, so I thought it natural for Mea—a Golden Fire Lion—to possess Flame Immunity to protect herself from her own flames.


  For her to be burned by her platinum flames must mean that it surpassed Flame Immunity’s capacity. Mea must have had one foot in godflame territory. The slow healing of her burns must have been because of the flame’s divine nature, however faint. The slightest miscalculation would have left her maimed.


  And yet Mea’s fighting spirit had only increased from using such a dangerous technique, even if it meant hurting herself as a result.


  The child of flames glared beyond the white fire with glimmering eyes. Wearing her cloak of furious flames, the lion held her sword again, facing the monster now emitting white smoke. Even Phyllia was unable to withstand the intense heat.


  A large hole opened up, starting from her right shoulder down to the middle of her torso. Her black skin was burned raw, splitting like tires left out in summer. But Phyllia still wasn’t going down.


  “Aaah! It burns! Hot! It buuurns! Die!”


  Phyllia continued screaming as her body began to glow white. It was mind control, but it didn’t feel as unsettling as before. Like she was trying to control us, but not really trying… 


  It was because we weren’t her target to begin with.


  No, the targets of Phyllia’s mind control were the countless squirming antibodies on the battlefield.


  “Gigigiii!”


  “Gyashu!”


  The antibodies are protecting Phyllia?


  Before, the antibodies had completely ignored Phyllia, treating her like she didn’t exist and only focusing on attacking Fran and the others. Now they formed a wall around her to shield her from our attacks.


  This is bad…!


  They weren’t just protecting her, either. The antibodies turned toward her, pouring copious amounts of mana into her. Phyllia quickly regenerated thanks to their effort.


  “Aaaah! You’ve done it now! Die to atone for your sins!”


  We had fought beyond our limits, and Phyllia and the antibodies were still in top condition. And Phyllia might continue healing as long as the antibodies were around. Honestly, it didn’t look like we could stop them at this point. In a few moments, the antibodies would break through our defenses and overrun Cendia like an avalanche.


  The footfall of tragedy was getting closer.


   


  ASIDE: WEST GATE, DOLOULET


   


  VWAM!


  Howling Dog’s arrow shrieked through the air, tearing through several antibodies at once. The drake’s arrow killed more than one target per shot.


  Even if we were currently allies, hearing the arrow loosed still shook me to my core.


  Meanwhile, my boys were absolutely terrified. Milanlieu was asked if she had silent arrows, and she just said No! with a cheerful smile on her face.


  The arrow had multiple purposes. Milanlieu said, “My arrows are like a dragon’s roar! They terrify the enemy and encourage my allies!”


  I thought that her arrows terrified her allies just as much as her enemies.


  But I got it. The enemies would quake in fear if every arrow fired meant another one dead in their ranks. Soon enough, they would jump at anything that sounded remotely similar to it.


  That would certainly boost her troops’ morale. But such tactics weren’t as effective against the antibodies. They didn’t feel fear, after all. And Milanlieu’s current allies had been her enemies just the day before. A lot of us worried that one of her arrows would fly right into our backs.


  Still, I had to admit that the woman provided the most firepower on the battlefield.


  The antibody horde we faced was several times larger than they usually were. Morale needed to be high.


  She would sulk if she wasn’t allowed to fight the way she wanted to. Letting her do as she pleased was way to go, but…


  “Fine. I’m going to the front. Take over command.”


  “S-sir! Take care, boss!”


  I was still the Third Seat of the Bloodfangs. I had a lot of confidence in my melee skills. Fighting on the frontlines was a sure way to fire up the boys. Problem was, I was still tired after using my special Skill on a drake in the underground chamber. Not that I had time to whine about it!


  “Short Jump!”


  I hopped into enemy territory with a short-range teleportation spell. Honestly, teleportation wasn’t my strong suit. Casting and charging a spell took way too long and way too much out of me. I didn’t have much use for it in battle.


  But the boys were excited to see something they didn’t usually get to see.


  “Hey-oh! Come on, guys! Let’s do like Boss Doloulet and get these antibody bastards!”


  The other squads charged ahead, incited by the excitement of our own cronies. There were a lot of antibodies, but this was nothing a little elbow grease couldn’t handle.


  Vwam!


  Another one of Howling Dog’s arrows shrieked past me. Right next to my ear. Was she doing that on purpose?


  “Relay a message for me.”


  “Of course!”


  “Tell Howling Dog to fire more of her arrows!”


  Might as well go all out!


   


  ASIDE: SOUTH GATE, GEPH


   


  “DON’T GET LAZY NOW, PUPPER!”


  “That’s my line, you lizard bastard!”


  “What’d you just say?”


  “You deaf?”


  I couldn’t believe I had to hold the line next to that runt! And after all the crap he’d given me over the years! Screw it. This was my chance to settle once and for all that I was better than him!


  “Yo, runt! How about a wager?”


  “You read my mind, skink!”


  “Let’s see who can take out the most antibodies in this fight! We’ll compare points at the end!”


  “No cheating!”


  “I won’t! Unlike you!”


  “Shove it, dumbass!”


  We compared our antibody cards for a moment and split up. Too close and our points would be shared with each other.


  I couldn’t lose to the mutt now! I went in spear blazing! With this many antibodies, I had no shortage of bodies to pile up!


  “All right! Malice Whirl!”


  I used an area-of-effect attack imbued with Malice. It was a move which saw little use outside of fiend drake halflings. Using it outside of Goldicia would brand you a heretic or a practitioner of fiendmancy.


  The Malice disrupted the antibodies’ mana, lowering their defenses. Their bodies shattered from the immediate impact of the accompanying whirling shockwave. Antibodies were mostly made of mana, and they were perfect prey. All I needed was to keep up the momentum and I would win this duel!


  “Awooo!”


  Tch! Just when I was feeling good about killing all those antibodies. Wangon started smelling even more like a dog, having Awakened. He was a real force to be reckoned with in that state.


  His howling had the same effect as my Malice in that it disrupted the enemy’s mana.


  “Can you pipe down, you dirty stray?!”


  “Don’t get your scales in a twist! Unless you want me to blow you away along with the rest of the antibodies.”


  “Man… You guys really never give it a rest, huh?”


  “Whuzzat?”


  “Huh?”


  One of my subordinates said something as I was arguing with the damn dog.


  “Care to repeat that?”


  “N-no, sir.”


  “Ha ha ha! Someone’s getting deaf!”


  “Shut up! And stop eavesdropping! This is the problem with you strays!”


  “Shut up, reptile!”


  “Huh?”


  “What?”


  “This is the only thing that keeps them going.”


  I thought I heard something again. I wouldn’t have this much trouble hearing if the runt would stop barking!


   


  ASIDE: NORTH GATE, GAZUOLE


   


  “BREINE, I WILL TAKE POINT. Can I trust you with support?”


  “No problem! Looks like I’ve got an easy day ahead of me with you on the field.”


  “What are you talking about? Things are about to get infernally busy.”


  “I know that! I’m just making jokes!”


  The man grinning and waving his hand was Breine, First Seat of the Bloodfang Squad. Aggressive and violent, yet kind-hearted. Just the kind of man you wanted to fight alongside.


  Although we had clashed before in the past, Breine wasn’t one to let old grudges cloud his judgment. I could trust him with my back. He was an accomplished fighter, but his real worth lay with his command of the middle guard. From there he could attack the enemy from a distance with wind magic and weaken them with his Class Skill, Hex.


  Breine also possessed command Skills to boost his comrades’ morale and increase their strength. I was superior to him in raw fighting strength, but Breine was more confident as a battlefield commander.


  The Bloodfangs weren’t only hated for their short temper. They were feared because of the talents of their leaders like Breine. Their own colleagues spread rumors about them so that they would not be trusted.


  “Windscale! Let’s do that thing we talked about.”


  “Indeed! Ready when you are!”


  “Haaa! Time to get blown away!”


  Breine aimed a wind spell at me and fired. But it wasn’t by mistake. My wind barrier could take wind spells to bolster its thickness. Knowing this, Breine purposely used an offensive wind spell on me. We had used this tactic before when we fought antibodies together in the past.


  “Tch! You’re as tough as ever! You took all of my wind!”


  “Fu ha ha! It’ll to take a lot of effort for a wind spell to break my wind barrier!”


  “I’ll make you fly one day!”


  Even as he said that, Breine was already eliminating the antibodies around me. As quick as he was to complain, he was just as quick to get to work. Was this what the younger drakes called tsundere? Thinking about it that way, it made his bad habits seem almost cute.


  “What? Quit smiling while we’re fighting.”


  “Ah. Apologies.”


  “Focus on the job!”


  “Ha ha ha! Of course!”


  An oppressive Malice passed overhead. What was that? It seemed to come from the broken east wall.


  “Hrmm. What now, Breine?! Shall we move out and give that side support?”


  “No! We’ve got our hands full here! The Black Lightning Princess is covering the east gate! It’s in good hands!” 


  Breine was right. We couldn’t let up our defense of the north gate. This year’s antibody season was different in scale. Usually, there would be forty to fifty thousand antibodies assaulting Cendia. While they weren’t easy to fend off, the combined Cendian forces could handle them.


  This year, there were fifty thousand antibodies at each gate. And it seemed like more were gathering in the east gate as we spoke.


  “Windscale! We’ll have to focus on defending this position!”


  “Indeed! So it shall be!”


  The least we could do now was hold off the antibodies here and defend the gate!


  “We shall protect the north gate even if it kills us!”


  “Ha ha! That’s the spirit!”


   


  ASIDE: URSLARS


   


  “WELL, IT LOOKS LIKE I’ll have to handle this myself.”


  On the plains to the west of the unregistered city of Cendia, over a hundred thousand antibodies had swarmed and were advancing toward the east.


  At first, I followed some suspicious-looking drakes who seemed to be attracting antibodies to themselves. I captured several of them, but by the time I figured out their plans, it was too late. The drakes were bait to herd antibodies together and lure them to Cendia.


  I could tell that other antibody hordes were already swarming the unregistered city. I didn’t know why, but it didn’t change what I had to do.


  “Fran and the others are there. They’ll figure something out.”


  But Cendia wouldn’t be able to withstand the combined forces if all the antibodies headed its way.


  “There are a lot of people I’d like to keep alive in that town. I’m not holding back.”


  Time to go crazy!


  Chapter 5:
Hope of the Unregistered City


   


  BROKEN AND BATTERED.


  Such was the state of Fran and the others.


  “Raaah!”


  Fran swung me, fighting back pain and exhaustion.


  “Kya ha ha! What’s wrong? You look so tired!”


  “Shuuut uuup!”


  Phyllia had quickly healed from the damage Mea dealt and was attacking Fran in her usual amateurish way. But we were beyond exhausted and unable to fight at full strength. The only thing pushing Fran forward was pure will.


  “Huff, huff… Teyaaa!”


  The way she panted made it sound like she had a cold, like there was something wrong with her throat or lungs. I wanted to propose a retreat, but there was no way Fran would run away from this situation.


  “Deryaaa! Buuurn!”


  “Shatter! Water Dragon Blast!”


  Mea and Velmeria were having just as hard of a time on the other side of the battlefield.


  Mea’s white hair and skin was filthy with her own blood and dirt. Velmeria’s arms splattered blood every time she swung them. Her scales and nails were being torn off. Zehmet’s right ear had been ripped away. There was no way Fran would leave her friends when they were fighting so desperately. Fran continued fighting beyond her limits to defeat Phyllia.


  Obviously, they weren’t able to defeat all of the antibodies. Many had already broken through the wall and passed into Cendia. This only made me more frantic.


  “Aaah~! Yes! I can feel power gathering to me! More, more! I can finally put this to use!”


  “Hrm?”


  Her mana is increasing…fast!


  Phyllia’s jet-black body began shivering as a look of ecstasy passed across her face. Mana was increasing inside her. Fran distanced herself as much as she could, sensing danger was afoot.


  “Aah ha ha! Time to wake up! Sacred Lyric!”


  Phyllia’s tail grew longer as she screamed. It extended to a length of ten meters from its original two meters. At the tip of her snake-like tail was a strange white sword whose hilt was fused to her tail, revealing only its blade and guard.


  But the beauty of the sword was immediately evident. The pure white blade shone with a blue hue when the light hit it just right. In contrast, its guard was tinted black and covered with a strange red glow. The blade was a longsword, but with a bulb at the tip that looked like a spade. A white crystal was set in the center of it.


  The sword would’ve looked magically beautiful if it hadn’t been buried inside of Phyllia’s body. The name she cried out, Sacred Lyric, must have been the sword’s name.


  “Kya ha ha! Worship meee!”


  “Ah!”


  Phyllia screeched and approached us. Her attack was amateurish as ever, but ten times more dangerous as she flicked her tail at devastating speeds. Her tail looked like it had a mind of its own. It used Phyllia’s body as a distraction to exploit our blind spots. And all at a high speed.


  If it hadn’t been for our experience fighting Amanda, the whip-like tail would’ve landed on Fran.


  Fran dodged the white sword by a hair’s breadth as it snapped at her like a spear. Once out of harm’s way, she brought me down on the tail to slash it.


  A solid hit, but not enough to cut the tail off as it slithered away at the moment of impact. Fran left a cut across the tail, but the intense mana surrounding Phyllia had formed a barrier around it.


  “Die die die!”


  She’s even crazier than before! It’s like “die” is her birdcall! Did she get consumed after absorbing the antibodies?


  Phyllia’s movement became more animalistic as she began to lose the light of reason. Her attacks were sharper than ever before, an animalistic fighting style more suited to her current form. The white sword was as dangerous as ever. Although it didn’t have a mind of its own, it was clearly trying to catch us off guard.


  “Gah!”


  Fran! That one barely nicked you and yet…! I’m healing you now!


  Phyllia pelted us with attacks, defending herself with regeneration. But the monster had more tricks up her sleeve.


  “Ah ha ha! Now that we have an audience, I think it’s time to let the people hear my voice!”


  Audience? What was she talking about? Scared Lyric whipped out a large boulder, but it didn’t launch it at Fran. Instead, it placed the gigantic white boulder in the distance.


  “Listen to my holy song! Sacred Lyric! Raaah!”


  “Shuuut…! Uuup…!”


  A sonic attack!


  I thought Phyllia was going to start holding the white sword in her mouth. Instead, she screamed into it. But it wasn’t random screaming. Although it sounded like ultrasonic screeching, her cadence was like an opera singer. It was hell on our ears, but what she was belting out into the white sword was a song.


  A song for monsters sung by a monster.


  The antibodies within hearing distance powered up. The crystal embedded within Sacred Lyric seemed to amplify the power of Magic Song like a microphone. Meanwhile, the sound resonated out of the boulder Phyllia was perched on like a speaker!


  The shrill shriek echoed throughout the battlefield and was as exhausting as it was distracting.


  These antibodies are getting annoying!


  The powered-up antibodies were pushing us back, forcing us to go on the defensive.


  In a moment, the tide had turned from us nearly defeating Phyllia to being on the edge of defeat ourselves.


  The words Unleash Potential flashed in the back of my mind. This was our true win button, only to be used in the most desperate of times. We might be able to turn this thing around if we did. But even I had doubts.


  The exhaustion from Castell was still overwhelming, along with the tough fights here in Cendia. I didn’t think that we could take on the heavy burden that Unleash Potential would require. I was not interested in dying just to defeat Phyllia.


  I supposed dying in battle to defeat her would be worth something. But there was a high chance that Fran and I would end up killing ourselves if we used Unleash Potential now. Fran knew this too, which was why she hadn’t proposed it.


  But we needed to put our lives on the line to get out of this situation. And that’s when it happened.


  “Hm?” Fran looked up, mystified. The cat ears on her head started twitching.


  Fran?


  “I hear…singing.”


  What? Singing? Not Phyllia’s screaming?


  Just as I was about to listen in, the ground started glowing bright gold. Mana flowed through us. Powerful mana, too.


  At first glance, I thought Urslars had finally arrived. But I was mistaken. The mana filling the battlefield was kind and gentle, nothing like the ogrekin’s. It was clarifying, chasing away Phyllia’s unsettling mana like a bad dream. A pure and refreshing feeling washed over us with the mana’s presence.


  As the sound of Sacred Lyric was muted, Fran beamed and looked toward Cendia.


  Sophie’s back…!


  Yeah! This mana is definitely hers!


  Saint Sophilia had finally returned. I could sense her presence from beyond the broken city wall. And she wasn’t alone. Thousands of people were coming behind her.


  But that was strange. There were too many people. Even if you took into account all the outlaws and adventurers in Cendia, it was almost like—


  Before I could come to my conclusion, Fran murmured something. There wasn’t a trace of weakness in her voice.


  “Power is flowing through me.”


  Me too.


  Fran’s wounds started healing. Her stamina and mana steadily recovered. The music ringing through the battlefield was giving us power. The music was layered sound, like an orchestra—something you couldn’t play by yourself. Had Sophie found a band of minstrels or something?


  But the song… The singing that accompanied Sophie’s music wasn’t her own. It was the voice of hundreds—no, thousands of people all singing in chorus.


  “I know this song.”


  It’s the one the adventurers were singing in a bar.


  A cheerful, upbeat song, popular in Nocta and Cendia. In any part of Goldicia, really. A song meant for adventurers.


  “We are adventurers! Adventurers in the land of gold!”


  “We don’t fear nothin’!”


  “Not dragons, not demons, nothin’!”


  “Not even antibody hordes!”


  The chorus wasn’t a lyrical masterpiece. But each sang with her own heart, not quite in tune, but as one. I couldn’t really compliment them on their skill, but their emotions were more than enough.


  Thousands of voices flew high through the sky. We felt power welling up inside us the more we listened to it.


  “They’re cheering us on.”


  They sure are.


  It wasn’t ordinary music. This was a chant to encourage Fran and the others. 


  You can do it!


  You can’t lose now!


  We’ll fight with you!


  Such were the emotions carried with the words. A quick listen was enough to convey that.


  Our wounds were healing. Our stamina and mana were recovering. But above all else, the stark fact that Fran and the others weren’t fighting alone was blasted into our heads.


  “Fran! I’ve brought reinforcements!”


  “Sophie!”


   


  ASIDE: SOPHILIA


   


  I GOT ON JET’S BACK and rode into Cendia. His legs were much stronger than I expected, scaling buildings and making short work of long roads with ease. But our results were far from ideal. Our first destination was the tower. I thought about asking the guards there for help…


  But all available guards had been mobilized to the gates. Seriadot was nowhere to be seen. The guard captain had taken command and twisted his face when he saw me, thinking that I was nothing more than a nuisance. He wouldn’t give the order to send reinforcements no matter how much I begged.


  He needed to protect the tower. The other organizations couldn’t be trusted. What was the point if the city itself was destroyed?


  I asked the other guards personally, and they wouldn’t move without the captain’s permission. These must have been the captain’s personal subordinates, and they were in the middle of evacuating valuable resources. Money, jewels, medicine… They put everything in evacuation item pouches and were carrying them out. Most of them seemed to be the personal belongings of the captain and his men. The people in charge of the organization were busy securing their own fortunes in this time of crisis.


  Their shallow-mindedness brought tears to my eyes—I was embarrassed because Fran and the others were fighting for Cendia, putting their lives on the line. The Clinic was a lost cause. At least all of the patients had been evacuated, Seriadot being the one who had given that order.


  I gave up on the Clinic and moved on. Mea, Velmeria, and Frederick had convinced the Beastman Council and Drake King Council to help. That left the Adventurers’ Guild…


  But not long after we left the tower, a loud rumbling sounded from behind us that made me jump. I turned to look back in a hurry.


  A pillar of light was gushing out of the tower, engulfing it completely. For all its beauty, I couldn’t stop shivering. What was this foreboding light…? And what of the people who were still at the Clinic?


  “Jet! We have to go back to the Clinic!”


  “Grrr!”


  “Jet?”


  I begged Jet to take us back, but he showed no signs of relenting. He growled, getting low to the ground, and blocked my path as I tried to go back. I thought I could see a hint of fear and distress on his face.


  “Woof!”


  Jet sensed something dangerous and was now pointing to the sky. I followed his snout and saw a black…something where the top of the tower was supposed to be. And it was…moving? Was it alive? My skin crawled with goosebumps as if a deeply unsettling mana was caressing it. It was…disgusting.


  And then that black thing flew toward the east gate.


  “That’s where Fran and the others are…!”


  Would they be okay? If we went back now… But Jet nibbled on the hem of my robes and tugged.


  “Woof!”


  “Jet… We shouldn’t go back?”


  “Woof!”


  Jet pointed his nose in the direction of the guild, urging me to stick to the plan. So, it was decided. I would be of little use even if I went back now. Might as well come back with reinforcements.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Awooo!”


  The guild was all but deserted by the time we got there, most of the adventurers already being deployed to the gates. The east gate wasn’t the only one swarmed by antibodies, and they had few resources to spare. The submaster said that they couldn’t spare any more adventurers since the guild needed to be defended. Even if there would be nothing left to defend if Cendia was destroyed…


  I pressed him, saying that we needed reinforcements, and got shouted down for it. He had seen the pillar of light and sensed the impending danger. He was already preparing to leave the city and attached some of his own adventurers to escort him safely out of it. I couldn’t believe that adventurers would look to their own safety at a time like this.


  The Adventurers’ Guild was a dead end, and so I thought to go to the smaller organizations to seek help…


  “Sorry, Saint Sophilia, but our hands are tied. We’ve got no one left to deploy.”


  “I know it’s tough but the city’s in danger!”


  “We’ve already dispatched our usual troops for the city’s defense.”


  “The usual won’t cut it! I just need the few people that are here, please!”


  “We can’t cut back on security any further. If the other organizations are willing to help, we’ll follow their lead.”


  They were protecting their property from looters since they couldn’t trust the others. Everywhere was the same answer. They would make excuses regarding the other ­organizations, or they couldn’t afford to issue more troops than they already had. Some of them were even preparing to escape. Some promised to send reinforcements, but those were far and few in between. For all the organizations I visited, I came up with very little.


  “Why…? Don’t they want to protect Cendia?”


  “Woof.”


  “Are you cheering me up?”


  “Arf…”


  Jet licked my cheek. He knew that I was feeling down after what had just happened. And I knew he was still worried about Fran, his owner.


  I couldn’t stop here. Not now.


  This thing’s strong…!


  “Huh?”


  What was that? I thought I heard Fran’s voice…


  “Did you hear that, Jet?”


  “Arf?”


  Jet tilted his head, having heard nothing. But I was sure I wasn’t hearing things. I could hear Fran’s voice clearly as if she were right next to me.


  But I can still fight!


  There it was again! Again Fran’s voice rang in my ear. At the same time, Magic Strings Lauda began quivering at my waist. Was it transferring Fran’s voice to me? I put my hand on Lauda and focused. It was emitting mana.


  I can’t lose now… For Sophie’s sake!


  “Fran…”


  Was it trying to encourage me by relaying what my friend was going through?


  This was the first time—no, maybe it happened once before? Huh…? Had this happened before?


  “Woof?”


  “Sorry, Jet. We can’t dawdle now, can we?!”


  “Woof!”


  “Let’s go. For Fran and the others.”


  We needed to get them help no matter what. I continued visiting the bases of other small organizations but failed to get reinforcements. Everyone was thinking about leaving since they’d seen that unsettling light. Some even mocked me for trying to fight.


  “It’s hopeless!”


  Tears started flowing as I walked. Everything felt pathetic. My own uselessness, the cowardly faces of those who grandstanded, this whole situation where those very people were the only ones I could turn to.


  “Umm, Saint Sophilia…? Is everything all right?”


  “Huh?”


  I looked up to see several men standing over me. Regular civilians of the city. They had large bags on their backs, ready to leave Cendia.


  More tears flowed from the sight. Even the people of the city thought it was a lost cause. And I thought they were cowards for it.


  Fran was putting her life on the line for this city!


  Was there ever a point in protecting this city which had done nothing but hurt her? I’d heard the conversation she had with the now-dead guildmaster. Cendia’s underbelly was crawling with illegal slavers; wouldn’t it be better for Fran if it was blotted out?


  I knew I was being stupid. The only reason Fran was fighting was for me. Because I wanted to protect Cendia. That was reason enough for her to protect it. 


  Well, I couldn’t give up now. I would be trampling on her resolve if I did. I had to come back with reinforcements!


  And then I saw a spear that one of the men was carrying. Everyone in Cendia was armed. They had to be to defend themselves from criminals. As much as the organizations agreed to leave civilians alone, some still fell victim to ordinary crime. Some of their weapons were probably hand-me-downs from their families.


  And then I had a thought. Maybe they could fight? As long as they were armed, they could handle low-level antibodies—


  But it was impossible, if you actually gave it some thought. These men probably weren’t able to do that.


  But desperate as I was, I said, “I need people to fight for the city.”


  “Huh? What?”


  “Cendia will fall at this rate. Will you fight with me?”


  “Huh? No way, we can’t do that!”


  “Yeah. We have no experience!”


  “Please!”


  “I’m telling you, we can’t!”


  “That’s right!”


  “The people who are fighting for us might all die!”


  Naturally, the men shook their heads in disagreement even if I was the one making the plea. It should’ve been obvious. They weren’t prepared to fight, physically or mentally. They were used to being protected.


  “L-look, we just need to let the guys who know how to fight do the fighting for us! No one ever trained us for this! This isn’t how it’s supposed to go!”


  “H-he’s right! It’s their job to protect us! And dying is part of the job!”


  “We don’t wanna be patronizing…but those guys can die on the battlefield for all I care!”


  And such were the citizens of Cendia… They had a point. I was the one being unreasonable by asking them to fight in the first place.


  But to mock and belittle those who were valiantly fighting for them!


  Fran and the others were risking their lives for these people…


  Despair. It was overwhelming… It was over. Cendia would fall. Might as well do what I could to save Fran and the others. Help them escape. If nothing else, I wanted them to live.


  It was then that it happened.


  “What the hell are you talking about, useless man?!”


  “Ergh! M-ma!”


  “How dare you talk to Saint Sophilia that way! You don’t care about our soldiers, you say? And after everything they’ve done to keep your head on your neck!”


  “I-I meant—”


  “I don’t wanna hear it! Also! Looks like you and your boys are getting to escape? By yourselves! You lousy bastards!”


  “Urgh!”


  “I had to marry an idiot because the good men were all gone. I can see that was a mistake!”


  Uhh, was this lady the man’s wife? The man looked like he was about to start arguing, but the woman clocked him, shutting him up.


  The wives of the other men had also appeared to beat the others senseless. I didn’t even feel sorry enough to heal them.


  “And you are…?”


  “Apologies, Saint Sophilia! I am Anna, head of the Third District Housewives!”


  “I am Merry, head of the Second District Shopping Center Housewives.”


  “Bassa, head of the Fifth District Housewives, at your service!”


  The housewives bowed their heads one after another. I felt more people coming from behind them, their footsteps in the thousands. When I looked up, the main street was packed full of people with brave looks on their faces and weapons in their hands.


  “Why…?”


  “I heard a mysterious voice! That’s your friend out there fighting for us, isn’t it? Can’t exactly sit here and twiddle our thumbs, can we?!”


  “That’s right! We can’t be afraid when that precious little girl is fighting so hard!”


  Had Lauda transmitted Fran’s voice to these people, as well?


  “Forget what these brutes said to you.”


  “They’re a very small minority! I knew they were useless, but to be such ungrateful bastards, too?! We’re getting a divorce when I’m finished with those antibodies!”


  “Same here! Maybe we should take them with us and put them on the front lines!”


  The women grabbed their respective men and bellowed with laughter. I was filled with hope.


  “We’re Cendians! And we’re not about to sit here and let everyone else do the fighting for us! It’s time to show those monsters what we’re made of!”


  “That’s right! We’re all in agreement! We can’t abandon the ones who are fighting for us!”


  “So come on, Saint Sophilia! Time to save your friends!”


  “Yes… Yes!”


  There were still those who refused to abandon the city. The people and I walked together. I felt a great warmth, not just from Jet who was right next to me, but from the mass of people behind us.


  Despair and cowardice no longer had a place in my heart. So many had stood up to defend Cendia—for Fran and for those who couldn’t fight for themselves. My tears started flowing again, but for the opposite reason.


  I looked back to see a look of resolve on everyone’s faces. Everyone knew that they might die today. Even so, they were resolved to fight.


  I couldn’t let them get reckless. I needed to steel myself too and put everything on the table. I needed to give it my all, until my fingers bled and vocal cords ripped…!


  When I made my quiet resolution, Lauda began quivering at my waist. A different kind of reverberation from when it transmitted Fran’s thoughts.


  Lauda pulsed as if it was alive. I went to touch it and—


  “Ah—!”


  I remembered. How could I forget? The atrocities of that painful day… Was I the one who forgot? Or did Lauda make me forget?


  But now I remembered. The power I had when I killed my adoptive father. Lauda’s true form. Powerful and terrifying, the ability to turn me into a devil or an angel.


  “Jet, we have to run.”


  “Woof?”


  “Don’t worry. No one will be left behind.”


  Was it because I remembered Lauda’s true power? The sound it made when I plucked its strings was clearer than ever before, and the power carried through its sound was greater than ever before.


  My fingers kept playing, having been healed at some point. Was this also Lauda’s doing? They felt light, moving more fluidly than they ever had.


  I could tell that the song I was playing gave the people behind me power.


  “S-Saint Sophilia? What’s going on…?”


  “Let’s run! You can run as fast as you can now!”


  I got on top of Jet and he ran, understanding my will. An ordinary human wouldn’t be able to keep up with his speed, but everyone was stronger now. Their feet were reaching speeds they could only dream about as they followed Jet. It was as if he was leading them along on a rope.


  I looked back and saw everyone keeping pace.


  And then I saw antibodies in front of us. Fran and the others were unable to completely hold them off, and some had made it into Cendia. But it was going to be all right.


  “Grrr! Woof!”


  Jet’s magic destroyed several antibodies. But Jet wasn’t alone.


  “They look kind of slow!”


  “And weak!”


  “Take this!”


  Anna and the others attacked the antibodies with frying pans and spears. A single hit was enough to take them down. This was not natural, no matter how weak the antibodies were.


  “I-is this because of your powers, Saint Sophilia?”


  “It’s because of your courage! I’m just helping!”


  “Th-this is amazing!”


  “We have nothing to be afraid of!”


  Although initially confused, their faces soon turned resolute.


  With their newfound powers, they understood that they were going into battle. No one deserted. I couldn’t have asked for a more steadfast army.


  Their resolve and emotions flowed through me, resonating within me.


  “Jet, you might be startled by what comes next, but don’t stop running.”


  “Woof? Arf, arf!”


  “Ha ha! Thank you.”


  Jet barked formidably as I thanked him by caressing his neck.


  “Lauda, lend me your strength.”


  I put my fingers on the harp, and it reverberated stronger than before.


  I was now able to put its powers to their proper use. Not like last time. Things were going to be all right.


  I plucked Lauda’s strings, letting it ring notes of blinding clarity. These notes cancelled out any notes of doubt I had left. Lauda was going to respond to my emotions, I just knew it. I trusted it.


  I took a deep breath—and shouted.


  “Let sound your holy song! Oratorio!”


  The harp in my hands reverberated.


  “Godsword Release!”


  Lauda let out a powerful burst of light as its shape shifted like clay in my hands.


  “W-wuff?”


  “That’s right. This is the true form of Magic Strings Lauda!”


  The light split into many rays, dancing around us.


  “Communion Sword Oratorio. A godsword.”


  This godsword was first unleashed on the day I killed my adoptive father. I used Lauda’s power, overlaying it with my own feelings of anger and hatred. That was the first and last time I heard Oratorio’s sound.


  Ever since I was little, I was sensitive to the emotions of others. I didn’t think it was strange, but people told me that it was a rare talent to have. A talent that allowed everyone to enjoy my music. I thought that was all that my talent amounted to.


  But I realized something on the day I cursed my adoptive father with Lauda. The resentful cries of the villagers, the insane laughter of my father. I took all of those pitch-black emotions inside me.


  Anger and guilt. Fear and remorse. Sorrow and hatred. All of those negative emotions destroyed my heart.


  Some of my emotions were sealed that day, along with memories of the godsword. No, the godsword must have taken my memories. If they had remained, the immense fear and guilt I felt would have destroyed me. At the time, Oratorio was nothing more but an instrument of destruction and despair.


  But despair wasn’t the only sound Oratorio could make. The instrument Oratorio was named after could make sounds of hope and bring joy to the world. I was sure of it.


  As if answering the call, Oratorio showed me the proper way to play it.


  I played the silver harp in my arms, now too big to fit in my hands. Several instruments materialized around me. Drums, organs, violins, castanets, and more. All of the instruments I had mastered surrounded me in a semi-circle, playing as one.


  All of this was Oratorio. It changed its shape as I directed it, playing the perfect sounds that I willed.


  Now I could play a myriad of different instruments at once. The ultimate instrument for a magical musician. This was Communion Sword Oratorio.


  “Everyone, lend me your strength!”


  “A-all right, but how do we do that?”


  Anna and the others were stunned at the appearance of Oratorio but immediately answered my call. They were all listening to me, so I made my request.


  “Sing!”


  “What? You mean…now?”


  Everyone was predictably bewildered. Of course they were. But this was how we were going to save Fran and the others.


  “Yes! Don’t worry. You all know this song!”


  “All right then! If that’s what you want, Saint Sophilia, you’re gonna get it! We trust you!”


  “Thank you.”


  Anna’s words were enough to convince everybody present. They straightened their backs and got ready to sing. But the song I was about to play wasn’t something so stiff.


  [image: ]


  It was a song everyone on this continent knew. A song common enough to be a lullaby, though maybe a little too violent. The song had made its way into me during the eight years I’d been in Cendia.


  “Essence of Communion… Compose: Song of the Adventurer.”


  I wrote a music sheet to give form to the emotions and power of the song. I couldn’t remember the last time I was so excited to play music.


  “Here goes.”


  I let out a small sigh and wove hope into my voice.


  “Risking our lives in the dangerous land of gold! A get-rich-quick scheme! That’s the dream!”


  “That song…”


  “Oh, I know this one!”


  “But why this song?”


  Everyone recognized the song as soon as I started singing. But now they were bewildered for a different reason.


  It wasn’t exactly a song you sang going into battle. It was a cheerful tavern song with vulgar lyrics, showing the good and bad of an adventurer’s life.


  But, having been handed down through the ages, this was a song of adventure and connection. This was the only song that would do in a situation like this.


  I turned back and looked at the people, urging them, “All together now!” 


  The emotion in my eyes got through to them. Anna and the others started singing along. They were a bit shy at first, but as more and more joined in, they found their footing and got louder.


  “We are adventurers~ Adventurers in the land of gold~”


  “We don’t fear nothin’!”


  “Not dragons, not demons, nothin’!”


  “Not even antibodies!”


  “We go to battle for money and friends and ale! We are adventurers~”


  “Keep fighting~ Don’t look back~ Show them your guts~”


  “Get up! This is your time to shine!”


  “Put everything into it!”


  “We’re right behind you!”


  “We are adventurers~”


  “Adventurers in the land of gold~!”


  My voice joined with the people’s and rang out to the backdrop of Oratorio’s music. The music was turning into power and was spreading until it could be heard all throughout Cendia.


  I prayed. For Fran and the others’ safety. For victory over the antibodies. I put my prayer into the music woven with Oratorio and the people.


  “Woof!”


  There they were! Fran and the others were still fighting!


  I let out a shout without thinking about it. To tell them that they were not alone.


  “Fran! I’ve brought reinforcements!”


   


  ***


   


  Sophie and Jet appeared, bringing with them a multitude of people. Her song—no, their song—quickly covered the entire battlefield.


  “We are adventurers~”


  “Adventurers in the land of gold~”


  The song of the adventurer, sung by thousands of people.


  The air? Space? The entire battlefield gave off a golden light as if reacting to the people’s song, gently healing Fran and Mea of their wounds.


  Fran, Mea, and I were restored, regardless of the effects of divine element. And this mana was loaded with divine element. Apparently, the only way to heal the effects of using divine element was with more divine element.


  On the flip side, Phyllia and the antibodies stopped moving, as if nailed to the ground. Not only had this song dispelled Phyllia’s magic, it also stopped the enemy’s movement.


  And it covered the entire battlefield. The area of effect was terrifying.


  “What is this?! Child! Chiiild! Die die die!”


  “Is that…Phyllia? Gross!”


  “Gugaaa! I am the Saint! Me! Die!” Phyllia screamed while directing her killing intent at Sophie.


  Sophie flinched for a moment but soon glared back at her courageously. She rushed to Fran’s side.


  “Sophie! Jet!”


  “I’m sorry we’re late! But I brought a powerful army with me!”


  “Woof, woof!”


  A multitude of people stood behind the smiling Sophie. They were in ordinary clothes. Some wore armor on top of it, but most of their armor was pots and pans. Their armaments were just as varied, from rusty spears and swords to frying pans and varying lengths of lumber. They were clearly civilians and looked like they had no business on the battlefield.


  And yet they stood in formation behind Sophie, each as brave as the next.


  The sight of them was strangely reassuring. Looking at all these people who would stand with us to fight…this was glaringly important.


  Good job, Jet! I’ll give you treats later!


  “Woof, woof!”


  But the civilians weren’t the only ones that attracted our attention. Fran looked around Sophie and tilted her head.


  “What’s all this?”


  “I guess you can say…it’s my partner.”


  Sophie smiled as she looked at the countless instruments floating around her. Keyboards, strings, percussion instruments, and a lot of strange instruments that I couldn’t even name. There were close to thirty in total.


  Did she have an ability that let her control instruments? Each instrument emitted immense mana. Combined, they far outclassed me. This was no ordinary manatech. The last time I saw so much mana was the Landsword Gaia. But these lacked a godsword’s menacing presence. On the contrary, they emitted an overwhelming gentleness. 


  Wait…


  It felt like these instruments were emitting divine element.


  As the realization dawned on me, Sophie revealed the instruments’ identity.


  “This is Communion Sword Oratorio… A godsword.”


  What?! A godsword?


  I hurriedly Identified it, revealing the instruments to be the true Oratorio.


   


  Name: Communion Sword Oratorio


  Attack: 1000 MP: 30000 Durability: 30000


  Mana Conductivity: SS


  Skill: Performance Effect Up (Super), Summon Instrument, Choir Effect Up (Super), Effect Range Up (Super Large), Enhanced Steel Thread, Steel Thread Manipulation, Godfingers, Perfect Tone, Simultaneous Musical Performance, Unknown


   


  I couldn’t see everything, but it was clear that the instruments were part of a godsword. From what I could tell, it possessed extraordinary power.


  Although its attack power was lower than Gaia, that was to be expected of a musical instrument. How would you even put 1000 Attack to use? As a bludgeoning weapon? Also, its mana conductivity was lower than average. In exchange, it had 10,000 more MP than Gaia did. The variety of Skills it possessed also proved that it was a godsword just like Gaia. There was zero doubt.


  “You had a godsword this whole time?”


  “Yes. I’d forgotten until very recently, though.”


  “You forgot you had a godsword?”


  “The godsword sealed away my painful memories. But I remember it all now.”


  Parts of Sophie’s stats had been blurred out the last time I checked her. Among them must have been Godsword Release. She wasn’t hiding them. She literally had no memory of them.


  Despite regaining her painful memories, Sophie was beaming.


  “I know you have questions, but we have antibodies to fight! And now I can use all of Oratorio’s powers.”


  “Hm. Okay.”


  “Fu ha ha! To think we had another godsword owner in our midst! I couldn’t ask for a better ally!”


  “So, the saint has a godsword… Amazing.”


  Mea and Velmeria approached, having enough slack to talk. Sophie turned serious as she told the girls about her godsword.


  “Phyllia and the antibodies will start moving again once the effects of this song run out. At that point, I’m think I need to use my trump card…”


  “Trump card? It’s not Oratorio?”


  “Well, Oratorio can multiply the effects of my song.”


  Not only could Sophie apply her powers to regular songs, she could create new arrangements to make new magic songs on the fly. She could also turn pre-existing songs into magic songs by creating new sheet music for them.


  But that meant Sophie wouldn’t be able to predict the song’s exact effect, since it would be affected by all the emotions the song carried. Songs passed down from generation to generation had emotions and power of their own.


  “I’m going to turn The Adventurers’ Song into a magic song.”


  “But that song already healed us earlier.”


  “A single song can have different arrangements. I used it to heal you and bind the enemy earlier, but that isn’t where the real strength of that song lies.”


  Sophie wanted to write a different version of the song to imbue it with new effects.


  “The impression I got from The Adventurers’ Song is one of encouragement and rousing morale.”


  It sounded like this new song would have the ability to give Unleash Potential to others.


  “But the strength of the emotion people have poured into this song is powerful…far beyond my imagination. I don’t know how much power I will unleash.”


  It would certainly enhance the powers of Fran and the others. But the burden placed on them would be equally great.


  “You might need more than a good night’s rest to recover. Will that be okay?”


  Honestly, I was worried. But everyone knew that Sophie’s song was the only thing that would allow us to defeat the antibodies.


  “Hm. Go for it.”


  “Let’s do this!”


  “Understood.”


  “If that’s all right with you, my lady…”


  “Woof!”


  “Kuoo!”


  Everyone immediately assented.


  “Then here goes. Please protect Cendia. No. Let’s protect Cendia together!”


  “Hm!”


  Sophie started playing a silver harp which was part of Oratorio. The song was the same, The Adventurers’ Song. What mattered was the mana she would put into it.


  “We are adventurers~ Adventurers in the land of gold~”


  “We don’t fear nothin’!”


  The people started singing again on Sophie’s cue. They were getting used to warming up their throats to sing. It felt like their voices were being poured right into us.


  I’m beginning to like this song.


  Me too.


  I started to feel elated. But that wasn’t all.


  “Power is rising in me!”


  This was the power of Oratorio’s Skill! Fran’s presence increased in an instant, reminding me of when we faced Urslars and Winalene.


  But the toll this kind of power would take… Now I understood why Sophie said it would be dangerous.


  “Urgh…!”


  Fran! Are you okay?!


  Fran groaned painfully. I could tell that mana was coursing violently through her. And we were still at the intro! Sophie had fortunately refilled her health and mana earlier, but this burden seemed too much to bear.


  “Is this…power?”


  Fran?


  “Teacher… I get it now! I can find the words!” Fran murmured feverishly. “The power of the godbeast is coursing through my veins…”


  Fran started murmuring something I had never heard before. But she sounded confident in her words.


  “Awaken! Godbeast Form!”


  An immense amount of divine element exploded out of her as she finished. At the same time, that power turned into black lightning that enveloped Fran.


  The strands of black lightning surrounding her looked like the petals of a dark flower. High-pitched crackling filled the inner space of that blossom, increasing her strength further.


  The black lightning settled a few moments later, and Fran stood there, wielding her newfound power.


  Godbeast Form. That was the identity of Fran’s power—or rather, Skill. Judging from its name, it was the same type of Skill as the drakes’ Shinryu Form. But Fran’s transformation was nowhere near as impressive as Velmeria’s.


  Her hair, nails, and fangs were slightly elongated, but that was about it. She wasn’t getting any fur. Aside from the magical girl-esque transformation sequence, the Skill was quite plain.


  But the aesthetics were the only plain thing about it. Raw power rushed through Fran, eliciting nothing but fear. Her presence wasn’t just impressive, it was oppressive.


  Fran stood aloof, befitting a transcendent being. The black lightning she wore was on a different level. Countless black bolts which looked like dragons now slithered around her. She looked like black lightning personified.


  Fran’s stats were also greatly improved. Her race had Godbeast added to it and Godbeast Form to her status effects. Her strength and health were now over 1000, and her agility and magic over 2000.


  And this was her default form. Additional Skills would probably make her even more powerful.


  “Hm?” Fran turned her fist to the antibodies as if wanting to test something. “Hm.”


  Whoa!


  Fran’s slight flex released a beam of black lightning as thick as a utility pole.


  The black lightning traveled for twenty meters, incinerating the air and any antibodies in its wake before dissipating. The only thing it left was a blank space where a horde of antibodies were.


  “Oh wow.”


  Y-you can say that again.


  Fran wasn’t even trying with that attack, but a tremendous amount of mana came out of her. She looked at her own hands in surprise, but her face soon became resolute. She thrust out her fist again, this time with more focus.


  “Ha!”


  With a short exhale, black lightning coursed out of her with more mana than last time. The thick black beam was large enough to engulf a person, and it wreaked havoc among the antibodies like a giant slithering snake.


  Whoooa! That’s crazy…


  “Heh heh.”


  A hundred antibodies were destroyed with a single strike. An attack as powerful as Fran’s trump card, Black Thunderfall. Unlike Black Thunderfall, which immediately took her out of her awakened state, she could keep going.


  Fran answered my surprise with a smug look. But black lightning wasn’t all that Fran could do in her current state.


  Fran bent her knees and got ready to try out her physical capabilities.


  “Hmph!”


  She jumped forward lightly, but the surrounding scenery fell away at an alarming speed. The antibodies were reduced to lines of red and black.


  I quickly used timespace magic, accelerating my perception of time so I could finally keep up with the speed. I had already been accelerating myself, but Fran’s newfound speed was nearly impossible to match.


  “Whoa.”


  A-are you okay, Fran?!


  “I’m fine.”


  Even Fran misjudged her acceleration. She had only wanted to move several paces, but instead she went fifty meters, destroying all the antibodies in her path by simply running through them. She was unscathed, protected by the mana around her which became a kind of barrier.


  After defeating the antibodies with a shoulder tackle, Fran clenched and opened her fist several times and nodded. It looked like she now knew how to control her powers.


  “Hm.”


  You’re way stronger now!


  “Now I can protect everyone!”


  I was about to say that, but the words didn’t come out.


  Instead, I heard P.A.’s voice.


  Teacher’s name is now able to change temporarily.


  Huh? P.A.? What do you mean?!


  King Wolf Sword Fenrir—Naming conditions not met. Discarding name.


  Wh-what was happening? Wolf King Sword Fenrir sounded a lot like a godsword! Someone tell me what’s going on! As I was freaking out, the situation escalated.


  My voice was gone. At the same time, I felt a worrying power grow within me, one that I was unsure I could control.


  Fiend Wolf Sword Fenrir—Name rejected by Fenrir. Sword of Wisdom Cherubim—Rejected. P.A. is no longer Cherubim. Force freezing name change—Complete. 


  Temporarily acquired Skills: King Wolf, Fanaticism, Malice Torrent, Wisdom. Composite Destroyer has changed into Gold Eater. Changing Gold Eater’s ability. Partially destroying Gold Eater’s ability. Skill has changed into Gold System.


  Wh-what was going on? I just got a ton of Skills!


  But not all was well. I could tell that the Malice inside me was getting stronger. Was the soul of the Evil One getting stronger too?


  A panicked voice then came on, confirming all of my fears.


  Teacher, things are bad in here! Can you feel it?


  Fenrir?!


  I could talk now! But it did little to assuage my worries.


  What is happening?! What’s this King Wolf Sword Fenrir about?


  Oratorio’s power is ramping a lot of things inside you up to full strength. That includes the remnants of Fanatix and Overgrowth’s genes. Me too, in fact!


  O-okay? But what’s with all the names being rejected? There was a scary one called Fiend Wolf Sword, but everything else sounded fine. Isn’t it a good thing that I can get stronger temporarily? I can resist the Evil One’s influence, after all.


  If only. Fenrir winced, as if he was in pain. Now was not a good time for him to talk.


  It won’t work?


  Yeah. Your human soul is about to fuse with my mind. If I come to the forefront, your mind will end up erased!


  Bwah? S-seriously?


  I was about to get deleted without even knowing it!


  Also. I would take ownership of the sword if I ever came to the surface.


  So the Evil One would go berserk without me around?


  Precisely. In the event Fenrir takes over as the dominant personality, there would be nothing left to resist the Evil One’s fragment.


  That sounded terrible. It could only end poorly for Fran.


  Fenrir and I will hold back most of the interference.


  You’ll have to deal with the most dangerous one of all, Teacher.


  The most dangerous? That meant—


  I have to deal with the Evil One’s soul?


  Exactly. You’ll be fine. You’re more powerful than me and the gods because you can resist Malice. That’s not an exaggeration. Me and Cherubim’s remnant—P.A—will handle the rest.


  You are the only one who can do this, Teacher.


  So, it was up to me to put the Evil One’s fragment, which had gotten too healthy for its own good, in its place. Currently, I could feel Malice begin building up inside me. It would definitely go berserk if I were erased.


  All right…I’ll do it!


  I would be dragging Fran down if I couldn’t. Although she could currently fight without a weapon, I would be ashamed to call myself her partner if I became a burden to her now.


  I just needed to live up to P.A. and Fenrir’s expectations!


  Fran.


  Teacher! Are you okay?


  Sorry, but I’m going to be useless for a while. I’ll be right back, though. Sit tight.


  Okay! I’ll fight on my own until you come back!


  Hang in there.


  After apologizing to Fran, I turned my attention inward. My newly acquired Skill would be key to all this. Malice Torrent was a dangerous Skill which increased the strength of Malice. But, combined with Malice Command, I might be able to use Malice to make contact with the Evil One’s fragment and get it under my control.


  I activated both Skills. Malice Torrent immediately amplified the Malice inside of me.


  Urk…!


  …!


  Fenrir! P.A.! Are you all right?!


  We are…fine.


  We’re okay, Teacher! Don’t worry about us! You can’t afford any distractions against the thing that you’re facing!


  All right. I’ll make this as quick as I can!


  They didn’t sound fine. But like Fenrir said, I couldn’t afford to worry about them. I needed to focus on my own task. I dove deeper into myself, searching for the fragment of the Evil One which was much stronger after I used Malice Torrent.


  I sank and descended deeper as if into the depths of a sea where the light didn’t reach. I felt a powerful presence, a soul which felt like a concentrated mass of Malice. I was in the deepest part of me. A place so dark that it was pitch black.


  Hey, fragment!


  Uoaaargh! Devour!


  All right, all right. Shut up and calm down.


  I ignored its usual cry of Devour! and increased the intensity of Malice Command, pouring all of my power into it.


  I was still up against a fragment of the Evil One even if I did have the Skill to deal with it. It wasn’t going to be easy to control. It continued resisting me even though it knew that I was immune to its influence. But my powers were beginning to take hold and victory was soon at hand.


  Aaargh!


  Can you hush?! You know that won’t work on me! Just chill out!


  …!


  There, I managed to make it flinch. It didn’t offer much resistance after I yelled at it. Maybe it was weak to active aggression. It was probably startled that there was something that could resist its influence completely.


  I focused all of my energy and succeeded in sealing the fragment off in one go. Although I couldn’t completely put it under my control, I could at least keep it from causing trouble. This came with some beneficial side effects. I was now able to freely control the Malice inside me. It must have been because Oratorio powered up my soul, too.


  I could now control Malice as if it were mana. Using Malice in public still wasn’t a good look. Buuut…I could now use Malice as a substitute for Mana when using Skills. That effectively multiplied my mana supply.


  I did it… Somehow.


  Thanks. We’ll take over the internals from here.


  Go help Fran, Teacher.


  Already on it!


  My consciousness returned with a feeling of elation.


  I’m back, Fran!


  “That didn’t take long.”


  The dive into the mental world felt like it took a long time, but only a few minutes had passed in the real world. Even so, the battlefield had changed drastically!


  Our comrades were devastating the antibodies with tremendous power.


  Velmeria had turned fully draconian with the exception of her face. Zehmet’s face was that of a leopard as blue mana poured out of him. Jet was covered with the blackest darkness. Mea flared with white flames. What an incredible bunch of friends.


  Velmeria’s Shinryu Form power had returned, wreaking as much havoc on the antibodies with her aqua-colored scales as she once did to the capital. Her scales shone faintly, giving off a phosphorescent effect every time she flapped her wings. She looked divine as she decimated the enemy, leaving a blue-white trail in her wake. Velmeria looked so mysterious that it would be almost natural to worship her.


  Zehmet’s head was that of a blue leopard. His legs were now more animalistic, and his body was covered with divine element. This was no ordinary awakening. Identifying him brought up Sacred Beast Form, probably the final form for beastmen outside the Ten Tribes. On top of Leopard Paw and Leopard Leg, he now had Blue Leopard as a Class Skill—the crown Skill depicted by his race’s name. It was obviously powerful. He could now apply Leopard Paw on any part of his body, allowing for trickier and nastier attacks than before.


  Jet was in Unleash Potential. Although dangerous, the self-regeneration from Sophie’s song mitigated the state somewhat. The burden was much lighter from the Unleash Potential we usually used, since its life-draining flaws were now diminished. Self-destruction would take a while. Jet’s stats didn’t increase much aside from his agility. But he did get a Class Skill named Twilight, a powerful debuff which greatly weakened any enemy he touched.


  Mea was the one whose evolution was the most drastic. She was currently in White Beast Form, and her stats were all over 1000. She’d also acquired a new Skill, Godflame. The white flames covering her body were releasing divine element, creating a menacing aura of retribution against enemy who dared approach her. The white godflames burned her opponents until there was nothing left.


  “You’re so strong, Mea!”


  “Fu ha ha! I know! But this isn’t all!”


  Mea laughed and drew the sword on her back.


  She raised her beloved sword high, home to the red dragon Lind.


  “Can it be?!”


  “That’s right! Lind and I are both powered up, opening new gates of power!”


  Mea swung the godsword horizontally and shouted.


  “Cruel red dragon who is worthy of being called king of all dragons! Heed my words and reveal yourself!”


  A second godsword was about to manifest on the battlefield.


  “Lindworm, Godsword Release!”


  The Cruel Dragon Sword Lindworm answered Mea’s call. Endless mana began swirling around the godsword. The crest of the red dragon carved into the blade glowed menacingly. The light soon engulfed the rest of the sword and burst in a blinding explosion.


  “Gugyaaa!”


  The explosion was so intense that even Mea was blinded by it!


  “My eyes! My precious eyes!”


  What are you, Muska?!


  “Muska?”


  I’ll explain it later.


  I mean, it was spot on! Mea got hit by the effects of her own godsword on its first release!


  “My eeeyes!”


  “G-Gugya?”


  Lind—or rather, Lindworm—seemed concerned about its master, who was now covering her eyes. It looked around for someone who knew what to do. As the legends said, Lindworm was gigantic, spanning close to a hundred meters in length. It was several times larger than Seedrun’s sea dragon, and the same went for its powers. Ordinarily, we would turn tail and run if we ever encountered a dragon at this level. Its intimidation factor was greatly reduced because of the current state of its owner, though. It carefully coiled its tail around Mea, shielding her from antibodies trying to take advantage of the opening.


  “Urgh… I did not expect that light! What a blunder!”


  “Grr.”


  “Hunh? L-Lind, is that you? Fu ha ha! You look more gallant than ever!”


  “Gao!”


  This moment would’ve been touching if not for the comedic scene which transpired earlier! But honestly, there was nothing funny about Lind’s power. It shattered a hundred antibodies with a single swipe of its tail and breathed pillars of fire. No wonder it was considered divine.


  Fran got very excited at seeing how powered up her friends were. After seeing Lindworm’s impressive form, she wondered what powers I got.


  Teacher! What kind of powers did you get?


  Oh, you wanna see?


  Hm!


  All right. Let’s give these new Skills a showcase!


  Oooh!


  I was just as excited as she was. The Adventurers’ Song must have an effect on the mood of those who heard it.


  Let’s go! Activate King Wolf!


  Woosh!


  A tremendous amount of mana drained from inside me. I say drained, but I didn’t feel drained at all. Not right now. The amount of mana I spent was trivial given the current stats.


  “Hrm?”


  Black mana covered Fran’s body, forming a thin veil around her. It was quite intimidating, although it had a different quality from the ominous Malice and violent black lightning. The black energy around gave her a natural air of dignity and presence, compelling those around her to bend to her will. The closest person I could think of who had this kind of presence was Fenrir.


  King Wolf was an enhancement Skill that used Fenrir’s mana. But that wasn’t the Skill’s only ability.


  My decorative strip extended energetically, branching out at great speed while intertwining to make some kind of intricate design. The design swelled into the form of a giant bunch of kyoho grapes lying on their side.


  The metal fruits broke away from the vine, and each moved of its own accord.


  “Grrrr!”


  “An iron wolf?”


  Each fruit formed metallic wolves five meters in length. I felt familiarity with their intimidating form.


  That’s…the me from that time!


  I had once lost control after using Skill Taker on ­Urslars’s Mad Ogre Form. After using Unleash Potential, I turned into a steel wolf and attacked Kiara and the others.


  My memories of that time were hazy, but I remembered how I looked. This wolf looked very much like me from back then. King Wolf powered up its user’s strength with Fenrir’s mana and created steel wolves on top of it. It was an ability which truly transformed its user into the king of wolves, complete with a custom-made pack.


  Go!


  “Graaaaah!”


  “Wooow!”


  The steel wolves were strong, using their claws and fangs to rend antibodies. The wolves’ armor also repelled the attacks of lower-level antibodies easily. Few antibodies could keep up with the packs’ movement, and they eliminated antibodies by the dozen as they ran.


  A pack of these might be able to go up against an Oratorio-empowered Jet. Not that they would win.


  Are you moving all of them?


  Kind of.


  Normally, steel wolves were autonomous familiars that could think and move as they pleased. They weren’t exactly sentient, but more like advanced robots. These steel wolves, however, were currently connected to me and subject to my will, even if they could move autonomously. I had perfect control over all of them.


  I had Multi Mind, but that Skill wouldn’t have let me control all of them under normal conditions. This was a product of not only King Wolf, but Fanaticism and Wisdom as well. The steel wolves created by King Wolf were imbued with those skills, and that allowed me to control them.


  Wisdom was a power passed down from Cherubim—from P.A. The godsword was able to access information from Sanctuary and overwrite it. This was impressive by itself, but more fearsome still was the sword’s processing power. Cherubim was able to instantly locate any piece of information in the library of the world and put it to use just as quickly. Simultaneously controlling over ten steel wolves was a piece of cake.


  King Wolf, Fanaticism, Wisdom. These Skills were much weaker than their original iterations. King Wolf was supposed to be stronger and make more steel wolves. Fanaticism was supposed to be far more terrifying. Wisdom was supposed to be smarter and faster. I probably wasn’t even using a tenth of their power. But the combination of all these Skills resulted in a huge boost to my abilities.


  I can also do this!


  One of the steel wolves broke apart at my command. But I didn’t command it to self-destruct. It was using Transmogrify. The wolf’s body turned into steel threads and ran wild on the battlefield. Countless thick steel wires ran at supersonic speed, and after destroying over a hundred antibodies, the wolf returned to its original shape. The wolves were themselves, but they were also me.


  That’s so cool, Teacher!


  Heh. Yeah.


  The antibodies were perfectly warded off by the steel wolves. Fran didn’t let this opportunity by without capitalizing on it.


  “Now we can beat Phyllia!”


  Yeah!


  Teacher, is your Malice okay?


  Whoa! I guess I let some spill out. Don’t worry. Just go for it!


  Hm!


  A hint of Malice was mixed into the divine energy around me. Fran looked worried for my safety, but it wasn’t a problem. I just got a little sloppy with my control of the Malice since there was so much of it.


  With her freedom of movement returned, Fran made a rush toward Phyllia.


  “Die die die die!”


  “You’re the one who’s gonna die!”


  Phyllia continued to be powered up by the antibodies which were giving their mana to her. She wildly whipped her tail at Fran with a speed too fast for my eyes to see. Sacred Lyric slammed into the ground, creating a huge crack in the earth. The antibodies attacked wildly, with little care of getting caught in one of Phyllia’s attacks.


  Honestly, I would’ve been turned to dust if I had tried to fight them off by myself.


  But Fran dodged their attacks at ultrasonic speed and fired back with her black lightning. The empowerment from Godbeast Form was far greater than I could imagine.


  Here goes, Teacher.


  Do it!


  I could tell Fran’s enhancement just from her holding my hilt. It wasn’t just her stats; her swordsmanship had also been enhanced. There was a strange sense of elation, the kind I got when in Sword God Form.


  Use me as much as you want!


  “Hm!”


  Fran drew me from her back and swung an ordinary mana-charged slash. But it was far more powerful than an Advanced Sword Art.


  Ha ha ha! This is great! This is great, Fran!


  So, this was the power of Godbeast Form! I thought Fran was fast earlier, but she was just getting warmed up! Fearsome speed! Fran ran around the battlefield freely, so fast that she wasn’t even leaving behind afterimages. With each swing, she carved a deep gash into Phyllia’s body and massacred the antibodies around us.


  Fran also unleashed thick black lightning that crawled over the battlefield to devour antibodies. She was invincible. It didn’t matter if the antibodies were black or red. The ordinary antibodies were no better than goblins at this point. The tide of the battle against Phyllia was instantly turned.


  Fran continued swinging me, counting it lucky if antibodies happened to be around her.


  “Teacher! I’m…I’m having fun!”


  Y-you’re really amped up!


  “Hm!”


  Fran was smiling. She was far more energetic than she usually was. It seemed that Godbeast Form had put her in a state of exhilaration. The elation of power combined with an amplification of her animalistic self. This might be the first time I’d seen her smile this wide.


  Phyllia revealed an opening after suffering one of Fran’s attacks. Our comrades knew that we needed to defeat this monster to be victorious and came at her all at once.


  “Groooar!”


  Jet was up first. Clothed in shadow magic, Jet jumped out of Phyllia’s shadow and clamped down on her neck. But Phyllia’s defenses were powerful, and he failed to rip into her.


  Phyllia flailed her neck wildly, desperate to get Jet off of her. But Jet plunged his claws deep into her flesh.


  Jet, get out of there!


  Jet’s claws tore into Phyllia, spraying blood everywhere. He held his ground, refusing to let up on his bite. And then, a scream sounded out.


  “Graaargh!”


  “Gyaaa!”


  Jet’s fangs tore off a hunk of Phyllia’s neck as her armor was weakened by the constant exposure to Twilight. Eventually, Jet’s fangs had overcome her defenses. He was literally breaking his back to rip into her neck.


  Phyllia finally shook Jet off after hitting him with a shockwave blast, but Jet’s face was proud.


  “Awooo!”


  A satisfied howl. Although Jet’s body was battered and bloodied, his pain was overcome by joy.


  Jet had every right to be happy. His attack didn’t just leave a mark on Phyllia. Twilight’s effects were powerful, and they would not go away quickly.


  That meant Phyllia’s stats were still weakened by it.


  “Excellent work, Jet!”


  “Leave the rest to us, Sir Wolf!”


  “I’m up next! I won’t be outdone!” Velmeria tagged herself in as Jet stepped away, holding a spear of water in her hand.


  Although it looked like an ordinary water spear made of magic, the mana inside of it was greater than a grand spell. Velmeria had put everything into it—her powers as a water drake halfling, her Skills, and her magic.


  “Take this!”


  “Die!” Phyllia lashed her tail at Velmeria.


  Velmeria had no way of avoiding it since she was moving in a straight line and found herself on a collision course with the white sword.


  “Don’t underestimate the toughness of the Shinryu! Daaah!”


  “Impossible!”


  Velmeria deflected the white sword with one hand. Her aqua scale-covered left arm was ripped to shreds, but the white sword shattered from the impact. The sword was as powerful as a pseudo godsword, and now it was broken by a direct hit! What power!


  Resisting the pain, Velmeria thrust the water spear with her remaining right arm. The spear, not bound by the laws of physics due to its magical nature, was as thin as it was powerful. It penetrated Phyllia’s defenses and was driven deep into her body.


  Even if Twilight had weakened her, Phyllia was still covered with a tremendous amount of mana. The spear had truly impressive penetration power. And Velmeria had more in store…


  “Burst, O spear!”


  “Gyaaa!”


  The spear exploded within Phyllia’s body, forming countless needles. The clear blue needles of water flew out of her black body. Imbued with divine element, they caused Phyllia great pain.


  “Me next!” Zehmet shouted as he rushed Phyllia, who was still reeling. The blue warrior let out a countless flurry of attacks as he emitted blue mana. Currently, Zehmet could use Air Hop an infinite number of times thanks to Leopard Paw.


  Zehmet climbed Phyllia’s body, endlessly pummeling her with slashes, strikes, and kicks. He successfully recreated the moves of fighting games in real life.


  “Break! Drill Leg!”


  “Shigiii!”


  He spun his body like a drill and pointed his right leg upward. His toes dug into her black body and lifted it up, ignoring gravity.


  Although it looked impressive, it didn’t do as much damage as Velmeria’s water spear. But Zehmet knew that he was only playing a supporting role.


  “I leave the rest to you, my lady.”


  “Fu ha ha! And just when things were getting interesting! Thank you, Zehmet!” Mea laughed loudly but accepted his invitation.


  The lion queen glared sharply at Phyllia, her body covered in white flames. White Beast Form didn’t change her looks much, but her presence was on a different level. The regal presence she gained from awakening was now elevated to a newfound majesty.


  And Lind was right behind her. It had been decimating antibodies earlier, but it now bowed its head to Mea like a vassal. It wasn’t protecting her. No, it was transferring divine energy to her.


  Was this the intended use of Lindworm? It didn’t just summon a great dragon, but used that dragon as a vessel for greater power when the godsword was unleashed?


  “Taste the full power of Lind and I!”


  “Guooon!”


  “Oooh! Burn to white ash! White Lotus Fire!”


  The Cruel Dragon Sword Lindworm was aimed like a gun barrel, and a compressed mass of white flames shot out from it. Breaking through the atmosphere, the small sun climbed higher as if piercing the heavens. A flash of white light then engulfed Phyllia and exploded.


  The shockwave of the explosion spread across the whole battleground, eliminating scores of antibodies in the process. The damage would’ve been greater if Zehmet hadn’t lifted Phyllia so high into the sky.


  I thought it might have destroyed what was left of the east wall…


  “H-ha ha ha ha! Just as planned!”


  Mea was dripping with cold sweat. She definitely overdid it! At least it did a lot of damage to Phyllia…but still!


  When the white explosion settled, Phyllia was left without arms or legs. Her body was burnt and cracked like charcoal, though the color difference was hard to distinguish since it had been black to begin with. The divine energy within the flames had slowed down her regeneration. Still, it was outrageous how Phyllia was managing to heal herself at this point, even if it was slowed down.


  Phyllia had been tossed even higher into the sky, looking like nothing more than a burnt peanut to Fran. Phyllia showed no signs of falling, either. Mea’s trump card was that strong.


  “Let’s go, Teacher.”


  Yeah! Time to finish this!


  “Hm!”


  Fran faced Phyllia and jumped.


  Fran covered the great distance in an instant. She moved faster than sound as she rushed through the air. Fran was so free, it was as if the law of gravity didn’t apply to her.


  “Teyaaa!”


  “Aaargh…”


  Fran cut Phyllia as she soared through the air, now completely used to the physical enhancements Godbeast Form granted her. Godbeast Form also allowed her free use of Black Lightning Strike. Fran teleported so rapidly that her movement seemed absurd even by teleportation standards, and as she did, she slashed accurately at her target.


  Fran was going at speeds that even she couldn’t have kept up with under normal circumstances. Her speed made the blood seeping out of her wounds evaporate into mist, and yet she had perfect control of herself. It seemed like her hand-eye coordination and spatial perception had also been enhanced.


  Everything around Fran must have looked slow to her. I wouldn’t have been able to keep up with her if I hadn’t used time acceleration. I guessed this was what the world looked like to S-Rank adventurers.


  But even now, I didn’t think we could defeat Urslars or Winalene. They were so far above us. But at least we managed to get a taste of their world.


  Fran was doing her best, and I owed it to her to step up, too!


  Time for a banquet of divine energy and Malice!


  Divine energy and Malice covered my sword, the opposing elements mixing so smoothly that it felt like they became part of my blade. Thanks to Oratorio’s empowerment, I was able to control various energies beyond what was normally possible. I could probably have used Kanna Kamuy to draw pictures in the sky right then.


  I didn’t really know what would happen if you mixed divine energy with Malice, but I understood that it would greatly increase my attack power.


  At this point, I could literally cut through anything.


  Get her, Fran!


  “Haaa!”


  “Giii!”


  Phyllia was sliced into hundreds of pieces in the blink of an eye. The monster that called herself a saint was cut up beyond recognition.


  But she wasn’t defeated yet. What was left of Phyllia still emitted mana as it fell to the ground. If we let her be, she would probably start regenerating.


  What kind of twisted event occurred to create this monster? Maybe it was manatech, a Skill, or a being that could change the world. Now I was really interested in what the Clinic was doing.


  Fran put out her right fist and pointed it at Phyllia.


  The mana covering Fran responded to her wishes, turning into black lightning which flowed through her surroundings. A mass of black lightning accumulated in front of her fist and condensed into a jet-black sphere. The black orb looked like a miniature black hole.


  The orb squirmed and wriggled violently, making shrill buzzing noises.


  The pressure and presence the black lightning orb gave off left me shaken. It might annihilate a whole part of this region if she lost control over it.


  But Fran showed no signs of concern and unleashed it with a cool look on her face.


  “Black Sky Thunder Roar!”


  Fran charged the ball of black lightning slowly before unleashing it instead of just launching it immediately.


  Suddenly, a black dragon made of black lightning appeared, swallowing Phyllia whole and eliminating her presence completely.


  And the black lightning wasn’t done. It turned its attention to the ground and the masses of wriggling antibodies before washing over them like a rushing river of electricity. From a distance, it must have really looked like a black dragon slithering on the ground. It formed a ditch twenty meters in width and seemed to carry on to the horizon.


  The residual black lightning eliminated the surrounding antibodies in an instant.


  What astounding power. Black Sky Thunder Roar must have been the ultimate technique of the Black Sky Tiger.


  “I’m so tired now…”


  You must have misjudged your energy use.


  Fran had fully spent her newly found powers, draining her health and mana. She probably wasn’t going to be ready for another battle for a while, even with the power of Sophie’s song. Fran began falling to the ground, no longer having enough energy to use something as simple as Air Hop.


  But you did great.


  “Hm!”


  I slowed down Fran’s fall with telekinesis so she could land safely.


  The battle was over by the time she touched down. Mea and the others had successfully eliminated all antibody presence. My steel wolves did their share, too. Sophie and her choir had also stopped singing, bringing a strange silence to the once raucous battlefield.


  “Fran, you did it!”


  “Hm. We won.”


  “That we did!”


  As much as they wanted to celebrate, Fran and the others used what was left of their strength to hurry back. Without Sophie’s support, it wasn’t long before their enhancements would be cut off.


  We saw why the music had stopped when we got closer to the city. The choir—along with Sophie—were on their knees, exhausted from their exertion. They had fought just as hard as we had in their own way. But when they saw Fran and the others, they got up and started waving their hands. Applause and cheers soon followed.


  “Thank you!”


  “You saved us!”


  “That was amazing!”


  Everyone was smiling with gratitude from the bottom of their hearts. Fran got the message and muttered something when she saw the crowd.


  “Good.”


  Yeah.


  Fran didn’t have to specify for me to understand. I felt the same way.


  Among the exhausted and applauding choir, Sophie seemed even more tired than the rest. Her face was drained of blood, indicating a severe exhaustion of mana. She had put her heart and soul into that performance, and it showed.


  But as tired as Sophie was, she was still smiling.


  “Thank you all for saving Cendia.”


  “We couldn’t do it without you. We should be thanking you instead.”


  “That’s right! I would love to initiate a festival to celebrate our victory, but… I feel so sleepy…”


  “Same…”


  Fran, Mea, and Velmeria were all sagging, unable to hold back the fatigue after their fight.


  “Gaaao?”


  Lind! You saved us! Thanks!


  “Gao!”


  I managed to get a telepathic message through to Lind as it was fading away. It cried happily and disappeared. A somewhat quiet exit for a dragon that looked like a dinosaur.


  “My lady, are you all right?”


  “What about you?”


  “I’m all right enough to not want to sleep here.”


  Zehmet supported Mea as she stumbled. Her fluttering eyelids were on the verge of closing.


  “Jet…I’m tired.”


  “Woof, woof!”


  Zehmet and Jet were a little better off. I guess the recoil hit everyone differently.


  “Unf…”


  “W-woof!”


  Jet quickly moved under Fran, supporting her before she could fall.


  “Let’s get a roof over your heads.”


  “You’ll have to stay awake for a little longer, Fran.”


  “Hrm.”


  “My lady, Miss Velmeria, right this way.”


  “Indeed…”


  “Okay…”


  Zehmet supported Mea with his shoulder while leading Velmeria by the hand. We’d let him handle them. Sophie went to a nearby house and invited Fran and the others in. The house apparently belonged to someone who was a military volunteer and was ordinarily used for storage.


  I made it look like Fran was reaching into Pocket Dimension and set some mattresses on the floor. Five should be good to start. Zehmet and Jet laid the girls there.


  Good night, Fran.


  “Hm… Zzz…” Fran could no longer hold sleep off and nodded off, drifting into dreamworld. Mea and Velmeria were already there.


  How are you doing, Jet?


  “…Aaarf.”


  Jet and Zehmet both looked sleepy. But they wouldn’t be able to protect Fran and the others if they dozed off now. It made me wonder how I was doing after that battle.


  The Malice had completely subsided. It also looked like I could still use my Skills…


  Fenrir? P.A.?


  Teacher, is it over?


  Confirming weakening of Malice. The battle is likely over.


  You didn’t see it?


  Fenrir and P.A. usually had access to all my senses. They could usually give me a better rundown of what happened than I could…


  All faculties went into controlling the spread of Malice. Perception of the outside world was unavailable during that time.


  Basically, we couldn’t see anything because we had our own little battle to fight. But you won, right? No way you could lose with all that mana and Malice.


  Yeah. We beat Phyllia and eliminated the antibodies. So, what’s going to happen to me now? I’m worried for Fran’s safety if I have to sleep for a long time considering the burden that fight laid on us.


  I didn’t feel the burden pressing down on me…yet. Unlike Unleash Potential, I wasn’t feeling anywhere near drained.


  Don’t worry about that. We’ve split your and Fran’s burden between the two of us.


  Yes. The two of you will only suffer minor exhaustion.


  Huh? You’re taking on both my and Fran’s exhaustion? Will you be okay?


  We won’t be able to contact you for a while, but that’s about it. Don’t worry, we’re not going away.


  I’m still going to worry… Can you even take on Fran’s burden?


  Fran manifested Godbeast Form. And I was a godbeast once, remember? That slight connection is all I need.


  Fenrir was able to intervene with Godbeast Form, being a former godbeast himself. That allowed him to take Fran’s burden on himself and share it with P.A.


  This is the best method to keep Fran safe. If Teacher were to become dormant, it would put Fran in danger.


  So, there you have it. Our ability to help each other out at times like this is our strength.


  You two aren’t going to get erased or anything like that, right?


  P.A. might take reckless measures for our sake.


  No. We are going into hibernation for a short time. We shall return promptly.


  A few weeks, tops.


  I see…


  I appreciated it. Having me awake would be the best for Fran.


  Thanks. I feel bad for having to trouble you guys like this all the time.


  No. It is we who must thank you.


  P.A.’s right. We were supposed to be waiting for erasure. Now we get a chance to take on meaningful tasks. I couldn’t ask for anything better.


  Yes. As Fenrir said, we thank both you and Fran.


  You won’t lose access to our abilities, though. We’re just taking a short nap.


  Fenrir’s crystal absorption ability. P.A.’s support and translation abilities… I would be able to use them as usual.


  All right. There’s one more thing that’s on my mind, though.


  Sure, we can hold out a little longer.


  What was that King Wolf Sword Fenrir thing about?


  Oh, that… The naming of it was half-assed even if you powered up. We were surprised ourselves.


  Yes. After the name change was forcibly halted, the remaining power had nowhere to go and went berserk.


  That’s it. So, the name was going to change, but it ended up not being changed?


  King Wolf Fenrir. The naming convention made it sound like a godsword. I was a discarded godsword, after all. So I could probably achieve the powers of a godsword with Fenrir’s power.


  But considering the conversation we had before the battle about how my mind might not survive, the name change didn’t sound temporary.


  That…is a future possibility. One of the many destinations you—or rather we—might reach in the future.


  I become a godsword?


  Yeah. A godsword which houses my powers. King Wolf Fenrir.


  You don’t sound happy about that.


  Fenrir sounded like he hated that possibility, like he wanted to avoid it at all costs.


  Like I said earlier, your mind wouldn’t be able to survive fusing itself with mine. If that happens, you would cease to be yourself.


  So, I would end up being swordified? Like the me Lene showed us?


  That’s right. Which was why you acquiring the name King Wolf Sword would’ve been the worst thing that could’ve happened.


  I see…


  I couldn’t become a godsword without becoming swordified. I would literally lose myself if I became a godsword. I would become stronger for Fran…but Fran would be sad.


  Not a road I wanted to go down.


  Okay, what about Fiend Wolf Sword and Wisdom Sword?


  Fiend Wolf Sword represents another possibility; one where Malice corrupts Fenrir. Wisdom Sword is the possibility where you fuse with godsword remnants to create an imitation godsword.


  These are all possibilities.


  I thought having more possibilities was a good thing, but judging by Fenrir and P.A.’s tone, that wasn’t the case. Fenrir carried on his explanation with a bitter tone in his voice.


  You have the vessel of a godsword and the ability to manipulate divine element; your abilities are like that of a pseudo-godsword. You might fulfill the conditions of naming if you powered up. Still, you’re still not quite a godsword. At the end of the day, you’re still discarded.


  However, if you do get a name change—even temporarily—control will be handed over either to myself or Fenrir.


  And at that point, the fragment of the Evil One can no longer be restrained. That’s why we stopped the name change.


  That all sounded…complicated. But apparently it could be done if the gods recognized it. Fran’s equipment had changed names on its own, but my name change could be prevented if P.A. and Fenrir discerned that it would be dangerous for all of us.


  So basically, changing my name is bad even if I get stronger because of it.


  That’s pretty much it. You just need to get stronger as yourself.


  Yes. That is what Fran also wants.


  Not to feel full of myself, but P.A. was probably right.


  Fran definitely wouldn’t want to have a godsword if it meant turning me into a machine. I was sure of it.


  Well… Looks like our time is up.


  We shall enter into hibernation.


  I guess it’s goodbye for now.


  Take care of Fran while we rest.


  Tell her we said hi!


  I could feel their presence fading away as the two entered hibernation, the effects of Oratorio’s empowerment finally wearing off. I wouldn’t be able to see my reliable comrades for a few days, if not weeks. I felt kind of lonely, even if I was only returning to the state I was in when I arrived in this world. I had grown to rely on those two so much.


  They would definitely chew me out if I failed while they were asleep. I needed to keep it together.


  Jet probably noticed the change in my mood. He turned to look at me with sleepy eyes.


  Arf?


  Looks like I can afford to stay up and keep watch. Leave Fran to me.


  Woof!


  You did good today, Jet. Sophie was only able to help us because you went with her. It may not seem impressive, but it brought us the best possible result.


  Sophie might not have made it back in time if not for Jet’s legs. I really thought he was M.V.P. today.


  Woof!


  I know. You’ll get your treats when you wake up. Just get some rest for now.


  Woof, woof!


  Jet happily wagged his tail and sank into the shadows after sniffing Fran’s scent one last time.


  Zehmet, who was next to him, groaned when he saw that.


  “Hrm. I guess I can’t sleep yet…”


  Zehmet fought sleep, standing guard in front of Mea. He wanted to do his job as her bodyguard for as long as he could. As much as I wanted to tell him to get some sleep, I couldn’t.


  But then a goddess appeared to save him. Not a very nice goddess, though. But going by how harsh the goddesses in this world could be, she might pass as one.


  “Zehmet. Report.”


  “Lady Quina…”


  “You seem exhausted. The young lady is always to be protected, but for her to fall asleep in a place like this…”


  Quina, Mea’s servant. She was emotionless as ever.


  “We fought hordes of antibodies. Saint Sophilia helped and…”


  Zehmet did his best to make his report, but sleepiness was making him incoherent. Quina understood immediately and gave up asking. She turned her gaze to me.


  I’ll take over, Quina. Let Zehmet rest.


  I expected you to say that. I want all the details.


  I’ll do my best.


  I was more than willing to tell Quina whatever she wanted. I couldn’t usually feel chills, but my blade was shivering!


  “Zehmet, I will take over guard duty. Get some rest.”


  “Affirmative…” 


  Zehmet managed to nod lazily, then staggered all the way to a corner and fell asleep. Literally fell. He was too tired to worry about the fact that he was sleeping in the same room as his master.


  “Zzz.”


  Five heroes breathed steadily in the room and in the shadows. Things were unexpectedly quiet outside, and I wondered if the townspeople were being considerate. Then again, they were probably just as tired as we were. Most of the people still moving outside had high levels of mana to begin with and weren’t as exhausted as their peers.


  So. How did you get here?


  Where should I begin…


  From the beginning.


  Then I’ll give you a simplified version of the events.


  I had time to burn anyway.


  And that was how—


  Hmm—


  And then Sophie—


  I see—


  Quina had a look of clear surprise on her face by the end of my summary. Not that an ordinary person would’ve been able to perceive it. I only caught it because of my daily experience with Fran. To anyone else, Quina remained cool as ever.


  So, their abilities awakened after being powered up by a godsword… It doesn’t seem like it was your run-of-the-mill enhancement.


  Yeah, it was wild. Fran manifested a Skill called Godbeast Form, and Mea went into White Beast Form. Also, Lindworm fully awakened as a godsword.


  A heavy burden, Quina murmured, looking over with concern at the sleeping Mea.


  For all her gruffness, she genuinely cared about Mea. Unlike me and Fran, whose burdens were shared with Fenrir and P.A., Mea and Zehmet had no one to fall back on.


  Where have you been, Quina? Mea said you were doing your own thing.


  I suppose I can tell you. I was investigating the illegal slaving organization.


  Mea and the others had come to Goldicia to root out illegal slavers. Mea, sticking out like a sore thumb, was tasked with investigating the Beastman Council while Quina did her investigation in the shadows. Espionage was her bread and butter.


  Did you find anything?


  Yes. I’ve managed to capture some of the organization’s members during the chaos. They are indeed backed by the Blue Cat tribe.


  The illegal slavers posed as adventurers, civilians and merchants to conduct their business in the dark. They also had eyes and ears everywhere since the organization had been around for a long time.


  They mostly keep their business under wraps, doing their best to avoid suspicion. They only kidnap slaves during antibody season when it’s difficult to keep track of everybody. That is how they avoid detection.


  But the current Beast King’s crackdown on illegal slavery made massive changes to the organization. Several slaving routes had been snuffed out, forcing them to develop new routes.


  Information regarding these new routes wasn’t well known, yet Quina still managed to track the organization down.


  New routes?


  Their destination is Raydoss, and they are facilitated by drakes.


  I had heard of the Raydoss empire buying slaves in bulk, likely to be used for experimentation and mining, just to name a few reasons. Fran would probably have ended up in Raydoss if she hadn’t run into me. But this policy was so audacious that it had repercussions all the way to Goldicia. The illegal slavers had to take extra care to hide their tracks.


  So, the leader of the drakes is someone named Georg… I’m amazed you found out so much in so little time.


  I wasn’t alone. I had an informant who was of great help.


  An informant? One of the Beast King’s men? Do I know this person?


  No. This person is an adventurer who goes by the Barrierist.


  Seriadot?! She’s working with you?


  Seriadot’s race was being protected by the Beastman Nation which was why she was currently working for them. Seriadot being here was pure coincidence, but she was more than happy to lend a hand.


  So, she’s a survivor of the Lorelei…


  The circumstances of the Lorelei overlapped with the Black Cat tribe somewhat. Seriadot probably had as much hatred for illegal slavers as Fran did. She had been gathering information about illegal slavers and reporting it to the Beastman Nation.


  Sophie didn’t know where Seriadot was, but apparently she had been protecting the city with Quina. Her barrier crystal could collect video and sound data so she could use it to seek out antibodies which had infiltrated Cendia…and hunt down any illegal slavers trying to escape.


  Seriadot probably locked Phyllia up in the Clinic to collect more information from her as she grew restless. But Phyllia had kept her ultimate Skill hidden from Seriadot. She used it to turn into a monster and break out.


  Was the white sword the key to Phyllia’s power?


  Sacred Lyric…


  Where did you hear that name?


  Quina reacted to my whisper. She seemed shocked.


  That was the name of the sword Phyllia had. Well, the monster version of her anyway. What do you know about it?


  That is one of the discarded godswords created by the godsmith Sechs.


  A discarded godsword! Quina continued to explain that Sacred Lyric had been among the list of weapons Sechs made in his memoirs. 


  Sacred Lyric was the most disastrous among the discarded godswords Sechs made.


  Sechs had made it his life’s work to create anti-antibody weapons. Although undoubtedly on the level of godswords, they were too specialized for their own good. Even among the unusual godsmith’s work, Sacred Lyric was classified as the most dangerous.


  Its purpose was to use the antibodies’ power against them—similar to Nadia’s Overgrowth—but with a different approach. Overgrowth consumed antibodies as it defeated them, growing its own power. Sacred Lyric had the ability to control antibodies.


  Using antibodies to defeat antibodies. The more the antibodies the antibody-controlling sword was around, the more powerful it became. Additionally, Sacred Lyric drained power from antibodies to power up its user.


  A powerful weapon if used correctly.


  But there was a reason why it was discarded. It had…problems. Nothing but problems.


  First were the changes Sacred Lyric induced in its user’s mind. Much like Overgrowth, the consumption of antibodies eventually drove the user mad. Sacred Lyric possessed mind control powers to control antibodies and being on the same wavelength as antibodies was a bigger burden to the mind than even Overgrowth could impose. That seemed true, considering the state of mind Phyllia was in during the battle.


  But the mind control ability didn’t extend only to antibodies, which was where the second problem began. The mind control also worked on people. Ordinarily, it only worked on the subconscious mind of regular civilians…but Sacred Lyric linked to special devices which allowed it to command elite antibodies. Embedding these devices in victims would allow one to control even powerful humans. That was the secret of those white stones. I thought it was just a speaker, but it turned out to be an amplifier for Sacred Lyric’s mind control powers.


  Finally, there was the physical transformation. Sacred Lyric would transform its user to whatever form it thought was best to draw out its powers. But this functionality was out of control, turning its user’s body into a literal monster. The sword probably thought that was the best way to manipulate antibodies.


  A nonhuman creature with the mind and body of a monster could control both antibodies and people. Such a creature would no longer be friendly to humans. Thousands would end up dead if Sacred Lyric was allowed to run free.


  So even Sechs thought his discarded godsword was a failure…


  I could’ve cannibalized it, and I felt its destruction to be something of a waste. Then again, maybe it was better that I didn’t get a chance. The Skills I would get from Sacred Lyric seemed useless, even if they were powerful. There was also a chance that it would try to take over like Fanatix did after I ate it. Maybe not eating it was for the best.


  Researchers who came after him were the ones who deemed it a failure. In Sechs’s memoirs, he didn’t think he made any failures. He only regretted making something that he thought was too powerful. For Sechs, Sacred Lyric was a finished product. Yes, many would die…but that was always the case when fighting antibodies.


  I didn’t know what kind of person this Sechs was, but he didn’t strike me as a good guy. He seemed a little too obsessed with killing antibodies. Quina had just laid out that Sechs didn’t consider a dangerous weapon like Sacred Lyric a failure. I disagreed with the sword’s existence.


  I wonder if Phyllia knew.


  Quina mused. Phyllia had lived in Goldicia all her life and belonged to an influential family of the Clinic. She should’ve known the dangers of the discarded godsword… As insane as she was, was it really worth turning into a monster for her ambition?


  Perhaps the emotional damage dulled her sense of danger. That might explain her foolish plot.


  I see…


  You couldn’t be in your right state of mind to use such a dangerous discarded godsword. Even Phyllia would’ve hesitated. But was this part of Sechs’s plan? To drive the owner of Sacred Lyric insane so they would use it…?


  No. That sword was absolutely a failure.


  A sword was supposed to protect its user and help them survive. But this sword manipulated its users and turned them into monsters?


  A sword is a tool for its user’s benefit. Sacred Lyric doesn’t pass my test.


  I didn’t like it one bit! Not the discarded godsword or Sechs himself!


  I’d definitely destroy them if I found more of them!


   


  ***


   


  Ten days had passed since Fran and the others fought off the antibodies.


  The antibodies were eliminated, and Cendia was safe for the moment. The other gates had also been successfully defended thanks to the outlaws who fought for the town.


  Fran and the others were moved to the Clinic where they could be treated by Sophie’s trusted clinicians. They were personally chosen by Nerush, Sophie’s bodyguard, so there was no doubting their allegiance.


  Nerush had fought alongside Frederick, taking command of the soldiers on the wall during the siege. But an antibody attack had rendered him unconscious, and the fighting was over by the time he woke up. He was extremely disappointed in himself and took charge of cleanup efforts in the battle’s aftermath.


  The Adventurers’ Guild was in a state of chaos after the submaster’s plan to escape was discovered. Their activities ground to a halt, and the loss of trust was going to be devastating for the foreseeable future.


  The other underground organizations had lost a lot of their influence, as well. Rumors about them holding back reinforcements spread, discrediting their usual cockiness in the face of danger. From what I’d heard, they’d actually sent the prescribed reinforcements to fight at the gates…but the people were far from satisfied with that explanation.


  It was less a matter of fact and more of emotion. Although the organizations weren’t immediately kicked out, they lost a huge chunk of street cred. That was what they’d been using to threaten civilians. But now the people of Cendia had learned how to defend themselves after banding together to protect their city.


  The organizations were only allowed to exist because they were a convenient fighting force in times of trouble. Their uselessness in the battle meant that there was little reason to cater to their demands. This realization might cause a huge change in the structure of the unregistered city.


  There were organizations that actually benefited from the siege. The Beastman Council came out on top after sparing no expense during the battle…although they only fought after getting orders of Mea and Quina, who had taken over by that point. But the people knew that the Beastman Council fought alongside them. As they were now making great efforts during Cendia’s reconstruction, they could be considered the sole winner of the battle.


  The Drake King Council also fought, but they had lost too much power. Not having many members to begin with, their numbers took a hit because of Phyllia’s plot. The entire organization was far weaker than it had been before.


  Velmeria had awakened the day before yesterday, and she created a new organization from the remaining Drake King Council members called the Drakes’ Guild, a far more moderate organization than what the council used to be. Velmeria had little opposition after showing off her Shinryu Form, and many drakes pledged their allegiance to her.


  As for their executives, I heard from Gazuole that the Three Claws had been reappointed following their accomplishments in the siege, causing public reception of the Drakes’ Guild to be highly favorable.


  The Clinic was in the worst state of all, but Seriadot and Sophie immediately began reforming it. Phyllia’s underlings were promptly arrested, restoring the public’s faith in the organization.


  Although the undertaking would be a huge challenge, the incident actually reinforced Sophie’s reputation. She was the saint who had a godsword and fought alongside the people. It was easy enough to see why.


  With the people’s cooperation, the Clinic seemed like it would quickly become a new and better institution. Sophie said she wanted it to be an organization where representatives of the people could be heard. Seriadot promised to help Sophie since she felt bad about doing little, even after knowing what Phyllia was like behind the scenes.


  I didn’t know how well it would go, but it would probably be all right as long as Sophie retained the public’s respect.


  Now we just need Fran to wake up…


  “Woof.”


  Potions had been fed to Fran to keep her nourished, but she was clearly losing weight. Would she be all right if she kept on sleeping like this? The others had woken up, so I thought it was about time for her to regain consciousness as well.


  I watched Fran sleep with Jet, who had awakened four days ago.


  “…”


  Oh! Fran?


  “Arf?”


  Had our prayers been answered? Fran’s long eyelashes twitched slightly. Then her eyelids then slowly opened.


  Fran! Are you awake? Fran?


  “Woof!”


  “Teacher? Jet? Where am I…?”


  You’re at the Clinic. How are you—


  Rumble!


  Just as I was about to ask her how she was doing, a loud sound reverberated in the room.


  Fran looked sad and rubbed her stomach.


  “I’m hungry.”


  Oh… Oh.


  “I want curry.”


  Curry right after having nothing for ten days? That seemed… Would she be all right? In medical novels, the patient would usually have to avoid solids in these circumstances.


  Well, at least Fran was awake.


  I thought she should get some more rest if she wanted, but Fran proved to be restless.


  “Hup. Hm.”


  Don’t push it. You’re not in top condition yet.


  “I’m fine.”


  Fran quickly got out of bed and started swinging me.


  How are your muscles?


  “Sore. I’m okay.”


  Fran’s fatigue was frighteningly low compared to Mea and Zehmet. Those two ended up with reduced stats and not being able to Awaken for a time. They were also incredibly sore.


  Soreness to the point that they had not been able to sit up when they first woke up. And besides Mea, Zehmet had let out a pathetic groan when he first came to.


  Meanwhile, Fran was already doing sword drills. She was still sluggish after her long slumber, but there were no changes to her stats, and she could still use Awaken. Her muscles were nowhere near as fatigued as the others, as was shown by her ability to move however she wanted.


  Considering the fatigue Oratorio should’ve placed on her after forcing her into Godbeast Form, this was nothing. I guess ten days of continuous sleep wasn’t exactly nothing, though. Fran’s slumber was so deep that she was even unresponsive to the smell of curry. 


  Was that why curry was the first thing she wanted upon waking up? No. She just always wanted curry.


  I was really grateful to Fenrir and P.A. when I considered the fact that the fatigue Fran would’ve gone through was on the level of Mea and the others. Perhaps there was some hidden cost that we weren’t aware of. We needed to be extra careful for a while.


  Fran was swinging me quite intentionally, wanting to get a feel for her body but also trying to remember what Godbeast Form felt like.


  She quietly continued her drills, cutting down invisible enemies.


  Godbeast Form was gone from her Skill list. It really was a power so great that she wouldn’t have access to it without Oratorio’s help. Fran clenched her teeth and murmured.


  “There’s something greater than Awaken.”


  Yeah.


  “I wonder if I can use it again if I train hard enough.”


  Hmm, I don’t know.


  Godbeast Form was a legendary existence that overshadowed the Black Sky Tiger. It was closer to a myth than anything else. Could Fran really use such a legendary Skill again by simply training?


  There was a possibility that training wouldn’t be enough and that she would need some kind of special key to unlock it. It wasn’t going to be easy. But Fran wasn’t about to give up. With that power, she might be able to single-handedly break the curse of the Black Cat tribe. With that hope in her heart, she would not stop chasing the dream.


  “Tsh. Haa!”


  Fran continued swinging me, slowly so her body could remember the sensations of Godbeast Form. But then she stopped and looked down at me, tilting her head.


  “Are you okay?”


  She worried about my condition.


  I’m fine. All thanks to Fenrir and P.A.


  My Automatic Self-Repair had slowed down as part of my burden. But even that got better over the course of ten days. Thanks to that, I was able to safely watch over Fran with little concern. I even got some new powers out of it. But King Wolf and Wisdom were powers borrowed from Fenrir and P.A., so I wouldn’t be able to use them while they were asleep.


  Still, Composite Destroyer remained as Gold System and I also acquired Malice Torrent and Transmission.


  Gold System was an adjusted version of Overgrowth’s Gold Eater. The remnants of Overgrowth had gotten stronger due to Oratorio’s empowerment, and P.A. made some adjustments. Gold System still greatly increased my damage to antibodies, so it would come in handy while we were still in Goldicia.


  Transmission was a Skill that allowed me to transmit my consciousness better when using Transmogrify. It was probably a Skill version of what Fanatix was doing, and P.A. probably left it behind when she went to sleep.


  “I’ll thank P.A. and Fenrir when they wake up.”


  They would love that.


  Both P.A. and Fenrir liked Fran. They would probably be happy just to see her healthy.


  And I wasn’t the only one who got something out of the battle. Fran and Jet had leveled up, increasing their stats. They were currently at level 70. Elite even by the standards of this world. In an RPG, you could easily challenge the final dungeon at this level.


  Your stats increased by a lot, Fran.


  “Hm.”


  Fran’s magic and agility had increased by 300. Her other abilities had increased by 100, causing her HP and MP to break the 1000 barrier.


  Fran’s drastic growth was caused by several factors.


  First was simply her level. When you hit 70, your stat increases got way better. In exchange, it became extremely difficult to level up.


  Added to that were the effects of Godbeast Form. The Skill was gone, but having experienced life as a transcendent being greatly increased her physical awareness and intuition. Adding to things that weren’t reflected on her stats was her increased mastery over thunder magic. Highly beneficial since she would now be able to use black lightning as she pleased.


  Although Fran hadn’t tested it yet, her control over black lightning should be much better.


  There were also the effects of the new title, Mighty Warrior. This was incredibly strong.


   


  Mighty Warrior: Acquired after a powerful warrior eliminates over three thousand enemies in a short period of time and eliminates more than thirty thousand enemies in total.


  Effects: HP +200, MP +200, Strength +100, Life +100, Agility +100, Magic +100


   


  All of this contributed to Fran’s stat growth. She would get even stronger with Awaken, which would put her in the upper echelons of an A Rank. I thought it would be impossible to catch up to Urslars and the Beast King the first time I saw their stats. But now, I knew it was only a matter of time.


  Mea and Velmeria had also acquired the title. Not Zehmet, though. Holy Beast Form should’ve allowed him to fulfill the power requirement of the title, but I guess he hadn’t eliminated enough enemies yet.


  Zehmet had mostly been bait and support during the battle, and he didn’t have area-of-effect attacks to begin with.


  “Jet got stronger, too.”


  “Woof!”


  Jet raised his head from his treat of extra spicy curry. His mouth was a slobbering mess, but he let out a happy bark. Although Jet’s growth wasn’t as drastic as Fran’s, his stats were still increased from leveling up.


  Jet also acquired a powerful title.


   


  Insatiable Predator: Acquired after devotedly eating various monsters.


  Effect: Bonus to all predatory actions.


   


  The title’s effect was a little ambiguous…but that was why it was such a powerful title. It was on the level of an Extra Skill. I had a feeling it probably increased the effectiveness of Predator Assimilation, making it highly useful for Jet.


  “We got stronger again,” Fran said, clenching her fist.


  “Woof!”


  Her selfish side was burning with desire to get stronger after she knew it was still possible. Then again, her eyes were pointedly nailed to Jet’s curry. Fran had been focusing on her drills, but it looked like she could hardly hold herself back.


  Fran was just as greedy when it came to food.


   


  ***


   


  Five days after Fran awakened…


  That morning, Mea came to visit us. She had been smug lately after the people started treating her like a hero for helping them fix the wall. She’d been putting idiots who were out to make a name for themselves in their place. However, she had a more serious look on her face today.


  “Fran, I need a favor.”


  “Sure. Go ahead.”


  “…A-are you sure? I haven’t told you what it is yet.”


  “I know I won’t mind.”


  “Fu ha ha! As expected of my friend! Worry not, it’s nothing unreasonable. Even I can be reasonable from time to time!” Mea laughed and turned her gaze to Jet, who was sitting next to Fran. “It is actually more a task for Jet than for you. I would like to relay a message to Nocta.”


  “Arf?”


  And you need a messenger? Can’t you just use the manatech?


  “The guild’s manatech was destroyed in the commotion. A messenger is the only way of relaying messages at this point.”


  Cendia had been heavily damaged during the siege. Antibody season wasn’t over, and it would need outside help if it were to survive. The Drake King Georg’s business as an illegal slaver was information that needed to be spread to the other settlements.


  And so, it was decided to get a trustworthy and fast messenger for the job.


  “Lind is finally active again, too. I shall take part in this mission.”


  “You can summon Lind again?”


  “I can! Which is why I need to leave Cendia as soon as possible.”


  That bad, huh?


  “If anything, it’s gotten worse since Lind came back.”


  Word about Mea’s sword being a godsword had spread. Over a hundred thieves and burglars had attempted to steal the godsword over the past few days.


  But the drakes had a more extreme reaction. For them, the Cruel Dragon Sword Lindworm wasn’t just a weapon, it was something closer to a god.


  Mea received many requests from drakes to show them her sword. Mea and Quina went along with it initially to increase the Beast King Council’s influence, but soon they got annoyed with some of the overly persistent drakes. These drakes weren’t satisfied with just worshipping Lind; they wanted to make it a platform to elevate their race’s status.


  “Quina handled the problem.”


  Oh.


  Mea was still a princess, even if no one cared in Goldicia about her personal history. Threatening royalty to hand over a godsword was not something Quina would allow. Apparently, a decapitated head had been sent to one of the offending drake organizations… That was the rumor, anyway!


  “What is it, Teacher?”


  Nothing. I was just making a mental note to never cross Quina.


  “I see you have also reached that conclusion. Yes, she is not one to cross. You never know the kind of awful punishment she may have in store!” Mea said, glancing left and right. 


  Quina had done a great job disciplining her, even if Quina wasn’t there. At least, I hoped she wasn’t.


  “Q-Quina aside, let me get back to the point at hand. I want you and Jet to deliver a message to Nocta. How does that sound?”


  “Can I go, Teacher? I want to see how Auntie is doing.”


  You’re doing much better now, so, sure.


  “Woof, woof!”


  Jet barked, holding his head high as if to say, “I’ve got it covered!” 


  He was probably getting bored of lazing about all day.


  “Excellent. I’ll get you the letters. I’ll need you to leave as soon as you can.”


  “Hm. Okay.”


  Sure.


  “Also, you don’t have to come back to Cendia if you don’t want. The antibodies have been eliminated. It would only bore you.”


  “Okay.”


  “If only my body could move like it usually could… Exterminate some antibodies for me on the way to Nocta.”


  “Hm! You got it!”


  Things progressed quickly after that.


  Mea returned in less than an hour with the letters, sporting an iron claw-shaped bruise on her face. She had done something deserving of Quina’s punishment.


  Mea made light of it, but the terror of Quina couldn’t have been clearer. S-she wouldn’t get mad at me, right? In any case, we shouldn’t return to Cendia until this whole thing blew over.


  Mea called out to Fran one last time as she straddled Jet by the gate. Another goodbye to one of her friends. But Fran was smiling. She was sure that she would see Mea again someday.


  “I’m off.”


  “Fran, Teacher, Jet. I’m counting on you!”


  You got it!


  “Woof!”


  “See you.”


  We left the very eventful city of Cendia. It was a great learning experience for Fran. We got information about illegal slavers and got stronger in the process. She also made another wonderful friend.


  “That sound…”


  I guess she’s sending us off.


  “Woof!”


  Fran’s ears twitched as she swayed while straddling Jet. Jet’s ears did as well. Even I could hear it. A strange sound—one that lamented our departure but blessed our journey, nonetheless.


  The performer was not visible, even when we turned around. And yet, the beautiful sound wrapped around us.


  A parting gift from a friend and battle comrade.


  I hope we can see Sophie again.


  “Woof!”


  “Hm. I’ll come back to see her,” Fran whispered softly.


  Sophie probably heard it. The song became gentler, as if responding to Fran’s words.


  “Bye-bye, Sophie.”
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  Epilogue


   


  “IF IT ISN’T LITTLE TILDIA! It’s been a long time.”


  “’Sup, Mr. Mursani.”


  “Ha ha, you haven’t changed a bit.”


  A Black Cat girl was looking down on Nadia, who still hadn’t woken up.


  “Mom’s not waking up.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with her physically, though.”


  “I see.”


  Her monotone way of speaking and half-asleep eyes—Tildia hadn’t changed one bit.


  In fact, her height was mostly the same after four years. Despite being older than Fran, she was still shorter than her. The only thing that changed about her was her hair, which now reached her shoulders.


  “Mom protected Castell, huh?”


  “That she did.”


  I couldn’t tell what Tildia was feeling. She looked sad, but also relieved.


  “I guess I didn’t make it in time.”


  “I see.”


  “Yep.”


  Now I understood…she was sad. It couldn’t be helped. This girl returned to Goldicia to help her adoptive mother during the season of antibodies. She didn’t return in time for the battle of Castell, and now the one she wanted to save was fast asleep. She must have been crushed by that.


  “Do you know the Black Cat who saved her?”


  One of my servants had apparently told her the story. Tildia looked at me with a conflicted look on her face.


  “That would be Fran. She is one of Castell’s survivors. Her mother and Nadia used to be good friends. Nadia was happy to see her, as was I. You’ve probably heard of her, I think. She’s an adventurer called the Black Lightning Princess?”


  “The Black Lightning Princess? And her name is Fran?”


  Tildia had heard of Fran’s nickname, having been an adventurer on the other continents. She looked quite surprised.


  “Well. I see…”


  “Tildia?”


  Tildia nodded while whispering something under her breath. What had gotten into her?


  “Fran the Black Lightning Princess… All right.”


  Her monotone mutter sounded strangely loud as it echoed around the room.
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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