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      Prologue


      “Magic power, frozen might! Manifest to blade of ice! Ice Sword!”


      Miya, a teenage girl with a scarlet bob, recited the incantation for a spell similar to the one she had used against Kyto, the rogue member of the elven White Knights who had brutally attacked her while her party was questing in a dungeon. But instead of producing three Ice Swords like back then, the spell only brought forth one frozen blade this time, and although Miya was clad in the same mage robe as before, she had quit the adventuring life and returned to her village to train as a healer. Miya had finished up her lessons for the day and had decided to go practice her offensive magic just outside the village. She pointed the single Ice Sword at a group of trees near the main road.


      “Attack!” Miya instructed, manipulating the Ice Sword to make it fly toward one of the trees. The Ice Sword struck its target and left a mark, but Miya saw plenty of room for improvement.


      “Hmm, I thought I’d infused a lot more mana and power into that Ice Sword,” Miya said, approaching the tree trunk to examine it. “But despite the amount of mana I poured into it, it only caused a smidge more damage than a regular Ice Sword. Is there some way to boost my Ice Swords in a way that will really count?”


      Normally, a mage would cast spells in a manner that wouldn’t drain their mana pools too quickly, but they had the option of raising the potency of an attack spell by raising the infusion of mana to its maximum limit. The Ice Sword was Miya’s most powerful attack in her arsenal, and she had set aside time in her day to work on amplifying this particular spell. This effort had been prompted by the series of events that took place in her fateful final quest in the Dwarf Kingdom dungeon, where Miya and her older brother, Elio, in a party with their childhood friends, Gimra and Wordy, were attacked by Kyto, who had partnered up with the dark elf Yanaaq. The three boys had tried to fight off Kyto in order to protect Miya, but Wordy and Gimra had met their ends on the elf’s broadsword. Despite also sustaining harrowing injuries themselves, Miya and her brother had managed to escape with their lives, but the gruesome episode had thoroughly put off the siblings from continuing to pursue the adventuring life, prompting them to return home to their quiet, peaceful village. But even though Miya had retired from questing, she continued to hone her magic skills whenever she had a spare moment because of the pledge she had made to Dark—the leader of the elite party of adventurers known as the Black Fools.


      “I have to keep grinding so that I can get as close to Dark as I can!” Miya said, her fist clenched. “This time, I’ll pour even more mana into my attack!”


      She turned and put some distance between her and the trees, so that she could fire another Ice Sword at them. I wonder what Dark’s up to now, Miya thought, peering wistfully up at the sky.


      And as happenstance would have it, at that very moment, Light was operating up on the surface world under his alias “Dark.”


      ✰✰✰


      “According to this map, the forest with the monster for our quest should be straight up this road,” I informed my team.


      “Then I suggest we visit this village on the way in order to gather information,” Nemumu said. “Doing that would further our real objective.”


      My party, the Black Fools, had gone to a guild and signed up for a quest to defeat a monster, but as Nemumu hinted, our real aim was to build up a track record of achievements and make a name for our party, so that we could gain access to a better quality of intelligence.


      “I will remind you, Nemumu, that you must refrain from giving every passing philanderer who approaches you in the village a boff on the head, what?” Gold warned. “If you give in to such impulses, m’girl, our name will end up on folks’ lips for an entirely different reason.”


      “Of course I won’t do that!” Nemumu growled at him. “First of all, the only maggots I ever punch are the ones who try to lay their filthy hands on me! I leave everyone else alone!”


      “Just goes to show that men can’t control themselves because they find you so beautiful,” I said to Nemumu.


      “Lord Dark...” Nemumu’s sepia-colored cheeks flushed red, and her earlier vindictive expression was replaced by a bashful smile. “I can’t believe you said I was beautiful! You’re so sweet!”


      “Nemumu, are you unable to bally well tell when someone is trying to placate you?” Gold said bluntly.


      “Gold...” Nemumu seethed. “If you’re spoiling for a fight, just come out and say it. I’ll run you through right here and now as a warm-up before slaying this monster!”


      “No, m’girl, I would never dream of fighting you,” Gold said hurriedly. “Do understand that I only say these things out of consideration for you, what what?”


      But this only angered Nemumu even further. “It appears you have chosen your final words. Prepare to meet your doom.” And with that, she launched into a series of attacks, which Gold frantically evaded.
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      Realizing that the spat had taken an unexpectedly extreme turn, I spun around to intervene. “Hey, you two. I’d really like to get to this village while the sun’s still up, so we should keep moving.”


      “Of course, Lord Dark!” Nemumu called back, halting her melee attacks and running up to me, all smiles. Gold followed along behind her, shrugging his shoulders in exasperation.


      “By Jove, to think she doesn’t believe I’m sincere in that...” Gold muttered.


      For better or worse, this was basically how my party spent our days questing.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Inside the Dragonute Empire


      “Let’s send the beastfolk up against the tower, shall we?”


      The leader of the four human associates who had gathered in a chamber in an undisclosed location somewhere within the Dragonute Empire, Hiro, had offered this bold suggestion as their next move against those who had eliminated their undercover agent. Even though all four men appeared to be low-level humans, they were in fact overpowered Masters with specialized Gifts, and they operated under the patronage of the dragonutes. Hiro—a gracefully tall, Prince Charming figure who wore vestments to match—drew stares of astonishment from the average-looking intelligence chief, Hisomi, and the shirtless, muscular blond bedecked in gold jewelry, Kaizer. The only member of the group who didn’t look taken aback was Hei, who was lurking in Kaizer’s shadow, his demeanor remaining unchanged beneath his all-black garb.


      Hiro softly cleared his throat. “I will now go through the reasoning behind my proposal in very fine detail.” He paused for a beat to confirm that he had the silent assent of the others to do so before continuing. “When this ‘Great Tower’ suddenly appeared near the Elven Queendom’s royal capital, the authorities there dispatched the White Knights, their most powerful order of soldiers, to nullify the threat. However, the entire order was eliminated as a result,” Hiro said. “Later, a young human woman leading a horde of dragons identified herself as the ‘Wicked Witch of the Tower’ after descending upon the queendom’s royal palace. This so-called witch strong-armed the elf queen into granting ‘absolute autonomy’ to all the humans in the realm. The Wicked Witch then went on to subjugate the Dark Elf Islands in a similar fashion. These events demonstrated that the Great Tower was—at the very least—too much of a threat to simply ignore, for it was reasonable to suspect that those behind its existence might be followers of C. That was the rationale behind opening our investigation on the Great Tower.”


      Around that time, Hisomi had discovered some startling information through the network of intelligence operatives he had spawned: one of those who had gone on this ill-fated mission to the Great Tower was a female elf named Sasha, who was not a member of the White Knights. This Sasha had previously been part of a party of adventurers sent on a mission to search for a Master, which was subsequently given orders to kill a false Master they had encountered. As a reward for successfully carrying out this assassination, the Elven Queendom had made Sasha the adoptive daughter of a count and arranged for her to wed Mikhael, the vice commander of the White Knights.


      This information came hot on the heels of discovering that Sasha’s former partymate Garou—who was viewed as the favorite to become the next leader of the Wolf Tribe—had gone missing while exploring the Abyss and was presumed dead. Not long after, a third party member—the dark elf Sionne—mysteriously vanished as well. The laboratory Sionne was in charge of had transformed into a dungeon, trapping her inside. While the dungeon was eventually cleared weeks later by a team of adventurers, to date, no trace of Sionne had been found, not even a strand of hair.


      In other words, three people that had been rewarded for assassinating the false Master had been eliminated within quite a short frame of time. Given the strong connection the trio shared, dismissing these disappearances as simply a series of coincidences would stretch credulity past its limits.


      “According to our intelligence, the individuals who had disappeared up to that point were ordered to assassinate Light, a boy that was deemed to be a false Master,” Hiro continued. “The dynamics at play here strongly suggested that this Light was a follower of C who had built the Great Tower in order to exact his revenge on his would-be killers while in the guise of the Wicked Witch.”


      “Oh, come on now. Everyone who’s seen this Wicked Witch says she’s an adult woman through and through,” Kaizer said, rolling his eyes. “And this Light is meant to be a boy, right? At least, that’s what our intel says. So are you seriously saying he has magic items that can change his sex, height, voice, and freakin’ speech patterns too? Not to mention, in that scenario, this little kid would have to be capable of taming a hundred dragons and of wielding unfathomably advanced sorcery. Don’t you think all of that kinda rules out the idea of this Light character being our culprit?”


      Hiro nodded his agreement with this assessment. “It did indeed seem extremely implausible that Light could have been the force behind the Great Tower and the disappearances of his former partymates, and truthfully, I wasn’t willing to fully buy into this theory until we came across more evidence that pointed in that direction. Now, naturally, one of us could have simply infiltrated the Great Tower to find out more, but that would have risked us being exposed, giving our targets the opportunity to cover their tracks and leave us with no leads. It was also possible that the Great Tower was an elaborate trap set up by the Masters of the Demonkin Nation. This was why we went with the safer option of using Naano as bait to capture the false Master.”


      The dragonutes had welcomed a number of Masters into their nation, including the four present at this gathering. The demonkin also hosted their own group of Masters, who were the ones Kaizer described as “crazies” and likened to a “delusional death cult praying for doomsday.” The Masters led by Hiro hadn’t known at the time if the Great Tower people were aware of them, but they had all agreed that the tower would most likely make its next move in the Dwarf Kingdom, given the country’s military capabilities, so the Masters had sent their agent—the pseudo-Master, Cavaur—to establish contact with Naano.


      Cavaur was the product of the Avatar Project, a failed experiment that had sought to create a magic item that would allow a person to carry out operations from a remote location by transferring their own consciousness to a living marionette. Despite the project ending up a bust, Hisomi had used his Gift, the Kindred Maker, to share his own power level to raise Cavaur’s to 5000, and the Masters had collectively decided to redeploy him as an intelligence operative, as it would have been a waste to simply destroy him. Cavaur had been the one who made initial contact with Naano by selling him the Book of Forbidden Weapons, which outlined how to make powerful weapons with supernatural properties through the wholesale slaughter of humans.


      “I thought the Wicked Witch of the Tower would make a move, given her embracing of the absolute autonomy of humans,” Hiro said. “But not like this...”


      “Although Cavaur was an unsuccessful specimen resulting from the Avatar Project, he was still an undercover agent that I spent an inordinate amount of resources on,” Hisomi piped up, sounding almost vexed. “However, it is a near certainty that he has been either captured or killed during the course of his latest mission, since he has yet to translocate back here or even send a telepathic message. This means we have lost a valuable Level 5000 spawn without gaining any useful intel whatsoever.”


      Hiro nodded, concurring with this observation. “If Naano has also been similarly erased, he can no longer serve as bait. These developments further my case for the Great Tower and the Wicked Witch being linked to the disappearances, and the two may be connected to C. However, if we personally take action against the tower, we might find ourselves ensnared in a trap...”


      Hiro lapsed into silence for a moment. “No, we cannot afford to lose any more people, for it could halt progress on P.A. permanently, and that is our top priority. As such, the best way of gaining intelligence is to send the Beastfolk Federation on the warpath against the Great Tower and the Wicked Witch. We can watch how the battle unfolds without needing to worry about sustaining casualties on our end.”


      Kaizer was the first to offer his response. “Uh, you do realize that means we’ll be sending a whole lotta beastmen into the meat grinder, right?”


      “If they are able to provide us with useful information, that’s a cost I’m willing to bear. And besides”—Hiro broke out into a grin—“throughout history, it has been either humans or animals that are chosen for ritual sacrifice.”


      Kaizer seemed to neither object nor concur with Hiro’s statement, choosing simply to stare at his leader through narrowed eyelids. On the other hand, Hisomi rubbed his temple with his right index finger as if he was nursing an acute headache.


      “Your proposal would severely damage the intelligence network that I have built up over the years among the beastfolk...” Hisomi began. “But I realize how undeniably imperative it is to use the beastfolk at this crucial stage. Letting this opportunity pass us by just to preserve the intelligence network would not serve our purposes.”


      “Indeed,” Hiro agreed. “If the intelligence produced by the conflict shows that the Great Tower is beholden to C, it would solidify our need to destroy the tower anyway.”


      “If that happens, I’ll farm out Hei to take care of that,” Kaizer said. “He can wipe it off the face of the map, no sweat. And I’ll make sure to kick his ass into going on the mission if it comes to that.”


      Positioned just behind Kaizer, Hei remained silent, but his general demeanor suggested he would prefer not to be separated from Kaizer for any reason.


      Hiro chuckled. “It would definitely be encouraging if Hei lent a helping hand. But if worse comes to worst, I’ll handle the liquidation operation myself.”


      As soon as Hei heard that he might not have to leave Kaizer’s side after all, his general peevishness seemed to instantly dissipate. This sudden change in attitude drew another half-amused smirk from Hiro, as well as from Hisomi.


      “So we’re all in agreement. We will maneuver the Beastfolk Federation into engaging in combat with the Great Tower,” Hiro declared. “I’ll inform the other two of our decision too.”


      “Who gives a hoot what that snot-nosed Cherry Bomber thinks? Anyway, Octopus Head shouldn’t have any problem with it,” Kaizer said.


      “Nevertheless, we can’t leave them both in the dark about this,” Hiro said with a patient smile. “The foundations of a well-run organization are in how it reports, communicates, and consults, as I’m sure you know.”


      Kaizer snorted at Hiro’s rejoinder but left it at that, deciding instead to throw his full weight behind the Beastfolk Federation’s upcoming war with the Great Tower that the soon-to-be attacking nation knew nothing about yet.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Conference


      The Beastfolk Federation was a narrow strip of land that had a bay that provided a natural barrier with the Dragonute Empire to the east, and the Elven Queendom bordering it to the west. As a country, it was smaller than the Human Kingdom, but unlike that particular pauperized nation, the Beastfolk Federation was at least able to sell the crops it grew to international buyers at market rates.


      Although the other nations viewed the beastfolk as a single entity, the federation was actually governed by five ruling tribes, and the chieftains of these tribes often gathered in a manor in the heart of the federal capital to debate and decide upon the national agenda. The majority of the five leaders looked like organized crime lords rather than polished statesmen, and with good reason. The top two vocations in the Beastfolk Federation were questing and mercenary work, so a large chunk of the residents were best described as the rough-and-ready type. Not only did beastfolk possess reasonably heightened physical strength, they tended to be the daredevil sort who survived encounters by dint of their keen senses and superior coordination as a group in battle, and because of these racial traits, many beastmen chose to become adventurers or soldiers of fortune.


      The federation had little arable land to speak of due to the many inlets that wormed their way through the territory, but on the upside, the nation had a long coastline with numerous ports dotted along it that welcomed ships from all around the world. These ports offered other avenues of work for the beastmen who would rather be oarsmen or merchants instead of adventurers, and because other races viewed being an oarsman on a ship as an unglamorous occupation requiring backbreaking labor, the brawny beastmen practically monopolized this line of work. On top of that, due to the constant demand for oarsmen, such jobs were actually pretty well paid, so it was a highly sought-after occupation for beastfolk.


      Several months before the confab between the Masters in the Dragonute Empire, the manor at the center of the federal capital hosted a regular meeting between the leaders of the five tribes: the Wolf Tribe, the Tiger Tribe, the Avian Tribe, the Bear Tribe, and the Bovine Tribe. The chieftains all gathered in the manor’s main chamber and sat around in a circle on top of cushions that had been placed on the shaggy carpet, a setup that ensured no one would try to fight to be at the head of the proverbial table. The right to chair the discussions was done on a rotation basis, and on this particular occasion, it was the Tiger Tribe’s chieftain, Lebad, who was steering the meeting. Despite leading the Tiger Tribe, Lebad was actually a black panther with onyx-colored fur from head to tail, its uniformity only broken by the deep scar across his forehead that started near his right eye. This scar gave Lebad a uniquely sinister visage, and just a hard stare from him would be enough to send a regular human toppling over onto their backsides out of fear.


      The Tiger Tribe was one of the most militaristic of the five tribes, with most of its members choosing to become adventurers or mercenaries. Lebad himself was a retired B-rank adventurer, though even as a middle-aged beastman, there wasn’t a single youngster within his faction who could best him in a fight. He began the meeting by raising the most pressing issue of the day.


      “There’s talk that a tower has sprouted out of the ground next door to the Elven Queendom,” Lebad said. “The elves are recruiting adventurers to get whatever kind of info they can on that tower, so we could lend some of our men to the cause and extract a favor outta ’em in the future.”


      “Nice idea in theory, but do you really think it’ll work out that well?” piped up Gamm, the leader of the Wolf Tribe, his uniquely piercing gaze focused squarely on his peer. Although Gamm exuded an aura of ferocity, the lop-eared wolfman had something of an intellectual air about him, which was unusual among beastmen. If Lebad could be described as resembling a blood-soaked mafia boss, then Gamm presented himself as an erudite yakuza kingpin.


      The Wolf Tribe had just as many fighters as the Tiger Tribe, however, and the two sides viewed each other as rivals, which is why Gamm and Lebad took every opportunity to snipe at each other—when they weren’t too busy undermining one another behind the scenes, that is. In response to Gamm’s comment, Lebad bared his fangs to indicate his annoyance at being second-guessed when he was sure the complaint had been lodged without any regard for the merits of his proposal. If this kind of barefaced aggression had been directed at a fainthearted human, he or she would have shuddered themselves silly with fright, but Gamm was unperturbed and continued to needle Lebad.


      “I’ve heard about the Elven Queendom’s recruitment campaign,” Gamm said. “But don’t you think it would take too long for our troops to get there, even if we sent them now?”


      “I happen to agree with Mr. Gamm that it’ll take too long to respond to their call for recruits in a timely fashion,” said Igor, the leader of the Avian Tribe. While Igor had a bald head that resembled a human’s, his arms were more like the feathered wings of a harpy.


      “We might manage to make it in time for the quest if we deploy ships, but the costs involved if we took that option would make it an unprofitable venture,” Igor continued. “This is precisely why I’ve constantly pushed for a road to be constructed that cuts through the woods and provides us with a direct path to the Elven Queendom. If such a road existed, sending help to the queendom would be no trouble at all.”


      The other chieftains winced at Igor’s opportunistic attempt to shoehorn his pet project into the discussion. He did this every meeting, and it had really started to grate on everyone’s patience. The Avian Tribe was the most mercantile tribe of the five, and in order to trade with the neighboring Elven Queendom, merchants were forced to either take a long route that detoured the forest that formed the border between the two nations, or ship the goods by sea. A road that cut straight through the forest would greatly save on time and costs, but there were other considerations that stood in the way of one being built.


      “I’m still against that there road,” muttered Ozo, the leader of the Bear Tribe, breathing out a trail of smoke after taking a drag from a long pipe. “The only things that’s keepin’ all them elves and dragonutes out of our business are that forest we have out to the west and the sea to the east. No need to go stickin’ our heads in the jaws of a dragon, I say.”


      Standing at over two meters tall and with a girth that seemed to match, Ozo the bearman was the biggest of the five chieftains. Naturally, Ozo radiated the same imposing intensity that Lebad and Gamm did, but his looming presence was purely down to his massive size, since he lacked the threatening aura of the other two chieftains. Because most bearmen outsized their counterparts in other tribes, many became adventurers, though equally as many took jobs as carpenters, dockhands, farmers, and other occupations that required physical labor.


      “Mr. Igor, we are all well aware of your desire to clear a route through the forest that leads to the Elven Queendom,” spoke up Beny, the leader of the Bovine Tribe. The cow-woman was the lone female among the five chieftains. “But I will once again ask you to please consider what such a project would do to the maritime shippers. A direct land route could very well lead to a reduction in cargo volumes on ships, spelling fewer jobs. Remember, unlike the couriers that travel down highways, it takes a lot of time and effort to train up ships’ crews and oarsmen.”


      Compared to the others in the room, Beny appeared to have the least animalistic features. In fact, if anything, she looked like a human woman with two cow horns attached to her head. Only a minority of beastfolk shared this trait of looking closer to a human than an animal, and most of those with this morphology were women. The Bovine Tribe was the largest of the five clans in terms of population size, but despite the members of the tribe being every bit as physically gifted as other beastfolk, most had decidedly unaggressive personalities, meaning few signed up to be adventurers or mercenaries. In fact, most folk from the Bovine Tribe worked in the shipping trade as oarsmen or crewmembers. If direct land routes opened up for trading, it would threaten the shipping industry, which explained why Beny was often at odds with Igor and his profit-seeking Avian Tribe merchants. As such, Beny was on the same page as Ozo when it came to shooting down the idea of building a woodland road, though his exception to one stemmed from national security reasons. Yet despite this opposition, Igor stubbornly stood his ground, continuing to advocate for his coveted infrastructure project at practically every meeting.


      Lebad clapped his hands to get the meeting back on track. “The topic right now is whether we should lend our people to the elves with an eye toward extracting a favor from them later on, so save all the trade talk for the time being. In any case, it doesn’t look like we’re gonna reach unanimity on my proposal, but maybe we can make participation in the scheme voluntary for each tribe?”


      “No objections from me,” Ozo said.


      “I’m in favor of that idea,” Beny agreed.


      “I’m in favor as well,” Igor said. “And we shall discuss our differences at a later date, Ms. Beny.”


      “If we’re not under any obligation to take part, then it’s fine with me too,” Gamm said. “Though I still don’t think any of our men will make it in time for the quest.”


      Gamm chuckled after getting in this last dig on his rival, but the Tiger Tribe chieftain was ready with a stinging comeback.


      “Oh, I’m not worried about my troops,” Lebad retorted with a snarling grin. “They’re all skilled warriors who know how to hack their way through a forest to yank the elves’ rumps outta the frying pan. They ain’t like a bunch of pups who keep dying in a dungeon without ever bringing back a single bone to bury.”


      Gamm had to choke back his rage, because he knew Lebad was referring to Garou, the young wolfman who had been the presumptive successor to take over the Wolf Tribe after Gamm, before vanishing without a trace during a trip to the Abyss. Gamm had subsequently sent other beastmen from his tribe there to search for Garou, but half of them had ended up getting slaughtered, while the surviving half were only able to speak of the horrors they had witnessed when they returned empty-handed, without the remains of Garou. This fiasco had landed Gamm in a bit of hot water, and Lebad had just prodded this particular sore spot with pinpoint precision. The wolfman glared at the pantherman, while the other chieftains silently braced themselves for yet another clash between the two bellicose rivals, but despite sparks practically flying out of Gamm’s eyes, Lebad shrugged off the stare, satisfied that he had chewed the wolfman out.


      “Now, onto the next topic,” Lebad said in a chipper voice. The other chieftains followed his lead, leaving Gamm to stew in his fury.


      ✰✰✰


      “That mangy, shit-eating asshole!” Gamm yelled.


      “M-Master! Please spare me! Please—gah!” The first thing Gamm did on returning to his quarters was kick the nearest human slave working at the entrance in the midsection out of sheer frustration. The unlucky slave slid and tumbled across the floor like a rag doll, but even so, Gamm rushed over to the slave and kicked him in the abdomen over and over again. The man pleaded desperately for mercy until the volley of blows raining down on him from the Level 400 wolfman snapped his neck, ending his life on the spot. Despite this, Gamm continued kicking the slave for several more minutes as if the lifeless corpse was his rage pillow, and when he was finally done, the wolfman turned to the other slaves who had appeared to find out what all the commotion was about.


      “Take this piece of filth away,” Gamm commanded.


      “I-Immediately, master,” replied a fearful slave.


      The chieftains of the Beastfolk Federation lived in five estates encircling the manor that hosted their top-level conferences. Gamm continued to stomp angrily through his building with an entourage of wolfmen in tow.


      “Hey, unc, didn’t we purchase that thing just yesterday?” asked Gims, the head of Gamm’s security detail. “What was the point if you were just gonna kill him straightaway?”


      Gamm scoffed loudly at his nephew’s griping. “Their kind can be easily replaced, like a cheap toy bought with a week’s allowance.” Human slaves were naturally too expensive for children to purchase with their allowance, but ironically, beastmen often treated their slaves worse than any kid would treat a plaything.


      Gamm finally made it to his office and slumped heavily into an armchair. Gims was the only one who followed the chieftain into the room, while the rest of the entourage dispersed. The dutiful nephew poured liquor into a glass and offered it to his uncle—who grabbed it and downed the contents in one gulp—then sat down in an armchair opposite his tribe’s leader.


      “I can’t believe I let that chickenshit Lebad rip me a new one in that meeting!” Gamm grumbled. “And speaking of Garou, I personally backed that loser as the next alpha of our tribe, and look what he did! He went and threw mud in my face! I wish I could will him back into the world of the living just so I could rip him apart again with my bare hands! Him and all those whelps we sent after him who weren’t able to find his damn dried-up carcass! They had one simple job, and they failed miserably! Those bastard mutts!”


      Back in the meeting, Lebad had reminded Gamm of the Wolf Tribe’s recent setbacks, and the wolfman had been unable to formulate a rebuttal of any sort. Gims quickly changed the subject before Gamm’s anger could boil over again.


      “But, unc, you sure we shouldn’t lend a hand to the elves?” Gims asked. “I mean, I hate Lebad as much as you do, but I spy a good opportunity in this. Even if it ends up costing us money up front, think of the favors we’ll get in return.”


      “Gims,” Gamm said gruffly. “You’re smart, and you know how to handle things, but you’re still wet behind the ears, my boy.”


      Gims openly grimaced at his uncle’s words, prompting Gamm to half-apologetically fill a glass with liquor and place it in front of his nephew. “Look, you know how I used to be an adventurer back in the day, facing down monsters, clearing out dungeons, and even cutting down the occasional criminal or two, right?”


      “Yeah, and you made it all the way to B-rank,” Gims replied robotically, readying himself for yet another long-winded tale from his uncle’s glory days—the ones Gims had heard hundreds of times before.


      Gamm poured himself a drink and took a sip. “One time, I was in a town in the Elven Queendom when it was attacked by this huge mob of goblins, led by a goblin king. The guild hired my party and a bunch of other adventurers to go repel these goblins, and I was the one who led this scared ragtag army to the front lines.”


      He must be exaggerating that part, thought Gims, but he still listened dutifully.


      “We were surrounded by countless goblins, and I had to constantly yell at my men and berate them so they’d keep fighting,” Gamm continued. “But we were being totally overwhelmed, and I knew the town would fall to the goblins. Those disgusting creatures started grinning evilly at us, as if they knew they’d already won. I’ve never faced a worse predicament in a battle before or since. Then suddenly, backup arrived from the elves, and they completely turned the tables on the goblins.”


      Gamm’s voice grew deeper and solemn, as if it was laden with lead. “There were only three of them, and they called themselves the White Knights, the most powerful soldiers in the whole of the Elven Queendom. Their commander, vice commander, and a shooter completely exterminated the goblin horde.”


      “Uh, but you must’ve helped too, right, unc?” Gims said uncertainly. “I mean, there’s no way three elves could’ve wiped out that many goblins on their own, surely?”


      Gamm shook his head. “The White Knights sent the rest of us to the back lines while they dealt with those goblins all by themselves, taking out each and every one of them.” Gamm stopped and reflected on that moment. “The memory of that sight still gives me goose bumps to this day. The shooter seemed to mow down a bunch of goblins just by pointing his right arm in their direction. The vice commander beheaded dozens of goblins with just a single swing of his sword. But their commander, Hardy the Silent... Now, he was on a whole other level.”


      Gims audibly gulped, finding himself totally entranced for once by his uncle’s tale from the past.


      “I thought the shooter and the vice commander were strong until I witnessed Hardy in action. He ended the battle without any of us realizing. He chopped off the goblin king’s head without so much as a scream or a clash of metal. And it didn’t look like Hardy had raised an eyebrow or taken a breath. No, he acted like he’d just clipped the head off a dandelion. When I saw Hardy, I thought to myself, ‘This must be what the god of death looks like.’”


      Gamm drained the rest of his liquor to wet his tongue once more, then twirled the glass around in his paw with a faraway look in his eyes.


      “Lebad always took on low-risk quests in safe locations back when he was an adventurer, ’cause he was a coward then and he’s a coward now,” the wolf chieftain said. “He never saw enough of the world to encounter the White Knights or see Hardy the Silent in action. He’s never been a real fighter, so he’s now coming up with all these bullshit ideas that are divorced from reality. If a strange tower has appeared in the Elven Queendom, what’s stopping them from just sending in the White Knights to take care of it? Why the hell would the elves want our help?”


      Gamm’s piercing stare seemed to penetrate right through Gims forehead, making his nephew’s shoulders tremble involuntarily.


      “Gims,” Gamm said after a pregnant pause. “Whenever you get the chance, go see the world like I did. It’s a big wide world out there, filled with monsters you couldn’t even begin to imagine. If you don’t get enough real-world experience and knowledge under your belt, your ignorance will come back to bite you.”


      “Of course, unc,” Gims said. “I’ll certainly take that to heart.”


      “Well, I’ve always gotta look out for my nephew, y’know?” Gamm replied.


      After arriving back at his estate enraged enough to kill a random slave, the wolf chieftain now seemed totally relaxed and composed, and his nephew looked at him with a renewed respect. Based on Gamm’s own experience, he knew the beastmen had nothing to offer the Elven Queendom militarily so long as they had the White Knights to call on. Though when the next meeting rolled around, the latest news stood that assumption on its head. Gamm gawked at his fellow chieftains, his eyes wide as saucers, as he tried to comprehend what he had just heard.


      “The White Knights have been wiped out?!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Tiger Tribe Chieftain, Lebad


      Gamm leaped up from his seat cushion in shock at the news he had just heard. “The White Knights have been wiped out?!”


      “Yes, though I could hardly believe my ears when I first got the report,” Igor said, sounding exasperated. “Who could ever have imagined that the all-powerful White Knights would be eliminated in such a way?”


      This time, it was the Avian Tribe’s leader’s turn to moderate the chieftains’ conference, and he had opened the meeting by sharing this startling update that he had received from one of his connections in the merchant business. Apparently, a human woman calling herself the Wicked Witch of the Tower had annihilated the White Knights, the Elven Queendom’s most elite order. The witch had then attacked the capital with a swarm of dragons and proclaimed that human slavery was to be prohibited across the realm under the banner of “absolute autonomy for all humans.”


      Lebad growled under his breath. “This ain’t good. Our nation might end up under that wicked witch’s thumb, just like the elves did. Imagine what’ll happen to us if it comes to that.”


      The beastfolk chieftains silently contemplated the prospect of finding themselves on a lower rung of the race ladder than the humans their race had mistreated since time immemorial. In that scenario, the beastfolk would surely be treated like slaves and end up subject to the same kind of abuse and bigotry they had heaped upon the humans. The image of this dark future hung over the five leaders like a thick, murky thundercloud. The first to break the silence was Beny, the cow-woman.


      “Mr. Lebad, a-are you quite certain this witch can attack our nation with ease?” the Bovine Tribe chieftain asked hesitantly. “Even though their nation has been conquered, the elves are too prideful to humble themselves to that woman. There’s a forest separating our land from the queendom, and as long as that obstacle exists, this witch shouldn’t be able to get to us. Don’t you agree?”


      Ozo, the eldest of the chieftains, took a long drag on his pipe and breathed out the smoke. “Beny, Igor says the witch beat them elves with a whole mess of dragons, in case yer forgettin’. Unless them dragons lost their ability to fly, no forest’s gonna stop that witch from gettin’ to us.”


      Beny went even paler. “Then, this puts us in unimaginable danger! W-We need to take action right now!”


      “Yes, but what kind of action are we supposed to take?” Igor said, looking around the room in the hope that someone else would take up the baton at this juncture. The birdman was a merchant at heart, so he had no clue about the ins and outs of mounting a military response, but unfortunately, no one was immediately forthcoming with any ideas, and another suffocating pall of silence descended on the meeting chamber.


      “A-Anyway, I’m not gonna commit to doing anything until I know what the hell’s going on,” Lebad said finally. “I’ll find out what I can about this Wicked Witch through my network. The rest of you had better get out there and shake down your people for all the info and tips you can get too. Worst case, we hit up the dwarves, the dark elves, the onis, the demons, or even the dragonutes for reinforcements. That should put us in a better spot, I think.”


      Lebad secretly doubted that getting extra support from the other races would be sufficient to defend the Beastfolk Federation against an army of dragons, but realistically, the beastfolk were left with little other option than to ask for assistance from the dragonutes, who were a lot more familiar with how to battle dragons. Asking for reinforcements was almost guaranteed to come at a painful cost, but at this point, there didn’t seem to be any better options. Once they had all promised to share whatever info they managed to find, the chieftains brought the meeting to a close.


      ✰✰✰


      Lebad and his entourage returned to the estate reserved for the leader of the Tiger Tribe, and as soon as they reached his executive office, the pantherman flopped down in his chair and put his dark-furred feet up on his desk. He lit a cigar and took a long, anxious puff before filling the room with smoke. The pantherman rubbed his temple, then launched into a tirade.


      “Those useless elf pricks,” Lebad grumbled. “How’d they go from lording it over us to getting their cabooses whipped? And by a female inferior, no less! The ‘Wicked Witch of the Tower’? ‘Absolute autonomy’? Buncha bull! Those inferior cockroaches were better off keeping their heads down and staying as slaves or dirt farmers or whatever.”


      “But boss,” one of his associates interjected. “If we surrender to the witch and swear loyalty to her now, maybe it’ll actually gain us status in the end.”


      Lebad showed what he thought of that suggestion by angrily hurling his heavy ashtray straight into the lackey’s snout. “Is the only reason you wear that battle helmet to protect that soft head of yours, shit-for-brains?!”
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