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      Prologue


      As a nation, the Dark Elf Islands consisted of over a hundred islands—both big and small—located in the sea to the south of the mainland. The dark elves who lived on these islands devoted practically all their resources to researching magic, medicine, metallurgy, and other similar pursuits, so that as a race, they could surpass the elves, who they viewed as bitter rivals. In fact, the Dark Elf Islands’ track record in research was so extensive, the nation was one of only three known to make groundbreaking discoveries and produce new technology—the others being the Principality of the Nine and the Dwarf Kingdom.


      To aid this pursuit of knowledge, the authorities of the Dark Elf Islands offered generous support to its top researchers. Not only did this mean that these researchers received funding and staff, but at times, they were also granted the freedom of an entire island of facilities where they could conduct their research—the idea being that on an island, it was simple to restrict access to only authorized personnel, which would reduce the risk of leaks of sensitive information. This was something only this particular archipelago nation was capable of pulling off.


      One of these top researchers was called Siophylline, who was named after a flower that only grew on the Dark Elf Islands because it had been originally cultivated there by a leading researcher. Its name meant “scientist’s blossom.” She was also a former member of the Concord of the Tribes, where she had been known as “Sionne,” since her real name, Siophylline, was too much of a mouthful for most people.


      Sionne’s platinum-blonde hair cascaded a long way down her back, but her bangs were cut in a straight and businesslike fashion just above her eyes. Like a lot of other dark elves, Sionne had tanned skin, creating an exquisite visual contrast with her hair, and although Sionne had a larger bust than her former partymate Sasha, her waist was skinny enough to draw envious barbs from other women. And not only was Sionne the very definition of the ideal female form, her jaw-dropping looks easily surpassed those of her fellow dark elves, even though they were a race that prided themselves on their handsome features.


      Slung around Sionne’s hips at the top of her long legs was a pouch containing potions, poisons, spell catalysts, and other concoctions she had made herself.


      “We will now commence the experiment. We must ensure we note down every observation we make,” Sionne said to one of her research assistants.


      “Of course, Dr. Sionne,” replied the dark elf, who was clearly much older than her. He turned and gave instructions to some younger assistants before double-checking to make sure that the data would be properly recorded. While the senior assistant did all this, Sionne coolly pulled out a knife and walked toward the middle of the research lab, her high heels clacking ominously across the stone floor.


      The laboratory was located on the underground floor, and the space was as expansive as a courtyard in an aristocrat’s manor. Complex magic symbols had been drawn on the floor, and sitting right in the center of these seals was an adult human male strapped tightly to a metal torture chair. The man was in his thirties, wearing nothing but his underwear, and leather bonds meant he couldn’t move his hands, feet, or head. He had a cloth gag over his mouth, and even though it prevented the man from speaking, his muffled screams rang out around the cavernous lab.


      Impassive to his smothered howls, Sionne approached the man and stabbed him in the thigh without a hint of hesitation. This drew even louder screams of agony from the human, but that didn’t stop Sionne from calmly stabbing him in the other thigh, before inflicting a fatal wound by plunging her knife deep into his abdomen. This deed seemed to come naturally to Sionne, as if she were a butcher slaughtering a live animal. One of the younger research assistants had been busy performing a final check on the magic circles on the floor, but on witnessing the clinical dispatch of this man, he turned pale and shuddered. While dark elves certainly looked down on humans as “inferiors,” most of them were perfectly capable of feeling disgusted at the needless torture of a defenseless creature.


      D-Dr. Sionne is prettier than most and incredibly intelligent to boot, but I get now why no one even attempts to hit on her, thought the assistant. Nobody in their right mind would make a pass at a woman who doesn’t think twice about pulling a knife on you, regardless of how hot and smart she is!


      Sionne noticed that the research assistant was staring at her and turned to face him. “Why have you stopped working? Have you found an issue with the magic circles?”


      “Oh, no! I was just...” the assistant started, but he wisely trailed off. He wasn’t about to tell her that he thought she was a total psychopath and it was a complete turnoff. After a slight pause, he found a more diplomatic way of wording his feedback. “I simply wondered why we needed to stab the test subject if we are conducting research on the soul.”


      “I believe you have only just recently transferred to my lab, and this is the first experiment of mine that you have been a part of,” Sionne noted. “In light of that, it’s only natural that a researcher such as yourself would be curious about why I perform my tests in a certain way.”


      Sionne resheathed her knife in a way that suggested she had bought the assistant’s little white lie. She produced a handkerchief and went about wiping the human’s blood off her hands. Because Sionne was every bit as beautiful as a handcrafted doll, the way she handled the handkerchief was so captivating, the lab assistant found himself utterly spellbound. He also mentally breathed a sigh of relief that he had somehow avoided what could have been a rather messy confrontation.


      “As it happens, stabbing the subject is absolutely necessary,” Sionne continued her lecture as she meticulously wiped her hands. “As it is the soul that our research is concerned with, I would normally take this opportunity to fully outline what the soul actually is, but as I do not want our test subject to pass away before I’ve finished speaking, I’ll keep this brief.”


      Sionne glanced across at the human, who was near death, before continuing. “By inflicting pain on the specimen, we are able to strongly agitate the soul through torment, anguish, and despair, with the intention of making the soul actively reify itself, so that we can more clearly observe the results. I will concede that I enjoy witnessing subjects like this one squealing like farm animals about to be slaughtered—so much so, in fact, that I often carry out the deed myself. Now, if you don’t mind, I need you to complete your final checks before the test subject dies or recovers from his mental distress.”


      “S-Sorry, doctor!” the lab assistant said in response to this stinging rebuke. “I’ll wrap up shortly!”


      Once the lab workers had completed their final checks, Sionne crossed her arms underneath her ample bosom and gave the signal to start the experiment. The command arrived just in time, before the man succumbed to his injuries.


      “Commence the experiment,” Sionne instructed. “Discharge the mana into the magic symbols.”


      “Yes, doctor!” a number of young assistants replied in unison.


      The dark elves placed their hands on the lines that led to the magic symbols and saturated the runes with mana, causing the floor to glow in intricately designed light patterns. With each minute that passed, the glimmering light grew stronger, with the symbols in the center shining particularly bright. The light from the magic symbols converged on the test subject, allowing the dark elves to observe his soul. Magical liquid rose and fell in glass tubes inside machines connected to the magic runes, while scales made of rare metal with magic gems in them oscillated left and right as they measured the response of the floor symbols. The dark elves dutifully wrote down the figures from these pieces of equipment as well as some others that were in the room, and by and large, the ongoing activities resembled the type one might see in a normal research lab.


      “The mana is converging too rapidly,” Sionne observed. “Mana team, decrease the infusion rate.”


      “Yes, doctor.” The lab assistants lowered the amount of mana they were imbuing into the magic symbols, but the light from them continued to intensify, causing Sionne’s eyes to narrow in annoyance.


      “Mana team, I believe I specifically instructed you to reduce the mana you are infusing,” Sionne said pointedly.


      “D-Doctor, the infusion has been lessened to half its original strength,” the lead assistant said. Despite this adjustment, the magic symbols seemed to still be absorbing mana at an accelerated pace, prompting the researchers to finally acknowledge that something had gone wrong.


      “Terminate the experiment!” Sionne yelled. “Mana team, cut the infusion immediately! Connect the symbols up to the gem pillars and have them absorb the excess mana!”


      “Doctor, it’s not working!” the lead assistant cried. “The pillars are connected, but they’re absorbing too much mana! We’re already well past normal tolerance levels and the pillars will breach critical capacity in a few minutes!”


      Infusing magic symbols with too much mana had the potential to cause damage to a lab, or worst-case scenario, even trigger an explosion. As a safety precaution, labs like this one were equipped with what were called “magic gem pillars,” designed to absorb surplus mana. Positioned against the wall, the pillars looked like regular marble columns on the outside, but inside, they were filled with magic gems. Normally, saturating just one safety pillar with mana would be nearly impossible, but even after connecting the magic circles up to multiple pillars, all of them were on the verge of going overcapacity and the risk of an explosion was real.


      Sionne’s brow furrowed as she stared at the magic symbols on the floor. “We’ve completely terminated the infusion of mana, yet inexplicably, the energy levels are still rising. What in the world is going on here?”


      As if in response to Sionne’s question, the air directly above the center of the magic symbols distorted and quickly grew from a small rift into a dark, heavy mass. For everyone in the lab, this turned out to be a fateful incident.


      A dragon burst out of the spatial distortion, though the effect was more like it had just crashed through a stained-glass window. Its neck was just as long as its tail, and its magnificent wingspan was easily more than ten meters wide. Each one of its reptilian feet had thick claws that could disembowel any monster that roamed the land, and its fangs resembled stone palisades. This dragon was a fearsome specimen indeed, but a closer look revealed that its body was semitransparent—though that didn’t stop it from acting like any other living creature, and a fifteen-meter-long one at that.


      The dragon turned its murderous gaze on the dark elves in the lab before arching its neck backward slightly, as if preparing to breathe instant death over everyone. Sionne saw her opportunity to delve into her pouch and produce a container, which she smashed on the ground near the dragon, releasing a spell catalyst for one of her magical attacks.


      “Magic power, hear me now! Curse my foe with death’s dark vow! Black Plague!”


      Sionne’s quick thinking was the result of her many years surviving dangerous quests as an adventurer. Thanks to the accelerant she had thrown, this tactical-class spell barreled at breakneck speed toward the dragon, which simultaneously lurched its neck forward and unleashed a protracted, deafening roar that caused everyone in the lab to clap their hands over their ears. This was no ordinary roar, though. The sound ripped the souls out of all the dark elves who heard it, and their lifeless corpses crumpled to the ground. Everyone, that is, except Sionne, who was the only one left standing.


      “Oh. Who would have fathomed that there existed a being who could resist my Deprivation Roar? It is barely believable,” the dragon intoned in a deep, masculine voice.


      “Deprivation Roar?” Sionne queried, though the shock on her face was more down to the fact that the dragon could talk at all. After all, the translucent creature shouldn’t have been capable of speech since it lacked vocal cords. Or for that matter, any other physical body parts.


      “I am the Soul Dragon, the absolute ruler of spirits!” the dragon bellowed. “All who hear my roar are robbed of their souls. Yet a small creature like you unleashed an attack that canceled out my powers. You must be very fortunate indeed.”


      After commending Sionne for her good fortune, the Soul Dragon opened its mouth wide, causing the souls of the now-deceased dark elves and the human test subject to become visible above their corpses, and even though the souls glowed brightly, they seemed to be made out of the same semitransparent stuff as the dragon. The Soul Dragon then inhaled the souls, and once every last one had been gulped down, it closed its gaping mouth and licked its chops. Throughout this whole spectacle, Sionne could only stand and watch in stunned silence.


      If this creature really is the Soul Dragon, then what I just witnessed was souls leaving dead bodies, Sionne thought. I hired lab assistants, drew magic symbols, and expended a huge amount of time, mana, and rare items on manufacturing these measuring implements in order to prove the existence of souls, yet this beast was able to materialize souls in an instant. This is simply unheard of!


      There were plenty of monsters who fed off mana instead of the usual flesh-and-blood diet, but there was no known creature in the world that could feed off souls. Sionne herself had been performing research into souls, and she had become something of an expert in magic attacks that affect the spirit. If Sionne had attacked the Soul Dragon with fire or ice magic, those spells wouldn’t have canceled out the Deprivation Roar, but Sionne’s Black Plague—when mixed with the accelerant—had the effect of eating away at an enemy’s soul to cause death. All of this meant that when she used it against the Soul Dragon, the spell acted as a shield that counteracted the creature’s roar.


      “You are magnificent!” Sionne burst out.


      Not only was she completely unafraid of the Soul Dragon, she wanted to learn more about this powerful being that could materialize souls, and she didn’t care one iota that the corpses of her associates lay scattered all over the lab. In fact, Sionne felt incredibly thankful for this near-miraculous encounter with a creature who could satisfy her thirst for knowledge—to the point where she even approached the dragon like a lovestruck maiden who had just found her soulmate.


      “You are a truly astonishing beast,” Sionne continued. “Would it be possible for you to lend me your abilities for my research? If you work with me, I am willing to do everything in my power to do what you ask of me.”


      “I have killed all of your cohorts, yet you delight in my presence and feel no fear or anger whatsoever?” the Soul Dragon said. “You interest me.”


      Due to its nature, the Soul Dragon could easily tell if a person was lying or telling the truth based on the vibrations of their soul. If Sionne’s power level had been higher than her current level of 300, she might have been able to mask her emotions from the Soul Dragon, but as it stood, the creature could see through Sionne clearly, and the only feeling filling up her heart was sheer joy at the prospect of greatly advancing her research.


      Knowing that this meant it had leverage over Sionne, the Soul Dragon aired an outlandish proposal. “Then you shall work for me by offering me souls. Do that for me and I shall work with you.”


      “Souls are all you want?” asked Sionne. “Then I accept your terms. The only thing I need to know is how many souls you desire, so that I can make proper preparations to secure them.”


      There was a brief, confused pause before the Soul Dragon asked a question in return. “Are you really so unmoved by the fate of your cohorts?”


      The dragon had basically asked Sionne to help it massacre a whole host of dark elves—plus people of other races—so that it may eat its fill, and Sionne hadn’t hesitated to volunteer herself for the task. The creature was truly puzzled at how someone could be so heartless. In response, Sionne tilted her head to one side in a cutesy but perplexed manner.


      “Why are you so surprised by that?” said Sionne. “No breakthrough in research comes without sacrifices. I see no problem with our bargain.”


      The “sacrifices” in this scenario were living, breathing people, and not just from Sionne’s own race, but from the other eight sentient races too. The Soul Dragon chuckled deeply at her audacious response.


      “I believe I favor you, creature,” the dragon rumbled. “Because I admire your determination, I shall share my power with you. You shall know everything there is to know about me!”


      The Soul Dragon spread its wings and bathed the entire laboratory in a blinding light that penetrated Sionne and all of the surroundings.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Dead or Alive


      “What do you mean Sionne’s dying?” I asked my Level 9999 lieutenant Mei in my office in the Abyss after I—along with my allies—had wrapped up exacting revenge on Sasha, the elf who had been a member of the Concord of the Tribes.


      As part of that operation, the Forbidden Witch, Ellie, had built a huge tower in the middle of a wild forest near the Elven Queendom, and we had used this tower to lure Sasha and the White Knights into our trap. Inside the tower, we got a number of Level 9999 and Level 7777 warriors to test their strength by battling the White Knights, and in the end, we determined that my allies were more than capable of vanquishing whole armies. I personally took care of Sasha and her fiancé, Mikhael—the White Knight’s vice-commander—and got sweet revenge against one of my most hated foes.


      We also managed to extract a few nuggets of information regarding Masters and Submasters from the memories of the defeated White Knights. A short time after that, Ellie single-handedly toppled the Elven Queendom, pronounced herself the “Wicked Witch of the Tower,” and extracted even more intelligence about Masters from the queen of the elves herself. Thanks to the Forbidden Witch, we had come away from the operation with the best possible outcome.


      I had been in my office listening to Ellie’s debrief report when I’d received an urgent message from Mei via Telepathy, telling me that another one of my foes—the dark elf, Sionne—was reportedly on the verge of death. This news instantly took priority over the future of the Elven Queendom and any questions I’d had regarding the new intel about Masters. I immediately summoned Mei to my office, and upon arrival, the Everseeking Maid bowed and started relaying what she had heard.


      “We have just received an urgent message from one of our merchants,” Mei had said. My Unlimited Gacha sometimes produced merchants and adventurers, who I dispatched to the surface world as intelligence operatives to gather information. One of these merchants had picked up news that Sionne’s laboratory had somehow turned into a dungeon. As a reward for leaving me as good as dead, the authorities of the Dark Elf Islands had given Sionne the run of an entire island where she could perform research into souls, as well as furnishing her with an army of assistants, which showed just how much the nation valued her research.
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      “Back when I was an adventurer, I heard rumors about people’s houses turning into dungeons while they slept,” I recalled with a sigh. “I thought that kind of thing was ultra-rare, though. But now you’re telling me Sionne’s lab has transformed into an actual dungeon?”


      Dungeons were roughly divided into two categories: one type consisted of ancient ruins designated as such due to the monsters that resided inside them, while the other type had dungeon cores, like the Abyss. The first type of dungeon did not regenerate any treasure that was inside it, so it was a case of first come, first served. These dungeons mostly remained the same size throughout their existence, though some could grow bigger depending on the type of monsters living inside. The second type was nearer to the typical definition of a dungeon, since they respawned monsters and traps. This variety of dungeon also grew bigger over time if left to its own devices.


      To date, nobody had worked out for sure how dungeons were made. Even Ellie—who was an expert on all things magic—had been unable to hit upon an answer to this question, despite extensive study of the Abyss’s dungeon core. Dungeons mostly cropped up deep in mountains, or in the middle of the ocean, or at the very bottom of deep valleys, or in other places that were normally considered unreachable to the average person. Many were of the belief that the world could never be truly rid of deadly monsters because these out-of-the-way dungeons would just keep spawning them. In very rare instances, dungeons would form within already inhabited buildings, and Sionne’s lab may have been one of these unlucky few. Of course, there were a number of exceptions that fit into neither of these two categories of dungeon, but that was a story for another time.


      “After Sionne’s laboratory became a dungeon, the authorities of the Dark Elf Islands mobilized a team to search for survivors, but they faced some extremely powerful monsters, and the area inside the former laboratory had become far too vast and distorted for investigators not used to questing. At first, the Dark Elf Islands considered simply abandoning Sionne’s laboratory, but after its dungeonification, labs on nearby islands started experiencing frequent tremors. Experts are growing increasingly concerned that the new dungeon will trigger the eruption of a deep-sea volcano, so they have decided to put the dungeon out of action.”


      A volcanic eruption of that kind would cause untold damage to the archipelago, so a party of adventurers with a strong track record of successfully clearing out dungeons was hired through the guild to go on a quest to utterly destroy Sionne’s lab. This party—known as the Blade of the Isles—was made up entirely of A-rank dark elves and was considered to be one of the best around. But it would be impossible for a single party to remove a dungeon from the map in the short time frame they were asking, no matter how new the dungeon was, so the Dark Elf Islands had decided to spare no expense in recruiting other parties for the task. One of my merchants had heard about the quest and had immediately relayed the information back to the Abyss.


      “I’m very glad we’ve caught wind of this valuable bit of info,” I said to Mei. “My party should apply to go on this quest as soon as possible and find out if Sionne is dead or alive. If she’s still breathing, I will do whatever it takes to exact my revenge on her. I’m not about to let some dungeon monster take that away from me.”


      The very thought of a monster killing Sionne before I could get my hands on her made me shudder with rage. While I of course wanted her to pay for her betrayal with her life, I didn’t want her to die a quick death without feeling the same misery and despair that I had gone through first.


      Ellie interjected to calm me down a little by giving me a bit of positive news regarding my covert adventuring party, the Black Fools. “I guarantee the Dark Elf Islands guild will immediately accept your party for this laboratory-dungeon quest. Your team made quite a name for itself by solving the serial killings in the Dwarf Kingdom dungeon, and by fighting monsters at the Elven Queendom’s behest.”


      “Thank you for the confidence booster, Ellie,” I said. “But even if they do refuse my party for whatever reason, we’ll just get the Elven Queendom to put in a good word for us. The dark elves may see the elves as their sworn rivals, but there’s next to no chance that they’ll refuse a royal recommendation from them.”


      “Of course, Blessed Lord Light,” Ellie said with a smile, seemingly pleased that I’d given her an assignment. “I’ll have a little ‘chat’ with the queen and make sure your party gets hired for this quest.”


      After nodding my approval, I headed out of my office and started making preparations for another trip to the surface. Mei followed on behind to assist me in getting ready, while Ellie started prepping to have an “audience” with the queen of the elves just in case the dark elves rejected my party.


      I won’t let Sionne leave this world before she’s paid the ultimate price for betraying me, I thought as Mei helped me to prepare. I will get my revenge on her, no matter what it takes.


      ✰✰✰


      Unlike most other nations, the Dark Elf Islands weren’t governed by a single recognized head of state, since the geographical reality of the archipelago prevented a unitary government from taking charge. Instead, the islands were ruled by four sizable clans, and the leaders of these four clans made up a council that usually only met either to resolve large, state-level problems or convened at the start of each year to set the national agenda. One of these clan bosses known as Gighis was in a meeting with Yude, the leader of the Blade of the Isles, with the two dark elves seated on sofas opposite each other.


      “Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to see me,” Gighis began.


      “Not at all. You’ve done a hell of a lot for me, and this dungeon’s a huge fiasco for me too,” Yude admitted. “Pardon me for asking this, but are you getting enough sleep? The bags under your eyes have bags.”


      Gighis reflexively stroked his beard at this remark. His beard was the same color as his long hair, which was tied into a ponytail just below his neckline and fell all the way down to the small of his back. He wore a habit—the traditional garb of the dark elves—though despite its looseness, Yude knew Gighis was hiding a slender, muscular physique underneath. The clan chief was normally extremely attentive, his eyes usually resembling those of a sly predator, and he tended to have the air of a man who was always scheming about one thing or another, while taking special care to never reveal any weaknesses to those who might want to exploit them. But at this particular moment in time, Gighis looked like he hadn’t slept a wink in days. Not only did he have dark circles around his eyes, his cheeks looked gaunt and his muscular frame seemed deflated. In fact, Gighis looked so haggard, the normally disinterested Yude felt the need to remark on his appearance.


      Gighis rubbed his eyes. “The other three clans are using this blasted dungeon crisis as an opportunity to undermine my authority,” he grumbled. “What’s more, I have to shell out to get some of the locals evacuated, deal with the Adventurers’ Guild, and handle a bunch of other things I’d rather I wasn’t being bothered with right now. The workload has left me with absolutely no time for sleep.”


      The dungeonification of Sionne’s lab was turning out to be one of the worst things that had ever happened to Gighis. “The fact that you’ve agreed to accept this quest is a huge weight off my shoulders,” said Gighis. “So you can imagine my relief at knowing the world-famous ‘Magic Gatherer’ is on the case! This dungeon crisis is as good as solved!”


      “Could you please not call me by that nickname?” Yude muttered. “You know it makes me sound like some lowly scrub who can’t get by without the help of magic items.”


      “Oh, sorry,” Gighis said. “Blame it on my lack of sleep. I didn’t mean to insult you.”


      Under normal circumstances, Gighis would never have dreamed of calling Yude “Magic Gatherer,” but that just served to show how much his insomnia had dulled his faculties. Yude’s appearance had also played a role in this slip of the tongue. He was 180 centimeters tall with short red hair and several body piercings, and in addition to the breastplate and boots that were normal fare for adventurers, a necklace dangled in front of his throat. This outfit wasn’t some kind of fashion statement by Yude, though. No, everything he was wearing was a magic item that he had obtained in one way or another. Top adventurers were expected to keep a few magic items about their person, but no quester was in possession of quite as many high-quality magic items as Yude. The dark elf leaders hadn’t just summoned the Blade of the Isles due to their proficiency as adventurers; they needed this particular party for their expertise of exploring dungeons, which had been finely honed by years of searching for magic items the world over. This activity had earned Yude a reputation as the “Magic Gatherer,” though it certainly wasn’t by choice.


      By this point, the Blade of the Isles were famous enough and had built up enough of a fortune that they no longer needed to risk their lives by questing in dangerous dungeons, yet still they persisted in their search for magic items—a fact that Gighis touched upon while he stroked his beard.


      “With all those magic items you have, I doubt even the White Knights would be a match for you,” Gighis stated, looking to change the subject and lighten the mood a little. “Your dad would be mighty proud if he could see you now.”


      “Back up. Me and my party are plenty strong enough to cross swords with the White Knights on equal footing—and then some—with or without these items,” Yude said pointedly. “These things are nothing more than insurance. They give me an edge in a fight, but that’s all.”


      Both of Yude’s parents had once been adventurers who had teamed up with other dark elves to form the Spear of the Isles, a party renowned for its exploits. But during one quest, the Spear of the Isles had clashed with the White Knights, the Elven Queendom’s strongest fighting force. Luckily, nobody died in the battle, but the White Knights emerged practically unscathed, while several of the Spear of the Isles’ members suffered grave injuries. To avoid the hostilities escalating into a full-blown war in the aftermath of this battle, elf and dark elf officials entered into talks and reached a deal that was acceptable to both sides. However, the outcome of the battle with the White Knights came as a major shock to the dark elf leaders. The clan leaders had naturally heard of this Elven Queendom order, but they never believed the knights could so thoroughly trounce their own jewel in the dark elf crown, the Spear of the Isles.


      At the time, the Elven Queendom had just appointed Hardy as the commander of the White Knights, with Mikhael as his vice-commander. Hardy was yet to become known as “Hardy the Silent,” but during the battle, no one in the Spear of the Isles was able to so much as draw a drop of blood from the lead knight. In fact, Hardy walked away from the battle without even a nick or a stain on his armor. This setback forced the dark elf leaders to take action in the background, away from the prying eyes of the other nations, but that was another story altogether. As a result of this loss to the White Knights, the Spear of the Isles disbanded. Yude’s parents ended up marrying, and it was then that they had their son. When an older Yude displayed an extraordinary gift for fighting, his parents bequeathed upon him the task of taking down their bitter enemies, the White Knights.


      Both of Yude’s parents eventually passed away, but seeking a strong opponent worthy of his abilities, Yude decided to carry on his parents’ legacy by forming a party of his own and naming it the Blade of the Isles, in homage to his parents’ former party. Yude led his party on dungeon quests in search of magic items that would boost their collective strength, but he didn’t stop at dungeons. No, once he’d attained A-rank, he gained access to exclusive shops and auctions, and made connections with some well-known collectors in order to get his hands on even more magic items. Occasionally, he would fund research that produced items, spells, and so on, with the ultimate goal of adding them to his party’s arsenal. As a result of all this, Yude soon became one of the strongest adventurers in the known world.


      The subject of the White Knights jogged Gighis’s memory about a piece of news he’d happened across. “You heard about the Elven Queendom? Apparently, this human calling herself the Wicked Witch of the Tower has founded a whole new nation right on their doorstep, and the queendom now has full diplomatic relations with them.”


      “And it’s not the Human Kingdom?” Yude queried.


      “Nope, it’s a whole separate nation, even though it’s also made up of humans. And on top of that, the witch has supposedly declared that ‘absolute autonomy be granted to humans,’ of all things.”


      “Is it even possible for those prideful elves to be friendly with people like that?” said Yude, his eyes growing wide with shock. He was trying to wrap his head around how the queendom could have allowed a breakaway nation of humans freed from bondage to establish itself right in its backyard, let alone to then engage with this new nation on an equal footing.


      “I’ve been too busy with this lab-dungeon to find the time to look over all the information about it, but it seems like the elves have indeed formed diplomatic ties with this new nation,” Gighis said as he rubbed his sleep-deprived eyes once more. “Don’t ask me why the hell the elves would stoop to that level. I’ve already got too much on my plate as it is, thank you very much.”


      “But the elves have the White Knights,” Yude pointed out. “This whole thing must be part of some grand strategy of theirs.” Because Yude viewed the White Knights as near-invincible rivals, the possibility of the entire order already being defeated and put to death never so much as entered his mind. Instead, Yude saw an opportunity to steer the conversation in a different direction.


      “We can’t say for sure if this new nation really shares diplomatic ties with the queendom, but this ‘Wicked Witch’ must have a Gift,” Yude speculated. “It’s the only way an inferior could be powerful enough for us to even hear about them.”


      “Inferiors are usually about as worthless as day-old garbage, but on rare occasions, some get granted Gifts from the heavens,” said Gighis. “These Gifts either make them pretty powerful, or they come in the form of Appraisal or other useful abilities like that. The head researcher of the dungeonified lab seemed to think Gifts were attached to the soul, and that there should be some way to strip them out of their hosts and transfer them to members of other races.”


      “That was precisely why I poured funds into their research,” Yude said circumspectly. “Who would have thought that their lab would get turned into a dungeon? I really don’t want all of that research going down the drain.”


      “So that’s why the dungeon is such a huge fiasco for you,” Gighis said, nodding his understanding.


      “Well, I’m here volunteering for the quest, aren’t I?” said Yude with an innocent shrug. “By the way, I heard talk of there being special Gifted inferiors called ‘Masters.’ Would you happen to know anything about them?”


      “Nope, never heard of them,” Gighis said almost instantly.


      “Sorry, that was a dumb question. Forget I asked,” Yude said. “Anyway, I think it’s about time you gave me all the info you have on the dungeon so I can devise a plan of attack. Always better to know what you’re dealing with—at least if you’re the safe and efficient type, like I am. I’ll also give you my latest intel before I forget.”


      “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver,” said Gighis, taking Yude’s report. “You have no idea how much I owe you for doing this.”


      “I scratch your back, and all that,” Yude said, taking the documents on the dungeon from Gighis. “I’ll be looking to you for help the next time I need to get my hands on a valuable item, bit of info, or piece of tech.”


      “Of course. I got you covered!” Gighis stated. “Hell, given this kind of active intel you’re always bringing me, I only wish I could do more for you.”


      Gighis read Yude’s report with an air of excitement that belied his frazzled, sleepless state. The document contained info from all corners of the world, since the Blade of the Isles took advantage of their positions as A-ranked adventurers to do a bit of espionage on the side. This was all possible because A-ranked questers enjoyed access to places that were normally closed off to the wider public, and the party regularly jotted down every nugget of information they read or overheard in these exclusive places, then compiled it all into intelligence reports that they handed over to the authorities of the Dark Elf Islands. In return for this intel, the authorities were contractually obligated to share the latest tech, items, and information with the Blade of the Isles. This agreement had been brokered between the two solely for the purpose of making the party as powerful as possible, so that they could one day defeat the White Knights.


      Yude pretended to read the document in his hands while silently reflecting on the conversation he had just had with Gighis. Thanks to this little chitchat, I now know for sure that Masters really do exist, thought Yude. However...


      Yude glanced up from the pages in his hand to look at Gighis, only to be met with the exact same stare from the clan leader. The dark elves took this momentary locking of eyes as an opportunity to continue their friendly banter, and the pair swapped opinions on their respective documents.
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