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Summary: 
                Belle was an ordinary high school girl until the day she got pulled into another world by a mysterious force.

Awakening in a strange, hostile world, she finds herself fused with the ancient, legendary entity - a Cyber Dragon of unfathomable power. This fusion has changed her, warping her body, sharpening her instincts, and granting her abilities beyond human comprehension.

Thrown into a deadly forest teeming with monstrous beasts and arcane forces, Belle must fight to survive while uncovering the truth behind her transformation. With her newfound strength, she shatters the limits of what's possible-wielding superhuman speed, devastating elemental magic, and an aura that instills fear in even the deadliest predators. But survival is only the beginning.

As she escapes into a world where kingdoms rise and fall, where adventurers battle against the unknown, and where myths whisper of the Colossal Beasts that could bring about the end of everything. Belle realizes she is more than just a lost girl.

She is a force of nature. And her awakening is only the first step toward something far greater.

A high-stakes fantasy adventure filled with epic battles, mystery, cinematic and the clash of ancient powers. Join Belle as she carves her legend in a world that fears the unknown.

            







Chapter 1: Awakening of the Cyber Dragon


                The school gates loomed ahead under the morning sun as students streamed inside, their voices blending into a chaotic symphony of chatter and laughter. 

Groups clustered together, exchanging stories, sharing videos on their phones, living in a world Belle always felt just a step removed from.

She walked through the entrance quietly, unnoticed by most. 

It wasn’t that she was invisible, her long silver hair often drew second glances, but people had long since learned she wasn’t one for small talk. Her presence neither invited nor rejected interaction; she simply existed on the fringes, content to observe.

The classroom buzzed with morning energy. Desks scraped against the floor, chairs squeaked as students settled in, and the hum of casual conversation filled the space. 

Belle, however, was lost in the pages of her book. It was a well-worn fantasy novel—a tale of a boy raised by dragons, learning to harness the flames of an ancient lineage. She had read it before, but today, the words carried a strange weight, as if they resonated in a way they hadn’t before.

A voice suddenly broke through her focus. 

“Belle, reading another fantasy novel?”

Mika, a cheerful girl with short brown hair and light green eyes. The only one who tried to pull her into the rhythm of daily life.

Belle didn’t glance up, only gave a small nod. “Mm.”

Mika leaned over, peeking at the cover. “You’re obsessed. What’s so great about dragons, anyway?”

Belle ran a finger over the embossed dragon on the cover, feeling the textured scales. 

“They’re powerful. Mysterious. And they don’t ask unnecessary questions.”

Mika pouted. “Hey, that’s rude! I was just trying to be friendly.”

Belle allowed herself the faintest smirk. 

“Besides, dragons aren’t real,” Mika added, crossing her arms. 

A flicker of something passed through Belle’s mind. A strange certainty, though she couldn’t explain why. 

She closed the book. “You’d be surprised.”

Before Mika could respond, the lights overhead flickered. A faint buzz filled the room, barely noticeable. 

Belle’s gaze snapped up, her breath hitching. For just a moment, a symbol shimmered faintly in the window’s reflection—a perfect circle of runes, pulsating like a heartbeat. 

It was gone before she could fully register it.

“Did you see that?” Belle asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Mika frowned. “See what?”

Belle hesitated, her eyes lingered on the glass. But the room was normal again. 

Maybe she imagined it. 

“Nothing. Never mind.”

The teacher entered, signaling the start of the lesson, but Belle’s thoughts remained tangled with questions. 

That symbol… Why did it feel so familiar?

Belle was a 17 years old high school girl at New Horizons High. 

She had always been an outsider. Not because people disliked her, just because they didn’t understand her. 

It wasn’t just her silver hair, though that certainly didn’t help. It was the way she carried herself—quiet and composed, as if she were observing the world from behind an invisible wall. 

While her classmates filled the cafeteria with laughter, Belle sat alone at her usual spot by the window, a fantasy novel open before her. 

She didn’t mind the solitude. In fact, she preferred it. Books didn’t pry or expect her to be someone she wasn’t. They offered escape and adventure—worlds where she could belong.

But sometimes, the silence stretched too long. 

It was worse at home. 

Since Lumine had left for university, the house felt emptier. The warmth her sister carried with her was gone, replaced by stillness. No more late-night whispers, no more plates of cookies appearing at her door with a knowing smile. 

Belle once loved talking about dragons, magic, and the impossible. But without Lumine’s voice answering back, it felt like she was speaking into a void.

She pulled out her phone, scrolling through old messages. The last one from Lumine was short: “Don’t get lost in your books too much. I’ll visit soon.” 

Belle stared at the words longer than she should have. 

At school, Mika was one of the few who tried to bridge the gap. But even she couldn’t crack through Belle’s walls. 

And maybe… Belle didn’t want them to.

The day passed uneventfully, but as Belle walked home, a strange unease settled over her. 

The streets were too quiet. 

Normally, she wouldn’t have noticed. But now, every detail felt… off. 

The hum of passing cars was duller. The air had a charged, electric feel, like the moment before a storm. Even the wind barely stirred the leaves.

Her steps slowed. She looked up at the sky. The sun was already sinking behind the skyline, casting warm hues of orange and pink. 

It was normal. Completely normal.

Then—a flicker of light.

Belle stopped, her breath catching in her throat. 

High above, a symbol ignited in the sky. A perfect circle of glowing runes, intricate and shifting as if it was alive. The same one she had glimpsed in the classroom window. 

A deep hum resonated through the air, vibrating in her chest. The ground beneath her feet shuddered.

“What…?”

She turned, her heart pounding fast. 

The streets blurred at the edges, colors bleeding together like wet paint. The world twisted. Then the pull came. 

It wasn’t physical, yet it yanked at her entire being, as if something had reached inside her and taken hold. 

Her stomach dropped. She tried to move, tried to run, but her legs refused to respond.

The light grew blinding. 

Belle gritted her teeth, reaching out desperately, as if she could grab onto anything possible to anchor herself. But there was nothing. 

A rush of wind swallowed her whole. The scent of ozone filled her nostrils. A faint whisper, unintelligible yet oddly familiar, brushed against her ears. Her vision blurred, the world spinning faster and faster until she could no longer tell up from down. She felt weightless and untethered, as if she were being pulled into a void.

Then—darkness.

The first thing Belle noticed was the cold. 

Not just a chill on her skin, but a deep, unnatural cold that seeped into her very bones. It clung to her, numbing her fingers as she lay sprawled on the damp ground. 

Her breathing came ragged, her chest rising and falling with an ache she couldn’t place. Like she had been yanked through something that wasn’t meant to be crossed.

Her fingers curled into the soil. It was soft yet strangely coarse, as if fine ash had been mixed with moss. A tingling sensation crawled up her fingertips, like static clinging to her skin. She exhaled, her breath misting in the dim, heavy air.

Slowly, she opened her eyes. 

The forest around her was… different.

Towering trees stretched impossibly high, their twisted branches forming a tangled canopy that devoured the sky. The bark shimmered with faint, shifting lines—patterns that almost looked like circuitry, flickering in and out of focus. 

Bioluminescent plants pulsed with an eerie glow, their soft blue and violet hues casting ghostly reflections across the undergrowth. The air carried a strange mix of scents—damp earth, metallic tang, and something sterile, like the lingering charge of a lightning strike.

A distant hum vibrated through the air, rhythmic and steady. It wasn’t the sound of wind, nor any natural force she recognized. It was everywhere and nowhere at once, like a machine running just beyond perception.

Belle sat up, her heart still pounding in her chest. The last thing she remembered was the glowing symbol, the pull, the unbearable heat… and then emptiness.

A sharp, guttural cry suddenly echoed through the trees. 

She froze. 

It wasn’t human. It wasn’t anything she had ever heard before. The sound was layered with something primal beneath, but distorted, like it had been warped through static. 

Another call answered from deeper in the woods. Then another. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

“Where… am I?” she whispered, though the words felt small and meaningless in the vast, alien silence that followed. 

She pushed herself onto unsteady legs, her vision swimming for a moment. 

The trees swayed, but there was no wind. The bioluminescent plants flickered, but not randomly. They pulsed in time with her heartbeat. 

Belle took a cautious step forward, and the glow around her brightened.

She reached out and touched the nearest tree, half expecting it to feel like rough bark. Instead, it was smooth and cold—almost metallic. 

The moment her fingers brushed the surface, a ripple of light coursed through the strange markings, as if responding to her touch. The hum in the air deepened, resonating through her fingertips, up her arm, and settling deep in her chest.

Belle jerked her hand back. 

“This… this isn’t Earth.”

The realization crashed into her like a tidal wave. 

The trees, the air, the light, the feeling of the world pressing in around her—it was completely, utterly foreign. 

Panic surged in her gut, but she forced herself to breathe. 

In. Out. In. Out.

“Okay, Belle. Think.” She clenched her fists, steadying herself. “You’ve read enough fantasy novels. What do you do first?”

Survival. Find shelter. Find food. Figure out where you are.

Except this wasn’t a story. This was real.

The unseen creatures cried out again, closer this time. The noise sent a chill down her spine, as if something was watching from the darkness between the trees. 

She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know what was out there. But one thing was certain. She wasn’t alone. 

Despite the fear gnawing at her, a strange calm settled over her. This place felt… familiar, in a way she couldn’t explain. It was as if some part of her had always known it existed.

The deeper Belle ventured into the forest, the more the world around her seemed to hold its breath. 

The distant cries of beasts had vanished, replaced by an oppressive silence that pressed against her like an unseen force. The air itself was charged, humming with an energy that sent chills racing down her spine.

She slowed her steps, breath misting in the unnatural cold. The trees around her bore the scars of something massive—trunks charred black, branches splintered as though an invisible blade had torn through them. 

A faint, metallic hum vibrated in her bones, growing louder with every heartbeat.

Then—a shadow flickered in the corner of her vision. A roar, impossibly deep, split the silence like a crack of thunder. The ground trembled, shaking leaves from their branches. 

Belle’s heart leapt into her throat. Her instincts screamed at her to flee, but she stood frozen, eyes scanning the darkness.

Then she saw it.

The colossal figure emerged from the void like a specter of destruction. 

Towering and sleek, its metallic scales shimmered with an ethereal glow, veins of pulsing energy tracing along its body like living circuits. Twin silver-blue eyes locked onto her, their gaze sharp with intelligence— ancient, unreadable, and utterly terrifying.

For a moment, time itself seemed to fracture. 

It wasn’t just a beast. It wasn’t just a machine. 

It was something beyond either. 

The hum in the air crescendoed, a build-up of raw power. 

The dragon's maw parted, revealing an energy core pulsing with deadly intent. 

Without warning—it attacked. 

A beam of raw, searing energy lanced toward her. Belle barely had time to react, hurling herself to the side as the blast struck the ground where she had stood. 

The impact sent shockwaves rippling through the forest, uprooting trees and leaving a crater in its wake.

She gasped, scrambling to her feet. This wasn’t just some wild beast. It was precise and calculated.

The dragon lunged. 

Claws the size of swords sliced through the air, missing her by centimeters as she dove aside. The sheer force of the attack split the earth open, sending chunks of rock skyward. 

Belle rolled to her feet, panting. 

A flick of its tail sent another shockwave through the air, knocking her off balance. She barely managed to land on her feet this time.

No hesitation. It’s trying to kill me.

Another blast came her way. 

She barely managed to dive behind a fallen tree.

Think! How do I fight something like this?! This is a freaking dragon!

The dragon circled, its glowing circuits pulsing in rhythmic waves, as if adjusting and recalibrating. Its tail flicked, a sharp gust of wind following the motion, carrying the scent of scorched earth and ozone.

Belle clenched her fists. Running wasn’t an option. She had to survive.

The dragon snarled, frustration evident as it advanced. Its metallic scales gleamed under the faint light, and its glowing circuits pulsed brighter with each step. It was a predator, a force of nature, and Belle was its prey.  

The dragon let out another guttural roar and surged forward, moving faster than something its size had any right to. 

Belle dodged, barely avoiding a swipe that would have torn her apart. Each attack pushed her closer to her limits. 

The dragon’s energy blasts seared the air, leaving scorch marks on the ground and trees. Its tail whipped around, catching her in the side and sending her sprawling. 

Pain shot through her ribs, but she forced herself to stand. Her body felt different—stronger, faster, as if the adrenaline coursing through her veins was unlocking something deep within. Under normal circumstances, a human would have died. But she didn’t.

Something was changing. Each attack, each moment, it was as if her body was learning. Her movements were growing sharper, her reactions was quicker. She wasn’t just dodging anymore. 

She was adapting.

Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, her senses sharpening. 

When the dragon's tail lashed toward her, she sidestepped instead of leaping away. When another energy blast surged from its maw, she moved before it fired, leaving nothing but air where she had been standing.

The dragon faltered for half a second. It noticed.

Belle’s chest heaved. “You’re… testing me,” she whispered. 

The realization sent a shiver down her spine. 

This wasn’t just an attack. The dragon wasn’t mindlessly trying to kill her. It was observing her, gauging her reactions, adjusting its assault to match her capabilities. 

But why?

The dragon reared back, its entire body crackling with untamed energy. The ground beneath it fractured, blue-white lightning dancing along its scales as a massive energy surge gathered in its core.

Belle’s eyes widened. She had no time to dodge this. Yet—she didn’t move. Instead of fear, something else filled her. 

A strange, unshakable calm. 

The hum in the air, the energy crackling from the dragon’s body, she could feel it. A deep resonance, as if something inside her was responding, aligning with the very force that threatened to obliterate her.

She exhaled steadily. “Why am I not afraid?” 

She should be terrified to death. But she wasn’t.

The dragon unleashed its full power. 

The blast struck. A blinding explosion of light engulfed her. The forest vanished in the brilliance of energy surging around her, but when the dust settled, Belle was still standing. 

Golden currents of energy danced along her skin, pulsing through her veins. Her silver hair lifted in the unseen force, her eyes glowing—not with fear, but with something more.

The dragon watched, its gaze was unreadable. Then—its energy surged forward, engulfing her completely.

Belle’s breath hitched as something ancient and powerful took hold of her, raw and overwhelming. 

Her body changed—silver-blue scales flickered across her arms, circuits of light tracing her skin like a mirrored reflection of the beast before her. Her nails sharpened, her heartbeat merging with the energy pulsing around her.

It was too much. She staggered, her vision blurring as the power threatened to consume her. But in the chaos, she heard something. A name, echoing in the depths of her mind.

Aetherion.

It wasn’t just a name. It was a key turning in a lock, unlocking something buried deep within her soul. 

The dragon’s gaze softened, an emotion flickering behind its glowing eyes. Pride and relief.

Darkness slowly crept into Belle’s vision. 

The last thing she saw before collapsing was the towering figure of the cyber dragon, watching over her like a sentinel of fate.

End of Chapter 1

            


Chapter 2: The First Hunt


                A cool breeze whispered through the towering trees. 

Belle stirred, her body felt heavy, her limbs was sluggish, as if she had been asleep for centuries. The sensation of cold, damp soil against her skin sent a shiver up her spine. A dull ache throbbed at the edges of her consciousness, but as she pushed herself upright, it faded into an unsettling numbness.

Her silver hair clung to her face as she blinked, taking in her surroundings. 

Towering trees stretched endlessly in every direction, their gnarled roots twisting over one another. The forest floor was blanketed in a thin mist, and patches of bioluminescent plants pulsed faintly in the shadows, casting an eerie glow over the landscape. 

Shafts of sunlight speared through the dense canopy in fractured beams, illuminating swirling dust motes in the air.

The air carried a strange charge, a barely perceptible hum that prickled against her skin. A metallic tang lingered at the back of her throat, sharp and unnatural. It was as if the very atmosphere was infused with something foreign.

Belle furrowed her brows. “Where… am I?”

The last thing she remembered was the fight. The overwhelming power, the flood of energy surging through her veins, and then… nothing. 

Had she lost? Had she died?

She lifted a trembling hand, flexing her fingers. They felt normal, yet not. A faint pulse of energy stirred beneath her skin, like a caged current waiting to break free. 

Just for a moment, circuit-like patterns flickered across her arm, glowing with an ethereal blue light. The energy pulsed once, warm, before vanishing as quickly as it appeared.

She clenched her fist, exhaling slowly, forcing herself to focus. 

“Panic won’t help me. I need to figure out where I am.”

One thing was certain—she couldn't stay here. 

Belle took cautious steps forward, her breath slow and measured. 

The forest was too quiet. No birdsong. No distant rustling. Just the occasional gust of wind through the towering trees. The silence pressed down on her, thick and unnatural, amplifying the sound of her own heartbeat in her ears.

The trees loomed high above, their twisted branches reaching out like skeletal fingers. Thick vines curled around their trunks, some pulsating faintly, as if they were alive. 

Glowing flowers dotted the undergrowth, shifting hues in response to the air’s movement. The damp scent of moss and earth filled her lungs, but beneath it lingered something metallic.

She moved carefully, noting how unnaturally light her body felt. Her balance was sharper. Her movements, more fluid. Each step sent subtle vibrations through the moss-covered earth, and she could feel them, as if the ground itself whispered its secrets to her.

Belle paused and listened. 

At first, there was nothing—only silence. Then, she heard it. Faint disturbances in the distance. Leaves shifting. A presence she wouldn’t have noticed before. Her enhanced hearing traced the movement instinctively, her mind processing the sound with startling clarity.

Her gaze shifted toward a tree several meters away. 

Before, she would have simply seen rough bark and shadows. Now, she could make out every intricate detail—the fine lines of age, the way a tiny spider wove its web between the branches, even the faint shimmer of moisture along the wood’s surface. It was as if her vision had sharpened beyond human limits.

Then, something even stranger happened. As she stepped forward, she saw them—faint, glowing trails lingering in the air, like wisps of movement left behind by something unseen. The moment she focused, the traces became clearer, flickering and shifting, as if guiding her toward something unknown.

Belle narrowed her eyes. “I can see… energy?”

The sensation felt alien yet familiar, like an echo of that moment against the dragon, when raw power had surged through her veins. 

She exhaled slowly. “Has dragon power changed me?” 

A flashback of the echo she heard in her mind before collapsing came back to her. 

“Aetherion… was his name?”

Despite the confusion, Belle took a steady breath, her fingers curling slightly as she focused inward. A strange energy thrummed beneath her skin. It was alive and potent, waiting to be unleashed.

She shifted her weight onto the balls of her feet and pushed off the ground. In an instant, her surroundings blurred. The wind roared past her ears as she shot forward, her body moving faster than her mind could process. 

Before she knew it, she had covered several meters, skidding to a stop with perfect control. She stared down at her feet, her chest rising and falling.

What was that? 

That speed… was that really me?

Testing further, she crouched low and leaped. To her astonishment, she soared high into the air, her body almost weightless before gravity pulled her back down. She landed without effort, her muscles absorbing the impact with ease. Her heart pounded fast.

Speed… agility… and now this? What else can I do?

Clenching her fists, she focused on the energy coursing through her. With a swift strike, she punched the air. A powerful shockwave erupted from the motion, rustling the leaves and bending nearby grass. 

She blinked. She hadn't even hit anything.

Belle turned to a moss-covered boulder nearby. Experimentally, she placed a hand against its surface and gave a slight push. The rock—far heavier than anything she should be able to lift—tilted and rolled over as if it were weightless.

She stepped back, staring at her hands again, her fingers trembling slightly. 

Enhanced senses. Superhuman speed. Strength beyond anything she had ever known.

“What… am I now?”

Despite the uncertainty twisting in her chest, something deeper stirred beneath it. 

Excitement.

A low, guttural growl shattered the silence. 

Belle’s breath hitched. A deep chill ran down her spine, an instinctive warning flaring in the back of her mind. Something was watching her.

From the darkness between the trees, a pair of glowing crimson eyes flickered to life. 

A hulking beast emerged from the shadows, its blackened hide marred by jagged scars. Muscles coiled beneath its skin, rippling with terrifying strength. Its serrated teeth gleamed as it curled back its lips in a snarl, saliva dripping onto the forest floor. Clawed feet dug into the earth, leaving deep gouges in the dirt.

Belle’s body tensed. It wasn’t just its monstrous size or lethal presence, it was the energy radiating from it, thick and unnatural. The very air around it seemed to distort, vibrating like a mirage. This thing was beyond an ordinary predator.

Then it moved. The beast lunged, closing the distance in an instant. 

Belle’s instincts screamed. She twisted to the side just as the creature’s massive claws slashed through the air where she had stood. The sheer force of its strike sent a shockwave through the ground, and behind her—

CRACK!

The tree behind her exploded into splinters, shards of wood cutting through the air like daggers. The impact sent a violent gust rippling through the forest, forcing Belle to brace herself. 

Her pulse thundered in her ears. This was different from the dragon’s overwhelming power. 

And it wasn’t finished yet.

A guttural snarl tore through the air again as the beast lunged, its hulking form a blur of muscle and blackened hide. 

Belle moved with purpose. She sidestepped the charge at the last second, wind whipping past her as the creature’s claws slashed through empty air. The sheer force of its attack carved deep gashes into the ground, sending dirt and stone flying.

Her mind raced. 

Strange power… monster… 

If I’m really in a fantasy world, I need to test my limits. I need to see what this body can do. I need to survive this.

The beast didn’t stop. It twisted with unnatural speed, its glowing red eyes locking onto her. Snarling, it swung again. Its claws whistled toward her with deadly precision. 

But this time, Belle was faster. 

She bent backward, her body moving on instinct. The razor-sharp talons missed her by centimeters, tearing through the air above her face. She felt the wind of the strike, the raw power behind it.

A second later, she rolled back onto her feet. The moment her foot hit the ground, she exploded forward with a blur of motion. Her speed was unnatural and almost inhuman. 

She twisted mid-air to evade the incoming strike. As she landed on the beast’s exposed flank, her leg snapped out in a lightning-fast kick.

IMPACT!

A loud crack echoed through the forest as the beast was sent skidding backward, claws digging trenches in the dirt as it fought to stay upright. 

Belle’s eyes widened. 

I’m… much stronger. Faster. I can win this.

The realization sent a thrill through her veins. She smirked slightly. 

But there was no time to dwell on it. The beast steadied itself, its deep growl vibrating through the air. The strange energy around its body flared, and Belle felt the shift. 

It wasn’t just a wild animal, it was something more. 

Something dangerous.

Then it charged. This time, it was faster. Belle barely had time to react as it closed the distance, its jaws snapping toward her neck. 

She ducked at the last second, feeling the heat of its breath grazed her skin. But before she could counter, its massive tail whipped around from the side.

Too late. The force of the blow sent her flying. She crashed through the underbrush, rolling across the dirt before slamming against the base of a tree. 

Pain shot through her body. But she didn’t stay down. Her fingers dug into the soil as she pushed herself up, exhilaration thrumming through her veins.

The beast came again—this time, going for the kill. Belle met it head-on. She lunged forward, matching its speed. The world blurred around them as they clashed in a frenzy of strikes, claws and fists colliding in bursts of raw power. 

A claw grazed her shoulder, but she twisted, using the momentum to slam her knee into the beast’s stomach.

It reeled back. But before it could recover, she struck again. Her silver eyes flickered with something primal. With a sharp exhale, Belle shifted her stance and slammed her palm into the beast’s chest. 

The sheer force of the strike rippled through its massive frame, sending a deep, resonant shockwave through the air. 

Bones shattered. The beast’s snarl turned into a strangled yelp as it was launched backward, crashing through the trees with a deafening boom. A cloud of dust and splintered wood rose into the air. 

Belle stood still, her hand trembling slightly, her breath ragged. Her heart pounded, not from fear, but from an intoxicating, electric exhilaration. 

She had won. She had overpowered it. 

The forest was silent again. 

Belle stood over the fallen beast, her breath slow but controlled. The rush of battle still pulsed in her veins, but now that the fight was over, a deeper realization settled in. Even with her newfound strength, it hadn’t been easy. 

She glanced down at her trembling hand, the same hand that had caved in the beast’s chest with a single strike. The raw power coursing through her body was undeniable, but against a foe like this? It had taken everything she had just to keep up.

She knelt beside the beast, fingers brushing against its still-warm hide. It was too strong for a normal animal. Whatever this thing was, it wasn’t just some oversized predator. 

Then—a pulse. 

Belle’s eyes widened as a strange sensation surged through her fingertips. 

Something was still there. 

Not life, but an energy—faint, lingering and unnatural.

A spark flared beneath her skin. For a split second, glowing circuits flickered across her arm, the same intricate patterns that had surged through her when she first awakened. The air around her crackled, charged with something she couldn’t fully grasp. Then, just as quickly, the light faded. 

She yanked her hand back and stared at her palm.

What… was that?

Her heartbeat quickened. 

That power… was inside me too.

What did this mean? Was the beast tainted with the same energy? 

Was that why it had been so powerful? And if so… how many more like it were out there?

The realization hit her like a cold wave. 

She wasn’t just trapped in a dangerous forest. She was in a place where monsters like this existed. And she was being hunted.

A branch snapped. 

Belle’s head snapped up. The silence, which had lingered just moments before, was gone and replaced by something else. A pressure in the air. A presence. 

From the twisted remains of the forest, something moved. A low, guttural growl rumbled through the darkness. The red glow of not one, but multiple pairs of eyes flickered to life in the shadows.

One figure emerged from the gloom. 

Larger. More powerful. Its hulking frame dwarfed the first beast, its hide even darker, rippling with unseen energy. The faint embers of something far more dangerous coursed beneath its skin.

But that wasn’t what made Belle’s stomach tighten.

It was the others. 

From the depths of the forest, more figures stepped forward. Their glowing eyes piercing through the dark like waiting specters. 

The first beast… had only been a scout.

A slow, sinking dread pooled in Belle’s gut. 

She had barely won the first fight. Now she was outnumbered. 

End of Chapter 2

            


Chapter 3: Awakening Flames and Thunder


                Belle’s breath remained steady, but her pulse pounded like war drums in her ears. The rush of battle still lingered, yet an unsettling presence gnawed at the edges of her awareness. 

Behind her, the monstrous corpse of the mutated beast lay motionless, its thick hide shattered by her raw strength. But victory felt hollow. 

A deep, guttural growl rolled through the fog-laden forest. 

Then another. And another. 

The sounds overlapped, growing into an eerie, rhythmic chorus that reverberated through the trees. The once-still forest now quivered with unseen movement. Shadows shifted beyond the mist. The ground itself felt like it was breathing.

The scent of blood clung to the air, mingling with the damp musk of earth. But there was something else—something acrid and metallic, charged with energy. The very air crackled faintly, like a storm waiting to break.

Belle’s silver hair stuck to her damp skin as she turned, every muscle in her body coiled tight. Her senses flared beyond normal perception, catching the slightest disturbances—the brush of leaves, the almost imperceptible crunch of paws pressing into the soft earth. 

She wasn’t just being watched. She was being stalked.

Then, from the depths of the fog, they emerged. 

They slithered into view like nightmares spilling from the abyss—grotesque amalgamations of flesh and energy, their bodies shifting and warping as if the laws of nature rejected them. 

Some resembled wolves, but only in the cruelest mockery of the form. Their elongated limbs were sinewy and unnatural, their jagged claws clicking against the ground as they moved. Red eyes smoldered in the darkness, filled with insatiable hunger. Others were towering brutes of raw muscle and writhing veins, their teeth glistening like serrated blades.

A growl rumbled from deep within one of the beasts, low and menacing. It wasn’t the reckless snarl of an animal. It was something far worse. 

A warning. 

Belle swallowed, not out of fear, but in recognition of what was coming. This wasn’t a simple hunt. They were testing her, waiting for a moment of weakness.

The mist thickened, curling around her legs like grasping fingers. More eyes glowed in the darkness. More bodies shifted beyond the veil of fog. 

She was surrounded. 

Belle exhaled slowly, flexing her fingers. Her body buzzed with anticipation, heat thrumming beneath her skin. The fight hadn’t begun yet, but the storm was already here. 

The first wave lunged. 

Belle barely had a moment to process before her body reacted on instinct. A blur of motion, she twisted sideways, narrowly avoiding a set of jagged claws that slashed through the air where her head had been. 

Another beast came from behind. 

She felt the rush of movement before she saw it, her muscles tightening as she drove her fist backward. 

A sickening crunch. The creature was sent flying, crashing through tangled undergrowth before lying still. 

But there was no relief.

The ground trembled beneath the weight of the encroaching horde. Snarls and guttural growls layered over each other, a cacophony of hunger and malice. Eyes—dozens of them—gleamed like embers in the fog, shifting as the creatures stalked forward. 

She shifted her stance, her muscles coiling, her mind racing through possible escape routes—only to find none. 

Then, as if some silent command had been given, they attacked.

Fangs and claws flashed. 

Belle ducked low, her enhanced reflexes guiding her between snapping jaws. A claw raked across her arm—not deep, but enough to sting. She gritted her teeth and lashed out. Her fist connected with a beast’s ribs, and the force of the impact sent it careening into a tree, its body folding in on itself with a dull, wet snap.

More of them came from all sides, leaping and snarling, a tidal wave of monstrous flesh. She spun, dodging, countering, striking with bone-crushing force. 

But for every beast she downed, three more took its place.

A shadow loomed to her right—too close, too fast. Belle raised her arms instinctively, bracing for the impact. 

Then fire. 

A burst of heat, wild and untamed, erupted from her palm. It surged forward, engulfing the lunging beast mid-air. Its agonized shriek split through the night as flames devoured its body, reducing it to charred remains before it even hit the ground. 

Belle froze, staring at the embers swirling in the air. 

That was me?

Another beast pounced. 

Her body reacted before her mind could catch up. Her leg lashed out, and this time, a crackling force surged through her foot. A streak of lightning arced across the battlefield, striking two creatures at once. They convulsed violently, bodies twitching before collapsing into smoking heaps.

Her chest heaved. 

I can use fire and lightning? So this world has magic too?

The realization sent a thrill through her. 

She wasn’t just strong. There was something more. Something powerful. And in the face of the unrelenting horde, she would have to wield it to survive.

But they kept coming. No matter how many she struck down, more emerged from the mist. The beasts learned from their fallen kin, shifting their attack patterns, coordinating as if guided by an unseen force. 

They flanked her from all sides, using the dense fog and treacherous terrain to their advantage. The once-distant red eyes now surrounded her in a tightening circle, their movements eerily synchronized.

Belle twisted, her enhanced reflexes barely keeping up. 

A clawed limb slashed centimeters from her face, its razor edge cutting through strands of her silver hair. She retaliated instantly, her fist crashing into the beast’s skull with enough force to send it flying. 

But before it even hit the ground, two more lunged from behind.

She spun, fire erupting from her palm in a roaring arc. The flames engulfed one creature mid-air, but the second broke through, its fangs aiming for her throat. 

Her instinct took over again. 

Electricity crackled at her feet, and with a single step, she vanished. 

A burst of wind and light followed her sudden displacement—an unconscious flicker of superhuman speed. She reappeared a few meters away. 

That movement—she hadn’t just dodged. She had moved faster than she should have. 

But there was no time to process it. The battlefield was shifting.

The chaos she had unleashed was consuming the forest itself. Flames crackled through the underbrush, smoke curling into the already-thick mist. The air reeked of burning wood and scorched flesh. 

Her lightning, once precise, now lashed out unpredictably—distorting in the unnatural energy of the forest. Some bolts struck true, electrocuting multiple enemies at once. Others veered wildly, arcing into trees or vanishing into the mist like rogue spirits.

The beasts took advantage of the instability. A blur of movement—a massive figure crashed toward her from the side. Belle barely managed to raise her arm in time before impact.

THOOM!

The sheer force sent her skidding backward, her boots digging trenches into the charred earth. 

Through the haze, a monstrous form loomed—a towering beast, nearly twice the size of the others. Its jagged hide pulsed with dark energy, veins glowing an eerie crimson. Its breath steamed in the cold air, mist swirling around it like a living entity. 

The growls around her deepened. More shapes emerged from the fog. Dozens. Maybe more. They hadn’t just been hunting her. They had been waiting.

Belle took a sharp breath, her lungs burning from the thick, smoky air. Her muscles coiled, tension crackling through her body like a storm ready to break. Another surge of power welled up inside her, hotter and wilder than before. 

She braced herself—then exploded forward.

The earth shattered beneath her feet as she launched into the fray, moving like a streak of silver and blue energy. She wasn’t just dodging—she was untouchable. 

A claw swiped where she had been a second ago, only to meet empty air. She reappeared behind the beast before it even realized its attack had missed, her fist crashing into its spine like a thunderstrike. The impact sent it flying, its body colliding with another creature mid-lunge.

But there was no time to revel in victory. 

More of them poured in, their monstrous shapes writhing through the fog, drawn by the scent of blood and fire. Shadows slithered through the mist, glowing red eyes flashing in the darkness. The air trembled with their growls, the underbrush rustling with their movement. 

They weren’t just attacking blindly now. 

They were adapting. Learning.

A guttural snarl tore through the cacophony—a beast larger than the rest, its muscular form radiating an unnatural aura, faster and smarter than its kin. It lunged from her blind spot. 

She twisted midair, instincts screaming, barely avoiding its claws as they slashed centimeters from her face. But before she could counter, another beast slammed into her from behind.

The world flipped. 

She hit the ground hard, her vision blurring for a fraction of a second. Pain flared through her spine, her body sinking into the cold, damp earth. A second longer and they'd be on her. 

Then, a spark ignited in her chest.

She wasn’t just fighting them. She was reading them. The rhythm of battle pulsed around her, a silent song woven into their movements. Patterns emerged—the shifting of weight before a leap, the split-second hesitation before a strike. 

They weren’t unpredictable. They were instinctual. 

And she could see through them.

Her draconic aura flared, flooding her senses with raw clarity.

At that moment, time stretched. She could feel them before they moved, sense the muscle tension coiling in their legs, anticipate their pounces before their claws left the ground. 

Her counterattack was merciless.

She grabbed the beast pinning her down, fingers tightening like a vice around its limb. A sickening crunch followed as she crushed bone, then hurled the creature like a ragdoll into an oncoming pack. It bowled through them, scattering bodies like leaves in a storm. 

Before they could recover, she was already moving.

Fire erupted in a wild arc as she swiped her arm, a wave of searing heat engulfing the closest monsters. Their shrieks cut through the air, their forms reduced to ash within seconds. She pivoted sharply, electricity crackling around her fists, every punch a lightning-fast strike that sent charred bodies sprawling.

And still, they came. 

The battlefield was chaos, a storm of claws, fangs, fire, and lightning. But in the midst of it, Belle wasn’t just surviving. She was evolving too. 

She had been holding back. But not anymore.

They climbed over the bodies of their fallen kin, their glowing eyes filled with relentless hunger. The battlefield was a ruin of scorched earth and scattered corpses, yet it wasn’t enough. 

Her breath came in sharp gasps, sweat mixing with blood and soot across her skin. Her muscles screamed in protest, her body trembling from exhaustion. The raw energy inside her burned, demanding release, but she had already pushed herself beyond her limits.

A guttural snarl to her right. A clawed beast lunged. Belle barely twisted away, but the razor-sharp talons grazed her arm, drawing a thin line of crimson. 

Another came from behind. She had no time to dodge. 

Her instincts roared. Her aura surged. 

She pivoted, her foot digging into the cracked earth as she spun, her fist meeting the beast mid-air. 

The impact was monstrous. Bones shattered. The creature was launched like a meteor, crashing through the flaming wreckage of the forest, leaving only smoldering ruins in its wake. 

But more came. 

She couldn't keep this up forever.

A deep, primal force stirred within her, rising from the very core of her being. It was stronger than anything she had felt before. A force beyond strength, beyond magic. It coiled in her chest, a raging inferno barely contained. It demanded to be set free. 

Her eyes flickered, shifting into something draconic. 

This has to end. Now.

Belle slammed her foot into the ground, anchoring herself. 

The earth trembled beneath her, spiderweb cracks spreading outward. The very air around her seemed to warp, pulsing with unstable energy. Her aura flared like a supernova—blue lightning arcing wildly, golden flames spiraling upwards, forming a vortex of destruction around her.

For the first time, the beasts hesitated. 

They sensed it. 

The shift in the atmosphere. The overwhelming presence that now radiated from her—vast and untamed, something beyond their comprehension. 

A predator greater than them all. 

They feared her.

Belle raised her head, her eyes glowing ethereal blue. And then she roared. The sound shattered the air, rippling like a shockwave across the battlefield. Trees splintered and collapsed, the very ground quaking beneath the sheer force of her voice. 

It was not human. 

It was something ancient and monstrous. 

The beasts howled in response, their bodies instinctively recoiling, but it was too late.

She unleashed it. 

A single step. The ground beneath her collapsed. 

A surge of pure, undiluted power exploded outward. The force was cataclysmic—a storm of flames and lightning erupted from her body, swirling into a massive, twisting maelstrom of destruction. Fire devoured everything in its path, roaring like a living entity, while arcs of blinding electricity carved through the sky, searing the battlefield with divine fury.

The air itself vibrated, distorting from the sheer magnitude of energy. The beasts had no chance. Their final, piercing screams echoed as they were consumed, their bodies disintegrating into nothingness before they could even attempt to flee.

And then—detonation. 

A final, thunderous explosion tore through the land. The sky was engulfed in a blinding flash. A deafening shockwave thundered across the forest, toppling trees, flattening hills. 

The sheer impact carved a deep, gaping crater into the battlefield, the earth ruptured beyond recognition.

The once-dense forest was now an ashen wasteland, steam rising from the scorched ground. The mist that had once cloaked the battlefield was gone, vaporized by the sheer force of her unleashed might. 

The remnants of Belle’s attack still flickered in the air—embers of gold and crackling arcs of dying electricity floating like ghosts in the aftermath.

At the center of the devastation, Belle stood, her body trembling. Her breath was ragged, her limbs heavy, but she remained standing. 

And around her—nothing. 

No more beasts. No more movement. 

The battle was over.

But as she gazed upon the destruction, the smoldering crater that stretched before her, she couldn’t ignore the cold realization creeping into her mind. 

Just how much power was inside her?

The battlefield—once teeming with snarling, bloodthirsty beasts—was now a graveyard of scorched earth and flickering embers. The dense forest that had loomed over her before the battle was unrecognizable, reshaped by the sheer force of her unleashed power.

Belle stood amidst the devastation, her entire body trembling. Her vision blurred at the edges, but she refused to collapse. 

Her silver eyes scanned the ruins left in her wake, a different realization settled within her. 

This wasn’t just about survival. This was something more. 

The power that coursed through her veins, the way her body had moved on instinct, how she had turned the tide of battle with sheer force alone—it was undeniable. 

She wasn’t just lost in this world. 

She had became a force of nature. 

She could feel it now. A quiet, pulsing force lingering within her—waiting and growing. The draconic power she had tapped into was only the beginning. 

But something was still out there. Watching.

Her instincts, honed through battle, screamed at her again. But when she turned her gaze toward the distant shadows, there was nothing. Just the whispering mist, shifting unnaturally between the broken trees. 

A warning? A challenge? 

She exhaled sharply. 

It didn’t matter. 

Whatever lay ahead—whoever or whatever had taken notice of her—she would face it head-on.

This was only the beginning.

End of Chapter 3

            


Chapter 4: Whispers in the Shadows


                Belle stood at the edge of the crater, her body still trembling. The battlefield, once alive with the roars of beasts and the crackling energy of magic, had fallen into an unnatural silence. Smoke curled into the air, rising from the scorched earth, and the once-thriving forest now a smoldering wasteland of charred trees and shattered ground.

The air was still. The oppressive quiet stretched unnaturally, devoid of the usual rustling leaves or distant howls that had filled the forest before. 

No creatures stirred. No wind whispered through the trees. 

It was as if the entire world was holding its breath.

Belle swallowed hard and cast a wary glance around her. The mutated beasts that had once swarmed her had vanished. 

Whether they had fled in fear or been erased entirely by her attack, she couldn’t tell. But their absence wasn’t comforting, it was unsettling.

Her gaze drifted back to the crater. The epicenter of her power’s release. The ground had been torn apart, jagged cracks splitting outward in every direction. The remnants of trees stood as blackened husks, their twisted forms reaching toward the sky like the hands of fallen titans. Glowing embers still clung to the wreckage.

She shivered. 

Not from the cold, but from something deeper.

What am I becoming?

The question gnawed at her as she flexed her fingers, feeling the lingering energy beneath her skin.

It wasn’t just raw power, it was something that responded to her emotions, her instincts. The battle had pushed her beyond her limits, but even now, drained as she was, she could tell… she hadn’t reached the end of her strength. 

There was still more.

The thought unsettled her.

She had fought for survival, for escape. Yet, for a brief moment just before the final blow, when the energy had surged through her like a raging storm, she had felt a sense of exhilaration.

The memory sent a chill down her spine.

No. That’s not me. That’s not who I am.

She took a slow step back, suddenly feeling too close to the destruction. The smell of burnt earth and ozone was suffocating, and the quiet was pressing in on her like a suffocating weight.

She needed to move. Staying here wasn’t safe.

Her body protested as she forced herself to straighten, her muscles screaming in resistance. The battle had taken more out of her than she realized, but she couldn’t afford to stop now. If there were more creatures lurking in the shadows, waiting for an opening, she wouldn’t last another fight in this state.

“I have to get out of here.”

The forest may have been silent, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was still watching her.

And that terrified her more than anything else.

The forest stretched endlessly in every direction, an ocean of towering trees that loomed over Belle like silent sentinels. Their canopies swayed, shifting the scattered beams of pale moonlight that barely pierced the dense foliage. Shadows moved with an unnatural rhythm, twisting and elongating with every step she took. 

The air was thick and humid, yet charged with something unseen. A faint metallic tang lingered, clinging to her tongue with each breath, as if the very essence of this world was different from what she once knew.

Bioluminescent plants dotted the landscape, their eerie glow pulsating in slow and deliberate waves, casting ghostly reflections on the damp forest floor. The earth beneath her boots was soft, almost unnervingly so, as if the land itself was breathing in tandem with the wind. 

The deeper she ventured, the heavier the silence became—so absolute that even her own footsteps felt intrusive.

She moved cautiously, every muscle tense, her sharpened senses scanning the darkness. The rustling of unseen creatures in the undergrowth sent small jolts of adrenaline through her. Yet, despite her heightened awareness, nothing emerged from the shadows. 

Why does it feel like I’m not supposed to be here? The air around here felt… different.

Belle exhaled slowly, steadying herself, but the unease refused to leave her. 

The trees seemed to lean inward as she passed, their skeletal branches stretching toward her like grasping fingers. The air carried a whisper, so faint it could have been the wind… but something about it felt wrong. The murmurs were just beyond comprehension, slipping through the edges of her awareness like a forgotten dream.

It feels like I’m in some sort of a forbidden forest.

She clenched her fists, her eyes scanning the darkness. Her instincts screamed at her to turn back, but there was no turning back. The only way was forward.

And yet, as she took another step, Belle’s heightened senses picked up on details she wouldn’t have noticed before. 

Faint trails of shimmering energy lingered in the air, weaving through the trees like ghostly afterimages. They pulsed with an unnatural rhythm, slow and steady, almost like a heartbeat. Each flicker of light called to her, urging her forward.

She hesitated.

Were they leading her somewhere? Or was something leading her?

Her body still ached from the battle, muscles tight with lingering exhaustion, but she couldn’t ignore the pull of curiosity or instinct. Staying in one place wasn’t an option. She had survived too much to let fear paralyze her now.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward.

The deeper she ventured, the more unnatural the forest became. The towering trees pressed closer together, their bark gnarled and scarred with glowing runes that pulsed in eerie synchronization. 

Thick vines, like veins, curled around the trunks, some hanging low enough to brush against her arms as she passed. Each touch sent a faint tingle through her skin, as if the forest itself was aware of her presence.

There was only silence.

No insects. No birds. No rustling leaves.

Just her own measured breaths and the distant hum of unseen energy pulsing through the air.

Then came the whispers.

At first, they were barely distinguishable from the wind, like a breath against her ear. Soft, fragmented murmurs, slipping between the trees, curling around her like invisible tendrils. 

The voices carried no discernible words, but they were layered like many voices speaking at once, their tones shifting between curiosity and something more… knowing.

Belle’s shoulders tensed.

Her eyes darted around, searching for movement, but the trees stood still. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that the entire forest was watching her.

She swallowed, her throat dry.

Is the forest really alive?

The thought sent a chill down her spine, but she pushed it away. She had faced worse than this, survived worse than this. If there was something lurking in the shadows, she would deal with it.

But as the whispers grew louder, pressing against her ears like unseen fingers, her certainty wavered.

She turned sharply, scanning the trees. “Who’s there?”

Her voice was steady, but her pulse betrayed her, hammering in her chest.

The whispers stopped.

A suffocating silence followed.

Belle’s fingers curled into fists, her draconic energy flickering faintly in response to her unease. 

“Show yourself!” she demanded, her voice cutting through the void.

For a breathless moment, nothing happened. 

The trees stood in eerie stillness, their twisted forms like silent sentinels. The glowing energy trails around her dimmed, as if whatever force had been calling to her was withdrawing.

Then, the ground trembled.

A deep, resonant tremor rippled beneath her feet, sending tiny fissures through the moss-covered earth. Dust spiraled into the air. The trees groaned, their ancient limbs creaking as if something deep beneath them had stirred.

Belle staggered slightly, her body tense as she shifted into a defensive stance.

The forest wasn’t just watching her.

It was waking up.

Belle’s breath was shallow, her every step light and cautious as she ventured deeper into the forest. The tremors beneath her feet had subsided, but the unnatural stillness in the air made her more uneasy than before.

The deeper she went, the more distorted the world around her became. 

The whispering voices that had followed her for so long grew louder, an unsettling chorus of murmurs that sent chills up her spine.

Her draconic instincts screamed at her.

Shadows twisted at the edges of her vision. The ground, damp and unstable, sucked at her boots as if trying to pull her under. The very air pressed down on her shoulders, suffocating and thick with unseen malice.

Belle gritted her teeth and forced herself to keep moving. 

Stopping wasn’t an option. Whatever lurked in this place, she could feel it closing in.

Then, it happened.

A shift—subtle, but undeniable.

The oppressive weight that had been crushing her chest began to ease. The air, once thick with decay and unseen menace, grew lighter and cooler. The whispers fell away into silence, as if something had driven them back. 

The twisted trees that loomed like skeletal fingers began to change, they were still ancient and massive, but less menacing. Their bark, once dark and scarred, now shimmered with faint veins of silver light.

Belle took a cautious step forward, then another. The forest no longer felt suffocating. Instead, there was an openness, a presence—not hostile, but protective.

Then she saw it.

The trees parted, revealing a clearing bathed in soft, ethereal glow. At its center stood a colossal tree, so vast and ancient that its roots alone dwarfed the boulders surrounding it. Its bark shimmered with golden runes, pulsing like a heartbeat, as if the tree itself was alive. Its leaves glowed with an internal light, casting a gentle radiance that illuminated the entire space.

Beneath it, nestled between the enormous roots, was a pristine pool of water. Its surface was impossibly still, reflecting the tree’s glow like liquid silver. 

The moment Belle laid eyes on it, an overwhelming sense of warmth and safety washed over her.

Gone was the fear, the exhaustion, the ever-present tension that had gripped her since she arrived in this world. 

For the first time, she felt at peace.

She took a step forward, and the weariness in her limbs faded. The aches of battle, the soreness of her muscles, the lingering pain of her wounds—it all melted away the closer she got. 

The very air was different here. It wasn’t just lighter, it was pure, humming with an energy that seeped into her skin.

Her draconic aura flickered, responding instinctively. 

This place… it wasn’t just sacred. It was alive. 

And it welcomed her.

Belle knelt at the edge of the pool, staring at her reflection. Her silver hair was disheveled, streaked with dirt and dried blood. Her torn clothing barely clung to her body, evidence of the relentless battles she had endured. 

But here, none of it mattered.

She dipped her fingers into the water. Warmth spread through her immediately, like a gentle embrace. A soft sigh escaped her lips as the tension she hadn’t even realized she was holding melted away.

A thought crossed her mind.

Surely, it wouldn’t hurt to rest… just for a little while.

With a quick glance around, Belle stood and unfastened the remnants of her tattered outfit, letting them slip from her shoulders. The cool night air brushed against her skin, but she didn’t mind. 

Here, there was no danger. No prying eyes. Just the quiet hum of the enormous tree and the soft, inviting glow of the pool.

She stepped in.

The moment the water enveloped her, a soft gasp escaped her lips. It was unlike any bath she had ever taken. The warmth seeped into her bones, deeper than heat alone. It was soothing, healing, like the very essence of the world was embracing her. 

Every ache, every scratch, every ounce of exhaustion melted away.

Belle leaned back, floating weightlessly, her silver hair fanning out around her like strands of moonlight. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to surrender to the warmth, to the safety of this place.

The silence of the clearing was soothing, broken only by the occasional ripple in the water as she shifted slightly.

Then, it happened.

A surge of power rushed through her, and her mind was suddenly flooded with visions.

A vast sky stretching endlessly beyond the horizon.

A city of towering spires, its streets bathed in neon light.

A dragon—its body shimmering with energy, its piercing blue eyes locking onto hers.

The images struck like lightning, overwhelming her senses. 

Belle gasped, jerking upright, water cascading down her bare shoulders as she clutched her head. Her breathing came in ragged gasps, her body trembling.

She didn’t understand everything she had just seen, but one thing was certain.

The Cyber Dragon—Aetherion.

The World Tree.

And herself.

They were connected in ways she had yet to understand.

Belle pressed a hand against her chest, feeling the faint hum of energy beneath her skin. 

The answers were close—closer than ever. 

End of Chapter 4

            


Chapter 5: Escaping the Forbidden Forest


                Belle leaned back, allowing herself a little bit more moment of indulgence. The worries that had gnawed at her mind felt distant here, muffled by the steady rhythm of the tree’s energy. The glowing leaves above cast shifting patterns across the water, their light reminiscent of a sky filled with stars.

Belle wasn’t sure how long she remained in the pool, but when she finally stepped out, she felt renewed. Not just physically, but mentally. 

She sat beneath the tree, letting the cool night air dry her skin, before dressing once more. Hunger gnawed at her, but unlike before, it no longer felt like a desperate need. 

Her sharpened senses picked up a faintly sweet scent nearby, drawing her to a low-hanging branch bearing clusters of luminescent berries. They pulsed with the same faint energy as the tree, their glow soft and inviting.

Belle plucked one and examined it carefully. The warmth against her fingers was unusual, but something deep inside told her it was safe. 

She took a tentative bite, and a rush of flavor exploded on her tongue—sweet and slightly tangy, with a cooling sensation that spread down her throat. Almost instantly, a surge of energy coursed through her, as if the berry was replenishing not just her hunger but her very essence.

She exhaled. “Alright… this world isn’t all bad.”

Gathering a handful of the berries for later, she leaned against the tree’s massive roots, her body sinking into the soft moss. The steady hum of energy lulled her into a state of tranquility. 

The danger that lurked beyond the World Tree's reach still remained, but for now, she allowed herself this moment of rest.

She perched herself on a smooth, moss-covered rock near the glowing pool, her body still tense with lingering wariness. She had survived too much to take unnecessary risks now. Folding her arms, she focused inward, carefully assessing every sensation within her body.

Her breath was steady. 

Her heartbeat was calm. 

No nausea, no dizziness, no burning in her throat, only a faint warmth spreading through her limbs, as if the fruit was gently reinvigorating her from within. The exhaustion that had been weighing her down earlier felt lighter, as though a hidden reservoir of energy had been unlocked.

Still, she wasn’t about to lower her guard just yet. She tapped her fingers against her wrist, counting her pulse, ensuring no irregularities. Her sharp eyes scanned her skin for any unusual markings or discoloration, half-expecting some delayed reaction. 

Minutes passed, yet nothing changed.

She exhaled slowly, allowing herself a brief moment of relief. At least for now, they seem safe.

Even so, she couldn’t afford to be reckless. Just because they didn’t harm her immediately didn’t mean they wouldn’t have long-term effects. 

Would they alter her body in some way? Heighten her already unstable powers?

Her gaze drifted back to the strange berries still clutched in her hand, their faint luminescence pulsating like tiny living hearts. She would have to be cautious, especially in a world where even the air itself felt unnatural.

But for now, with her strength returning and the eerie silence of the forest pressing in, she allowed herself one small comfort, she would make it through the night.

With her hunger and thirst satisfied, Belle turned her attention to another pressing concern—shelter. 

The Forbidden Forest was far too dangerous for her to simply sleep out in the open. She had no way of knowing what lurked in the darkness beyond the faint glow of the bioluminescent plants. Even with her newfound strength, she wasn’t foolish enough to let her guard down completely.

Her gaze drifted toward the massive tree towering over the clearing. Unlike the rest of the forest, which seemed to pulse with an eerie, almost hostile presence, this place felt… different. 

The oppressive weight that had pressed down on her since she first woke up in this world had lightened the moment she entered the clearing. The thick miasma that choked the deeper parts of the forest didn’t seem to exist here, replaced by an air of purity that made it easier to breathe. The soft, ambient hum of magic in the air felt almost like a gentle lullaby.

Belle hesitated, her instincts warring with her logic. Could she truly trust this place? Was the sense of safety just an illusion?

But as she took a cautious step forward, she felt a warmth beneath her feet, a comforting presence in the air, as if the very earth itself welcomed her. The runes carved into the tree’s bark pulsed with a slow and rhythmic glow, matching the steady beat of her own heart. It was unlike anything she had encountered before.

After a moment of hesitation, she made her decision.

Using the thick, soft moss that grew abundantly around the tree’s roots, she crafted a makeshift bed, layering it with fallen leaves and branches to provide extra cushioning. 

It wasn’t much, but it was far better than sleeping on the cold, hard ground. As she settled in, she leaned back against the massive root structure, letting out a slow breath.

Her gaze drifted upward, tracing the intricate patterns of the tree’s glowing leaves. The way they shimmered reminded her of stars, distant and untouchable, yet somehow familiar. A strange sense of nostalgia tugged at her, though she couldn’t place why.

Maybe it was the exhaustion finally catching up with her, or maybe it was the comforting aura of the tree, but her eyelids grew heavier. Her muscles, tense from hours of constant vigilance, slowly began to relax.

But just as sleep threatened to claim her, the whispers returned.

Soft and indistinct, yet undeniably present.

Unlike before, they weren’t malicious or eerie. There was no sense of danger, no threat lurking within the hushed voices. Instead, they were curious and gentle. Almost as if someone was watching and studying her.

Belle swallowed hard, fighting the lingering unease that crept up her spine.

“What do you want from me…?” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

The whispers didn’t answer. Instead, they wove around her like a breeze, stirring the leaves above. The faint hum of magic in the air deepened, resonating within her very core.

Whatever this place was, it was more than just a sanctuary.

As exhaustion finally claimed her, her last conscious thought was a quiet realization that she wasn’t alone.

Time had passed since she last rested.

Belle stirred, her body aching as consciousness pulled her back from the depths of exhaustion. The rustling of leaves reached her ears, soft yet unsettling, as if something unseen lurked just beyond her field of vision. 

She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the dim glow of the bioluminescent plants scattered throughout the clearing. 

Her sharpened senses prickled. Something wasn’t right.

The whispers had returned.

Faint at first, like distant echoes carried on the wind, but they grew stronger with each passing moment. This time, they weren’t merely lingering voices in the background. They were loud and insistent, overlapping in a chaotic chorus.

"You cannot leave… you cannot leave…"

Belle tensed. The oppressive energy that had haunted her since waking in this forsaken forest thickened around her. The very air seemed to hum with an unnatural force, weighing down on her shoulders like an invisible shackle.

Then, out of the suffocating darkness, she saw it.

A faint glimmer of light in the distance. Barely visible through the dense trees, yet unmistakable. Unlike the eerie glow of the plants or the pulsing runes etched into the ancient trees, this light was warm, golden, and… familiar.

"Sunlight?"

If there was sunlight, there was an exit.

Her heart pounded as she rose unsteadily to her feet, her exhaustion momentarily pushed aside. Without a second thought, she moved toward the light. 

At first, her steps were careful, wary of the forest’s unnatural stillness. But as the golden glow flickered tantalizingly ahead, her pace quickened.

That was when the forest retaliated.

The air grew heavier, pressing against her like an unseen hand trying to drag her back. The twisted trees loomed closer together, their gnarled branches intertwining unnaturally, forming a barrier. 

The whispers swelled into a deafening roar.

"Stay… stay… stay…"

A sudden jolt of pain shot through her ankle. 

Belle gasped and looked down—vines, thick and pulsating with a sickly green light, had coiled around her leg. Before she could react, more of them slithered out from the underbrush, winding up her arms and torso, trying to pull her back.

Belle struggled, her pulse racing. Her draconic aura flared instinctively, faint embers crackling around her fingertips. She gritted her teeth, forcing her body to move.

"I will not stay here!"

A surge of energy exploded outward from her body, her aura briefly illuminating the darkness with a flash of silver-blue light. The vines recoiled, shriveling where they touched her power. 

Belle wasted no time, she tore herself free and lunged forward, barely avoiding another set of vines snapping at her heels.

The forest trembled in protest.

The trees groaned, their trunks splitting open with sickening cracks. From within the bark, gaping maws lined with jagged, splintered teeth emerged, their hollow mouths opening wide in silent screams. The ground beneath her shuddered, cracking apart as writhing roots burst forth, clawing at her legs.

Belle leaped over a chasm that had suddenly opened beneath her, the earth crumbling away as though trying to swallow her whole. She landed in a crouch, her fingers digging into the dirt as she skidded forward.

The golden light was closer now, flickering like a beacon just beyond the trees.

She pushed herself forward, her lungs burning, her body protesting with each step. But the forest wasn’t done with her yet.

A powerful gust of wind howled through the trees, thick fog curling around her like a living thing. The temperature plummeted, and the weight of the oppressive magic pressed down harder. Her limbs felt sluggish, as though the very air was thickening around her, slowing her escape.

Then came the final blow.

The ground beneath her shifted. The mossy earth, which had once cushioned her steps, suddenly hardened and shattered.

Time seemed to slow as Belle realized she was falling.

A deep, black abyss had opened beneath her, a jagged pit of twisting roots and shadows stretching endlessly downward. 

A fall from this height would be fatal if not for her enhanced body, then for the sheer, crushing force of whatever unnatural presence lurked below.

Her instinct took over.

Belle twisted in midair, forcing every ounce of strength into her legs. At the last possible moment, she kicked off a jagged rock protruding from the crumbling earth, propelling herself toward the nearest stable ground.

She hit the ground hard, rolling across the dirt before slamming into the base of a thick tree. A sharp pain shot through her shoulder, but she had no time to dwell on it. The abyss was still widening behind her, consuming everything in its path.

Gritting her teeth, Belle forced herself to her feet. She had to reach the light.

She ran without looking back.

The whispers screamed now, their voices overlapping in a chaotic, maddening cacophony. The forest was alive with fury. Branches lashed out like whips, roots tore through the ground in an attempt to ensnare her once more.

"You cannot leave!"

Her vision blurred. Her breaths came in ragged gasps. Every muscle in her body screamed in protest, exhaustion clawing at her limbs.

But she refused to stop.

She had survived the Cyber Dragon. She had fought through the pain, the fear, the isolation of this wretched place. She would not die here.

With one final, desperate lunge, Belle threw herself forward and burst through.

The light engulfed her.

Blinding. Warm. And overwhelming.

For a single moment, she felt weightless, suspended in a void of golden radiance. The oppressive presence of the forest vanished in an instant, replaced by a new sensation, one she had almost forgotten.

Fresh air.

Her feet hit solid ground. She stumbled forward, her vision swimming, her chest heaving. The suffocating energy of the cursed forest was gone.

She had escaped.

Belle gasped, taking in the stark contrast around her. 

The sky above was no longer a void of darkness but a brilliant blue, the sun shining down from above. The air was crisp and clean, carrying the scent of pine and blooming flowers. Birds chirped in the distance, and the wind hummed through the towering trees, normal trees, untouched by whatever nightmare had ruled the forest behind her.

Slowly, she turned back.

The edge of the cursed forest loomed just behind her, an impenetrable wall of shadows and gnarled branches. The mist within still writhed, but it no longer reached for her. It had let her go.

Or… it had allowed her to leave.

A shiver ran down her spine as a final whisper drifted through the air, barely more than a breath carried by the wind.

"This is not the end..."

Belle exhaled sharply, gripping her arms to still the lingering tremors in her body.

No, it wasn’t the end.

But she was finally free… for now.

End of Chapter 5

            


Chapter 6: Training


                Belle stepped forward, her boots sinking slightly into the soft earth. Sunlight filtered through the canopy above, casting dappled patterns across the clearing. A gentle breeze carried the scent of fresh leaves and damp soil, a stark contrast to the suffocating, twisted air of the Forbidden Forest. 

She had escaped.

The past few days had been a blur of running, hiding, fighting and surviving. The lingering tension in her muscles refused to fade, as if her body still expected an attack at any moment. 

But this place… this forest was different. 

It lacked the heavy, unnatural silence of the Forbidden Forest. Here, the world felt alive with birds chirped from the branches, insects hummed in the underbrush, and somewhere in the distance, a stream trickled over smooth stones. It was peaceful.

Even as she let herself relax, an odd sensation prickled at the edges of her awareness. Her body felt different, lighter, stronger, and more attuned to everything around her. The air itself seemed to carry a quiet hum, a rhythm she could almost feel if she focused. 

This power… this overwhelming energy inside her… she had only begun to scratch the surface.

Her body had changed, there was no denying it. But just how much had she changed? 

She clenched her fists experimentally, feeling the unfamiliar power humming beneath her skin. It was time to test her limits.

I need to understand what I’ve become. I need to know what I can do.

Belle decided to start with her vision. 

She had noticed it before, the way distant objects seemed clearer, the way her eyes could pierce through darkness with unnatural precision. But she had been too occupied with survival to focus on the details. Now, she had the time.

She lifted her gaze to the treetops, spotting a small bird perched on a high branch. The creature tilted its head, its feathers ruffling against the wind. 

Belle focused on it, and in an instant, her perception sharpened. Every detail sprang into clarity. The delicate texture of its wings, the soft rise and fall of its tiny chest as it breathed, the glint of reflected sunlight in its beady eyes.

I shouldn’t be able to see this.

She adjusted her focus slightly, and the world around the bird faded, isolating it as though she had zoomed in on it with a high-powered lens. She could see its minuscule talons flexing against the branch, the near-invisible shift of its feathers in response to the wind. 

She could even spot the tiniest pulse in its throat, beating in a rhythm that matched its rapid heartbeat.

I am able to see all of these?

A mix of awe and apprehension settled in her chest, but she wasn’t done yet.

She tore her eyes away and scanned the surrounding forest. Instantly, everything around her sharpened. She could see the rough and uneven ridges of tree bark from meters away, the fine webbing of veins on every leaf, the way sunlight refracted through drops of dew clinging to blades of grass. 

In the underbrush, hidden to any normal eye, tiny movements betrayed the presence of creatures. Ants marching in near-perfect formation, a beetle scurrying under a rock, a butterfly flexing its wings before taking flight.

Belle exhaled, feeling an almost overwhelming flood of information rush into her mind.

She shifted her focus to something in motion. 

A squirrel darted across the forest floor, weaving between tree roots before leaping onto a trunk. Her gaze followed instinctively, tracking every movement with impossible clarity. 

She could see the precise way its muscles tensed before a jump, the way its tail flicked to adjust balance mid-air, the miniscule particles of dust kicked up as it landed. It was as if the world had slowed down, allowing her to dissect each movement in perfect detail.

She tensed and startled.

I’m not just seeing things, I’m predicting them.

It wasn’t simply heightened vision. 

It was understanding. Her eyes weren’t just registering motion; they were analyzing it, allowing her to anticipate what would happen next. 

She tested it again, focusing on another creature, a rabbit, half-hidden in the foliage. Its ears twitched slightly, and without thinking, she knew it was about to bolt. A split second later, it did, exactly as she had anticipated.

Belle let out a slow breath, her mind racing.

This wasn’t human. This was something else entirely.

A slow smile crept across her lips.

Incredible…

Moving on to her next ability.

Her hearing.

She had already noticed subtle differences, like how the wind carried layered sounds she would have never paid attention to before or how she could hear the quiet shuffle of small animals even when they were out of sight. But how far did it truly extend?

With deliberate intent, she tuned in to the world around her, focusing solely on sound.

At first, she picked up the familiar ones. The gentle rustling of trees, the occasional chirp of a bird, and the steady rhythm of her own breathing. But as she concentrated, those sounds seemed to peel away, revealing an entire hidden world beneath them.

A faint skittering to her left.

A beetle, perhaps? No, the movements were too rhythmic, more like a small rodent weaving through the underbrush. She could hear the individual crunches of dried leaves beneath its tiny paws, the slight pause as it hesitated, then the sudden burst of motion as it scurried away.

Belle’s lips parted slightly.

I never would have noticed something like that before…

Encouraged, she stretched her senses further. 

The delicate flutter of wings overhead. The rhythmic creak of a branch swaying in the wind. Even the near-silent shift of dirt as a burrowing insect tunneled just beneath the forest floor.

It was overwhelming at first. A constant stream of sound layered upon itself, each detail distinct yet woven together into the vast melody of the forest. It was like being in the middle of a grand orchestra where every instrument played at once, yet she could somehow pick out each note individually.

But could she filter them?

Belle furrowed her brow and tried something different. Instead of stretching her senses outward, she focused inward, attempting to isolate a single sound.

She latched onto the chirping of a bird, not just any bird, but one specific call among the countless others. 

It took effort, like trying to focus on a single conversation in a crowded room. But slowly, the forest around her faded into the background, and the bird’s song became the only thing she could hear.

It was mesmerizing.

She could detect the subtle changes in its pitch, the tiny hesitations between each note, the way its song carried through the trees and echoed faintly in the distance. Every tiny fluctuation, every breath it took before calling out again, it was all so clear.

A slow smile spread across her lips.

I can control it. I can focus on what I want to hear.

A thought occurred to her.

If I can isolate sounds… then I can listen for specific things.

Belle took a deep breath and shifted her focus again, this time seeking out something more distant. 

The bird’s chirping faded, replaced by the murmur of the wind weaving through unseen corridors of the forest. She pushed further.

A faint rustling, a rabbit nibbling on grass.

A tiny crack, a twig snapping under the weight of a passing creature.

A distant ripple, the gentle trickling of a stream she hadn’t even known was nearby.

Belle’s eyes opened slightly in surprise.

A water source.

If I had this ability back when I first woke up, I wouldn’t have struggled to find drinking water…

It was a humbling realization. Even with all her newfound power, she had barely scratched the surface of what she was capable of. 

This wasn’t just strength, it was a whole new way of experiencing the world.

But how far could she take it?

Could she hear something beyond what a normal human would ever perceive?

Belle hesitated for a moment before closing her eyes again, stretching her awareness to its limits. 

The forest sounds blurred into a symphony of whispers, echoes, and distant movements. She strained her senses and pushed deeper. Then she heard it.

A deep, rhythmic pulse.

It wasn’t loud, nor was it distinct. More like a vibration carried through the air, something massive shifting far beyond her immediate surroundings. 

A presence, heavy and deliberate.

Belle’s eyes snapped open, a sudden chill running down her spine.

That wasn’t just an animal…

She held her breath, listening again, but the sound had already vanished, like a fleeting echo carried away by the wind.

Her heart pounded, not out of fear, but out of sheer exhilaration.

Not only could she detect distant sounds, but she could also sense something beyond the range of normal hearing. And whatever that was… it was real.

The weight of exhaustion settled over her as she finally allowed herself to rest. She perched on a fallen log, her fingers absently running over the rough, moss-covered bark. 

The forest, once a vast and unknown expanse, had become slightly more familiar, yet it remained just as mysterious.

She tilted her head back, gazing at the fragments of blue sky peeking through the branches. The warmth of the sun touched her face.

What is this place?

She wondered, her thoughts drifting like the soft sway of the trees. 

It’s not Earth… but it feels real. Too real to be a dream.

The thought sent a shiver through her. There was no waking up from this. No jolting back to her old life, where she would find herself in her bed, her sister teasing her for sleeping in too late. 

Her heart ached at the memory.

Lumine…

She missed her sister’s bright laughter, the way she filled every room with warmth and mischief. Lumine had always been the adventurous one, devouring fantasy novels and dragging Belle into her endless daydreams of magical worlds and heroic quests.

A faint smile ghosted across Belle’s lips. 

If Lumine were here, she’d probably be freaking out… or maybe she’d be excited.

She let out a quiet breath. 

She always did love adventure stories.

But this wasn’t a story.

Her smile faded as the reality of her situation pressed down on her like an invisible weight. 

There was no turning a page to the next chapter, no neatly written resolution waiting for her. She was alone in an unfamiliar world with no idea where to go next.

Belle ran a hand through her silver hair, the strands still strange to her touch. 

I need to find a way out of here. But how? I don’t even know where “here” is.

Her thoughts wandered back to the Cyber Dragon. 

The moment it had fused with her had been a blur of overwhelming energy, burning light, and something beyond her understanding. But she could still feel its presence within her, an echo, a lingering power woven into every fiber of her being.

She clenched her hand into a fist, watching as a flicker of electricity danced between her fingers before fading away. 

What did it do to me?

The questions came in a flood, each one more frustrating than the last. 

How did I end up here? What am I supposed to do now?

There were no answers. Only silence.

She exhaled slowly, forcing herself to push the uncertainty aside. 

Sitting here and worrying wouldn’t help her survive. She needed to keep moving, keep training, and figure out what this world was.

Her gaze shifted to her surroundings, the towering trees, their bark pulsing faintly with an otherworldly glow; the strange, bioluminescent vines curled around the roots; the way the air itself seemed charged with an unseen energy.

Belle frowned.

Why does this forest feel so… alive?

She pressed a hand to the ground, her fingers sinking into the cool earth. It wasn’t just the plants. The very land beneath her feet pulsed with something deep and ancient. She could feel it now that she was paying attention, an unseen rhythm thrumming just beneath the surface, like the quiet heartbeat of the world itself.

Is this place connected to the Cyber Dragon? Or is it something else entirely?

And then there was her power. 

The flames, the lightning, the unnatural strength and speed. Where did it come from? Was it hers now, something permanent? Or was she just borrowing it? And if so, from what? Or… from whom?

She swallowed, her grip tightening against her knees.

A gust of wind stirred the leaves, sending a ripple through the trees. 

The world around her felt too vast, too unknowable. But she had survived this far. And she wasn’t about to stop now.

I’ll figure it out… I have to.

End of Chapter 6

            


Chapter 7: The Aura Sense


                After a good rest, Belle stretched her arms, rolling her shoulders to shake off the stiffness from sitting too long. 

The break had been refreshing, but she couldn’t afford to relax for too long. This world was unfamiliar, and she was still a stranger in it. If she wanted to survive and thrive, she needed to push herself further and master the nascent powers stirring within her.

She stepped into a clearing, the air around her humming with an energy she was beginning to recognize as hers. It was strange, feeling something so powerful flow through her body, as if she had become something more than human.

Her first goal: master fire and lightning.

Belle extended her hand, focusing on the warmth she had felt earlier. It was like a fire deep within her chest, ready to ignite at her command. She let it build, coaxing it forward. 

Slowly, an ember flickered to life in her palm, dancing with a mesmerizing glow. The heat was intense, yet it felt natural, like an extension of herself rather than an external force.

"Fire… I can create fire," she mused while watching the flickering flame.

She experimented, trying to make it grow. 

The fire responded, expanding into a swirling orb of controlled heat. She pulled it back, shrinking it into a smaller flame before extinguishing it entirely.

Next, she tried throwing it. Summoning another fireball, she hurled it toward a nearby tree. The moment it left her hand, the fireball lost shape and fizzled out harmlessly before reaching its target.

Belle frowned, a tiny wrinkle of dissatisfaction appearing between her brows.

"Not enough power? Or am I not stabilizing it properly?"

She tried again, focusing on condensing the fire before launching it forward. This time, the fireball struck the tree, leaving behind a black scorch mark. 

"It worked, but it’s still not strong enough."

She repeated the process several times, adjusting her technique with meticulous precision. By the fifth attempt, she had figured it out. The key lay in concentrating on compressing the fire's raw energy before releasing it. 

When she did it correctly, the fireball surged forward with real force, slamming into the bark and leaving a deeper burn.

"Good. Now, what about defense?"

She envisioned flames forming a protective wall around her. The fire obeyed, swirling outward and rising into a ring. Heat radiated from it, yet to her surprise, it didn’t burn her at all. She reached a hand toward the flames, feeling only a pleasant warmth.

But fire was only half of what she could do.

Belle closed her fingers into a fist, reaching for the other energy inside her, the one that felt wilder and sharper. The moment she focused, static crackled along her skin, sending tingles down her arm. Unlike fire, which flowed naturally, lightning felt erratic and unstable.

She clenched her fist and threw a punch into the air.

A sudden crack split the silence as a jagged bolt of electricity surged forward, striking a large rock in the clearing. The impact shattered the stone, sending fragments flying in all directions. 

Belle lowered her fist slowly, blinking at the destruction she had just caused.

"Lightning is strong… but unpredictable. If I don’t focus, I could end up hitting the wrong target."

Then an idea formed in her mind.

"What if I combine fire and lightning?"

She summoned a fireball in her palm, then focused on lacing it with lightning. Sparks flickered along its surface, but the moment she tried to infuse more energy, the fireball collapsed in on itself, vanishing into thin air.

Belle scowled. "Too much energy? Or are fire and lightning fundamentally incompatible?"

She tried again, this time adding the electricity more carefully. The fireball flared before sparking violently and exploded in her hand. She stumbled back, shaking her fingers. The heat hadn’t burned her, but the force had been too unstable.

She exhaled slowly. Trial and error. The path to mastery was rarely smooth.

For the next hour, Belle refined her technique. She tested different ways to merge the elements. Sometimes the fireball fizzled out, other times the lightning overpowered it, causing wild bursts of energy. She needed to find the perfect balance.

Eventually, she found it.

By focusing on stabilizing the fire first and then gradually weaving in lightning, the two elements merged into a crackling orb of energy. It pulsed in her palm, unstable yet contained.

She took aim and threw it.

The impact was instantaneous. The fireball detonated the moment it hit a target, sending out an explosive shockwave. Sparks and embers scattered in all directions, the sheer force of the blast making her take an involuntary step back.

Belle stared at the scorched earth, her heart pounding with a mix of awe and exhilaration.

But even with this success, she knew she wasn’t done.

"I still need more control. If I don’t perfect this, I could just as easily hurt myself as my enemies."

Her fists clenched with determination. 

She had the power. Now, she needed to master it.

And she wouldn’t stop until she did.

It had been several days since Belle escaped the Forbidden Forest. Though she had yet to find a way out of this unfamiliar woodland, she had managed to survive on her own. 

The dense canopy above concealed the sky, but she could still tell the passage of time by the shifting light filtering through the trees. Each night, she rested beneath the stars, her thoughts racing with unanswered questions.

But despite the uncertainty, she had maintained a strict discipline to hone her abilities at every opportunity. Her strength had grown, and her senses had sharpened beyond human limits. But there was one power that remained a mystery.

Her draconic aura.

She had felt its presence since the moment she merged with the Cyber Dragon. A deep, thrumming energy coursing through her veins like a second heartbeat. It was unlike her enhanced senses or elemental magic. 

It wasn’t something she saw or heard; it was something she felt pulsing from her very core.

Sitting cross-legged in the clearing, she placed a hand over her chest and closed her eyes, shutting out the distractions of the world around her.

She focused inward, trying to grasp the energy within. It was raw and untamed. She had felt glimpses of it before when she fought the mutated beasts in the Forbidden Forest, when she had sensed danger before it struck. But she had never controlled it willingly.

Belle thought back to a story she had once read, about a pirate who could extend his energy like an invisible web, sensing everything around them. Could she do the same with her draconic aura?

“If I can control this energy… maybe I can use it to sense my surroundings.” she uttered.

Taking a slow breath, she visualized the energy within her. At first, it felt sluggish, resisting her control. Then, like ripples spreading across the surface of a pond, she felt it expand outward.

The sensation was overwhelming.

Her awareness stretched beyond her body, past the trees, through the shifting undergrowth. It was as if she had grown invisible tendrils, reaching out and brushing against the world itself. 

She could feel the presence of birds perched high in the canopy, their tiny hearts fluttering like rapid drum beats. The skittering of squirrels along the bark, the twitching of a rabbit’s ears as it perked up at a distant sound.

And then, something larger.

A creature lurked at the edge of her perception, just beyond the clearing. It wasn’t moving, but she could sense its steady breathing.

Belle’s eyes snapped open, her vision was normal again. She turned her head sharply toward the spot where she had sensed the presence, but there was nothing but thick foliage. Yet she was certain of it.

This was real.

Slowly, she stood, flexing her fingers. A newfound excitement buzzed in her chest.

This is incredible… I can sense everything around me.

She had just unlocked something entirely new, an ability she decided to call Aura Sense. 

It was more than just an extension of her perception; it was a form of awareness, a way to monitor her surroundings even without sight.

And if she could refine it further… she could use it in battle to read her opponent and predict their every move.

A slow smile spread across her lips.

Belle took a deep breath and closed her eyes. If her Aura Sense truly worked like an extension of herself, she needed to stretch it to its absolute limits and understand its full capabilities.

She began by extending it outward, a thin layer of energy radiating from her body. At first, it was unstable, flickering and wavering like ripples on a pond. She could feel the immediate area, trees swaying gently in the breeze, the scurrying of small creatures in the underbrush, the rhythmic pulse of her own heartbeat. 

But that was only the beginning.

With deep concentration, she pushed her aura further. It spread like an invisible web, creeping through the forest, weaving around tree trunks, slipping between branches. 

She could sense the minute details, an ant crawling over a fallen leaf, the way the soil absorbed moisture, the breath of a sleeping deer nestled in the shade.

Her pulse quickened as she pushed further.

Ten meters… twenty meters… fifty meters…

As the range expanded, maintaining control became harder. The influx of information overwhelmed her senses. It was like trying to listen to a thousand voices speaking at once, each one demanding her attention.

Sweat formed on her brow as she steadied herself. 

No—I can’t let it control me. I have to be the one in control.

She inhaled sharply, adjusting her focus again. Instead of letting the aura flood her mind with random details, she tried something new. She filtered the noise, focusing on movements rather than stillness.

And then, far beyond what she had sensed before, there was movement. 

Multiple presences.

These weren’t wild animals or wandering beasts. The rhythm of their movements was too calculated and synchronized.

She honed in on them, stretching her awareness further. 

One… two… four of them? No, five. 

Their movements were steady, and heading in a singular direction. She could faintly sense the weight of their steps, the way their bodies carried weapons.

A chill ran down her spine. 

These are people… and they’re not just passing through.

Beyond them, she detected another presence—smaller, more erratic and hurried. 

A different kind of movement. 

Someone’s being chased.

Her eyes snapped open, the forest rushing back into view. She stood frozen for a moment, her heart pounding.

Bandits!

And someone was about to become their victim.

Belle didn’t hesitate. As soon as she had located the victim and the bandits through her Aura Sense, she activated her super speed. The world blurred around her, the wind howling in her ears as she weaved through the dense trees.

The closer she got, the more details her senses picked up. The victim’s ragged breaths, the rough voices of the bandits, the metallic scrape of a weapon being drawn.

She arrived at the scene in a flash.

A middle-aged merchant stood cornered near a wooden cart, his trembling hands gripping a small dagger. His face was pale with terror as five armed men surrounded him. 

The largest of the group was a burly bandit with a scar across his cheek. He grinned as he stepped forward holding a curved blade.

“Just hand over the goods, old man. No need to make this painful.”

The merchant stumbled back against his cart, sweat beading on his forehead. He swallowed hard but didn’t lower his dagger.

Belle exhaled, letting her draconic aura unfurl around her like an unseen storm. 

“Leave him alone.”

The bandits turned, startled by the interruption. Their eyes locked onto Belle. A lone girl standing at the edge of the clearing, her expression calm yet unwavering.

A tense silence followed before the scarred bandit sneered. 

“Well, well. Looks like we found ourselves a lost little traveler.” He glanced at his men, chuckling. “And here I thought today was gonna be boring.”

The other bandits laughed, one of them cracking his knuckles.

Belle didn’t respond. 

In the blink of an eye, she moved.

Before the nearest bandit could react, Belle closed the distance and drove her knee into his stomach. The impact sent him flying backward, his weapon clattering to the ground.

The second bandit cursed and lunged at her with a dagger. Belle sidestepped effortlessly, gripping his wrist and forcing him to drop the blade. She followed up with a sharp kick to his chest, sending him sprawling.

The remaining three hesitated. Their amusement was gone, replaced by wary disbelief. 

Belle stood among them, completely unscathed, her silver eyes glowing faintly. The air around her felt charged as an unseen force pressing down on them.

She took a step forward.

“Leave. Now.” Her voice was low and laced with an undeniable command.

They didn’t need to be told twice. Scrambling to their feet, the bandits grabbed their fallen comrades and bolted into the forest, their panicked footsteps fading into the distance.

The merchant let out a shaky breath. His hands still trembled as he clutched his dagger, but his face was full of astonishment. 

“Th-thank you,” he stammered, his voice barely above a whisper.

Belle gave him a reassuring nod, but before she could respond, she felt it.

Another presence.

Her Aura Sense flared, detecting someone nearby, standing just at the edge of the clearing.

Belle turned sharply, her instincts on high alert.

A lone figure stood beneath the dappled sunlight, his posture relaxed yet poised, as if he were measuring her. His crimson hair fell past his shoulders, tied back in a loose ponytail, the wind shifting a few strands across his sharp features. A katana rested at his side, his hand lightly touching the hilt.

His presence felt different.

Strong and unshaken.

Belle’s draconic aura stirred in response. A surge of energy coursed through her veins, an instinctive reaction to sensing a powerful opponent. 

The swordsman’s gaze met hers, unreadable yet piercing.

Then, with a smooth motion, he drew his katana. The steel glinted coldly in the sunlight.

“Impressive,” he said, his voice calm but laced with intrigue. “But let’s see how you handle something more serious.”

Belle’s body tensed.

This was no ordinary opponent.

End of Chapter 7

            


Chapter 8: An Unlikely Welcome


                The tension in the air was thick.

Belle stood firm as her eyes locked onto the red-haired swordsman before her. 

He carried himself with the ease of a seasoned warrior, yet his stance was far from relaxed. It was poised and controlled. His body moved like flowing water, each slight shift of his weight brimming with purpose. The katana at his side gleamed in the filtered sunlight, its polished steel a silent promise of his skill.

He studied her with the precision of a hawk sizing up its prey. 

Belle could feel his aura. It wasn’t magic, at least not in the way she had come to understand it, but something else entirely. It was like standing in the shadow of a drawn blade, sensing its edge before it ever touched the flesh.

Her heartbeat quickened, her body instinctively responding.

This guy… he’s dangerous.

She didn’t know who he was, but she knew this much: he wasn’t just some wandering swordsman. He was strong enough that her instincts were flaring with the same intensity as when she had faced the mutated beasts.

The surrounding forest seemed to hold its breath. Even the wind had stilled. The only sound was the distant chirp of a lone bird.

Then, the swordsman shifted, his fingers tightening around his katana’s hilt. He exhaled, slow and measured, his expression unreadable.

"You're strong. I can tell," he said at last, his voice low but edged with anticipation. "Which means—"

WHACK!

The sharp crack of impact shattered the silence like a thunderclap.

The swordsman’s head snapped forward as a heavy hand struck the back of his skull with ruthless precision. His entire body lurched as if struck by a hammer, his once-imposing presence crumbling in an instant.

Belle blinked, her mind struggling to process what had just happened.

The red-haired warrior, who had exuded an aura so sharp it felt like a blade pressed against her skin, now teetered forward like a dazed child.

A flock of birds erupted from the treetops, startled by the sudden noise.

The swordsman barely caught himself before stumbling, his katana nearly slipping from his grip. He stood frozen, his shoulders stiff, his expression twisted in sheer disbelief. The air of a fearsome warrior was completely shattered.

"Oi, Kai," a calm yet slightly exasperated voice rang out. "How many times do I have to tell you? Stop picking fights with every person you meet?"

Kai groaned, rubbing the back of his head as he turned around. "Gale?! What the hell was that for?!"

Belle was utterly baffled by the sudden shift in tone. One second, she was on edge, her body primed for combat. The next, her would-be opponent was being scolded like a misbehaving child.

Her eyes snapped toward the newcomer.

Standing behind Kai was a tall man with short, messy silver hair and sharp green eyes that gleamed with a mix of authority and amusement. His armor bore an insignia, a crest that Belle didn’t recognize, but what stood out was his relaxed stance. 

He wasn’t stiff and formal like she imagined a knight would be. Instead, he carried himself with an effortless confidence, as if he had long since mastered the art of keeping control without needing to act like he had it.

The breeze shifted slightly, ruffling his hair and cloak. There was something unnatural about it, almost as if the wind itself responded to his presence. 

Gale Valtor, the vice-captain of the Dawnstead Knights, let out a heavy sigh before crossing his arms. "I swear, every time I leave you alone for five minutes, you’re already looking to duel someone. Do you want me to report you to the guild again?"

At the mention of the guild, Belle’s ears perked up. 

Guild?

That sounded important.

Kai clicked his tongue and sheathed his katana with an irritated grunt. 

"Tch. It’s not like I was gonna go all out. Just a little sparring to test her skills."

Gale arched an eyebrow, unimpressed. "Oh? Because from where I was standing, it looked like you were about to go full force in the middle of the road. Again."

Belle finally found her voice. "...Again?"

Gale sighed. "Yeah. He does this a lot."

Kai scoffed. "It’s called having a warrior’s spirit."

"It’s called being a menace," Gale corrected.

Belle glanced between the two, her stance slowly easing. They know each other. The hostility in the air had dissipated, replaced by something she could only describe as sibling-like banter.

Kai shot Gale a glare. "What are you even doing here, anyway?"

Gale smirked. "Oh, you know. Keeping the peace. Making sure you don’t get your ass kicked by someone stronger than you, again."

Kai bristled. "I don’t always lose."

"You lost to me," Gale pointed out.

"That was one time—!"

"And that mage from the capital."

"That was a bad matchup—!"

"And the beastkin twins from last month."

Kai scowled. "Okay, first of all, that was a two-on-one fight, and second—"

Belle couldn’t help it. She let out a small, amused snort.

Kai immediately turned toward her. "What? You think this is funny?"

Belle smirked. "A little."

Gale chuckled. "See? Even she agrees."

Kai huffed and turned away, arms crossed like a sulking child.

Gale finally turned to Belle, his expression shifting to something friendlier. 

"Sorry about this, miss. Kai tends to get a little... enthusiastic when he meets someone strong."

Belle hesitated. "...It’s fine?"

Honestly, she had no idea what was happening anymore. One moment, she was on the verge of battle, and the next, she was trapped in what felt like a bizarre comedy routine.

Gale studied her for a moment, then nodded. "You must be new around here. Welcome to Dawnstead. I’m Gale Valtor. You can call me Gale."

Belle’s eyes flickered to the insignia on his armor. "Dawnstead?"

"It’s the name of the town ahead," Gale explained, his tone filled with a certain warmth. "We’re from there."

Belle’s gaze darted between the two of them. “So you two really know each other?"

Kai rolled his eyes. "Unfortunately."

Gale ignored him. "Kai’s an adventurer registered with the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild. And I happen to be one of the people making sure he doesn’t cause too much trouble. Which, as you can see, is a full-time job."

Belle tilted her head slightly. "Adventurer’s guild?"

Kai scoffed. "You don’t know what an adventurer is?"

Belle tensed slightly. 

Gale, however, seemed to notice her hesitation and gave her a reassuring smile. 

"Don’t mind him. You don’t look like you’re from around here. I take it you’re a traveler?"

Belle hesitated before nodding. "Something like that."

Kai narrowed his eyes. "You’re awfully strong for a random traveler."

Belle met his gaze without flinching. "And you’re awfully reckless for a so-called adventurer."

Kai bristled again. "Why you—!"

Gale clapped a hand on Kai’s shoulder before he could get riled up again. 

"Alright, alright. That’s enough for now. Let’s not scare off our new guest before she even reaches town."

Kai grumbled but didn’t argue.

Gale turned back to Belle with a relaxed smile. "Well, if you’re heading to Dawnstead, we’ll walk with you. I’d rather not leave you alone with Kai before he challenges you to another duel."

Kai muttered, "I wasn’t going to—"

"You totally were," Gale deadpanned.

Belle chuckled lightly. "I’d appreciate the escort."

The merchant, still pale from his earlier encounter with the bandits, finally able to get himself to join the conversation. "Vice-Captain Gale! Thank the heavens! You’re here!"

Belle caught the words and her eyes narrowed slightly. 

Vice-captain? So he’s someone important.

She turned her glance at the merchant next. 

Right… He’s still here. I totally forgot about him.

Gale’s sharp gaze flickered to him. "You alright?"

The merchant nodded quickly. "Y-Yes, thanks to this young lady!" He gestured toward Belle. "She saved me from a group of bandits!"

Belle shrugged, keeping her expression neutral. "They weren’t that strong."

The merchant gaped at her. "Not that strong? Miss, they were armed and outnumbered you! I thought I was done for, but you handled them like it was nothing!"

Kai’s eyes narrowed slightly. "So she’s not just strong, she’s skilled."

Belle said nothing. She wasn’t about to explain herself to someone who had nearly started a fight with her for no reason.

Gale, however, seemed more interested than suspicious. "Impressive. Most people wouldn’t walk away from an ambush that easily."

Kai scoffed. "Tch. If she’s that good, then we definitely need to spar."

Gale immediately smacked the back of Kai’s head.

"Ow! Damn it, Gale!"

"How about thanking her for saving someone’s life instead of challenging her to a fight?"

Kai grumbled, rubbing his head. "Fine, fine. Thanks or whatever."

The merchant gave a hasty bow. "No, really! I owe you my life, miss!" He straightened, turning to Gale. "Vice-Captain, please, allow me to formally report the attack. There could be more of them lurking on the roads!"

Gale nodded. "We’ll escort you back to town. You can give the full report there."

The merchant sighed in relief. "Thank you, truly."

As the four of them began walking toward the town, Belle let out a quiet breath. 

She still had no idea how this world worked, what a guild was, or how she was supposed to fit into all of this. But if these two were willing to lead her into town, she’d take advantage of it.

And maybe, just maybe, she’d start getting some answers.

As they made their way back to Dawnstead, Belle turned to Gale, still mulling over something he had mentioned earlier.

"May I know what the adventurer’s guild is?"

Gale nodded, adjusting the grip on his sword as he walked. 

"It’s an organization that handles requests from the public—monster subjugations, exploration missions, and escort jobs. Each town usually has a guild branch where people can hire adventurers or take on work themselves. The Dawnstead branch works alongside the knights to keep the town safe. While we enforce the law, adventurers take on the more unpredictable and dangerous tasks."

Kai scoffed. "In other words, the knights do the boring paperwork while adventurers get to fight monsters and explore ruins."

Gale shot him a side glance. "Or, you know, we keep order while adventurers like you avoid responsibilities."

Kai smirked. "Sounds like jealousy to me."

Gale sighed, rubbing his temples. "Ignore him. He’s just bitter because knights actually get paid on time."

Kai’s smirk faltered, his eyes twitching. "Hey! That was one time! And it wasn’t even my fault! The guild was just… a little behind on rewards."

Belle observed their banter with mild amusement. Despite how serious Kai had looked during their initial encounter, he had a surprisingly childish side when arguing with Gale. The dynamic between the two felt almost like bickering brothers. It reminded Belle of her sister.

A nervous chuckle interrupted their exchange. The merchant, who had been quietly trailing behind them finally spoke up.

"Excuse me, Sir Gale…? I truly appreciate your help, and yours as well, miss," he said, bowing slightly. "If it weren’t for you, those bandits would have taken everything I own."

Belle shook her head. "It was nothing. Are you sure you're okay?"

The merchant smiled, though his hands still trembled slightly. "I will be. I was just—" He hesitated, then exhaled shakily. "I was just so sure that was the end for me. When they surrounded my cart, I thought… well, never mind that. I’m lucky you happened to be here."

Gale nodded. "You should report the attack to the guild as soon as we reach town. If those bandits are still active in the area, we’ll need to deal with them before they target anyone else."

The merchant swallowed hard but nodded. "Of course. I—I should have hired an escort, but I thought this route was safe. A mistake I won’t make again."

"Smart choice," Gale said. "Though next time, I’d suggest putting out a request at the guild first. Even a lower-ranked adventurer could’ve made the difference."

Belle listened intently, her mind churning with new information. So, the guild didn’t just handle monster hunts but also security jobs. If the guild collected reports on threats like bandits and monsters, then maybe… maybe she could find information there about this world, about the Cyber Dragon, and about herself.

She hesitated before asking, "So… how do people join the guild?"

Kai’s smirk widened in an instant. "Oh? Thinking about becoming an adventurer?" He tilted his head, studying her with newfound interest. "I mean, you do have the look, silver hair, mysterious energy, and that whole ‘I just fought a dragon’ vibe. You’d fit right in."

Belle suddenly tense.

How did he—

End of Chapter 8

            


Chapter 9: The Crimson Blade and the Knight


                Belle’s breath caught in her throat. Her body tensed involuntarily. 

How did he know about the dragon? Did he see Aetherion? No—that shouldn’t be possible.

Kai noticed her reaction immediately. His crimson eyes gleamed with amusement. 

"Wait... I was just kidding." He let out a chuckle. "Even an S-Rank adventurer would think twice before going near a dragon. It’d take at least ten of them just to attempt a fight. And even then, they wouldn’t stand a chance."

Belle exhaled, forcing herself to relax. 

That was just a careless joke, but it still rattled her. She wasn’t ready to talk about Aetherion. Not when she barely understood what had happened herself.

Kai, oblivious to her inner turmoil, pointed a finger at her. "No offense, but you'd be dead in less than a second. You’d never stand a chance against a dragon."

She shot him a sharp look. 

I already survived one.

Sensing the tension, Gale cleared his throat. "Anyway," he interjected, "Joining the guild is simple. You register at the front desk, take a basic evaluation, and get assigned a rank. Most people start at F-Rank. From there, you take on requests and work your way up. The higher your rank, the better the missions and rewards."

Belle took in the information carefully. "You said knights work with the guild. Does that mean they’re connected?"

"Not officially," Gale explained. "The adventurer's guild operates independently from any kingdom or government. That’s why adventurers have more freedom, but it also means they aren’t bound by the same laws we are. The guild enforces its own rules, but…" 

He hesitated for a second before finishing, "Not every adventurer follows them."

Belle frowned. "So there are bad adventurers?"

Kai chuckled. "Oh, definitely. You’ve got the noble hero types, the money-hungry mercenaries, and the ones who’d sell their own grandmother for a few gold coins. But that’s what makes it fun. You never know what kind of people you’ll run into."

Gale shot him a look. "That’s not exactly a good thing."

Kai shrugged. "Hey, danger keeps things interesting."

Belle mulled over the information. 

So the guild was essentially a mercenary hub. A place where people with power could thrive, but also abuse that power.

She glanced ahead and finally caught sight of something beyond the dense treeline. Buildings peeked through the gaps, wooden rooftops, stone walls, and the faint movement of people in the distance.

The first town she would step into in this world.

Dawnstead.

As they neared, the air changed. The quiet rustle of trees gave way to the distant murmur of civilization, voices chattering, metal clanking, the scent of something savory drifting through the air.

Belle slowed her pace slightly, her fingers brushing against her dress. It was an unfamiliar feeling like standing on the edge of a place where people belonged.

Was she ready to enter?

She had no choice.

A deep, resonant horn blared in the distance, its sound cutting through the air like a warning. The eerie silence that followed only made it more unsettling.

Gale's expression darkened instantly. "Tch. That’s the emergency signal. Something’s happening at the gate."

Kai’s excitement reignited like a spark. "Perfect. I was getting bored."

"Do NOT start anything reckless," Gale warned, his voice firm. His sharp green eyes flicked to Belle. "If you're curious about the guild, I suggest you follow us. But if you’d rather stay out of trouble, this might not be your scene."

Belle hesitated. Rushing into a potentially dangerous situation wasn’t exactly a great idea, especially when she still didn't fully understand this world. But if this was tied to the adventurer’s guild, she might learn something valuable. And besides... her instincts told her to move forward.

"I’ll come," she said, matching their pace.

Kai grinned, falling in step beside her. "Atta girl. Stick with us, and you’ll never have a dull moment."

Gale sighed. "That’s not necessarily a good thing, Kai."

As they quickened their pace, the trees lining the dirt road thinned, revealing the outskirts of Dawnstead. The town's walls, with a reinforced iron gate at the front came into view.

The closer they got, the more apparent the commotion became. A group of armored guards stood at the gate, weapons drawn. A handful of merchants and travelers who had been waiting to enter were backing away cautiously. Some pointed toward something just beyond the gate, their faces etched with fear and confusion.

"Looks like trouble," Kai muttered, cracking his knuckles.

Belle narrowed her eyes, scanning the scene ahead. She still couldn’t see the exact cause of the disturbance, but the tension in the air was thick.

"Stay alert," Gale ordered, his tone all business now.

Whatever was waiting for them at the gate, it wasn’t going to be a simple welcome to town.

The tension in the air thickened as they neared the town’s entrance. Belle could hear the commotion before she saw it. The sharp clanking of armor, hurried shouts, and the deep, resonant groan of the town’s iron-reinforced gate struggling against something massive.

As the scene came into view, the situation became clear.

The town’s defensive line stood just inside the gate, a mix of knights and adventurers gripping their weapons with tense focus. The iron gate was only partially closed, as if they had been caught off guard before they could fully shut it. Beyond it, a hulking shadow loomed, a beast snarling and thrashing against the barrier.

It was large, easily over three meters tall, with a bear-like frame and shaggy black fur marred by patches of exposed cracked skin. Its glowing crimson eyes burned with unnatural rage, and blackened veins pulsed beneath its hide. Its claws, long and jagged like obsidian, raked against the gate, leaving deep gouges in the wood.

A few of the younger knights flinched as the beast let out a guttural roar. The more experienced ones held their ground, but Belle could see the slight shifts in their stances, the instinctive tightening of their grips. Fear.

Gale exhaled, assessing the situation with a sharp gaze. "It’s been corrupted by miasma," he muttered. "That explains its aggression."

Belle’s eyes flickered. Miasma… that again.

She studied the beast more closely. It was strong, but not overwhelmingly so. Compared to the monstrosity she had fought in the Forbidden Forest, this one was far inferior. Its movements were powerful but lacked the unnatural speed and intelligence of those deep-forest creatures.

She understood now. This was a threat to the town, but to her? It was nothing compared to what she had already faced.

Kai cracked his knuckles. "Alright, time to show these rookies how it’s done."

Gale shot him a warning glance. "Try not to destroy the gate this time."

Kai’s smirk widened. "No promises."

The beast let out another deafening roar and slammed against the gate. The wooden planks shuddered, but they held.

Gale made the first move. With a flick of his wrist, a powerful gust of wind surged forward, slamming into the beast’s chest and forcing it back a few steps. A cloud of dust and leaves scattered from the sheer force of his magic.

Gasps of awe rippled through the gathered knights and adventurers.

Belle, however, remained unimpressed.

Her eyes stayed locked on the beast. Its movements were sluggish and powerful, but lacking the lethal sharpness of a true apex predator. 

Her instincts told her that this battle would end quickly. The only question was how long Gale and Kai would take to finish it.

The beast’s heavy breath misted in the air, a deep, guttural growl reverberating from its throat. Then, with a deafening roar and terrifying speed, it lunged.

The knights barely had time to react before a massive claw tore through the front line. The impact sent several armored men flying, their weapons clattering against the cobbled path leading to the gate.

Kai was already in motion.

In a blur of red, he dodged beneath the beast’s sweeping strike, his katana gleaming as he pivoted on his heel. With a single, fluid motion, he slashed upward, flames igniting along the edge of his blade. The strike sliced into the beast’s shoulder, sending a spray of blackened blood across the ground.

The beast howled in pain and reared back. But it didn’t retreat. If anything, it got faster.

Its muscles bulged, its breathing turning ragged as its miasma-infused veins pulsed violently. It lashed out with even greater ferocity.

Kai twisted his body at the last second, avoiding a strike that would have shattered his ribs. The wind screamed past his ears as the beast’s massive paw barely missed him.

“Tch, persistent,” he muttered, flipping backward to gain distance. His boots scraped against the dirt as he landed in a crouch, his katana still burning with residual flames.

Then, a sudden shift in the air.

A gust of wind surged forward, faster than the eye could track. The shockwave slammed into the monster, knocking it off balance mid-attack.

Gale stood firm a few paces away with his sword raised, the air around him swirling with invisible force. Unlike Kai, who fought with instinct and speed, Gale moved with the measured precision of a seasoned knight.

"Try not to get yourself killed, Kai," he remarked, flicking his sword downward.

Kai smirked. "Tch, like this thing is enough to take me out."

The beast, now fully enraged, let out another thunderous roar. The pressure from its voice alone sent vibrations through the ground. Without hesitation, it charged again. 

The knights barely had time to react before it ripped through the distance in a blur, its claws flashing toward Kai like falling meteors.

Kai's grin widened. "Now we're talking."

The battlefield ignited.

Kai met the charge head-on, his katana moving in a blinding arc. Sparks flew as steel met flesh, a clash of brute strength against razor-sharp precision. Flames erupted from his blade, trailing in streaks of molten red as he weaved between the beast’s furious strikes.

Belle’s eyes flickered as she observed the battle. Kai was faster than the knights and the adventurers. But speed alone wouldn’t be enough.

She could see it.

The beast wasn’t just attacking mindlessly anymore. It was adjusting, adapting to Kai’s movements. Its eyes gleamed, not with intelligence, but with a predator’s instinct.

Instead of another straightforward attack, the beast suddenly twisted its body, using its own momentum to launch a claw strike from a blind spot.

Kai reacted, but it was too late.

The impact sent him flying.

CRAAASH!

He slammed into a pile of crates near the gate, wood splintering from the force of his landing. The watching adventurers gasped in shock, while the knights tensed, gripping their weapons.

Before the dust could settle, a fiery glow flickered from the wreckage.

FWOOOM!

With a burst of flames, Kai launched himself from the debris, his katana now wreathed in fire. He landed on his feet and rolled his shoulder with a wince. 

"Heh… lucky shot." His smirk remained, but his stance had changed. Now it was sharper and more focused.

Gale sighed. “You’re getting sloppy.”

Kai wiped a streak of blood from his cheek. "And you talk too much."

The beast charged again, but this time, Gale stepped forward.

He raised his sword, and the wind howled, picking up speed and forming a storm around him.

With a single slash, a blade of wind erupted from his sword, slicing clean through the air. The attack tore into the beast's side, carving a deep wound across its torso.

The beast reeled, stumbling backward, its roar shaking the air.

Gale wasn’t finished. He raised his hand again, and dozens of spectral wind blades materialized above him. The atmosphere vibrated and hummed with raw energy.

Then, they rained down.

Each blade struck true, slashing into the beast’s body with pinpoint accuracy. Blood sprayed across the dirt as it screeched in agony.

The knights and adventurers erupted in cheers.

The beast’s breathing grew ragged, its body shuddering. But it wasn’t just pain.

The dark veins of miasma pulsated more violently, the energy around it shifting. The corruption was spreading, its aura growing darker.

The beast’s body convulsed.

A new, guttural roar tore from its throat, more bestial and monstrous than before. The air turned heavy with the pressure of its presence increasing.

The miasma was taking over.

Belle clenched her fists.

She had stayed out of the fight so far. But now… if this thing kept evolving…

She might not have a choice anymore.

End of Chapter 9

            


Chapter 10: A New Danger Approach


                The beast’s crimson eyes flickered with pure malice, its twisted form crouched low. Saliva dripped from its jagged maw, sizzling against the ground. Its body had been twisted by miasma and adapted beyond what was natural.

And yet, Kai grinned.

"Finally," he muttered, rolling his shoulders. His katana hummed with fire, heat rippling in the air around him. "I was getting really bored."

The beast lunged.

A blur of claws, a monstrous shadow cutting through the battlefield.

But Kai was faster.

In a flash of motion, he side-stepped the incoming attack, his foot skimming the dirt. His katana whistled through the air in a swift, controlled arc aimed right at the beast’s exposed side.

CLANG!

The impact sent a shockwave outward. Sparks exploded from where Kai’s blade struck the beast’s hardened hide. The force alone was enough to send it skidding sideways, its claws digging into the dirt to stabilize itself.

Kai whistled. "Tough one, huh?"

The beast roared, recovering unnaturally fast.

Then, it vanished.

Before anyone could react, it reappeared behind Kai. Its claws slashing toward him like a guillotine.

But the wind howled.

A sudden, unseen force ripped through the battlefield in a spiraling gust that smashed into the beast mid-attack, hurling it backward.

Gale lowered his hand.

His emerald-green eyes remained calm, analyzing the battlefield with a sharp, tactical gaze. The air around him swirled unnaturally, blades of wind forming in the space between each breath.

"Pay attention, Kai," Gale said smoothly. "It’s not just strong, it’s getting smarter."

Kai huffed, shaking off the close call. "Yeah, yeah. I had it covered."

Gale ignored him. His focus was on the beast.

It dug its claws into the ground, stopping itself from being blown away completely. It crouched low, eyes darting between its two opponents as if it was learning and adjusting.

Belle, watching from a safe distance, felt her chest tighten. It’s evolving as it fights.

She knew miasma could do that.

But this fast?

She remained still, her eyes scanning the battle, analyzing every movement, every ability, every reaction. Kai’s relentless offense. Gale’s calculated control. Both were impressive and far stronger than any normal adventurer.

But was it enough?

The beast tensed and it moved again.

This time, it didn’t lunge. It didn’t charge recklessly.

It feinted.

A flicker of motion toward Kai before twisting suddenly. Its true target was Gale.

A sudden, brutal burst of speed as its elongated claws aimed for the vice-captain’s throat.

But Gale had already moved.

With a flick of his wrist, the wind screamed.

A wall of air slammed into the beast, stopping it mid-motion.

But the monster resisted. It fought against the wind and pushed through.

Gale exhaled. "Tch. Persistent."

He raised his sword, and the air shifted.

Hundreds of wind-forged blades materialized in an instant.

They hung in the air, forming a massive sphere around the beast. Each one hummed with lethal intent, vibrating at speeds capable of slicing through solid steel.

Gale’s voice was calm and almost indifferent.

"Disappear."

He swung his sword.

The storm of blades converged.

A deafening, howling maelstrom of cutting winds engulfed the beast.

It didn’t even have time to scream.

For a brief moment, the battlefield was consumed by a blinding flurry of motion. The very air itself ripped and tore, the howling winds drowning out every other sound.

Then, silence.

When the wind dissipated, the beast stood frozen. Its body collapsed.

Shredded wounds covered its form, its once-mutated hide carved apart by Gale’s devastating attack. It twitched once, then lay still.

For a moment, no one spoke.

And suddenly, the knights and adventurers erupted into cheers.

"Vice-Captain Gale!"

"Kai! You two are amazing!"

"We actually won!"

Belle remained still. She wasn’t celebrating.

She was thinking.

Despite their overwhelming strength, the battle had been dangerous. The beast had adapted too quickly.

And worst of all, there would be more like it.

Kai stretched, grinning. "Not bad, old man. I’d give that an eight outta ten."

Gale sighed. "You nearly got yourself killed."

"Yeah, but I didn’t," Kai shot back. "You saw that first strike, right? That was clean."

Gale gave him a look before shaking his head. "You're impossible."

Belle suppressed a small smile.

This world was dangerous.

But at least she wasn’t the only one capable of fighting back.

Kai flicked his katana to the side, sending dark blood splattering onto the dirt before sheathing it with a sharp click. He exhaled, finally allowing his adrenaline to settle.

Gale, on the other hand, remained still, his eyes narrowed as he examined the remains. His expression was unreadable, but Belle could tell something was off.

The cheers of the knights and adventurers gradually faded as they too noticed their vice-captain’s silence.

“…Gale?” one of the knights asked hesitantly.

Gale didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he crouched near the beast’s corpse, pressing his gloved fingers against its toughened hide. 

The moment his hand made contact, a faint ripple of lingering miasma pulsed outward. The air around it twisted unnaturally, reacting as if the beast’s corruption had not yet fully faded.

Kai scowled. “That’s not normal, is it?”

Gale withdrew his hand, standing up with a deep frown. “No.” His gaze swept across the battlefield, then back to the dead monster. “This level of adaptation… it shouldn’t be possible for a beast outside the Forbidden Forest.”

Belle’s fingers twitched at the mention of the Forbidden Forest.

Kai crossed his arms. “Yeah, I was gonna say. I’ve fought my fair share of beasts, but this one? It was learning and adjusting mid-fight. That’s some high-level mutated beast behavior.”

“It wasn’t just adjusting,” Gale muttered. “It was… evolving mid-battle.” His voice was grim. “That’s unheard of.”

A heavy silence followed.

The adventurers and knights, who had moments ago been celebrating their victory, now exchanged uneasy glances.

“…You think more of these things are out there?” one of them asked, his voice tight with concern.

Gale didn’t answer immediately. His jaw tightened. “I don’t know.” He looked toward the horizon, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows over the battlefield. “But we can’t ignore this. I need to report this to Captain Roderic.”

Belle, still keeping her distance, clenched her fist.

She knew exactly where this creature’s unnatural strength came from.

Miasma.

And if creatures outside the Forbidden Forest were mutating at this rate…

The implications were terrifying.

Gale exhaled sharply. “We’ll need to warn the guild, too. If more of these appear, Dawnstead could be in danger.”

Kai groaned, rubbing the back of his head. “Great. More problems. I was hoping to relax after this.”

Gale shot him a look. “If you want to relax, stop charging headfirst into fights without thinking.”

Kai smirked. “Then I wouldn’t be me.”

Belle let out a small exhale, her mind still replaying the battle but she had learned something valuable today.

Kai and Gale were strong.

Kai stretched, rolling his shoulders as they walked away from the battlefield. His eyes drifted toward Belle, taking in her tattered school uniform. It was ripped, dirt-stained, and barely holding together after her battles in the Forbidden Forest.

“Hey, newbie.” Kai smirked, nudging her arm. “Not to be rude, but you look like you’ve been through hell.”

Belle arched an eyebrow. “I have.”

Kai let out a small chuckle. “Fair point. But seriously, you need a change of clothes.” He gave her a once-over. “Unless you plan on walking around town looking like you just crawled out of a monster’s stomach.”

Belle glanced down at herself. Her once-pristine uniform was barely holding together. Her skirt was frayed, her sleeves torn, and patches of dirt and dried blood clung to the fabric. It wasn’t exactly an outfit that blended in.

“…I don’t have money,” she admitted, her voice even.

Kai blinked. “Oh.” He scratched the back of his head. “Right. Guess you wouldn’t, huh?”

Before he could say anything else, a familiar voice spoke up.

“In that case, allow me.”

Belle turned, and it was the merchant from the bandit attack. The same man she had saved in the forest. His round face was beaming with relief and gratitude as he stepped forward.

“You’re the girl from before!” The merchant’s expression softened. “I never had the chance to properly thank you. If not for you, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

Belle was silent. She hadn’t expected anything in return.

The merchant glanced at her ruined outfit and smiled warmly. “Let me repay you. Come to my shop, I’ll get you a proper set of clothes. And if you need a place to stay for the night, I’ll arrange that as well.”

Belle hesitated. She had survived on her own up until now. Accepting help felt… unfamiliar. But she also understood the reality of her situation.

She met the merchant’s gaze and finally spoke.

“…Belle.”

The merchant blinked. “Pardon?”

“My name is Belle.” She hesitated for a moment before adding, “Thank you for helping me.”

The merchant’s smile widened. “Well then, Belle. Welcome to Dawnstead.”

With that, they made their way toward the town. 

The merchant led Belle through the bustling streets of Dawnstead, weaving past vendors and townspeople who were still murmuring about the recent battle. Belle’s tattered school uniform drew curious glances, but she ignored them, her mind focused on what lay ahead.

They soon arrived at a well-maintained clothing shop, its wooden sign swaying gently in the breeze. Inside, the scent of fresh fabric and polished wood filled the air. Rows of neatly arranged garments lined the walls with dresses, tunics, cloaks, and battle-ready attire suited for adventurers.

The merchant clapped his hands together. “Now then, let’s find you something proper to wear!”

Belle scanned the options, her eyes were thoughtful. She needed something practical that was easy to move in, yet not too heavy. She wasn’t a fan of long skirts or overly flashy outfits.

One particular set caught her attention.

It consisted of a black, fitted top with a high collar and silver lining, sleeveless to allow full arm movement. A short, pleated mini skirt in dark navy blue paired with thigh-high stockings. A lightweight black jacket with silver accents completed the look, cropped just above the waist.

Belle ran her fingers over the fabric. It was flexible yet sturdy, offering mobility without sacrificing protection.

The merchant grinned. “Excellent choice! This should suit you well.”

A few minutes later, Belle stepped out of the fitting room, now dressed in her new attire. The difference was striking, gone was the disheveled schoolgirl who had barely survived the forest. Now, she looked the part of an adventurer.

Kai gave a low whistle. “Not bad, newbie. Looking a lot less like a lost student now.”

Belle ignored him, adjusting the fit of her gloves. The material was comfortable, allowing her fingers full dexterity. 

The merchant beamed. “You wear it well! Now, let’s get you to the inn.”

Night had begun to settle over Dawnstead, the streets illuminated by lanterns casting a warm glow on the cobblestone paths. After a short walk, they reached a quaint inn tucked between larger buildings. A cozy establishment with wooden beams and a sign reading: The Silver Hearth.

The merchant turned to Belle. “I’ve arranged a room for you here. Consider it part of my thanks.”

Belle studied the building. This would be her first real place to rest since arriving in this world. It felt strange, but she nodded. “Understood. Thank you.”

Kai stretched, rolling his shoulders. “Welp, guess that’s it for now. Try not to burn the place down, newbie.”

Gale sighed. “Ignore him. Get some rest, Belle. You’ve had a long day.”

Belle gave a small nod. “You too.”

With that, Kai and Gale turned and walked away, their figures disappearing into the night.

Belle exhaled softly, then pushed open the inn’s door.

The warmth of the inn’s interior greeted her as she stepped inside. The soft flicker of lanterns cast gentle shadows across the wooden walls, giving the place a welcoming atmosphere. A few travelers sat around, engaged in quiet conversations over meals, but no one paid much attention to her arrival.

The innkeeper, a kind-looking woman in her late forties, greeted her with a polite smile. “You must be the young lady the merchant mentioned. Your room is ready.”

Belle gave a small nod. “Thank you.”

With the key in hand, she climbed the wooden stairs to the second floor and entered her room.

It was simple with a small bed with fresh linens, a wooden desk, and a window overlooking the town streets. After days of battling through the wilderness, the sight of a real bed felt surreal.

Belle sat on the edge of the bed, running a hand over the fabric of her new clothes. For the first time since waking up in this world, she wasn’t fighting to survive.

She leaned back slightly, exhaling as she stared at the ceiling.

She had changed.

Not just in appearance, but in mindset. The girl who had woken up in a strange, dangerous forest was not the same girl sitting in this room now. She had fought, survived, adapted and now, she was in a town filled with people, no longer alone.

But she still had no answers.

Who had brought her here? Why did she have these abilities? And what was happening with the strange beasts affected by miasma?

Her eyes flickered toward the window, where the distant glow of lanterns painted the town in soft gold.

She had more to figure out and more to learn.

With that thought, Belle lay back against the bed, staring up at the ceiling until her eyes grew heavy.

The first chapter of her journey had come to an end.

End of Chapter 10

            


Chapter 11: A New Journey Begins


                Belle woke up to the golden glow of dawn filtering through the wooden shutters of her inn room. The faint murmur of townsfolk preparing for the day reached her ears, a stark contrast to the eerie silence of the Forbidden Forest. Sitting up, she stretched, the soft fabric of her new outfit rustling against her skin.

After her encounter at the town gate, the merchant she had saved from the bandits had not only gifted her this outfit but had also arranged her stay at the inn. Now, instead of her tattered school uniform, she wore a black, fitted top with a high collar and silver lining, a short, pleated mini skirt in dark navy blue paired with thigh-high stockings, a lightweight black jacket with silver accents and cropped just above her waist along with a pair of sturdy boots, fit for travel and exploration. It felt strange wearing something so different from her usual attire, but at least she no longer looked like a wandering vagrant.

With a deep breath, Belle stood and stepped toward the small mirror mounted on the wall. Her silver eyes studied her reflection. The past few days had changed her—her once frazzled, fear-driven self was slowly adapting to this world. Yet, there was still so much she didn’t understand.

After gathering herself, Belle made her way downstairs. The scent of fresh bread and roasted meat greeted her as she entered the common area of the inn. A few adventurers were already up, eating and chatting about upcoming quests. As she scanned the room, a familiar voice called out to her.

“Morning, newbie. You sleep well?”

Kai leaned against the bar, arms crossed, his usual confident smirk in place. Gale sat beside him, far more composed, sipping from a metal cup.

Belle nodded, approaching them. “Yeah. It was… nice to sleep in an actual bed for once.”

Kai chuckled. “Get used to it. If you’re planning to stick around, you’ll need more than just a bed. You’re gonna need coin, and for that, you need to work.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Work?”

Gale set his cup down. “The Adventurer’s Guild is where most travelers like you make their living. You’ll want to register soon if you’re thinking of staying in Dawnstead.”

Belle filed that information away, but before she could respond, another presence entered the inn. The moment the doors swung open, a hush fell over the room. The man who stepped inside carried an aura of authority, his presence commanding instant respect.

He was tall, with broad shoulders and a well-kept beard, his steel gray eyes sharp yet calm. Clad in an armored coat bearing the insignia of the Dawnstead Knight, he walked with the confidence of a seasoned warrior.

“Captain Roderic.”

Gale was the first to rise, his demeanor instantly shifting to something more formal. Kai, however, merely turned his head and nodded in acknowledgment.

Roderic’s gaze swept the room before settling on Gale. “Come with me. We need to talk.”

The Vice-Captain nodded, following his superior outside. Belle exchanged a glance with Kai before trailing behind them at a distance, curiosity getting the better of her. She stopped near the inn’s entrance, just close enough to overhear their conversation.

“This is the third time this month,” Roderic muttered, his voice carrying a grim edge.

Gale sighed. “I know. The creatures are getting bolder. That bear-like beast at the gate yesterday… it wasn’t natural.”

Roderic’s eyes darkened. “I’ve seen my fair share of monsters, but that thing was different. It was affected by something—corrupted.”

Gale nodded. “Miasma.”

Belle’s breath hitched at the word. She had heard it mentioned before at the town gate but had yet to understand its significance.

Roderic exhaled heavily. “If this continues, we may have more than just stray monsters to deal with. I’ll speak with the guild master. We need to investigate this before it becomes a real threat.”

Gale’s jaw tightened. “You think it could be leading to something worse?”

Roderic gave a slow, deliberate nod. “I don’t believe in coincidences, Gale.”

Belle turned away, her mind racing. Something unnatural was happening in this land. And somehow, she felt like she was right in the middle of it.

After parting ways with Gale and Captain Roderic, Kai led Belle through the bustling streets of Dawnstead. The town was alive with the chatter of merchants, blacksmiths hammering away at their forges, and adventurers clad in armor walking with confidence. Belle kept her gaze forward, trying to absorb as much as she could without drawing too much attention to herself.

“We’re almost there,” Kai said, jerking his head toward a large, sturdy building ahead. Unlike the other wooden structures, the guild hall had reinforced stone walls, massive wooden beams, and a crest of crossed swords and a shield above the entrance. Even from outside, Belle could hear the raucous laughter, the clinking of tankards, and the occasional clash of weapons from inside.

Kai grinned. “Welcome to the Adventurer’s Guild, newbie.”

The moment they stepped inside, Belle was met with a scene straight out of a fantasy novel. The spacious hall was filled with adventurers of all shapes and sizes. Some sat at long wooden tables, boasting about their latest exploits, while others huddled over mission boards, studying requests. The air smelled of ale, roasted meat, and a hint of metal from the countless weapons that hung from adventurers’ belts.

At the far end of the hall was a long wooden counter where guild staff processed missions and payments. Behind it stood a young woman with long wavy platinum blonde hair tied into a loose side braid with a few strands framing her face, gentle violet eyes, and a professional demeanor.

She wore a fitted navy-blue uniform with the guild’s emblem embroidered on her chest. Despite the chaos around her, she carried herself with grace, stamping documents and addressing adventurers with ease.

Kai leaned against the counter with a smirk. “Busy as ever, huh, Alina?”

The receptionist, Alina, didn’t even look up as she continued writing. “You’re late on submitting your last report, Kai.”

Kai chuckled. “Come on, don’t be so cold. I brought a new recruit.” He gestured toward Belle.

Alina finally glanced up, her sharp gaze settling on Belle. She scanned her from head to toe, taking in her new attire and, more importantly, her lack of any visible weapons or armor.

“You don’t look like an adventurer,” Alina remarked. Her tone wasn’t rude, just observational.

Belle hesitated, unsure how to respond. “I... just arrived in Dawnstead.”

Kai clapped a hand on her shoulder. “She’s got potential. Thought I’d show her the ropes.”

Alina sighed. “You’re not planning to throw her into danger right away, are you?”

“Relax. I know what I’m doing,” Kai said, then turned to Belle. “Before anything else, you need to register.”

Alina nodded and pulled out a parchment and a quill. “Let’s start with the basics. Name?”

“Belle,” she answered.

“Just Belle?”

Belle hesitated. She hadn’t thought of a surname for this world. “Yeah, just Belle.”

Alina arched an eyebrow but didn’t push further. “Alright. Any combat experience?”

Belle glanced at Kai, then back at Alina. “A little.”

Kai snorted. “More than a little.”

Alina frowned slightly but continued writing. “We’ll have to assess your abilities before assigning a rank. Since you’re new, you’ll start as an F-Rank adventurer, which means you can only take the lowest-tier requests until you prove yourself.”

Belle nodded. She didn’t mind starting at the bottom—it was the safest way to gather information without drawing attention to herself.

Alina tapped her quill against the counter while filling out Belle’s registration form. "Alright, next we need to determine your elemental affinity. Place your hand on the crystal."

She turned and retrieved a translucent orb from a secured compartment behind the counter. The crystal had a faint glow, its surface swirling with mist-like energy.

Belle hesitated. Affinity? She didn’t fully understand magic in this world, but something about this test made her pulse quicken.

Kai, standing beside her, smirked. "Don’t think too hard. Just touch it. It'll show us what kind of magic you’re best at."

Belle inhaled slowly, then placed her hand on the cool, glassy surface.

For a brief moment, there was silence.

Then—

A deep hum resonated from the crystal, causing the very air around it to ripple.

The mist inside the orb erupted into a swirling tempest of colors and energy, shifting between a burning crimson, a crackling electric blue, and an eerie, flickering violet hue that carried a strange, otherworldly presence.

A gust of wind burst outward, rattling the hanging lanterns. Papers scattered from the counter. The nearest adventurers instinctively stepped back as the crystal’s glow intensified, bathing the guild hall in an unnatural radiance. The sheer pressure of mana pouring out was enough to make even seasoned magic users uneasy.

A sharp gasp escaped Alina as her quill slipped from her fingers, clattering against the wooden surface.

A heavy silence fell over the guild.

Then—

"What the hell was that?!"

A burly warrior, mid-drink, nearly choked on his ale, slamming his mug down. More adventurers turned, eyes narrowing in confusion and disbelief.

A mage in ornate robes furrowed his brow. "No… that can't be right. The crystal must be malfunctioning."

Belle pulled her hand away, her own heart pounding. “I-Is that bad?”

Alina barely heard her. She was still staring at the orb as though she had seen a ghost. With trembling hands, she snatched a ledger from beneath the counter and began flipping frantically through its pages, her eyes scanning for something—anything—that could explain what she had just witnessed.

"This shouldn't be possible," she muttered under her breath.

Kai, who had expected something big, still seemed taken aback. He ran a hand through his hair, staring at Belle with an expression caught between awe and exasperation. "I was prepared for something crazy, but… Three affinities? That's just broken."

A tense murmur spread through the hall.

A rogue leaned against the bar, eyes narrowed. "Wait, did I hear that right? She has three affinities?"

A heavily armored knight scoffed. "Bullshit. Normal people can only wield one. Even high-ranked adventurers struggle to awaken a second. Three? That’s unheard of."

"Wait—what did the colors mean?!" another adventurer asked.

Alina, snapping out of her daze, took a steadying breath before answering. "Fire. Lightning. And…" she hesitated, her grip tightening around the quill. "A third element that… isn’t documented."

That made the room erupt into chaos.

"What?! A third element that doesn’t exist?"

"That’s impossible!"

"No one has had three elements before—except—!"

The mage from before turned pale. "Except for the Archmage of Legends…"

At that name, the room fell into stunned silence once more.

The Archmage of Legends. A figure so steeped in myth that their existence was debated, but every scholar agreed on one thing—they had wielded three elemental affinities, and their power changed the course of history.

And now, a newcomer, some unknown girl, had displayed a similar phenomenon.

The stares that locked onto Belle had shifted. No longer just shock—now, they carried awe, curiosity… and fear.

A few adventurers exchanged wary glances. Some looked intrigued. Others? Uneasy.

"Wait, wait, hold on!" a younger warrior laughed, though his voice was tinged with nervousness. "This has to be a fluke! Maybe the crystal's broken!"

"I-it's not," Alina confirmed, shaking her head. "Affinity crystals never malfunction. What we just saw was real."

The murmurs grew louder, the weight of the revelation spreading like wildfire through the hall.

Some looked at Belle with admiration, whispering about untapped potential and what kind of magic she could unleash.

Others weren’t so welcoming. Envy, caution, even suspicion flickered in a few gazes. "No one should have that kind of power."

The veteran mage, his voice grave, cut through the noise. "Kid. You have no idea what this means, do you?"

Belle clenched her fists, her instincts screaming at her that something had changed. The carefree chatter of the guild was gone. She wasn’t just a new adventurer anymore—she was a phenomenon.

Alina straightened, her expression now serious. "Belle, I strongly advise that you don’t flaunt this. If the wrong people hear about this, you will be targeted."

Kai crossed his arms. "Yeah. People would kill for this kind of power. Literally."

Belle swallowed hard. She had wanted to keep a low profile. But fate had just painted a massive target on her back. What would happen to her next?

Her mind racing in a deep thought. How can I have three magics now? There is only Fire and Lightning. Does my draconic power count as magic too?

End of Chapter 11

            


Chapter 12: First Day As An Adventurer


                The murmurs in the guild hall refused to die down. Adventurers leaned in to whisper to their comrades, while others openly gawked at Belle as if she had grown a second head. The revelation of her three elemental affinities had thrown the entire hall into disarray. Even the more seasoned adventurers, who had seen countless rookies come and go, looked rattled.

“Three affinities… Are we sure this crystal isn’t broken?” a dwarf in heavy armor muttered, rubbing his beard with suspicion.

“Not a chance,” a robed mage responded, eyes fixed on Belle. “That crystal is enchanted by the Grand Magic Council itself. If it says three affinities, then it’s the real deal.”

Alina took a steadying breath, her professional demeanor returning. She stood up straighter, subtly raising her hand to signal for silence. It took a moment, but the adventurers, sensing the weight of the situation, slowly quieted down. The tension in the room remained thick, but at least the chaos had been contained.

Kai, meanwhile, smirked and crossed his arms. “Well, Belle, looks like you’re not just another rookie after all.”

Belle sighed, feeling the pressure settle onto her shoulders. “Yeah… not exactly what I was hoping for.”

Alina, still gripping the parchment she had been writing on, cleared her throat. “Before we move forward, let’s get one thing straight.” She turned to Belle, her violet eyes filled with something between awe and concern. “You are the only known person in centuries to naturally possess three elemental affinities. Most people are born with only one. A select few—typically high-ranking adventurers or noble bloodlines—are able to unlock a second affinity through years of rigorous training or special artifacts.” She glanced at the crystal again. “But a third affinity? That is the stuff of myths.”

Belle shifted uncomfortably. “So… what does that mean for me?”

“It means you’re going to draw attention. A lot of it,” Alina said seriously. “From nobles, from powerful guilds, and even from people you don’t want attention from.”

Kai frowned. “Tch. She’s right. There’s no way something like this stays secret forever.”

Alina nodded. “Which is why, for now, we’ll keep this information within the guild as much as possible. But understand, Belle—your journey as an adventurer is going to be very different from the average recruit.”

Belle took a deep breath, steeling herself. “I understand. I still want to continue.”

Alina’s lips curved into a small smile. “Good. Then let’s proceed with your registration.” She placed the affinity parchment aside and pulled out a fresh scroll. “Now that we’ve determined your magical potential, we need to establish your adventurer rank.”

A few adventurers, still lingering near the counter, took the opportunity to chime in.

“Oh, this should be interesting,” one chuckled. “Wonder if they’ll just bump her straight to B-Rank or something.”

Alina shot the adventurer a glare before focusing back on Belle. “The adventurer ranking system exists to ensure that individuals take on quests appropriate to their skill level. Recklessly accepting a mission beyond one’s capability is the fastest way to end up dead.”

She rolled out the scroll, revealing the official ranking structure of the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild.

Adventurer Ranks:

F-Rank: Beginner level. Mostly assigned to safe, mundane tasks such as herb gathering, deliveries, or handling weak monsters like slimes and wild animals.

E-Rank: Slightly more advanced than F-Rank. These adventurers can handle minor threats such as goblins, bandits, and weak magical beasts.

D-Rank: Capable of taking on subjugation quests for stronger creatures and working in small teams. D-Ranks start to develop their magical abilities or combat techniques.

C-Rank: Considered the first major milestone. Adventurers of this rank are competent fighters, often forming stable parties to take on more dangerous missions. 

B-Rank: A significant leap in strength. B-Rank adventurers are highly skilled, often capable of handling large threats such as wyverns, golem rampages, and advanced magical foes.

A-Rank: Among the elite. A-Rank adventurers are few in number and are capable of handling national threats. Their strength is equivalent to that of a seasoned knight commander or an elite mage.

S-Rank: The highest known adventurer rank. Only a handful exist in the entire continent. S-Rank adventurers are considered legendary, capable of taking on calamity-class threats.

Alina let the ranking system sink in before continuing. “New adventurers always start at F-Rank, no exceptions. The only way to rank up is by completing missions and proving yourself. Once you accumulate enough guild points and demonstrate your abilities, you’ll undergo an official evaluation.”

Kai, who had been listening quietly, leaned against the counter. “Let me guess. She’s starting at the bottom, huh?”

Alina gave him a pointed look. “Yes, just like everyone else. Even with her unique affinities, she still needs to build her foundation as an adventurer.”

Belle nodded. “That’s fair.”

Alina handed Belle a brand new F-Rank guild card with the guild’s emblem engraved on it. “This is your Guild Card. It serves as an ID, a proof of your status as an adventurer and it will be used to track your progress as well as register all your achievements within it. You can also use this card as a permit to enter and exit any town you visit. If you lose it, you’ll have to pay a fee to replace it.”

Belle took the Guild Card, running her fingers over the engraved emblem. It felt heavier than she expected—maybe because it carried the weight of everything she was about to step into.

Kai grinned. “And with that, you’re officially an adventurer.”

Alina smiled. “Welcome to the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild, Belle.”

The hall erupted into a mix of cheers and murmurs. Some adventurers smirked, already placing silent bets on how fast Belle would climb the ranks. Others looked on with wary curiosity, realizing that today, a new anomaly had entered their world.

As the tension from the affinity test slowly faded, Belle took the opportunity to slip away from the counter, feeling the weight of countless eyes still lingering on her. The hushed whispers and stolen glances followed her across the guild hall, but she did her best to ignore them. Kai, ever nonchalant, stretched his arms and walked beside her.

Belle approached the large wooden quest board, where parchment sheets fluttered under the warm glow of hanging lanterns. The board was divided into sections based on rank, with the lower-tiered missions at the bottom and the high-risk ones pinned near the top.

Her gaze swept over the options: Material gathering, herb collection, supply deliveries... and then her eyes landed on something more interesting.

Quest: Subjugate Three Horned Rabbits

Rank: F

Reward: 5 silver coins per rabbit

Details: The horned rabbit population has grown unusually high near the outskirts of Dawnstead. Hunt and retrieve at least three as proof of completion.

“Horned rabbits?” Belle murmured.

Kai leaned over her shoulder, reading the details before nodding. “Not a bad pick for a beginner. They’re fast, but not too dangerous. Good for testing your combat skills.”

Alina, who had approached unnoticed, glanced at the quest Belle was holding. “That’s a standard starting quest. If you’re going with this one, make sure to bring back the horns as proof.” She turned to Kai. “You’re going with her, I assume?”

Kai grinned. “Of course.”

Alina sighed but gave a small smile. “Try not to cause trouble.”

Kai feigned offense. “I don’t cause trouble. Trouble finds me.”

Belle shook her head with a chuckle, already sensing this would be an interesting experience.

She tucked the quest sheet under her arm as she followed Kai toward the guild’s exit. The moment they stepped outside, the fresh air was a welcome relief from the lingering tension inside. Though the stares had lessened, she could still feel the occasional glance from adventurers passing by. News about her affinity test was clearly spreading fast.

Kai, hands behind his head, grinned as they strolled through the bustling streets of Dawnstead. “Alright, newbie, time for your first real adventure. Hunting horned rabbits isn’t exactly thrilling, but hey, it’s a start.”

Belle gave him a sidelong look. “I’d rather start with something manageable than get thrown into a death battle on my first day.”

He smirked. “Fair. But don’t get too comfortable. F-Rank quests are meant to be easy, but things can go sideways fast if you’re careless.”

As they passed through the town gates, the guards stationed there gave Kai a knowing nod, one even muttering, “Try not to cause a scene this time.”

Belle curled an eyebrow. “Should I be concerned?”

Kai scoffed. “They’re exaggerating. Just a minor misunderstanding last time.”

The guard overhearing this scoffed back. “You set half the training grounds on fire, Kai.”

Belle stopped in her tracks.

Kai rubbed the back of his neck. “Details.”

Belle folded her arms. “That seems like an important detail.”

“Moving on!” Kai clapped his hands together and picked up the pace, clearly eager to change the subject.

Belle sighed and followed, making a mental note to be prepared for whatever chaos Kai might attract.

The outskirts of Dawnstead stretched into open fields and patches of dense woodland, a peaceful contrast to the lively town. The designated hunting area wasn’t far, a mix of rolling grasslands and scattered trees, ideal terrain for spotting small creatures.

Kai led the way, occasionally pointing out tracks on the ground. “See these? Slightly curved imprints. Horned rabbits leave these when they hop around.”

Belle crouched to inspect them. “They look normal to me.”

“Well, they’re not,” Kai stated matter-of-factly. “Horned rabbits are about twice the size of normal ones, and their horns aren’t just for show. If they feel threatened, they’ll charge right at you like tiny, angry bulls.”

Belle blinked. “So… I’m basically fighting miniature rams?”

“Pretty much. Except they’re faster and harder to hit.”

Belle hummed in thought. “I was expecting something a little more dramatic for my first quest.”

Kai grinned. “Oh, don’t worry. With your luck, I bet something ridiculous is gonna happen.”

Belle rolled her eyes.

They continued tracking until they reached a clearing where the grass was freshly disturbed.

“There,” Kai whispered, pointing.

Three horned rabbits were nibbling at some shrubs. Their bodies were covered in thick, dark fur, and sure enough, curved ivory horns protruded from their foreheads.

“Alright, time to see what you got,” Kai said, stepping back and crossing his arms. “Go on, rookie.”

Belle exhaled and stepped forward cautiously. She reached for a small dagger she had borrowed from the guild’s armory—basic, but enough for an F-Rank hunt.

She took a step closer.

SNAP!

A twig broke under her foot.

The rabbits immediately perked up.

“Uh-oh,” Kai muttered.

BOOM!

The three rabbits launched themselves at Belle like furry cannonballs.

“WHAT—?!”

Kai prepared to jump in—only for something completely unexpected to happen.

Belle… disappeared.

Or at least, that’s what it looked like to Kai.

In a fraction of a second, a strong gust of wind blasted past him, kicking up a swirl of dust and leaves. Before he could even react, the rabbits vanished from the clearing—their bodies already sprawled out unconscious in the grass.

And Belle? She was already standing right behind him—holding all three severed rabbit horns in her hands, looking completely unbothered.

Kai blinked. Then blinked again.

“What… just happened?” he mumbled.

Belle inspected the rabbit horns. “Huh. That was easier than I thought.”

Kai turned his head very slowly, his face blank. “Did… did you just kill all three in less than a second?”

Belle frowned, confused. “Yeah? I just ran up and took them out before they could react.”

Kai stared at her like she had just spoken in an ancient, forgotten language.

“I DIDN’T EVEN SEE YOU MOVE!” he suddenly shouted. “You were there, then boom, and suddenly you were back here holding their horns like it was a damn grocery run!”

Belle tilted her head, teasing at Kai with a playful thought. “That’s… not normal?”

Kai pointed dramatically at her. “NO! NO, IT IS NOT NORMAL! DO YOU EVEN UNDERSTAND HOW FAST YOU JUST MOVED?”

Belle tapped her chin. “I mean, it felt normal to me—”

Kai groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “I swear, you are not a beginner. There’s no way.”

Belle simply shrugged. “Anyway, quest complete. Let’s head back.”

She started walking off, leaving Kai completely speechless as he looked back at the unconscious rabbits. He was supposed to be watching her skills in action, and yet—

He didn’t see a damn thing.

After a long pause, Kai sighed, running a hand through his hair.

“…Why do I feel like this girl is going to give me a headache?”

Still grumbling to himself, he followed after her, the weight of Belle’s absurd speed finally sinking in.

Meanwhile, back at the guild, a certain receptionist was about to have an even bigger headache.

End of Chapter 12

            


Chapter 13: A Blink-And-You-Missed-It Moment


                The fading sunlight bathed the grasslands in a golden glow, stretching the shadows of Belle and Kai as they made their way back to Dawnstead. The pouch at Belle’s waist was slightly heavier now, filled with the proof of their successful hunt—horned rabbit trophies.

It had been a simple quest. Almost too simple.

Belle glanced at Kai, who had his hands behind his head, with a disbelieved expression on his face.

“Alright, I gotta ask,” Belle said, breaking the comfortable silence. “How much of that hunt did you actually see?”

Kai smirked. “Define ‘see.’”

Belle exhaled through her nose. “I knew it.”

“Look, one second you were getting ready to fight, and the next—” Kai made a whoosh motion with his hand. “You blinked out of existence, and suddenly the rabbits were all neatly lined up, incapacitated. I mean, I saw the result, just not… the part in between.”

Belle crossed her arms. “So basically, you blinked and missed everything.”

“Pretty much. Fastest rabbit hunt I’ve ever been a part of.” He gave her a sideways glance. “Seriously, how fast are you?”

Belle hesitated. It wasn’t like she had been trying to move at such speed—her body just reacted naturally. 

“Fast enough,” she said vaguely.

Kai gave a dramatic sigh. “Mysterious and vague. Great. You and Alina should compare notes.”

Belle rolled her eyes but didn’t argue.

The trip back continued at a steady pace, the only sounds being the rustling of the grass and the distant calls of birds. It was… peaceful. Too peaceful.

Belle frowned.

Something was off.

Kai must have noticed her change in expression. “What?”

She slowed her steps. “Do you hear that?”

Kai’s face scrunched in confusion. “Hear what?”

Belle realized that was the problem.

She had gotten used to the constant chirping of birds, the distant rustling of small creatures in the grass. But now—silence.

The wind still moved. The grass still swayed. But everything else… had gone unnaturally still.

Kai’s hand instinctively moved toward his katana. “Yeah, okay. I don’t like that.”

Belle turned her head slightly, her ears straining. The wind still moved. The leaves still swayed. But it was as if every living creature had vanished.

Her Aura Sense flickered.

A ripple in the air. Something was here.

Belle exhaled, focusing. Her senses stretched outward like invisible threads, searching for the disturbance. Then—a faint pulse.

Something—no, someone—was nearby.

And they weren’t alone.

Belle tensed.

Kai’s grip on his sword tightened. “Talk to me.”

“I’m picking up something ahead,” Belle murmured. Her silver eyes flicked toward the trees on the right.

Then—the wind shifted.

And the smell hit her.

Blood.

Her stomach tightened. It wasn’t overwhelming, but fresh—like a wound recently opened.

Kai caught the change in her expression. “What is it?”

Belle hesitated. “…Blood.”

Kai’s eyes darkened. “Monster attack?”

“I don’t know. But whatever happened, it wasn’t long ago.”

The two stood still, listening. The tension in the air thickened, a heavy anticipation pressing against them. Belle’s Aura Sense pulsed again, locking onto a faint presence just beyond the treeline.

Then—rustling.

Both of them snapped toward the sound.

A bush just a few meters away trembled.

Belle’s body tensed, ready to react. Kai subtly shifted his stance, prepared to draw his katana in an instant.

Another rustle. Something was moving.

The silence stretched, long and suffocating.

Then, a soft exhale.

A breath—human.

Belle’s eyes widened slightly. “There’s someone there.”

Kai didn’t look away from the bush. “Injured?”

“Possibly.”

The rustling grew fainter, as if whatever—or whoever—was there was trying to stay hidden.

Kai glanced at Belle. “We checking it out?”

Belle took a slow breath, steeling herself. “…Yeah.”

Together, they stepped forward.

The rustling stopped.

For a brief moment, only the whisper of the wind filled the air. Belle and Kai halted their steps and stood motionless, their gazes locked onto the trembling bush just a few meters away.

Then—a ragged breath.

Belle’s pulse quickened.

Another rustle, slower this time. The bush parted slightly, and a man staggered into view.

He was young, probably in his mid-twenties, with short, dirtied brown hair and a tattered cloak. His body was hunched, his chest rising and falling in uneven gasps. Deep claw marks ran across his right arm, and blood seeped through the shredded fabric of his tunic.

Belle’s eyes immediately snapped to his injuries. “You’re hurt—”

But before she could step forward, the man snapped his head up.

His intense eyes locked onto her, wild with urgency. His lips barely moved, but his voice came out in a harsh whisper—

“Run.”

Belle’s breath hitched.

Kai’s entire body tensed. “...What?”

The man staggered, gripping his wounded arm. “It’s still… here.”

Belle’s Aura Sense flared—danger.

A shadow moved behind the trees.

She turned sharply. The first thing she noticed was the low growl.

Then—the eyes.

Glowing amber orbs stared at her from the darkness of the underbrush. Cold. Calculating. Unwavering. The bush rustled again as something massive began to emerge.

Kai muttered, “Oh, that’s not good.”

A giant wolf stepped into the dimming light, its dark fur bristling, its fangs glistening with fresh blood.

Direfang Wolf.

It was nearly twice the size of an ordinary wolf, its body sleek but muscular, built for both speed and power. Scarlet streaks ran along its jet-black fur, pulsating with eerie energy. Its claws dug into the dirt as it took a slow, predatory step forward.

The injured man’s breathing turned erratic. “It already wiped out my entire party…” His voice trembled. “D-Rank... at least…”

Belle quickly glanced at Kai. His usual cocky demeanor was gone—his eyes were sharp, focused. “Great. An actual problem.”

The Direfang’s growl deepened. Its breath came out in visible puffs of heat, nostrils flaring as it took in their scents.

Belle’s muscles coiled, ready to react.

The wolf’s ears flicked. Then—in the blink of an eye, it lunged.

Its massive form cutting through the air like a streak of fire.

Then—flames erupted.

A fiery aura surged around its body as it shot toward Kai, its fangs bared in a lethal snarl.

Kai reacted on pure instinct.

CLANG!

His katana met the beast’s strike in a fierce clash, sparks flying as the heat singed the air around them. His feet dug into the dirt, trying to hold his ground—

But the sheer force was overwhelming.

His balance broke.

“Tch—!”

The next second, Kai was airborne.

The Direfang’s explosive power sent him hurtling backward, his body slamming into a tree with a dull thud.

Dust and leaves rained down around him.

Kai groaned, blinking rapidly as his vision spun. He tried to push himself up, his body protesting in pain.

The Direfang had already locked onto its next target.

Belle.

The beast’s muscles coiled like a spring, its fiery breath steaming against the cold air.

It charged.

Faster than before, a streak of fire raced toward her.

Kai’s heart jumped to his throat.

“Belle! Dodge!—”

Too late.

Or rather—

Too fast.

In the blink of an eye, the Direfang was already down.

Its massive form lay motionless several meters away, its body skidding across the dirt before coming to a complete stop.

Belle stood where she was, untouched. Her posture was relaxed, her silver hair barely swaying from the motion. She hadn’t even drawn a weapon.

For a moment, everything was silent.

Kai’s soul left his body.

He gawked at the fallen Direfang, then at Belle, then back at the Direfang. His mouth opened, closed, then opened again.

Finally, he managed—

“What the hell just happened?!”

Belle blinked, looking at him with mild confusion. “Huh?”

Kai’s brain short-circuited. He scrambled to his feet, pointing wildly. “I—I blinked, and it was over! What did you even do this time?!”

Belle glanced at the beast, then back at Kai. “I just… moved first.”

Kai’s eye twitched. “THAT—NO—THAT’S NOT AN EXPLANATION!”

Belle exhaled, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “It was going to hit me, so I reacted.” Her voice was calm, as if that explained everything.

Kai dragged a hand down his face. “You’re telling me that thing—a D-Rank monster—charged you at full speed, and you just… ‘reacted’?”

Belle tilted her head. “Would you rather I let it hit me?”

Kai opened his mouth—paused—then groaned, defeated. “I swear, you’re gonna give me a heart attack one of these days.”

Belle gave him a small smirk. “That’s your problem.”

Kai pointed at her aggressively. “No, that’s YOUR problem because I’m the only one here who’s gonna cover for your freakish abilities!”

Belle simply rolled her shoulders, stepping toward the fallen Direfang. “Well, if no one saw anything, it never happened.”

Kai sputtered. “That is NOT how this works—”

A weak cough interrupted them.

The injured adventurer, who had been watching everything unfold, finally snapped out of his daze. His face was pale, his body trembling—not just from pain, but from pure disbelief.

His lips parted, voice barely a whisper.

“…Are you a human?”

Kai, still recovering from his own internal crisis, threw up his hands. “THANK YOU. FINALLY, SOMEONE ELSE SEES IT.”

Belle sighed. “Oh, come on.”

Ignoring Kai’s meltdown, she turned to the adventurer. “Can you walk?”

The man hesitated, still eyeing her like she might one-shot him next, but eventually nodded weakly. “I… think so.”

Belle helped him up, steady but careful. Kai exhaled, rubbing his temples. “I really need a drink…”

Belle glanced at him. “You don’t even drink.”

Kai scowled. “I’M ABOUT TO START.”

And with that, they made their way back to Dawnstead—completely unaware of the chaos that awaited them at the guild.

The heavy wooden doors of the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild creaked open as Belle and Kai stepped inside. The warm glow of lanterns bathed the interior, casting flickering shadows on the walls. The guild hall was bustling with activity—adventurers clustered around tables, recounting their quests over drinks, some studying the quest board for their next mission, while others laughed boisterously over exaggerated war stories.

Belle moved toward the front counter with calm, measured steps, her pouch of horned rabbit trophies secured at her waist.

Alina, standing behind the counter, immediately took notice of their arrival. She offered a welcoming smile. “Back already?” She glanced at Belle. “So, how was your first quest?”

Belle nodded confidently. “Everything went well.”

Before she could ask for details, Kai let out a low chuckle, crossing his arms with a smug expression.

“Oh, everything’s beyond good.”

Belle’s brows twitched.

In an instant, she swung her elbow sideways, striking Kai lightly in the ribs without even glancing at him.

“Gah—!” Kai staggered slightly, rubbing his side with a dramatic wince. He leaned in, lowering his voice. “Was that necessary?”

Belle, still facing forward, replied smoothly, “Yes.”

Kai muttered under his breath, “Geez. Violent much?”

Alina, unaware of their silent exchange of blows, nodded approvingly. “Good to hear. Let’s see the proof.”

Belle reached into her pouch and placed three cleanly severed horned rabbit horns onto the counter. Alina quickly examined them, ensuring their authenticity.

“Everything checks out,” she confirmed before sliding over a small pouch of silver coins. “Congratulations on completing your first quest, Belle.”

Belle accepted the reward with a polite nod. “Thank you.”

Kai stretched, cracking his neck. “That was easier than I expected. Quick trip, decent reward.” He smirked, nudging Belle slightly. “Not bad for a rookie, huh?”

Belle shot him a sideways glance but said nothing.

Just as they turned to leave—

BANG!

The guild doors slammed open, nearly shaking on their hinges.

A heavily panting adventurer stumbled inside, his clothes torn, dirt and sweat clinging to his face. His chest rose and fell rapidly, his breath coming in gasps.

The entire guild turned toward him, conversations dying down instantly.

“A Direfang Wolf!” he gasped, struggling to catch his breath. “We found a dead Direfang Wolf near the southern outskirts!”

A heavy silence fell over the guild.

Then, chaos erupted.

“A Direfang?! This close to town?!” someone blurted.

“That’s a D-Rank monster!” another adventurer exclaimed, rising from his seat.

“That thing should be deep in the wilds, not lurking near Dawnstead!”

The once-lively guild descended into a frenzy, adventurers standing from their seats, theorizing about what could have driven such a powerful creature so close to town. A Direfang wasn’t something an E-Rank or even D-Rank adventurer could handle alone—let alone take down.

Dawnstead was a modest yet lively town, its streets bustling with merchants, blacksmiths, and townsfolk going about their daily routines. Unlike the grand cities where powerful adventurers gathered, Dawnstead primarily catered to those still finding their footing in the world of adventuring. The guild housed a mix of fresh recruits and seasoned fighters, though the majority of its active members ranged from F-Rank to D-Rank.

Higher-ranked adventurers—those of C-Rank and above—seldom stayed for long. With more dangerous and lucrative quests calling them to distant lands, they were constantly on the move, leaving Dawnstead’s protection and exploration largely in the hands of its lower-ranked members. This balance meant that while the town was relatively peaceful, it was not without its dangers—especially when something outside the norm appeared on its outskirts.

Belle remained silent, watching the scene unfold with her usual calm demeanor. Meanwhile, Kai stood beside her with his arms behind his head, a knowing smirk tugging at his lips.

A wave of chaos swept through the guild, voices overlapping as adventurers scrambled for answers.

“A D-Rank threat lurking near Dawnstead?”

“Who fought it?”

“When did this happen?” 

“Why hadn’t anyone noticed sooner?”

“Who took down the monster? There is currently no party capable of fighting a D-Rank monster at town at the moment.”

Series of questions were raised all over the guild hall. But there were no answers.

At the far end of the guild, the injured adventurer—the one Belle had saved earlier—sat at a table, his arm being treated with healing magic by a guild healer. His face was still pale, exhaustion clear in his features.

As the voices rose around him, he looked up, his expression darkened by the memory of what had happened.

Then, slowly—

He raised a trembling hand and pointed directly at Belle.

The guild fell into absolute silence.

Dozens of eyes snapped to Belle at once.

Kai blinked. Then he let out a long, exaggerated sigh, rubbing his forehead.

“Welp. There it is.”

Belle, still expressionless, exhaled softly.

“…I should’ve hit you harder.”

Kai snorted. “Hey, I didn’t say anything this time. You exposed yourself.”

The surrounding adventurers stared in disbelief, eyes darting between Belle and the injured man.

One of the senior adventurers, a burly man with a greatsword strapped to his back, stepped forward. “Wait, hold on. Are you saying she’s the one who took it down?”

The injured adventurer swallowed. “I… I saw it with my own eyes. The Direfang—it was about to kill me. Then she appeared and—”

He stopped, his face twisting as if struggling to process what he witnessed.

“She… she just ended it. In the blink of an eye.”

The tension in the room thickened.

“Bullshit,” another adventurer muttered. “No way a newbie F-Rank took down a Direfang alone.”

“She didn’t even take a high-rank quest. She was only supposed to be hunting rabbits,” someone else added.

“I swear on my life,” the injured man insisted. “I was there. She saved me.”

Kai grinned, rocking back on his heels. “Man, I love this part.”

Belle shot him a look. “You love being in the middle of unnecessary attention?”

“No, no,” Kai chuckled. “I love watching people’s faces when they realize what you’re capable of.”

Belle exhaled, already feeling the weight of too many eyes on her.

The guildmaster’s office door creaked open, and a commanding voice cut through the murmurs.

“Belle.”

The crowd parted as the guildmaster of Dawnstead stepped forward.

A tall, battle-worn man with sharp, discerning eyes. His presence alone was enough to quiet the entire hall.

He studied Belle for a moment before speaking.

“Come with me.”

Kai whistled under his breath. “Oho. Someone’s getting fast-tracked.”

The guildmaster then turned to Alina. “And Alina, you too.”

Belle gave him a pointed stare before sighing and stepping forward, following the guildmaster toward his office.

As she passed, she could hear adventurers whispering—

“Who the hell is she?”

“An F-Rank took down a Direfang…?”

“Is she even human?”

Belle ignored them. She had a feeling things were about to get complicated again.

End of Chapter 13

            


Chapter 14: Mana & Miasma


                The weight of countless stares bore down on Belle as she followed the guildmaster toward his office. The main hall of the guild had erupted in disbelief after the discovery of the Direfang Wolf’s corpse. The air buzzed with speculation.

“No way. A Direfang Wolf? Even a D-Rank team would struggle with its speed.”

“She must’ve had help. Or maybe the corpse was already half-dead when she found it?”

A grizzled adventurer scoffed, shaking his head. “That thing’s hide is tough as steel. Even if it was wounded, a rookie wouldn’t have the strength to finish it alone.”

The answer?

A single girl on her first mission.

Kai, of course, had been having the time of his life, watching the chaos unfold.

“Good luck, rookie,” he teased, leaning against the wall with a lazy grin. “Try not to scare the guildmaster too much.”

Belle shot him an ice-cold glare before disappearing down the hallway.

The office was spacious yet simple, lined with bookshelves filled with thick tomes and old maps. A large wooden desk sat near the back, cluttered with documents and a worn-out greatsword propped against the side.

Garrick Voss—the guildmaster of Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild—strode inside first, the weight of his presence filling the room.

His weathered features bore the scars of past battles, and his golden-brown eyes carried the weight of experience. Though his short, graying hair hinted at age, his broad frame and steady posture exuded unwavering strength, like a lion surveying its den.

Belle and Alina followed, the door shutting behind them with a soft thud.

Garrick didn’t sit immediately. Instead, he walked over to the desk, picked up a few documents, and tossed them aside with a grunt.

Only then did he lower himself into his chair, his gaze locking onto Belle with quiet intensity.

For a long moment, he said nothing.

Then, finally, he spoke.

“So, you’re the one who caused the commotion in the guild hall.” His voice was steady. “The one who slayed the Direfang Wolf.”

Belle straightened, meeting his gaze. “I guess.”

Garrick nodded, motioning for her to sit.

Alina remained standing, arms crossed, while Belle took a seat across from him.

Garrick leaned forward, resting his arms on the desk.

“I’ll be honest with you,” he began. “You’re either the most talented F-Rank adventurer I’ve ever seen… or you’re hiding something.”

Belle said nothing.

She wasn’t about to blurt out that she had draconic abilities, nor did she plan to explain why the fight had been so effortless.

Garrick smirked slightly. “Don’t worry, I’m not here to pry. Every adventurer has their secrets.”

Then, he fixed her with a curious gaze.

“What I do need to know is how someone like you ended up here.”

Belle tilted her head slightly. “Here as in… Dawnstead?”

“As in Eldoria,” Garrick corrected. “You are from Eldoria, aren’t you?”

Belle froze.

Just half a second—barely noticeable. But Garrick had seen countless warriors lie before.

Eldoria.

The name settled in her mind like a puzzle piece snapping into place. It confirmed what she already suspected—this wasn’t Earth. It never was. But hearing it aloud made the distance between her past and present feel even greater.

Still, she didn’t let her expression change.

She met his gaze evenly. “I… grew up far from here.”

Not a lie. But not the truth, either.

Garrick observed her for a long moment but didn’t press further. “I see.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk as he intertwined his fingers. “Before we move on to your rank assessment, there’s something you need to understand—especially if you plan to continue as an adventurer.”

Belle nodded, keeping her expression neutral but listening intently.

“This world runs on mana,” he began. “Mana is the life energy that flows through every living being, the land itself, and even the air we breathe. Without it, magic wouldn’t exist, and neither would civilization as we know it.”

His gaze sharpened. “But mana alone isn’t enough. You need an elemental affinity to wield it properly.”

Garrick extended a hand over his desk. The wooden surface trembled as a small pillar of stone pushed its way through, cracks forming as the earth obeyed his command. With a simple motion, he clenched his fist, and the rock shattered into dust before sinking back into the surface.

“There are six primary elemental affinities,” he continued, brushing dust from his fingertips. “Each with its own strengths and weaknesses.”

🔥 Fire – Raw power and destruction. It’s favored for combat but consumes mana at an alarming rate. Without control, it burns the caster just as easily as it does the enemy.

💧 Water – Versatile and adaptable. It can heal, defend, and attack, but lacks immediate impact compared to other elements. Mastery requires fluidity, both in magic and in mindset.

🌿 Earth – Strength and resilience. It enhances the body, fortifies defenses, and manipulates terrain. However, it lacks range and mobility, making it ill-suited for speed-based combat.

💨 Wind – The element of agility. It grants unparalleled speed and precision, capable of slicing through armor or enhancing movement. However, it lacks direct stopping power.

⚡ Lightning – Unstable and lethal. Lightning magic is the fastest and hardest to control, making it both devastating and dangerous to the wielder.

❄ Ice – A balance of offense and defense. Ice magic excels in control, restricting enemies and battlefield movement, but requires significant mana upkeep.

Garrick dusted off his hands, as if he had never moved the stone at all. “There are also rare sub-elements—abilities that don’t fall into the six primary categories.”

His golden-brown eyes sharpened. “Light, Dark, and even Blood Magic exist, but they’re uncommon. Some scholars believe they aren’t true elements but rather mutations of mana itself.”

Belle took in the information, comparing it to what she had already experienced. She could wield fire and lightning—but what about the third element that the crystal ball had revealed earlier?

Before she could ask, Garrick’s gaze hardened slightly. “Most people are born with a single elemental affinity. Through intense training, a select few—usually high-ranking mages—might awaken a second. But a third?” He shook his head. “That’s the stuff of myths and legends.”

Belle’s mind raced with the new information. If most people could only wield one or, at best, two elements, then how had she awakened a third?

Before she could dwell on it, Garrick continued. “It’s one thing to know your element. It’s another to wield it effectively. Even the strongest affinity is useless without proper training.”

He leaned back, arms crossed. “There are three key aspects to mastering an element: Mana Control, Elemental Synchronization, and Application.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “Elemental Synchronization?”


	 Mana Control – The Foundation



🔥 “Mana is like an untamed river,” Garrick explained. “Control determines whether you can direct it into a focused stream or let it flood uncontrollably.”


	Beginners struggle with excess mana consumption. Without refined control, even a simple fireball drains their reserves quickly.

	Intermediate users learn to regulate their output, casting efficiently with minimal waste.

	Masters can shape mana instinctively, manipulating their element without conscious effort.



“Mana control isn’t exclusive to mages either,” he added. “Even warriors and archers reinforce their bodies or weapons using mana. That’s why physical fighters can keep up with magic users.”

Belle silently noted how Kai’s sword techniques were enhanced with fire.


	 Elemental Synchronization – The Bond Between Mana & Magic



🌿 “Each element has a unique temperament,” Garrick continued. “And to wield it effectively, you must attune yourself to its nature.”


	Fire users must embrace both passion and restraint—it burns wildly if left unchecked.

	Water users must flow with adaptability, shifting between attack and defense.

	Earth users require patience and endurance, wielding strength at the right moment.

	Wind users must think in movement, never stagnant, always in motion.

	Lightning users must sharpen their instincts, reacting before thought.

	Ice users must control and conserve energy, using precision over brute force.



Garrick exhaled. “Elemental synchronization is why two people with the same affinity can have vastly different levels of mastery. It’s not just about talent—it’s about understanding.”

Belle absorbed the explanation. If that were true, then did her draconic abilities have their own nature?


	 Application – Turning Affinity into Combat Power



⚔ “The final step is applying that power.”

Garrick gestured to the window, where adventurers sparred in the training yard. “Magic alone isn’t enough. You need experience—real battle, real combat.”


	Mages train by shaping their element into weapons, barriers, or attacks.

	Fighters reinforce their bodies, weapons, or movements with their affinity.

	Archers sharpen their arrows with elemental enhancements.



“That’s why adventurers go on quests. Books and training halls can only take you so far.”

Belle frowned. That meant her real training had already begun the moment she stepped into Eldoria.

Garrick studied her reaction before adding, “You’ll find your own way. Just don’t get yourself killed before then.”

Belle’s mind swirled with questions as she processed Garrick’s explanation. If Mana Control determined efficiency, Elemental Synchronization dictated mastery, and Application turned it into combat effectiveness—where did combining different elements fall?

She crossed her arms, choosing her words carefully. “What about using two elements together? Does that fall under Synchronization or Application?”

Garrick’s expression shifted. His brows furrowed slightly, as if she had asked something completely out of left field. A silence stretched between them before he finally spoke.

“Combining two elements…?”

Belle nodded. “For example, mixing fire and lightning. Would that be considered advanced Application, or does it require a different type of training?”

Alina, who had been quietly observing, tilted her head slightly. Even she seemed intrigued by the question.

Garrick let out a low chuckle, shaking his head. “You ask some strange things, kid.” He leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “Let me tell you something—people don’t ‘combine’ elements. At least, not in the way you’re thinking.”

Belle blinked. “Why not?”

Garrick exhaled, choosing his words. “For one, wielding two affinities is already rare. Most people barely master one in their lifetime. Those with dual affinities can usually only use them separately. Fire today, lightning tomorrow. Not both at once.”

He rested his elbow on the desk. “But the real reason? No one has ever figured out how to fuse different elements.”

Belle frowned slightly. “Not even high-ranking mages?”

Garrick smirked. “If they did, you’d already know their names as living legends.”

He picked up a quill from his desk, spinning it between his fingers. “It’s not that people haven’t tried. Many scholars have speculated about it. But no one has ever successfully merged two separate elements into something new.”

Belle stayed silent, contemplating.

No one has done it?

She thought back to her own abilities. The moment she used magic, it felt… natural. Fire and lightning didn’t feel like separate forces to her—they flowed as one.

And yet, the way Garrick spoke, it was unheard of.

Garrick observed her carefully. “…Why do you ask?”

Belle shrugged slightly, feigning casual curiosity. “Just a thought.”

Garrick narrowed his eyes at her for a moment, then leaned back in his chair. “Hmph. If you somehow figure it out, you might just revolutionize magic itself.”

Alina, arms crossed, finally spoke up. “It’s an interesting theory, but it’s impractical. Magic isn’t something you mix like potions. The nature of each element is different.”

Belle nodded along, but inwardly, she wasn’t convinced. She had already succeeded in combining fire and lightning magic while she was surviving in the forest. But she knew that she had to keep this secret to herself. At least for now.

If nobody had ever successfully merged two elements, then maybe they just hadn’t figured out how yet.

Garrick continued, his expression darkening. “However, not all energy in this world is safe. There’s another force—one that stands in direct opposition to mana. We call it miasma.”

Belle’s fingers tensed.

She had felt it before—the strange, suffocating energy that blanketed the Forbidden Forest.

“Miasma is a corrupted energy,” Garrick explained. “Where mana sustains life, miasma devours and warps it. The land itself becomes tainted, and creatures that dwell within its influence are twisted into something unnatural.”

Alina crossed her arms. “Even in small amounts, miasma is dangerous. Low exposure makes creatures more aggressive, heightens their senses, and dulls their pain. But prolonged exposure? That’s when things start mutating.”

Belle frowned. “Mutating?”

Garrick nodded. “Size, strength, durability—even their instincts shift. They become more vicious, attacking anything on sight. And once a creature has been corrupted… there’s no turning back.”

Belle’s thoughts flashed to the Direfang Wolf she had fought. Its unnatural hostility. Its resilience.

“Does that mean the Direfang Wolf…” she started.

“It’s very likely,” Garrick confirmed. “Direfangs are already dangerous, but if that one was miasma-touched, it would explain why it fought harder than normal.”

Alina added, “And the biggest source of miasma in Eldoria is the Forbidden Forest.”

Belle’s heart pounded.

“The Forbidden Forest?” she echoed.

Garrick’s expression grew even graver. “It’s an uncharted, cursed land. The miasma there is so thick that no human can survive for long. It’s why no one ventures deep inside—those who do either never return… or come back changed.”

“Changed?” Belle asked carefully.

Alina’s voice was quiet. “There are stories… of knights who wandered in and came back differently. Their eyes dull, their minds fractured, their bodies—” She stopped herself, shaking her head. “That’s why we don’t go near it.”

Garrick leaned forward. “Miasma spreads. Slowly, but it spreads. Old ruins, forgotten battlefields—if a place was saturated with it for too long, the land never recovers.” His gaze hardened. “If creatures are starting to leave the Forbidden Forest, it means one of two things: the miasma is spreading… or something is driving them out.”

Belle kept her expression neutral, but her mind raced.

This confirmed it.

She had walked through that forest. She had breathed its air, fought within its depths, and spent days surrounded by miasma.

Yet, she felt nothing.

Her body had not weakened. Her mind had not fractured.

She was immune.

And she had to make sure no one ever found out.

Belle took a deep breath, absorbing everything.

Garrick leaned back, watching her with a knowing smirk before sliding a document across the desk. “But for now, let’s focus on you.”

She glanced down. The parchment bore the official guild seal, a deep crimson wax stamp pressed into the corner. Her eyes widened as she scanned the words.

"Effective immediately, you are hereby promoted to D-Rank."

Belle blinked. “Wait… already?”

Alina smirked, arms crossed. “You took down a Direfang Wolf alone. Even if you don’t want to admit it, that’s far beyond an F-Rank feat.”

Belle exhaled sharply, dragging a hand through her hair. “Kai’s going to be unbearable about this…”

Garrick let out a low chuckle. “He’s not the only one. The guild hall is going to be buzzing the second this gets out.” His tone turned more serious. “But don’t let it get to your head. D-Rank doesn’t just mean stronger missions—it means we’re placing trust in you. Trust that you can handle tougher enemies, bigger risks… and the consequences that come with them.”

Belle’s grip tightened on the document.

Trust, huh?

That was a dangerous thing to give someone like her.

Alina placed something in Belle’s hand—her updated guild card. It was the same size and design, but now, the insignia had shifted. The once dull F had been replaced with a sleek, engraved D.

“Welcome to D-Rank,” Alina said with a teasing lilt. “Try not to get promoted again before we even have a proper team formed.”

Belle exhaled, flipping the card between her fingers before slipping it into her pouch.

One step forward.

One step closer to uncovering the truth about this world—and herself.

As she stepped out of the guildmaster’s office, the murmur of adventurers outside grew louder. She could already feel their gazes turning toward her.

Some were curious. Some were impressed.

And some… suspicious.

Bracing herself, Belle took the next step into whatever awaited her.

End of Chapter 14

            


Chapter 15: Another New Journey Begins


                Belle stepped out of the guildmaster’s office, the heavy wooden door closing behind her with a soft thud. She released a slow breath, as if shedding the weight of Garrick’s sharp gaze.

For a man who rarely showed emotions, his words carried more weight than a drawn blade.

The moment she stepped into the hallway, she spotted Kai leaning casually against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. His red ponytail swayed slightly as he pushed himself off and strolled toward her.

“So?” he drawled, a lazy smirk tugging at his lips. “Still in one piece, or did he secretly roast you in there?”

Belle shot him a flat look. “I’m fine.”

Kai hummed, pretending to inspect her. “No scorch marks… No missing limbs…” He tapped his chin. “Guess that means you passed.”

She rolled her eyes.

Kai wasn’t done. “So, what did the old man want? Gonna tell me, or do I have to bribe you with dinner?”

Belle considered teasing him for once—maybe making him guess—but the exhaustion settling in her limbs won out. She sighed. “Nothing major. He just wanted to gauge my abilities and confirm some things about the Direfang Wolf.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “That’s all? Huh. Thought he’d have more to say about you making every F-Rank look like background characters in their own guild.”

Belle clicked her tongue, ignoring the jab. Instead, she stretched her arms above her head, feeling the satisfying pop of her joints. “Let’s just go eat. I’m starving.”

Kai grinned, easily falling into step beside her. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

As they walked, the chatter of the guild filled the space around them—some adventurers eyeing Belle with curiosity, others pretending not to stare. The news of her promotion was already spreading.

She pretended not to notice.

For now, she just wanted food, a seat, and a few minutes where she didn’t have to think.

The two found themselves at The Rusty Keg, a lively tavern that doubled as a common gathering place for adventurers.

The scent of sizzling meat and spiced ale filled the air, blending with the roar of laughter and the clatter of tankards against wooden tables. A bard strummed a lute in the corner, though his tune was half-drowned out by a group of rowdy adventurers loudly debating who had slain the biggest monster that week.

Belle and Kai wove their way through the crowd before sliding into a wooden booth near the wall.

Kai stretched, cracking his knuckles. “Alright, rookie, since you’re officially a ‘big deal’ now, what’s your victory meal?”

Belle glanced at the chalkboard menu near the bar. “Something filling. And warm. I don’t care what.”

Kai grinned. “I like a woman with refined taste.” He flagged down a passing server. “Two of the specials. Extra meat on mine.”

The waitress, a beastkin girl with fluffy fox ears, smirked. “Hope you’ve got the coin for that, pretty boy.”

Kai clutched his chest dramatically. “You wound me. I’m a man of wealth and taste.”

The waitress rolled her eyes, scribbled the order down, and walked off.

Belle arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t even check the price.”

Kai shrugged. “If I run out of money, I’ll just make you pay.”

Belle scoffed. “I’ll make you wash dishes.”

Kai chuckled. “Fair trade.”

Their food arrived soon after—hearty plates of roasted meat, seasoned vegetables, and thick slices of buttered bread. The rich aroma was enough to make Belle’s stomach tighten in hunger.

She wasted no time digging in, savoring the warmth that spread through her body with each bite. For a while, the only sounds between them were clinking utensils and the occasional satisfied grunt from Kai.

But as she ate, her mind drifted.

The Forbidden Forest. The miasma. The fact that she had survived something no normal human should have been able to endure.

She stabbed a piece of meat with more force than necessary.

Just what am I?

A sudden nudge against her arm snapped her out of it.

Kai, mid-bite, tilted his head at her. “You good?”

Belle blinked, then quickly composed herself. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

Kai snorted. “That’s dangerous for someone like you.”

Belle smirked. “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

Kai mockingly gasped. “The rookie has claws.” He leaned back, arms behind his head. “Seriously, though. Now that you’re on the guild’s radar, what’s next?

Belle sighed. “I’d rather get through one day without attracting attention first.”

Kai tapped his chin. “Hmm. Not possible. I give it… two minutes before someone asks about the Direfang Wolf.”

Right on cue, a pair of adventurers at a nearby table were already whispering about her—stealing glances in her direction.

Belle picked up her drink and took a long, slow sip. “I hate when you’re right.”

Kai grinned, clearly enjoying this far too much. “Welcome to being interesting.”

Belle shook her head, but despite herself, a small smile tugged at her lips.

For now, she pushed aside the questions, the secrets, the weight of everything she didn’t understand.

Right now, she just wanted to enjoy a good meal.

By the time they left the Rusty Keg, Dawnstead had quieted, the once-busy streets now far more subdued. The earlier hustle of adventurers and merchants had faded into the distant murmur of a few stragglers, their voices low beneath the gentle crackle of lanterns hanging from wooden posts. The cobbled pathways gleamed faintly under the moonlight, damp from the evening mist that had settled over the town.

Belle pulled her jacket a little tighter against the cool night air, her body finally starting to feel the exhaustion creeping in.

Kai let out a content sigh, stretching his arms behind his head as they neared the Silver Hearth Inn—their shared place of lodging since arriving in town. It wasn’t fancy, but it was clean, warm, and quiet. More than enough for a traveling adventurer.

“Man,” Kai exhaled, rolling his shoulders. “That food was exactly what I needed. I’m about to sleep so hard, I might not wake up ‘til next week.”

Belle smirked. “So, if I poke you with a stick in the morning, you won’t wake up?”

Kai grinned. “Nah, I’d wake up. But only to throw the stick back at you.”

Belle chuckled, shaking her head. They reached their rooms—small but comfortable quarters, separated by a single wooden hallway.

Kai ruffled his already-messy red hair. “Welp, I don’t know about you, but I’m crashing.” He gave her a lazy salute, smirking. “Try not to do anything crazy while I’m unconscious.”

Belle leaned against her door frame, giving a mock-serious nod. “No promises.”

Kai let out a tired laugh before stepping into his room, kicking the door closed behind him.

Belle lingered for a moment.

Now that she was alone, the weight of the day settled on her shoulders.

She tilted her head back slightly, staring at the wooden beams of the ceiling, as if she could find answers in their patterns. Today had been… a lot.

Fighting a Direfang Wolf.

Facing the guildmaster.

Learning about miasma—about how it should have killed her.

She pressed her fingers against her palm. Why was she different?

The thought nagged at her, whispering just beneath the surface.

With a deep breath, she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Her room was small but cozy—a single bed, a wooden desk, and a candle still flickering on the nightstand. The soft scent of old parchment and polished wood filled the air, familiar and grounding.

Belle closed the door behind her, letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

She set her gear aside, placing her jacket and belt near the chair before sitting on the edge of the bed. Her muscles protested with a dull ache, reminding her just how much she had pushed herself.

The events of the day replayed in her mind, but she forced herself to push them away. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new questions.

But for now…

She let herself fall onto the bed.

The mattress dipped beneath her weight, the softness an instant relief.

Her eyelids grew heavy.

The next morning, Belle stretched as she stepped out of her room, her muscles still sore but comfortably so. A full night’s rest had worked wonders, leaving her feeling far more refreshed than she had in days.

As she descended the wooden staircase into the inn’s common area, the scent of fresh bread and simmering broth greeted her. A few adventurers sat at scattered tables, eating breakfast or chatting in hushed tones. The morning air carried a sense of quiet energy, the kind that came before a busy day.

Belle spotted Kai instantly—already lounging at a table, one arm draped over the back of his chair, idly munching on a chunk of bread like he had no care in the world.

He caught sight of her and grinned, waving lazily. “Morning, D-Rank Belle.”

Belle paused mid-step. “…How did you—?”

Kai tapped his ear with a knowing smirk. “Word travels fast when you’re the hot topic at the guild.”

Belle exhaled, muttering, “Of course it does…” before sitting across from him.

Kai leaned forward, elbows on the table, his smirk widening. “So, how’s it feel to get a rank-up on your first day?”

Belle picked up a glass of water and took a slow sip before answering, “It’s not a big deal.”

Kai snorted loudly, nearly choking on his bread. “Not a big deal? Do you know how many adventurers stay stuck at F-Rank for weeks?” He waved the half-eaten bread for emphasis. “Meanwhile, you walk in, take one quest, and boom—D-Rank. Like some kind of overpowered protagonist.”

Belle rolled her eyes. “You make it sound like I planned it.”

Kai chuckled, leaning back in his chair. “Honestly? I’m impressed. Guess that means we’re equals now.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “Equals?”

Kai smirked, resting an elbow on the table. “Yeah. I’m also D-Rank.”

Belle blinked, caught off guard. “…You were already D-Rank?”

Kai shrugged, clearly enjoying this moment. “What, you thought I was F-Rank this whole time?”

“Well, yeah.” Belle crossed her arms. “You never mentioned it.”

Kai chuckled. “Didn’t think it mattered. Besides—” he gave her a pointed look “—it’s more fun watching people assume things.”

Belle exhaled sharply, shaking her head. He would do something like that.

Kai pointed at her with a lazy grin. “But now you’re in the same rank as me. That means no more ‘rookie’ excuses.”

Belle sighed, setting down her glass. “I wasn’t using that as an excuse.”

Kai smirked. “We’ll see about that.”

Belle leaned back in her chair, already regretting this conversation.

Great. Now he has even more reason to mess with me.

Just as Belle was about to steer the conversation elsewhere, a voice from the next table cut in.

“Huh. So you’re the one everyone’s talking about.”

Belle and Kai turned to see a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark stubble, a greatsword propped against the side of his chair. He took a slow sip from his mug before giving Belle a curious look.

Kai smirked. “Told you word travels fast.”

The man leaned forward, resting an arm on the table. “Taking down a Direfang Wolf solo as an F-Rank? Gotta say, that’s impressive.” His gaze sharpened slightly. “You sure you didn’t have help?”

Belle met his gaze evenly. “I was alone.”

The man studied her for a second before chuckling. “Heh. Guess the stories weren’t exaggerated.” He turned back to his drink. “Still, watch yourself, kid. Climbing ranks too fast gets people talking—and not always in a good way.”

Kai leaned in, lowering his voice just enough for Belle to hear. “See? Told you you’re a big deal.”

Belle sighed. Great. More attention. Just what I needed.

She stabbed her fork into a piece of bread.

So much for staying under the radar.

After finishing breakfast, Belle and Kai stepped out into the bustling streets of Dawnstead. The early morning sun cast a golden glow over the town, and the air carried the scent of fresh-baked bread, iron from the blacksmith’s forge, and the earthy aroma of damp cobblestone.

Vendors were already calling out their wares, setting up colorful market stalls. A group of adventurers, likely fresh off a quest, passed by carrying large burlap sacks filled with monster parts, chatting animatedly about their earnings.

Belle adjusted the strap of her bag as they walked. The lively atmosphere of Dawnstead still felt somewhat new, but it was beginning to feel… normal.

Kai stretched lazily, walking beside her with his hands behind his head. “So,” he began, his tone light but teasing, “now that you’re officially D-Rank, any plans to climb higher?”

Belle let out a slow exhale. “I just got promoted. Can I at least settle in first?”

Kai snorted, smirking. “Sure, sure. But knowing you, I wouldn’t be surprised if you hit C-Rank by next week.”

Belle shot him a flat look. “I’d rather not.”

Kai grinned. “Yeah? We’ll see how long that lasts.”

Belle didn’t argue, mostly because she wasn’t sure he was wrong.

As they reached the guild’s grand wooden doors, adventurers milled about the entrance, some scanning the quest board while others counted their rewards. The familiar scent of parchment, ink, and worn leather filled the air, mixing with the occasional whiff of ale from last night’s drinking crowd.

Kai gestured toward the quest board with a nod. “Alright, partner. Time to pick our next job. Something easy? Or are we feeling ambitious today?”

Belle studied the dozens of parchment slips pinned to the board, each one offering rewards for monster subjugation, escort missions, or resource gathering.

She reached out, fingers brushing over a quest slip. A hunt in the outskirts—monsters sighted near an old ruin.

She pulled it from the board and handed it to Kai. “This one.”

Kai skimmed over the details, then gave her a grin filled with mischief. “Already itching for another fight, huh?”

Belle simply shrugged. “Might as well start earning my keep.”

Kai chuckled. “Guess we’re officially in business, then.”

With their quest in hand, the two turned toward the counter to accept the job—ready to begin their journey as D-Rank adventurers.

End of Chapter 15

            


Chapter 16: Signs of an Unseen Threat


                The Dawnstead Barracks stood as a fortified heart of the town, a stronghold of order amidst the unpredictable world beyond its walls. Its stone structure, weathered by time and duty, exuded an air of unwavering vigilance. The midday sun streamed through the open windows, casting sharp beams across the war table, where maps and scouting reports lay scattered.

The air inside was thick—not just with dust, sweat, and steel—but with something unspoken. A tension that gnawed at the edges of routine, an unease that even seasoned knights couldn’t quite name.

At the center of it all stood Vice-Captain Gale Valtor, his sharp gaze scanning the gathered officers and scouts. His arms were crossed, his expression unreadable, but his silence alone demanded answers.

A scout, his travel-worn leather armor still caked with dust, cleared his throat. His voice, though steady, carried an undercurrent of unease.

"Sir, we’re seeing monsters behave in ways they shouldn’t. Wolves, Goblins, even the territorial beasts like Direfangs… they’re clustering in unnatural numbers. No territorial fights. No hunting patterns. Just relentless movement, as if driven by something unseen."

Gale’s brow furrowed slightly. He had spent years tracking monster behavior—this wasn’t normal.

"How many?" he asked.

The scout hesitated. A flicker of doubt crossed his face, as if struggling to put the sheer scale into words.

"Too many. It started as scattered packs, but now they’re forming swarms. Last night, a patrol had to retreat after being overrun by a horde of horned rabbits."

A ripple of scoffs spread through the gathered knights. Horned rabbits were a common nuisance, aggressive in groups but hardly a true threat. The idea that an armed patrol had been forced to retreat from them was… unsettling.

The scout hesitated before speaking again.

"Sir, it’s not just the numbers. It’s… how they’re moving."

Gale’s brows furrowed. "Explain."

The scout licked his lips, choosing his words carefully.

"Normally, goblins, wolves, and direfangs wouldn’t tolerate each other. Territories keep them apart, food scarcity keeps them fighting. But now?" He shook his head. "They’re not just gathering. They’re marching. Almost like… they're being led."

That sent a ripple through the room.

A young knight, no older than twenty, shifted in place. His voice was quiet, but the concern in it was clear.

"You mean… like an army?"

The idea hung in the air like a storm cloud on the horizon.

Doran, a grizzled veteran with a thick, graying beard, leaned on the table, his fingers drumming against the wood.

"I’ve seen monster migrations before—usually after a disaster forces them out of their dens. But this…" His expression darkened. "This isn't a migration. They're not running from something. They're moving with purpose."

A chill crawled down Gale’s spine.

"Miasma?" Gale asked.

The room stilled.

A shadow passed over the gathered knights, their expressions tightening. It was the most logical concern. If miasma was seeping into the region, it could drive monsters into a frenzy, warping their instincts and pushing them toward aggression.

But the scout shook his head.

"We considered that, sir. But there’s no sign of miasma fog, no corruption, and the monsters aren’t mutating. They’re not physically stronger. They’re just… acting like something’s forcing them forward. Like they’re running from something, or worse—toward it."

That wasn’t normal. That wasn’t anything they had recorded before.

Gale let out a slow breath, his mind working through the possibilities.

If it wasn’t miasma, what was it?

If the monsters were gathering, where were they headed?

And more importantly—who or what was making them move?

The knights in the room shifted uncomfortably. They were warriors, trained for battle, but the unknown? The unknown was the real enemy.

Something was happening in the wilds beyond Dawnstead.

Something unseen.

And it was coming closer.

Finally, Doran broke the silence.

"We need to act. If this continues, the town could be in danger."

Gale agreed—but rushing in blind was a mistake. He needed more proof, something concrete before making a move. He wasn’t about to send knights into the dark without a lantern.

He turned back to the scout.

"We need more information before we act. Where was the last major sighting?"

The scout straightened. "Near the southern riverbanks. Three separate scouting parties reported seeing unusual monster activity there in the past two days."

Gale considered it. The riverbanks were far enough from the town that a large-scale movement wouldn't be immediately noticeable. If the monsters were gathering there, then that was their best chance to observe before engaging.

He exhaled, his decision was made.

"We’ll send a small reconnaissance team to confirm the situation. No direct combat unless necessary." His gaze swept across the room. "If the monsters really are moving like an army, we need to know who's giving the orders."

Doran nodded. "A cautious approach, then."

"For now." Gale’s expression hardened. "But if this turns out to be worse than we think, we’ll be ready."

The tension in the room didn’t lessen, but there was a sense of direction now—a course of action in the face of uncertainty.

As the knights dispersed to prepare the reconnaissance team, Gale remained by the war table, staring at the reports.

Whatever was happening out there… This was only the beginning.

A heavy silence followed Gale’s declaration.

"I'll lead the reconnaissance team." His voice was steady, but a flicker of concern crossed his sharp features.

Doran folded his arms, his gaze hard.

"Are you sure?" His voice held the weight of years of experience. "You can leave reconnaissance to the knights. That’s what they’re trained for."

Gale met his eyes. "I need to confirm it myself. If this is as bad as I think, I won’t risk sending anyone blind."

Doran exhaled through his nose. He understood Gale’s reasoning, but that didn’t mean he liked it.

"You know what you’re doing, then."

"I do." Gale’s voice was firm, but inside, he wasn’t entirely sure. The reports weren’t adding up. A normal monster migration wouldn’t explain the organized movement, and without miasma corruption, they had no known cause.

If there was something else behind this, he needed to see it with his own eyes.

Doran shook his head. "Then at least take experienced knights with you. No recruits."

"Of course."

"And keep your squad small."

"Five at most," Gale confirmed. "Too many would slow us down."

Doran frowned, his expression unreadable. Then, with a sigh, he muttered, "Stubborn as ever."

"You wouldn’t respect me if I wasn’t."

A dry chuckle. "Fair point."

With the decision made, the war room erupted into movement.

Knights left to gather equipment, sharpen weapons, and check supplies. Even those not joining the mission knew the importance of preparation. If this reconnaissance went poorly, Dawnstead itself could be in danger.

Gale moved through the barracks with purpose, strapping on his gear piece by piece.

Leather-reinforced armor, worn but reliable.

A sword, its hilt wrapped tight from years of use.

A hunting knife secured at his belt, a backup he hoped not to need.

A pouch of rations and a water flask—basic, but enough for a day’s journey.

As he adjusted his gauntlets, a familiar voice called out.

"Vice-Captain!"

Gale turned to see a younger knight jogging up—Reiner, one of his more promising men.

"Sir, do you need another sword on your squad?" Reiner asked, his expression eager.

Gale studied him for a moment. Reiner was skilled, but young. He had potential, but this mission wasn't for potential.

"Not this time," Gale said. "I need veterans for this one."

Reiner's expression faltered, but he nodded. "Understood, sir. Then at least—be careful."

Gale clapped a hand on his shoulder. "I plan to."

With his squad selected—four seasoned knights—they gathered in the courtyard for final checks.

Doran approached once more, his expression unreadable.

"You remember the old saying, Gale?"

Gale smirked. "Which one?"

Doran’s gaze darkened. "Never chase shadows without a torch."

A warning.

Gale nodded. "Then let's hope we find nothing but empty woods."

Another seasoned knight, Edric, frowned as he tightened the saddle on his horse. "Still, we’ve had three separate reports from different patrol squads. That’s not normal."

Gale nodded. "Exactly. Which is why we’re checking it out ourselves."

With that, he turned to his squad.

"We move out."

As they stepped beyond the town gates, the warmth of Dawnstead faded behind them. Their horses’ hooves stirred up dust as they followed the winding dirt path leading toward the reported disturbances.

At first, everything seemed… normal.

Yet as the minutes passed, a creeping sense of unease settled over them.

The usual sounds of the wild—chirping birds, rustling leaves, distant howls—were absent.

Even the wind barely stirred the treetops.

At first, the knights ignored it, their casual banter filling the silence.

Then, the quiet became too much to ignore.

Doran, one of the seasoned knights accompanying Gale, unable to stand the eerie stillness, let out an exaggerated sigh. "This is boring. Where’s the part where the monsters jump out at us?"

Edric shot him a look. "You do realize we’re hoping that doesn’t happen, right?"

"Oh, come on. A little action never hurts."

Another seasoned knight, Roland, furrowed his brows. "Vice-Captain, something’s off. There’s no movement. No animals. It’s like everything cleared out."

Gale tightened his grip on the reins. He’d felt something was wrong the moment they’d entered this stretch of the forest, but now the others were sensing it too.

He scanned the surroundings.

The trees stood still, their branches untouched by even the lightest breeze.

The grass lay undisturbed, as if nothing had moved through it in days.

Even the insects—flies, crickets—were missing.

Something had driven the wildlife away.

Gale opened his mouth to issue a warning when—

A shadow flickered at the edge of his vision.

"Hold up," Gale called, raising a fist.

The knights halted immediately, hands drifting toward their weapons.

Up ahead, deep gashes marred the bark of a towering oak. The claw marks ran nearly three meters high, carving through the wood as if it had been paper.

Doran whistled, dismounting to run a hand over the grooves. "That’s… not normal."

Edric slid off his horse, crouching near the dirt path. He ran his fingers through the soil, then frowned. "There was a struggle here. Something fought, but... the bodies aren’t here."

Roland muttered, "Or something dragged them away."

Silence.

The weight of that thought hung over them like a storm cloud.

Gale’s gaze swept the surroundings. If a fight had broken out here, the signs of battle should be everywhere—torn-up ground, broken branches, blood. But the scene was almost… too clean.

Whatever had fought here had left no trace of its victims.

A faint chill settled over the group.

Then—

SNAP.

The distant sound of a branch breaking.

It came from deep within the trees.

The knights froze.

Roland’s hand tightened around his sword. "Vice-Captain..."

Gale’s pulse quickened. He could feel it now—something was watching them.

They were not alone.

Then—something moved ahead.

A figure lurched into the clearing.

At first glance, it was just a Direfang Wolf, one of the many predatory beasts that roamed these lands. Its scarlet streaks ran along its jet-black fur, pulsating with eerie energy, bristled under the faint afternoon light. Its muscular frame was built for killing. 

But something was wrong.

The wolf’s legs trembled. It stood, hunched over, its claws digging so deeply into the dirt that small furrows formed beneath its paws. Its body twitched violently, like a puppet whose strings had been tangled. Shuddering breaths racked its frame, as if it were struggling against something unseen.

And then there were its eyes.

A faint, eerie glow pulsed from its pupils, veins of unnatural light spreading like cracks across its body.

The knights didn’t speak at first.

They felt it.

Something wasn’t right.

"Is it… sick?" Doran finally broke the silence, his voice uncertain.

Gale didn’t answer immediately.

He had hunted Direfangs before. These creatures were pack hunters, cold and calculated in their approach. They attacked only when they had the advantage.

But this one was alone.

And it wasn’t acting like a predator.

It was shaking.

Then—

Its head snapped toward them.

A guttural, choking snarl tore through the air.

The wolf’s entire body convulsed—and then, with terrifying speed, it lunged forward.

"Defensive formation!" Gale’s command came sharp and fast.

The knights reacted instantly, shields rising in a disciplined motion. But the wolf’s movements were unlike anything they had ever seen.

Its limbs jerked unnaturally, as if its body wasn’t fully under its own control. Instead of calculated strikes, it thrashed violently, lunging and twisting in erratic, unpredictable motions.

It wasn’t hunting them.

It wasn’t even fighting them.

It was fighting something inside itself.

"What the hell is wrong with it?!" Doran cursed as the beast collided with one of the knights, slamming against his shield with terrifying force. The impact should have sent the creature reeling—but it didn’t.

Instead, it twisted midair and came down even harder, its claws scraping against the knight’s armor, its fangs gnashing mindlessly.

Gale didn’t hesitate. He surged forward.

His blade flashed, infused with wind magic, a clean arc cutting through the Direfang’s side. A normal beast would have howled in pain, staggered back, bled.

But this one…

It barely reacted.

The glowing veins across its body flared brighter. Its body spasmed violently, a sickening, guttural sound escaping from its throat—not a growl, but something far more unnatural.

It looked like it was breaking apart from the inside.

Gale didn’t like this. Not one bit.

"Bring it down!" he ordered.

Edric moved in next, his sword driving straight through the beast’s chest.

The Direfang spasmed.

For a moment, its entire body locked up. It trembled violently, its mouth opening in a silent snarl.

And then—

It collapsed.

The knights stood in tense silence, the only sound the raggedness of their own breathing.

Edric was the first to step forward, kneeling beside the corpse. He hesitated before reaching out, pressing two fingers against the beast’s still-pulsing veins.

Then, slowly, he withdrew his hand.

"I’ve never seen a Direfang act like that," he murmured, eyes dark with unease. "It wasn’t hunting us. It wasn’t defending its territory. It was just… lashing out."

Roland pointed at the wolf’s body, his jaw tight. "And look at this. That glow… it’s fading now, but this wasn’t natural."

Gale’s gaze lingered on the corpse, his mind racing.

This wasn’t miasma corruption. He had encountered that before—it made monsters more aggressive, yes, but not unstable. Not like this.

This was something else.

And he didn’t like not knowing what.

Slowly, he exhaled, turning toward the others.

"We keep moving." His voice was steady, but beneath it was an unmistakable edge of urgency. "If this is just one case, we might be overthinking it. But if there’s more..."

He didn’t finish the sentence.

Because they all understood.

Something was happening.

Something they couldn’t explain.

And whatever it was…

This was only the beginning.

End of Chapter 16

            


Chapter 17: The Subjugation Quest Part 1


                The sun was dipping below the horizon by the time the knights reached the ridge. A cold wind swept through the trees, rustling the branches with an eerie whisper, as if the forest itself was warning them to turn back.

Gale pulled the reins of his horse to a stop, his brows furrowing as he surveyed the land below. The knights followed suit, forming a cautious line along the ridge’s edge.

Then—they saw it.

And their blood ran cold.

The valley stretched wide beneath them, its open fields bathed in the dimming hues of twilight. But it wasn’t the scenery that made the knights freeze.

It was the horde.

At first, it was hard to process what they were looking at.

Dozens—no, hundreds—of creatures gathered in the clearing below. Wolves, goblins, orcs, ogres—even beasts that should never coexist—stood side by side.

But it wasn’t a battle.

Nor was it a hunt.

It was something far worse.

Many of the monsters stood motionless, trembling, as though they were barely holding themselves together. Others twitched erratically, their veins glowing faintly, pulsating with a sickly radiance. Some creatures clawed at the ground, their movements disjointed and unnatural, as if they were fighting something within themselves.

And then there were the others.

Scattered throughout the horde, some creatures had already collapsed. Their bodies convulsed violently, limbs seizing, contorting, twisting in ways that defied nature.

Doran, usually the first to crack a joke in tense moments, was silent.

Then, after a long pause, he muttered:

"What the hell is this...?"

No one had an answer.

Because this wasn’t normal.

This wasn’t just a group of monsters gathering.

Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

The knights observed in stunned silence, their eyes scanning the valley with unease.

From this distance, they couldn’t hear much—but the way the monsters moved was enough to unnerve even the most seasoned warriors.

Some staggered aimlessly, their legs barely supporting them, as if they were on the verge of collapse. Others jerked violently, their heads snapping from side to side, their mouths opening and closing in silent snarls.

And then, there were those that had lost control completely.

A Direfang Wolf thrashed on the ground, foaming at the mouth, its body contorting as if an unseen force was ripping it apart from the inside.

A goblin clawed at its own throat, gurgling as if it were choking, its own sharp nails drawing blood as it gasped for breath.

Even the larger creatures—the ogres—weren’t spared. One stood hunched over, its massive hands clutching its skull, fingers digging into its own flesh as if it were trying to rip something out of its head.

The scene wasn’t just unnatural.

It was wrong on every level.

And then—

A pulse.

A ripple of energy spread through the valley, a sudden wave of mana that sent a shudder through the earth itself. The monsters reacted immediately, their bodies seizing up for a brief moment before resuming their erratic, unstable movements.

The knights felt it too—a brief, sharp pressure in their chests, like the air itself had grown heavy for a split second.

Gale’s grip on his sword tightened.

That wasn’t natural mana.

That was something else.

"Vice-Captain..." Edric’s voice was quiet, but the fear in his tone was unmistakable. "What do we do?"

Gale didn’t answer right away.

He was too busy thinking.

This wasn’t a simple monster outbreak. This wasn’t just a territorial shift.

Something was affecting these creatures. Something was making them unstable.

And whatever it was…

It wasn’t finished yet.

Finally, he exhaled and made his decision.

"We retreat." His voice was firm, unwavering. "This is beyond our forces."

Doran turned to him, frowning. "But—"

"No. We are not engaging," Gale cut him off, his eyes sharp. "We need to report this to the Captain immediately."

None of them argued.

Because deep down, they all understood.

By the time the knights rode through the gates of Dawnstead, the town was alive with the soft glow of lanterns, signaling the onset of evening.

But unlike the warmth of the town, the atmosphere in the barracks was tense.

Word had spread.

The knights who had remained behind sensed something was wrong the moment Gale’s unit returned—their faces grim, their pace urgent, their silence heavier than steel.

By the time they reached the command hall, the entire barracks was in an uproar.

Gale didn’t waste time.

He marched straight into the command room, his boots echoing against the stone floor. Behind him, Doran followed, his usual smirk nowhere to be seen.

At the far end of the table, Roderic Lorne, Captain of the Dawnstead Knights, stood waiting. He was a man of experience—broad-shouldered, his face marked by years of battle, yet his sharp eyes held undeniable authority.

He studied Gale in silence for only a moment before speaking.

"You have a report." It wasn’t a question.

Gale pulled off his gloves, tossing them onto the table. His jaw was set, his voice steady—but beneath it was the urgency of a man who had seen something he couldn't ignore.

"We have a problem," Gale said. "A serious one. We need to issue a subjugation request to the Adventurer’s Guild—immediately."

Captain Roderic raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

Gale met his gaze.

And then, with the weight of a man who had seen something far worse than a simple monster threat, he spoke the words that would shake the room.

"Because if we don’t... Dawnstead could be overrun."

The command room was suffocatingly silent.

Knights lined the chamber, their faces a mix of skepticism and unease. The tension in the air was thick, a powder keg waiting for a spark.

At the head of the table, Gale detailed everything—the unnatural horde, the mana-overloaded monsters, the way they convulsed and twisted as if their own power was destroying them from within.

And when he finished, the silence lingered.

Then—

"This is absurd."

The words came from Sir Aldric.

A senior knight, known for his pride and stubborn nature. His stance was rigid, arms crossed, his gaze sweeping over the room like a challenge.

"You expect us to believe that monsters are suddenly ‘overloading’ with mana and losing control? That they’re gathering in hordes instead of tearing each other apart?" His tone was laced with disbelief. "It sounds like over-exaggeration. Monsters are dangerous, yes, but this? This is beyond reason."

His words sparked murmurs of agreement from a few of the knights.

The tension between Dawnstead’s Knights and the Adventurer’s Guild was no secret. The knights saw themselves as the town’s true protectors—trained warriors, disciplined, bound by duty.

Adventurers, on the other hand, were mercenaries. Risk-takers. Fighters who battled for coin, not responsibility.

To some, calling them for help was an insult.

"Aldric." Gale’s voice was firm, but calm. "You weren’t there. You didn’t see what we saw."

Aldric scoffed. "And what exactly did you see, Valtor?"

Gale’s expression didn’t change. "A Direfang Wolf took a sword through the heart and kept attacking. A goblin’s veins were glowing so brightly it looked like it would burst. Does that sound normal to you?"

Aldric’s eyes narrowed. "Monsters are unpredictable. Maybe it was just a rare case."

"A hundred ‘rare cases’ in one place?" Gale countered. "We saw a gathering, Aldric. Not a random swarm. Something is happening, and if we don’t act, we’ll be dealing with it at our gates."

"We have walls," Aldric shot back. "If they come, we’ll fight them here, on our terms."

A low chuckle came from the side of the room.

Doran.

He leaned against the wall, arms crossed, his sharp eyes locking onto Aldric. "And what happens when those ‘overloaded’ monsters include creatures like a Rockhide Bear? Or worse—a Basilisk?" His tone was mocking, but deadly serious. "Are you planning to hold the walls against those too?"

Aldric’s jaw clenched.

Another voice entered the conversation.

Serena.

A more level-headed knight, one who had fought alongside Gale in the past. She wasn’t quick to take sides—but she also wasn’t blind.

She sighed. "I understand both sides."

She turned to Gale. "The Dawnstead Knights have always handled monster threats ourselves. It’s what we do." Then, she turned to Aldric. "But if Gale and Doran are right, and we ignore this... The cost won’t be our pride. It’ll be our people."

The weight of her words settled over the room.

Pride was one thing. Lives were another.

Finally—

Captain Roderic stepped forward.

The murmurs died instantly as the Captain spoke.

"Enough."

His voice cut through the tension like a blade.

He studied Gale for a long moment, as if weighing his words against years of experience. Then, he exhaled, slow and measured.

"Aldric."

The knight stiffened. "Sir."

"I understand your concerns. But I trust Gale’s judgment."

Aldric’s fists clenched, but he said nothing.

"We will issue the subjugation request to the Adventurer’s Guild. Effective immediately."

The words were final.

Aldric inhaled sharply, his pride clearly wounded, but he gave a curt nod. "Understood, Captain."

One by one, the knights began to disperse, some discussing the implications in hushed tones, others still wary of the decision.

But as Aldric turned to leave, he paused at the door.

Without looking back, he muttered, "I hope you’re right about this, Valtor."

His voice was low. "Because if you’re wrong—if this turns out to be nothing—then the knights will lose more than just their pride."

Gale said nothing as Aldric disappeared down the hall.

Only when the room was empty did he exhale slowly, rubbing his temple.

The hardest part was over.

But something told him...

This was only the beginning of a disaster.

The dim glow of an oil lamp cast flickering shadows across the wooden walls of the guildmaster’s office. The scent of old parchment, ink, and faint traces of pipe smoke hung in the air. Behind a sturdy oak desk, Garrick Voss, guildmaster of Dawnstead’s Adventurer’s Guild, sat in silence, his sharp eyes scanning the document before him.

The request was stamped with the official seal of the Dawnstead Knights—urgent and non-negotiable. That alone made it unusual. The knights were known for their stubborn pride; they rarely sought outside help unless their hands were truly forced.

Standing before him, Alina, the guild’s head receptionist, held her usual composed expression, though there was a slight furrow between her brows. Across the room, Boris, the grizzled quest coordinator, along with two other senior guild members, waited for Garrick to speak.

A long, heavy exhale escaped the guildmaster as he leaned back in his chair. He tapped his fingers against the armrest, his gaze lingering on the report.

A large-scale monster gathering caused by mana overload…

"...This is new." His voice was quiet, but the weight in his tone made everyone straighten.

Alina nodded, stepping forward. "And it’s not miasma-related, either. According to the knights’ report, the monsters aren’t mutating—they’re just... losing control. If this continues, we could be looking at a large-scale outbreak."

Boris scoffed, arms crossed over his broad chest. "Tch. Normally, we’re cleaning up stray monsters, not dealing with a damn horde. If the knights can’t handle it, that means this is serious."

Garrick didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he flipped the document over, rubbing his chin as he thought. The knights of Dawnstead were well-trained. If they hesitated to handle this alone, then…

"...Numbers," he murmured. "That’s the real issue here."

He glanced at Alina. "What do we have available?"

Alina pulled out a separate parchment, already anticipating the question. "Most of our C-Rank and higher adventurers are currently out on long-term assignments. That leaves mainly D-Rank and below." She hesitated. "To be blunt, it won’t be enough."

A cold silence settled over the room.

Boris clicked his tongue. "Damn bad timing. If this had happened a week later, we’d have half our elites back."

One of the senior members, a wiry man named Jarek, cleared his throat. "We could delay responding. Wait for reinforcements to return before sending anyone out."

Alina frowned. "If we wait, the situation could spiral out of control. The knights wouldn’t have sent this request unless it was urgent."

Boris grunted in agreement. "And if those monsters move towards town? We’ll be fighting inside the walls."

Jarek held up his hands. "I’m just saying, throwing a bunch of low-rank adventurers into a death trap isn’t exactly a great alternative."

Garrick listened to them all, his fingers still idly tapping against the wood. Then, finally, he leaned forward, his voice decisive.

"We don’t have the luxury of waiting."

Everyone fell silent.

He exhaled sharply. "We’ll make this a priority subjugation quest. Open it to all available adventurers. We’ll also issue an immediate recall notice for any C-Ranks returning soon."

Alina nodded briskly, already making notes. "And the party formations?"

"No solos. Everyone goes in squads." His voice hardened. "I don’t want hotheaded rookies trying to make a name for themselves and getting themselves killed."

Boris scratched his beard. "That’ll work, but you know how adventurers are. They’ll want more details before committing."

Garrick smirked. "That’s why we’ll hold a full briefing. No room for misunderstandings."

His eyes scanned the faces in the room before settling on Alina. "Prepare the quest posting. Make it clear—we’re not just dealing with ordinary monsters."

Alina gave a sharp nod and turned to leave, already heading to the main hall.

Boris let out a low whistle. "Well then. Guess we’d better brace ourselves."

Garrick’s expression remained unreadable as he leaned back in his chair.

A monster horde, growing unstable due to mana overload…

He had a bad feeling about this.

And his instincts were rarely wrong.

End of Chapter 17

            


Chapter 18: The Subjugation Quest Part 2


                The Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild was alive with noise—the clatter of wooden mugs, the hum of conversation, the occasional burst of laughter. Long wooden tables stretched across the hall, occupied by adventurers of all ranks. Some were swapping stories about recent quests, others haggling over loot. The scent of ale, roasted meat, and faint traces of sweat and leather filled the air, mingling with the warmth of the lantern-lit hall.

At the center of the room stood the quest board, a towering structure covered with neatly pinned parchments—requests ranging from simple gathering jobs to high-risk beast subjugations. Adventurers wandered up in groups, scanning the board for work, murmuring about which quests seemed worth the effort.

Then—a sharp, deliberate clap cut through the noise.

"Listen up, everyone!"

A familiar voice—Alina, the guild receptionist—rang out across the room, clear and commanding.

The casual chatter died down, and all eyes turned toward the front of the hall.

Standing beside Alina was Garrick Voss, the guildmaster himself.

A hush fell over the crowd.

It was rare for Garrick to make an appearance like this. When he did, it meant something serious.

A few adventurers exchanged quiet words:

"What’s going on?"

"Something big, if the guildmaster's stepping in."

"Did another dungeon appear nearby?"

Alina stepped forward, unrolling a parchment and pinning it to the quest board with a sharp tap.

Her violet eyes scanned the room. Then she spoke.

"We’ve received an urgent subjugation request from the Dawnstead Knights."

A few murmurs already stirred, but her next words froze the air.

"A large horde of monsters has been sighted gathering outside town, affected by a phenomenon called mana overload."

A ripple of unease passed through the crowd.

One of the younger adventurers, barely past his F-Rank trials, hesitantly raised a hand. "Wait, so… it’s like a stampede?"

Garrick spoke this time, his voice low and firm.

"Not exactly. These monsters aren’t running blindly. They’re gathering. Unnaturally."

The words sent a chill through the hall.

Boris, the grizzled quest coordinator, crossed his arms. "That means two things: One, they won’t stop until the mana settles. Two, their numbers are already beyond what the knights can handle."

The murmurs grew louder. Some adventurers perked up with interest, while others frowned.

At one of the tables, Gareth, a seasoned D-Rank adventurer, leaned back in his chair, his expression unreadable. Then, with a smirk, he asked the most practical question:

"So… what’s the pay?"

A few chuckles followed.

It was a typical adventurer reaction—no matter how dangerous the job, the reward always came first.

Alina held up the prepared parchment. "Due to the scale of this subjugation, rewards will be adjusted based on performance. A base reward will be granted for participation, with bonuses for confirmed kills. The town is also offering additional pay for eliminating high-threat targets."

Gareth’s smirk widened. "Now that’s more like it."

However, not everyone looked convinced.

A rogue-type adventurer, Mira, adjusted the hood of her leather cloak, her sharp gaze scanning the room. "Hold on." Her voice carried an edge of caution. "We’re mostly D-Ranks in town right now. If this was bad enough for the knights to ask for help… doesn’t that mean it’s more than we can handle?"

A pause.

She had said what many were thinking.

Garrick met her gaze. Then, with deliberate weight, he spoke.

"Which is why this is a group operation. No one goes out alone. You’ll be working in teams under strict formation guidelines. If you’re reckless, you’re dead."

The bluntness of his words sent a heavy silence through the hall.

Alina finished pinning up the parchment. "This is a mandatory squad-based subjugation. Solo adventurers will not be accepted. Those who wish to participate must register before nightfall. The operation will begin at dawn."

The room remained quiet for a moment, the weight of the mission settling in.

Then—

A low chuckle.

"Heh. Sounds like fun."

Gareth stood up, cracking his knuckles. "I’m in."

Mira sighed, rubbing her temple. "Guess I don’t have a choice if it’s mandatory…"

Slowly, more adventurers nodded, some reluctantly, others with excitement. The nervous energy in the room shifted—some drawn by the danger, others by the reward.

Garrick took one final glance at the crowd.

They were eager now. But how many of them truly understood what they were walking into?

With that thought, he turned away.

The Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild was no longer the lively, chaotic hall it had been earlier that day. After the subjugation quest announcement, the energy in the room had shifted.

The laughter and boasts that once filled the space had dwindled. Conversations had grown hushed, spoken in low murmurs as adventurers gathered in groups, whispering about the mission.

For some, the news of a horde approaching was an opportunity—a way to earn big rewards and gain recognition.

For others, it was a wake-up call.

Some adventurers fidgeted, hands gripping the hilts of their weapons, realizing that this was no ordinary quest. Dawnstead was at risk.

And if the adventurers failed—

Well, the consequences didn’t need to be spoken aloud.

At the registration counter, Alina and Boris worked swiftly, reviewing applicants while also overseeing the formation of teams.

The challenge wasn’t just gathering enough numbers—it was ensuring the right balance of skill sets in each team.

Several parchment lists were spread out before them, sorted by rank, specialization, and known combat ability.

Boris, standing behind the counter, rubbed his rough beard and let out a sigh.

"Mostly D-Ranks and F-Ranks, huh?" He glanced at Alina. "Not exactly an ideal force for stopping a monster horde."

Alina didn’t look up, scanning the lists with sharp focus. "It’s what we have," she replied. "We structure the teams properly, and we’ll make it work."

She tapped her quill against the table. "Each squad needs a frontline fighter, a support or ranged combatant, and a mix of offense and mobility."

Boris rolled his shoulders with a grunt. "That means we’re forcing some of them to work together, whether they like it or not."

Alina’s lips tightened. "It can’t be helped. This isn’t a simple gathering quest. If they refuse to cooperate, they’re not going."

Garrick Voss, the guildmaster, who had been listening from the side, finally spoke.

His deep, gravelly voice cut through the tension. "If they don’t like it, they can walk out the damn door. No room for egos in a subjugation mission."

A few adventurers standing nearby exchanged glances, realizing there would be no special treatment.

Alina, her expression unreadable, turned back to the crowd, watching as adventurers struggled to form squads.

Across the guild hall, adventurers moved in small clusters, whispering to each other, scanning the room for potential teammates.

Some groups formed easily, adventurers teaming up with trusted allies—those they had fought alongside before.

But others…

Others weren’t so lucky.

At one table, a heavily armored warrior, Reiner, crossed his arms as he glared at a hooded rogue across from him.

"Tch. I don’t trust thieves."

The rogue, Mira, didn’t even look up. She casually flipped a dagger between her fingers, her violet eyes glinting with amusement.

"Good," she replied smoothly. "I don’t trust brainless tanks either."

Boris, watching the exchange from the counter, rubbed his temples. "You two are both D-Rank and your skill sets complement each other. Get over it."

Reiner grumbled under his breath, but didn’t object further.

At another table, a nervous-looking mage, barely past his F-Rank trials, hesitated as he approached a group of adventurers.

"U-Um… do you have space for one more…?"

A tall, spear-wielding adventurer, Bennett, leaned back in his chair and eyed the mage critically. "You any good?"

The mage swallowed hard. "I—I can use basic fire spells and have a low-tier barrier spell…"

Bennett exchanged glances with his team before shrugging. "Fine. Stick behind us, and don’t get yourself killed."

The mage nodded quickly, though his face remained pale.

Nearby, another group was forming with a more cooperative dynamic. A calm-looking magic user, a shield-bearing warrior, and a dexterous twin-dagger wielder exchanged nods.

"We’ve worked together before. Let’s handle the northern sector," the magic user said.

A few F-Rank adventurers nervously approached the counter. One of them, a younger boy barely past his initiation trials, hesitated. "Do… do we really have to join?"

Boris gave him a long, hard stare before grunting. "If you can’t handle it, don’t sign up. No shame in knowing your limits."

The boy gulped and stepped back, realizing he was far from ready.

After what felt like an eternity, the groups began to settle.

Some adventurers still grumbled about their squads. Others exchanged wary glances, sizing up their newfound teammates.

It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.

Then—

Garrick walked to the center of the hall and slammed his fist on a table, immediately drawing attention.

"Listen up! Final squad assignments are posted on the board. If you’re not on the list, you’re not going. If you try to act outside formation, you’re done. If you get reckless and put others in danger, I’ll personally make sure you’re banned from the guild."

The entire hall fell silent at his words.

Alina’s voice cutting through the room like a blade.

"Listen up!"

Alina’s expression was serious, unreadable as she held up a newly received report. "The Dawnstead Knights have confirmed that the monster horde is increasing in size. As of now, we estimate over two hundred creatures gathering outside the northern sector."

A wave of unease rippled through the adventurers.

"Two hundred?" someone muttered.

"That’s…" another trailed off.

For a moment, the room was completely silent.

Garrick stepped forward, his towering presence enough to keep the adventurers from spiraling into panic.

"This is not a mindless stampede," he said, his voice firm. "Something is drawing these monsters together. If we don’t act now, we’re looking at a full-scale attack on Dawnstead before tomorrow’s nightfall."

Boris crossed his arms, his tone gruff. "This means we’re facing waves of monsters, not just a single encounter. If you lose focus out there, you’re dead."

A few adventurers swallowed hard.

Others gritted their teeth, steeling themselves.

Alina’s gaze swept across the room, her voice calm yet commanding.

"You have until nightfall to finalize your squads."

Her eyes narrowed.

"We leave at dawn."

The finality of her words settled over the room like a heavy storm.

And then—

The guild erupted back into motion.

Some adventurers hurried to finalize their teams, whispering about strategy and positioning. Others checked their weapons, ensuring they were battle-ready.

But beneath all of it, there was an undeniable shift.

This wasn’t just a job anymore.

It was a battle for survival.

Alina quietly observed them, noting their reactions. "Let’s hope they don’t get themselves killed out there."

The moon hung high in the sky as Belle and Kai made their way back into town, the day spent training just outside the city walls. Belle had been pushing herself, refining her combat techniques while keeping her draconic abilities in check.

Kai, as usual, had been reckless.

"Next time, try not to nearly set my hair on fire," Belle muttered, brushing off the lingering scent of smoke from her sleeve.

Kai snorted. "No promises."

As they reached the adventurer’s guild, they expected the usual—rowdy adventurers, idle chatter, the clinking of mugs and armor.

Instead, they walked straight into pandemonium.

The moment they stepped through the doors, a wall of noise hit them.

Raised voices overlapped chaotically as adventurers crowded around the quest board, some arguing, others exchanging uneasy whispers.

A man slammed his fist against a table, causing nearby drinks to rattle. "You expect us to handle a horde that size with this many low-rank adventurers? That’s suicide!"

Another adventurer, leaning heavily against the counter, muttered to his companions. "The knights better be paying extra for this one…"

At the far side of the hall, several squads were forming, some groups working efficiently, while others struggled with clashing personalities.

And behind the counter, Alina was frantically scribbling notes, barely sparing a glance at the chaos around her.

Kai raised an eyebrow. “Well, this is new.”

Belle folded her arms, her silver eyes scanning the room. "Something big happened."

Instead of asking outright, Belle focused on the murmurs around her, trying to catch details.

"…a damn horde…"

"…monsters gathering unnaturally…"

"…the knights need all hands on deck…"

Kai, however, had a more direct approach.

He leaned against the counter, tilting his head at Alina. “So, what’s got everyone acting like a bunch of headless chickens?”

Alina didn’t even look up. “Urgent subjugation request from the knights.”

She continued scrawling across parchment, barely pausing as she spoke. "The monsters in the area are acting erratic—more aggressive, larger in number, and overwhelming the usual patrol squads."

Belle frowned slightly. “Erratic how?”

That question made Alina pause for the first time.

She sighed, rubbing her temple before answering, her voice lower now.

"Not miasma-related, if that’s what you’re thinking," she said. "The knights suspect a mana overload, but…"

She hesitated.

"But what?" Belle pressed.

Alina’s brows furrowed. "The monsters aren’t just agitated. They’re gathering unnaturally—like they’re being drawn to something."

Belle’s eyes narrowed slightly.

That was odd. Monsters didn’t just gather without reason. Aetherion’s presence had attracted some before, but this…?

Before she could dwell on it, a loud thud broke her thoughts.

Boris slammed a stack of papers onto the counter, causing a few nearby adventurers to jump.

“If you two are just gonna stand there, sign up or get out of the way.”

Kai smirked, unfazed. “Relax, old man. We’re just getting the details.”

Boris scowled, but before he could start a lecture, Alina shot him a look.

Turning back to Belle, she grabbed one of the papers and slid it toward her. “Since you were recently promoted to D-Rank, you’re eligible for this quest too.”

Belle picked up the document, quickly scanning the contents.

A large-scale subjugation. Squads required. Dawn deployment.

Belle hesitated, mind flashing back to everything she had learned about mana and miasma.

If this wasn’t miasma-related, but monsters were still behaving unnaturally… What could be causing it?

Kai, on the other hand, grinned, already interested. "Well, I was getting bored. Guess this’ll make for a good warm-up."

Belle sighed. “We’ll take the quest.”

Alina nodded. "Get some rest. We deploy at dawn."

As they turned to leave, Belle stole one last glance at the adventurers preparing around them.

There was something about this mission that didn’t sit right with her. She just couldn’t shake off the unease feeling that she had.

End of Chapter 18

            


Chapter 19: The Subjugation Quest Part 3


                The Rusty Keg tavern, usually a lively hub of drunken laughter and rowdy boasting, felt different tonight. The energy wasn’t gone—it had shifted, turning into something restless and uncertain.

Adventurers huddled in groups, their voices quieter than usual as they exchanged rumors about the upcoming subjugation. The presence of the Dawnstead Knights only heightened the tension, their armored figures stationed near the entrance like silent reminders of the mission’s severity.

At a corner table, Belle and Kai settled into their seats, their plates untouched for the moment. The warm glow of the lanterns cast flickering shadows across the worn wooden walls, making the space feel smaller than usual.

Kai picked up a piece of bread and lazily tore off a chunk, glancing around the room. “Feels like a funeral in here,” he muttered.

Belle, arms crossed, scanned the tavern, listening to the fragmented conversations around them.

“A monster horde appearing this close to town isn’t normal.”

“They say the monsters are acting strange… like they’re being drawn to something.”

“It’s not miasma, right? If it was, we’d all be screwed.”

She frowned, gripping her cup a little tighter.

Kai leaned back, finally looking at her. “So, how does it feel?”

Belle blinked. “What?”

Kai smirked. “You just got promoted to D-Rank, and now you’re getting thrown into a large-scale subjugation. A little different from the easy gathering quests, huh?”

Belle exhaled, stirring her soup absentmindedly. “I don’t mind. I just didn’t expect it to happen so soon.”

Kai took a sip from his drink. “Get used to it. The guild doesn’t waste time once you start moving up. The stronger you get, the harder the jobs.” He shot her a teasing look. “Not that you have to worry about that. You’re still behind me, after all.”

Belle arched an eyebrow. “Says the guy who’s been D-Rank for how long now?”

Kai dramatically placed a hand over his heart. “Excuse me, but I like taking things at my own pace.”

Belle shook her head, finally cutting into her food. “At this rate, I’ll surpass you before the month ends.”

Kai laughed. “Oh, please. I’d love to see you try.”

Their banter was lighthearted, but the mood around them didn’t change. The murmurs of the other adventurers lingered, weighing down the air.

Belle’s sharp ears caught another voice from a nearby table.

“The knights are saying it’s a mana overload… but monsters don’t gather like that on their own.”

“What if something’s controlling them?”

Her grip on her fork tightened slightly.

Kai noticed her expression shift. He exhaled and tapped his fingers on the table. “Doesn’t this remind you of something?”

Belle’s gaze flicked to him. “What do you mean?”

Kai’s usual playful demeanor was gone. He leaned forward slightly, lowering his voice. “The way the monsters are gathering. This isn’t natural. It’s like something’s disrupting them.”

Belle hesitated. The idea of mana overload affecting monsters was strange, but not impossible. Yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it.

Mana, miasma… how much do I really understand about either?

Kai rested his chin on his hand. “If it’s not miasma, what else could it be?”

Belle didn’t answer right away. The truth was, she had been in the most miasma-infested place in the world—the Forbidden Forest—and survived without issue. If mana could also influence monsters, it raised a deeper, more unsettling question.

How much did mana affect her?

Kai watched her expression carefully, then smirked. “Don’t think too hard about it. That’s the knights’ problem. Our job is just to kill whatever’s in front of us.”

Belle sighed, shaking off her thoughts. “You really have the simplest mindset, don’t you?”

Kai grinned, popping a piece of meat into his mouth. “And it works, doesn’t it?”

Belle exhaled, finally picking up her fork again. The subjugation was happening whether she liked it or not. There was no use overthinking it now.

For now, she would do what she had always done. Adapt, fight, and survive.

Meanwhile at the Dawnstead Barracks, the air was thick with tension as Vice-Captain Gale Valtor stood at the head of a large war table, studying a detailed map of the surrounding region. Small wooden markers and hastily pinned reports from scouting patrols dotted the surface, highlighting key locations where monsters had been spotted.

The knights gathered around were a mix of officers, squad leaders, and seasoned scouts, each one bearing grim expressions. The situation had gone beyond routine monster culling—this was something far worse.

Doran slammed his gauntleted fist onto the table. “We can’t keep pretending this is a manageable threat. This isn’t some seasonal migration or a stray pack of beasts. Something is stirring them up.”

Gale remained composed, though his eyes never left the map. “Which is why we’ve already coordinated with the adventurer’s guild.”

Another knight, a younger officer, leaned forward. “Even so, we still don’t know why this is happening. Monsters don’t gather in hordes like this unless something is provoking them.”

One of the scouts—a wiry man covered in dust from long hours of travel—cleared his throat. “Sir, we’ve consulted with the scholars at the academy, and they have a working theory.”

Gale’s gaze sharpened. “Go on.”

The scout hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “We originally thought the monsters were simply agitated by something—a predator, an environmental change, maybe even territorial disputes.” He shook his head. “But the scholars believe this is something far more unusual.”

He placed a parchment on the table, detailing a complex magical diagram.

“This aligns with our earlier suspicion, they call it Mana Overload, a phenomenon where the natural mana in an area becomes unstable and begins to condense unnaturally. In normal circumstances, mana flows evenly throughout the land, but when an excess builds up in a single region, it creates a kind of ‘pressure point.’ This doesn’t just affect spells or magic-users—it disrupts the balance of the environment itself.”

A murmur spread through the knights.

A seasoned veteran, his arms crossed, frowned. “Mana doesn’t just ‘overload’ on its own. It needs a source. Something—or someone—is causing this.”

The scout nodded. “That’s the academy’s concern as well. Natural mana disturbances are rare, but they do happen—usually from ancient ruins awakening, failed large-scale magic rituals, or…” He hesitated.

Gale finished his sentence. “Or the presence of something powerful enough to distort the flow of mana itself.”

The room fell silent.

Another knight, clearly uneasy, muttered, “If this keeps up, it won’t just be the monsters acting strange. It could start affecting us too…”

Gale let that thought linger before straightening. “Regardless of the cause, our priority is containment. If we don’t stop this before it escalates, Dawnstead itself could become a battleground.”

His words carried weight, and the knights felt it.

After a brief pause, he turned to his officers. “Mobilize the knights. We march at dawn alongside the adventurers. We cannot afford hesitation.”

The meeting concluded, but the unease remained.

The first light of dawn had barely touched the horizon, yet the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild was already bustling with activity. The usual atmosphere of casual chatter and lighthearted banter had been replaced by a quiet intensity. The air inside the hall was thick with tension—adventurers checking their weapons, adjusting armor straps, and exchanging last-minute battle strategies. The scent of oiled leather, sharpening stones, and strong black coffee mixed together, an unmistakable prelude to combat.

Belle and Kai stepped through the guild’s heavy wooden doors, immediately feeling the weight of the scene before them. Every adventurer, from fresh recruits to grizzled veterans, had gathered here for the same purpose. Unlike the usual free-for-all of daily quest selection, today the guild was operating like a war room.

The massive quest board at the front, which normally displayed dozens of small requests, had been wiped clean except for a single large notice, its bold letters impossible to ignore:

[URGENT SUBJUGATION QUEST – MONSTER HORDE NEAR DAWNSTEAD]

Classification: Large-Scale Subjugation

Difficulty: C-Rank (with risk of escalation)

Objective: Work alongside the Dawnstead Knights to eliminate the gathered monsters before they reach town.

Warning: Unusual monster behavior detected. Approach with caution.

Even seasoned adventurers who had seen their fair share of large-scale battles weren’t taking this lightly.

Kai stretched with a dramatic yawn. “Man, it’s way too early for this. Couldn’t the monsters wait until noon?”

Belle ignored his complaint, scanning the room. “A monster horde isn’t something you schedule, Kai.”

Her sharp eyes caught the way some of the lower-ranked adventurers were fidgeting, murmuring nervously to each other. They were greenhorns, likely participating in their first large-scale subjugation. Even the veterans, those who had seen their fair share of bloodshed, wore grim expressions.

Belle could feel it too. The unease. The uncertainty.

Unlike most of these adventurers, she had already fought in life-or-death situations. She had faced horrors in the Forbidden Forest that made this quest seem almost routine in comparison. But still, something about this mission unsettled her. The monsters weren’t just gathering—they were being drawn by something.

“Oi, you two!”

Alina, the guild receptionist, spotted them and waved them over, pulling them from their thoughts. She looked slightly more disheveled than usual, dark circles under her eyes, as if she’d been awake all night handling logistics.

“You’re both here early. That’s good,” she said, scanning a list of names. “Since you’re both D-Rank, you’ll be placed in one of the mid-level strike teams.”

Kai leaned against the counter. “Mid-level? That means we won’t be on the front lines, right?”

Alina gave him a tired smile. “It means you won’t be the first to engage, but you’ll still be fighting. We can’t afford to have anyone sit this one out.” She glanced at Belle. “Since you were just promoted, this will be your first large-scale battle, won’t it?”

Belle nodded. “Yes, but I’ll manage.”

Kai snorted. “Understatement of the year.”

Belle elbowed him in the ribs, making him grunt in protest.

Alina chuckled, then continued. “You’ll be working under a D-Rank party that specializes in coordinated combat. They’ll be handling overall strategy, but you’ll have individual combat freedom.”

Belle absorbed the information quickly. A well-coordinated squad would be useful, especially for managing a large battlefield. Kai, on the other hand, groaned.

“Ugh, that means we have to follow orders. I hate that.”

Belle shot him a look. “You ignore orders half the time anyway.”

Before Kai could come up with a response, a voice interrupted them.

“So you’re the two we’ll be working with.”

Belle turned to see a group approaching—a party of three adventurers clad in matching gear. They carried themselves with the discipline of seasoned fighters, yet they weren’t much older than Kai.

The one who had spoken was a tall, broad-shouldered man with short brown hair, wearing reinforced leather armor and carrying a large greatsword. His expression was serious but not unfriendly. “Name’s Rhys. I’ll be leading this squad.”

Beside him was a wiry man with short black hair and a confident smirk. His twin daggers were polished to a shine, and a few throwing knives lined his belt. “Taron. Scout and all-around survivalist.”

The third member was a quiet woman with long silver hair and a calm demeanor, wearing a light robe with a staff strapped to her back. “Rena,” she introduced herself softly. “Support magic.”

Belle assessed them quickly. A frontline fighter, a scout, and a support mage. A well-balanced team.

Kai crossed his arms. “So, you’re the babysitters they assigned us?”

Rhys sighed, rubbing his temples. “If that’s how you want to see it, fine. Just don’t slow us down.”

Belle nodded. “Understood.”

Alina handed them each a parchment. “These are the full mission details. Go over tactics with your group before departure.”

Rhys took his copy and glanced over it. “We’ll discuss formations and engagement strategies. Let’s move.”

Belle and Kai followed their new squad toward the briefing hall, the weight of the upcoming battle settling in.

As the guild prepared for the subjugation quest, the adventurers gathered in the briefing hall—an open area behind the main guild building, designed for large-scale tactical discussions. Wooden benches and makeshift tables had been set up, maps and scouting reports pinned to large boards at the front. The air was thick with tension as both adventurers and knights reviewed their roles in the upcoming battle.

The Dawnstead Knights' Vice-Captain, stood at the center, his sharp gaze sweeping across the assembled fighters. Alina and several senior guild members stood beside him, overseeing the operation’s organization.

“Listen up,” Gale began, his voice carrying authority. “This isn’t just another monster hunt. The creatures we’re facing aren’t behaving normally. They’re gathering in large numbers, more than we’ve ever seen this close to Dawnstead.”

A murmur spread through the crowd, but Gale continued. “We don’t know the exact cause, but the scholars from the capital’s academy have provided a theory. They believe we are facing a Mana Overload phenomenon—a disruption in the natural flow of mana, causing heightened monster activity.”

Belle’s eyes narrowed slightly. So, the scholars have been researching this as well…

One of the older adventurers, a grizzled veteran with a heavy battle-axe strapped to his back, raised a hand. “What exactly does that mean for us?”

Alina answered this time. “Mana Overload isn’t a common occurrence, but according to the academy’s research, it results in two things: First, the monsters become more uncontrollable and aggressive, drawn toward the source of the instability. Second, the longer they remain in the affected area, the stronger they get.”

A low curse came from a younger adventurer in the back. “So you’re saying these things might be getting stronger the longer we wait?”

Gale nodded. “Which is why we move at dawn. If this continues unchecked, we’ll be facing an even larger threat.”

Alina unrolled a detailed map of the region, marking key points with small wooden pieces. “We’ve divided our forces into several units, each with a specific role in the battle.”

Frontline Engagement Teams (Vanguard Units):


	Led by high D-Rank adventurers, reinforced by knights.

	Their role is to engage the monster horde first, drawing their attention and controlling the battlefield.

	Composed of heavy armor fighters, spear-wielders, and shield users will hold defensive lines.



Strike Squads (Mobile Combat Units):


	Smaller teams specializing in agility and precision attacks.

	Assigned to eliminate stronger monsters that break through the vanguard’s defense.

	Composed of swordsmen, rogue-types, and skilled offensive mages.



Support Division (Ranged & Healers):


	Positioned behind the vanguard, responsible for long-range attacks and maintaining team survivability.

	If the frontline is breached, they will have to retreat strategically.

	Composed of archers, elemental mages, and healers providing magical support.



The Subjugation Force (Final Wave Attackers):


	Reserved for dealing with any unexpected threats or finishing off the remaining monsters after the main battle.

	Composed of elite adventurers and specialized fighters, ready to intervene where needed.

	Kai and Belle were assigned to this unit.



Belle studied the map carefully. Their unit was positioned near the center, meaning they had to be ready for anything. It made sense—the guild still wasn’t entirely sure of Belle’s full combat abilities, and Kai was known for his aggressive fighting style.

Gale folded his arms. “This strategy is designed to minimize risk and maximize efficiency. But understand this—if things spiral out of control, we improvise. No plan survives first contact with the enemy.”

Several adventurers exchanged glances. They all knew that battles never went exactly as planned.

Alina closed the briefing. “Prepare yourselves. This will be a long day.”

As the crowd dispersed, Belle and Kai remained behind, still looking over the map.

Kai tapped the area marked as their designated position. “So, if things go south, we’re the ones sent in to clean up the mess?”

Belle nodded. “Basically. And since they still don’t know what’s causing the mana overload, there’s a chance we’ll be dealing with something unexpected.”

Kai grinned. “I like the unexpected. Keeps things interesting.”

Belle sighed. “You say that now…”

But deep down, she couldn’t shake the feeling that this mission would be far more dangerous than anyone realized.

End of Chapter 19

            


Chapter 20: The Dawn of Battle


                Before they could leave, a powerful voice cut through the restless murmurs of the briefing hall.

“Alright, listen up, all of you!”

The room fell into an immediate silence as guildmaster Garrick Voss stepped forward. His deep voice carried across the hall, each word filled with authority. The grizzled veteran’s towering frame and sharp gaze commanded respect, his presence alone enough to quell any lingering chatter.

Even the most seasoned adventurers straightened under his piercing stare.

“You all know why we’re here,” Garrick began, his voice steady yet firm. “A monster horde this close to town isn’t normal. The knights have asked for our help, and we’re going to deliver.”

A hushed tension spread through the gathered adventurers. Some adjusted their gear, others exchanged grim nods. The weight of the upcoming battle settled over the room.

“This isn’t some simple hunt,” Garrick continued, eyes scanning the crowd. “We’re dealing with an overwhelming number of monsters. They might not be powerful individually, but their numbers alone make them a serious threat.”

A few adventurers murmured to one another, their expressions uncertain.

“That means you fight smart.”

His voice sharpened, cutting through any hesitation.

“The knights will take defensive positions and hold the line.” He gestured toward the armored figures standing near the side of the hall, their polished armor glinting under the lantern light. “Meanwhile, the adventurers will be deployed in coordinated strike teams.”

Belle narrowed her eyes slightly, committing the details to memory.

Garrick turned toward the formation chart pinned to the guild’s war table, tapping his finger against it.

“Frontline squads will engage first, disrupting the monster advance.”

“Strike teams provide direct support and eliminate any threats that break through.”

“Ranged units will maintain an elevated position and thin out the horde before they reach the melee fighters.”

“Support teams are always on standby. Provide any necessary buff or healing to anyone needed.”

“Finally, the knights’ spellcasters will reinforce the formation with barriers and long-range magic. They will make sure that none of us will be affected by the overloaded mana.”

Garrick’s gaze darkened. “Do not break formation. Do not engage recklessly. If you rush in like an idiot, you’re not just endangering yourself—you’re putting your squad at risk.”

A wave of murmurs passed through the crowd. Some adventurers nodded, tightening their grips on their weapons. Others swallowed hard, the reality of the mission sinking in.

Belle clenched her fist. This was more than just brute strength—it was a test of teamwork and discipline.

Kai, who normally brushed off warnings like this, actually looked serious for once. Even he knew this wasn’t a fight they could afford to be careless in.

Garrick let the silence linger for a moment before delivering his final words.

“Move as a unit, watch each other’s backs, and get the job done. Dawnstead is counting on us.”

A ripple of determination spread through the hall. Some adventurers exchanged quick words with their teams, others double-checked their equipment. The atmosphere was still tense, but Garrick’s presence had given them focus.

Belle took a slow breath, steadying herself before turning to Kai.

“You ready for this?” she asked, watching him carefully.

Kai rolled his shoulders, flashing a confident grin. “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t make me look bad out there, alright?”

Belle smirked. “No promises.”

As the adventurers finalized their preparations, a heavy realization settled in.

At dawn, the battle would begin.

A thin mist hung over Dawnstead’s northern gate as the first light of dawn crept over the horizon. The cold morning air bit at the gathered forces, but no one shivered from the chill—only from the weight of the battle ahead.

The Dawnstead Knights stood in disciplined rows, their polished armor glinting faintly in the pale light. Each of them bore the mark of their order on their cloaks, their expressions hardened with resolve. In contrast, the adventurers were a more diverse assembly—some adjusting their gear, others tightening their weapon grips, their stances varying between confidence and unease.

The usual lively chatter of the guild was absent. Instead, whispered conversations floated through the ranks like a murmur before a storm.

At the head of the formation, Vice-Captain Gale Valtor surveyed the gathered forces, his sharp gaze scanning the distant plains. The reports had been clear—the monster horde was already on the move. They wouldn’t have long before they engaged the enemy.

Behind him, guildmaster Garrick Voss crossed his arms, his presence alone reinforcing the gravity of the situation. Though he remained silent, his mere presence kept the adventurers in line.

A deep, commanding voice broke the tension.

“Knights of Dawnstead, adventurers of the guild—march!” Gale’s order rang out, and with synchronized movement, the forces advanced.

The steady rhythm of boots striking the dirt road echoed across the open land. Cloaks fluttered in the wind, the shifting weight of armor and weapons filling the silence with metallic clinks and rustling fabric. The once-familiar fields beyond Dawnstead now seemed foreign, tainted by the impending battle.

Belle walked in step with Kai, their squad positioned among the mid-level teams. Though she had fought alone in the Forbidden Forest, this was different. This wasn’t survival—it was war.

She stole a glance at Kai. As expected, he looked relaxed, his katana resting at his waist, his red hair loosely tied. But she wasn’t fooled. His fingers tapped idly against the hilt of his sword—a habit she had come to recognize when he was restless.

Kai let out a long yawn, stretching his arms above his head. “Man, it’s way too early for this.”

Belle smirked. “You should’ve slept earlier.”

“I tried.” He sighed. “But knowing we’re walking into a horde of monsters kinda makes it hard to relax, y’know?”

Belle’s smirk widened. “So you do get nervous.”

Kai clicked his tongue. “Tch. Don’t twist my words.”

Behind them, a few adventurers muttered amongst themselves.

“What kind of monsters are we dealing with again?” one asked.

“Various types,” another answered. “Mostly goblins, direfang wolves, and armored boars. But the problem isn’t their strength—it’s their numbers.”

“Tch. Sounds like a headache.”

One of the older adventurers, a battle-scarred woman with a heavy axe on her back, glanced at them and scoffed. “First time in a large-scale subjugation? Don’t think of them as individuals. Think of them as a tide. If you underestimate the waves, you’ll get swept away.”

Belle listened carefully, her fingers tightening slightly around the strap of her gear. A tide.

A low horn blast echoed from the front lines—an advanced scout’s signal.

Gale raised his hand, signaling a halt. The entire force came to a stop.

A scout rode in at full speed, dirt kicking up behind his horse. He pulled to a sharp stop before the command unit, his voice sharp with urgency.

“Sir! The enemy horde has been spotted less than a mile ahead, near the river crossing.”

Murmurs spread among the adventurers. The enemy was closer than expected.

Gale nodded, keeping his voice calm. “Numbers?”

The scout hesitated. “At least three hundred… possibly more. Various species—goblins, direfang wolves, armored boars.”

Garrick frowned. “Monsters don’t strategize like that.”

A young knight stepped forward. “Could they be under the influence of something?”

“Mana overload,” another knight muttered. “The scholars mentioned it, didn’t they?”

Gale’s eyes narrowed. The academy scholars had proposed a theory earlier—a phenomenon where unstable mana in the environment condensed unnaturally, triggering erratic behavior in magical creatures. Monsters exposed to it for too long could become hyper-aggressive.

“We don’t have time to debate it,” Gale said firmly. “We move now before the situation worsens.”

With the enemy close, Gale and Garrick called for a quick strategic assembly. A large patch of flatland lay ahead, sloping gently downward toward the river—an ideal location to stage their assault.

Gale turned to his officers. “The knights will form a defensive phalanx on the western front, using their shields to block any direct charge. The adventurers will spread out along the center and east, launching the first strike. Ranged units, you take the rear—archers and mages, I want suppressive fire as soon as we engage.”

He then addressed Garrick. “Your adventurers fight best in flexible skirmishes. Have them strike hard and fast, then fall back before they get overwhelmed.”

Garrick stroked his beard. “Works for me. We don’t do ‘hold the line’ tactics, but we sure as hell know how to hit where it hurts.” He turned to the adventurers. “You heard him! Spread out in squads, don’t get in the knights’ way, and for the love of the gods—watch each other’s backs!”

Movement rippled through the ranks as adventurers broke into small strike teams, their weapons drawn. Some of the more seasoned fighters tightened their gloves, adjusted their gear, and exchanged nods of silent understanding.

Kai exhaled, rolling his shoulders. “Alright,” he muttered. “So we charge in, kill as many as we can, and try not to die. Simple enough.”

Belle gave him a dry look. “That’s your plan. I’m actually going to follow orders.”

Kai smirked. “Orders or not, the real fight never goes according to plan. Just stick close, yeah?”

The march had increased its pace, the rhythmic crunch of boots against dirt the only sound cutting through the early morning silence. Despite the number of warriors assembled, an eerie stillness had settled over the battlefield.

Then, Belle felt it.

A shift. Subtle, yet undeniable.

It wasn’t miasma, but something else—something unnatural. The air carried a strange weight, as if unseen threads of energy were twisting beneath the surface. Mana fluctuations—unstable and erratic.

Her silver eyes narrowed.

Kai, walking beside her, caught her change in expression. “What’s wrong?”

Belle hesitated, her gaze scanning the horizon. “...Something feels off.”

Kai blinked, glancing around. “Weird how?”

Before she could answer, Gale Valtor raised a hand. “Hold.”

The entire formation stopped in perfect synchronization, armored figures standing tense and alert. A knight scout, panting from a hard sprint, rushed toward Gale.

“Sir! Something’s wrong. The monsters aren’t acting normal.”

Gale’s frown deepened. “Explain.”

“They’re… just standing there.”

A murmur rippled through the ranks.

Belle caught glimpses of wary expressions among the adventurers. Monsters gathering in large numbers was one thing. But standing still? That wasn’t normal.

A veteran adventurer scoffed, gripping his spear tighter. “What kind of beast just waits for us to get close?”

Another answered in a hushed voice, “Something that doesn’t need to act on its own.”

Gale turned toward Garrick, who had been silently observing. “Thoughts?”

Garrick’s brows furrowed. “If they’re not fighting each other, something is keeping them in check.” His tone was grim, edged with wariness. “And that means we’re dealing with something—or someone—controlling them.”

Belle’s fingers curled slightly, a flicker of unease threading through her thoughts.

She had felt it earlier. That shift. The way the mana in the air was behaving unnaturally.

Something wasn’t right.

The knight scout spoke again, his voice tight. “We should be able to see them just past the next hill.”

Gale exhaled sharply and turned to the gathered forces. “Weapons ready. We don’t go in blind.”

The command was clear. Shields were raised. Bows were drawn. Blades were unsheathed.

Step by step, they advanced, their boots pressing into the damp earth.

Then, as they crested the hill, they saw it.

And the battlefield was not what they had expected.

A vast expanse stretched before them—an open field of trampled grass, scattered with claw marks and deep grooves in the dirt. And beyond that… a horde.

Hundreds of monsters.

But they weren’t moving.

Goblins stood frozen, their jagged weapons hanging limply in their hands. Direfang wolves crouched low, but they weren’t snarling, weren’t prowling—just staring ahead with eerie stillness. Even the armored boars, known for their restless aggression, stood unnaturally still, as if waiting for a silent command.

The usual sounds of a monster-infested field—snarls, growls, the clatter of weapons—were absent. Instead, an unnatural stillness pressed against the gathered forces, heavy and suffocating. It wasn’t just fear. It was wrong.

A shiver ran down Belle’s spine. She could feel it. The mana here was thick, condensed like a brewing storm. It wasn’t moving naturally—it was being pulled, manipulated.

Kai exhaled sharply beside her. “Yeah… this isn’t normal.”

From the front, Gale raised a fist, signaling a halt. The knights obeyed instantly, their rigid discipline keeping them from breaking rank. The adventurers, however, exchanged wary glances, shifting uneasily. Whispers spread through the lines.

“The hell’s wrong with them?”

“They’re just… standing there.”

“Are they waiting for something?”

A cold gust of wind swept across the battlefield, rustling through the grass. That was when it started.

A single goblin twitched.

A sharp, unnatural jerk of the body—like a puppet having its strings yanked.

Then another.

And another.

A direfang wolf spasmed violently, claws raking deep grooves into the dirt. An armored boar let out a choked, distorted grunt, its entire frame trembling as if trying to resist something unseen.

Belle’s breath hitched. Something was wrong with them. Something was inside them.

Then, all at once—

A scream tore through the battlefield.

Not one. Hundreds.

The monsters convulsed violently, then charged.

It was like a dam breaking. The goblins screeched, their eyes wild with an unnatural frenzy. Wolves lunged forward, foam dripping from their maws. The armored boars bellowed, their massive forms barreling toward the front lines.

The stillness was shattered. The battle had begun.

End of Chapter 20

            


Chapter 21: The False Sense of Victory


                The battlefield trembled as the monstrous horde surged forward, a chaotic tide of claws, fangs, and steel. From the ranks of the knights and adventurers, a collective battle cry erupted, shaking the air with raw determination.

“Hold the line!” Gale Valtor’s voice thundered above the chaos. “Shields up! Brace for impact!”

The first defensive formation of the Dawnstead Knights locked their shields together, forming a near-impenetrable bulwark of steel. Behind them, the second row of knights wielded spears, their tips gleaming under the rising sun, ready to pierce through any creature that tried to break through.

To their flanks, the adventurers moved in staggered squads, their more flexible formations allowing them to counter any beasts that slipped past the knights. Some specialized in ranged combat, notching arrows and preparing spells, while others readied themselves for close combat.

A sudden ripple in the air signaled the deployment of the mana barrier—a massive dome of shimmering light that covered the entire battlefield. The knights’ spellcasters, positioned at the rear, channeled their energy into maintaining this protective veil. This barrier was crucial—it negated the effects of the unstable mana overload, preventing their allies from suffering its unpredictable consequences.

Then—contact.

The goblins slammed into the knights’ shields, their crude weapons sparking against reinforced steel. Their numbers were overwhelming, but the disciplined formations held firm.

“Push them back!” one of the knight unit captains roared.

Spears thrust forward in unison, impaling the reckless creatures. The goblins shrieked, their blood staining the earth. But more took their place, leaping over their fallen kin in a relentless charge.

The direfang wolves were next. Faster and more vicious, they darted between the gaps in the formation, their jaws snapping at exposed throats and limbs. But the adventurers were ready—swords flashed, daggers struck, and elemental magic exploded mid-air, intercepting the beasts before they could do damage.

“These things are frenzied, but they’re not thinking straight!” an adventurer called out, ducking under a wild goblin swing before countering with a decisive slash.

“Yeah, their attacks are reckless! We can outmaneuver them!” another shouted.

At first, the horde seemed like an unstoppable flood. But then, the tide shifted.

The knights held their ground, their rigid formations unbroken. The adventurers adapted, striking with precision, targeting weak points, overwhelming the enemy with skill rather than brute force.

Kai, now fully warmed up, weaved through the battlefield, his katana igniting in flames with each slash. He moved like a blur, his movements almost effortless as he carved through goblins and wolves alike.

“Hah! These guys are nothing!” he smirked, slicing through another goblin with a flaming arc.

Elsewhere, Belle stood near the mid-line, watching but not yet engaging. Her silver eyes narrowed as she expanded her Aura Sense, reaching beyond the immediate battlefield, beyond the clashing steel and the dying cries of monsters.

Then—she felt it.

A shift in the air.

A deep, primal disturbance.

Beyond the hills in the distance, something was moving. Something larger.

And then she heard it.

A guttural, echoing howl—one that made even the most hardened adventurers pause.

Belle’s heart clenched. This wasn’t over.

Another wave was coming. And this time, it wasn’t just goblins.

The second wave came crashing into the defenders like a storm. Unlike the chaotic rush of goblins and direfang wolves from the first assault, this new horde moved with terrifying momentum—an unstoppable force of armored boars, each creature as large as a warhorse, their tusks gleaming like jagged lances. Their eyes glowed with the same unnatural red haze, filled with relentless bloodlust.

For a brief moment, a false sense of confidence lingered among the adventurers. Some of them laughed, riding the high of their first victory, assuming this wave would be just as manageable.

Then the first impact shattered that illusion.

With explosive force, the boars rammed into the knights' front line.

The shield wall, which had held firm against the first wave, buckled under the sheer power of the charge. Steel clashed, wood splintered, and men were sent flying as the creatures plowed through the defenses. A knight near Gale took a direct hit—his body lifted off the ground before crashing down like a ragdoll, his shield bent inward.

"Hold! Hold the damn line!" Gale bellowed, planting his feet like a pillar amidst the chaos.

The knights gritted their teeth, trying to lock their shields together once more, but the boars were too fast, too brutal. Unlike goblins, who relied on sheer numbers and erratic movement, these creatures charged in perfect unison, each strike targeting weak points with unnatural precision.

The adventurers struggled to adapt.

"They’re breaking through!" someone shouted.

"Where the hell are the mages?!"

"Incoming—!"

A second charge sent another cluster of knights sprawling, their formation shattered like glass. The adventurers, despite their combat skills, weren’t trained for structured warfare. Many had fought powerful beasts in the past, but facing a stampede of enemies working in tandem was something entirely different.

Kai barely dodged a lunging boar, its tusks grazing his side as he twisted away. "Tch—damn things are faster than they look!" He swung his katana in a scorching arc, flames igniting along the blade as it bit into the boar’s thick hide.

It should have gone down. But instead, the creature kept moving, thrashing wildly, nearly taking Kai’s head off with its massive weight.

They didn’t feel pain.

Kai’s eyes widened. “Oh, you gotta be kidding me—”

Another adventurer wasn't as lucky. A boar rammed into his chest, breaking ribs on impact before hurling him backwards. His sword clattered uselessly to the ground.

The defenders were being pushed back.

The once-organized battlefield turned into a desperate struggle. The knights, battered and struggling to hold their ground, fought tooth and nail to reform their shield wall. The adventurers, though skilled, were slow to adapt to the sheer ferocity of the new threat. 

The boars didn't just rely on brute force—they exploited weaknesses, striking gaps between armor, knocking weapons aside, and tearing through the ranks with relentless aggression.

The adventurers needed to change tactics—fast.

Belle, standing further back, was already assessing the battlefield. Unlike the others, she wasn’t thrown into a frenzy. Instead, her Aura Sense flared to life, a web of energy stretching out before her.

She saw it—the pattern of their movement. The boars weren’t attacking at random. They were coordinating.

"THEY’RE TARGETING WEAK POINTS IN FORMATIONS!" Belle shouted, her voice cutting through the chaos. "DON’T FIGHT THEM HEAD-ON! BREAK THEIR MOMENTUM!"

Gale’s sharp eyes flicked toward her. He had already sensed something was off, but now her words confirmed it.

"ARCHERS! MAGES! FOCUS FIRE ON THEIR LEGS!" he commanded. "DISABLE THEIR SPEED! TRIP THEM UP!"

From the back lines, archers quickly adjusted their aim, their arrows now targeting the creatures' knees and ankles instead of their thick hides.

Mages raised their staffs, casting Earthen Spikes and Ice Walls directly in the boars' paths, forcing them to stumble and break formation.

The battlefield began to shift.

Kai smirked, gripping his katana tightly. “Now we’re talking.”

With newfound strategy, the adventurers and knights fought back—not with brute force, but with control.

Adventurers on the flanks began baiting the boars, dodging their charges at the last second, then striking at their exposed sides as they stumbled past.

Shield-bearers repositioned, using terrain to funnel the enemy into tighter spaces, reducing their speed.

Mages increased their pressure, freezing the ground beneath the boars, making them skid and crash into each other.

Kai, fully adapting to the new flow, took a leading role in cutting them down. His flames now targeted the weakened points, his swordplay shifting to match their movement.

Belle, instead of fighting directly, orchestrated counterattacks, pointing adventurers where they were needed most.

The tide finally turned.

One by one, the armored boars collapsed, their bodies littering the battlefield. The battle was almost over.

Belle’s Aura Sense flared.

A pulse—deep, slow, and ominous—brushed against her awareness, like distant thunder rolling through the air. It wasn’t just one presence. It was multiple.

Something was coming.

A wave of unease settled in her chest, starkly contrasting the fading clash of battle. Around her, adventurers were catching their breath, sheathing their weapons, and exchanging victorious nods. The last goblin had fallen, the wolves lay scattered, and the battlefield was beginning to quiet.

But Belle knew better.

This wasn’t over.

She turned sharply, eyes locking onto Gale, who had just finished cutting down a direfang wolf lunging at him. His blade gleamed, reflecting the morning light as he wiped away a streak of blood from his gauntlet.

“Vice-Captain!”

Gale’s head snapped up. Belle’s voice carried urgency—too sharp, too certain.

“What is it?” he asked, immediately on alert.

Belle’s silver eyes narrowed as she scanned the horizon. “There’s more coming. A third wave. And it’s different.”

Gale’s gaze swept across the battlefield. From his perspective, the fight was over. The field was littered with monster corpses, and their forces had sustained only minor injuries. The adventurers were already lowering their guard—some clapping each other on the back, others sighing in relief.

“Are you certain?” Gale asked, his tone measured.

Belle’s response was immediate. “Yes.”

Kai approached, overhearing the conversation. Despite his usual carefree attitude, his expression was unusually serious. He tapped Gale’s armored shoulder.

“You should trust her, Vice-Captain.” Kai’s tone lacked its usual laziness. “She’s got a scary sixth sense about this kinda thing.”

Gale hesitated, glancing between them. He was skeptical—but he also knew better than to dismiss intuition in battle.

“What are we dealing with?” he asked.

Belle exhaled. “Something big.”

The moment she said that, the air shifted.

A deep, guttural roar erupted from beyond the hills. The sound reverberated through the air, carrying a weight that sent an involuntary chill down everyone’s spine.

Then—the ground trembled.

A vibration, faint at first, steadily grew stronger, as if something immense was moving beneath the earth.

The adventurers who had begun celebrating froze, their expressions shifting from relief to confusion. Some turned toward the hills, gripping their weapons. Others took hesitant steps backward.

Another roar rang out—this time closer.

A veteran adventurer cursed. “What the hell was that…?”

The earth shook again. Then, in the distance, dark figures began to emerge—massive, hulking shapes, far larger than the monsters they had just fought.

And then—the third wave arrived.

A low tremor pulsed through the ground, faint at first—like a distant heartbeat beneath the battlefield.

Belle felt it before she heard it. A deep, almost primal vibration ran up her legs, setting her instincts on edge. Something was coming. Something big.

Then—BOOM.

The earth cracked beneath a colossal weight. A thunderous footstep. Then another. The rhythmic pounding of something massive sent a wave of silence over the battlefield. Dust rose in plumes from the distant hills. Then, a silhouette emerged from the morning haze.

A hulking ogre, nearly four meters tall, stomped into view. Its grotesquely muscled frame was covered in thick, scarred hide resembling weathered rock. Jagged tusks jutted from its lower jaw, and a crude iron club—more like a massive slab of metal—rested on its shoulder. It exhaled heavily, its breath visible in the cool air, nostrils flaring as it scanned the battlefield with dull, yet murderous, yellow eyes.

But it wasn’t alone.

Armored Boars—larger than the previous batch—charged alongside it, their iron-reinforced tusks gleaming like spears in the morning sun. Their hides, unnaturally thick, rippled with muscle and dense plating. Their frenzied snorts filled the battlefield as they stomped forward, their hooves hammering the earth like war drums.

For a heartbeat, everything froze.

Then the murmurs started.

“An ogre? That wasn’t in the briefing!”

“The hell are those boars?! Their skin—those aren’t normal!”

“Shit. This isn’t just a monster horde anymore…”

A younger adventurer, barely out of training, stumbled back, his sword shaking in his hands. Veterans clenched their jaws, adjusting their stances, while the knights held firm, but even their disciplined formation wavered at the sheer presence of the new enemies.

Belle narrowed her eyes. She could feel it—the mana density was spiking again. A deep, unsettling surge of energy, pulsing unnaturally through the battlefield. It was almost like… these monsters were drawn here.

Then, Gale Valtor’s voice cut through the hesitation like a blade.

“Formation! Shields up! Lancers, brace for impact! Mages, charge your spells! Healers, prioritize the wounded!”

The knights snapped into action, their well-trained discipline kicking in. Shields locked together in a solid defensive wall, their spears bristling outward. Mages positioned themselves just behind the lines, chanting incantations, their hands glowing with gathering magic. Healers scrambled to revive the fallen and stabilize the injured.

The adventurers, though less structured, quickly fell into their battle formations. The frontline brawlers gritted their teeth, preparing to intercept. Archers and ranged casters climbed onto elevated positions for a better vantage point. Some squads exchanged quick, desperate glances—this wasn’t the battle they signed up for.

Kai cracked his knuckles, stepping forward. “Now this is getting interesting.”

Belle, standing slightly behind the main defense line, clenched her fists.

This wasn’t just a random monster attack anymore.

Something—or someone—was causing this.

End of Chapter 21

            


Chapter 22: A Battle of Endurance


                Steel clashed against hardened flesh, the battlefield echoing with the sharp ring of weapons striking armor, the guttural roars of beasts, and the shouts of warriors struggling to hold their ground. The very earth trembled beneath the chaos.

The third wave had arrived—and it was unlike anything they had faced so far.

A massive ogre, standing over twice the height of a man, swung its crude iron club with terrifying force. The impact sent a shockwave through the battlefield, splintering the ground and sending dust and debris flying. 

Several knights barely managed to dodge in time, their formation breaking momentarily as they were forced to retreat a few paces.

“Regroup! Do not break formation!” Gale’s commanding voice cut through the battlefield.

The knights quickly fell back into position, shields raised in tight formation, spears bristling forward in a disciplined wall of steel. They had drilled for this—trained to hold against overwhelming force. But even so, against the sheer brute strength of an ogre, one wrong move could shatter the entire front line.

From the flank, a pack of direfang wolves darted between the gaps, their sleek black fur blending into the shadows of the melee. Faster than any human, they weaved through the chaos, targeting the exposed adventurers caught between fights.

“Wolves on the left flank!” a scout shouted.

Before reinforcements could react, one of the creatures lunged at a younger adventurer. He barely had time to raise his sword before the beast’s fangs clamped down on his bracer, sending him crashing to the ground. 

Just as the wolf prepared to go for his throat, an arrow whistled through the air—a precise shot piercing the wolf’s eye, dropping it instantly.

From the rear ranks, a squad of ranged attackers had set up a defensive perimeter. Archers loosed arrows in rapid succession, focusing fire on any creature that broke past the frontline. Mages chanted incantations, bolts of fire and arcs of lightning cutting through the battlefield.

But the tide of battle was relentless.

On the right flank, the Armored Boars charged like living battering rams, their thick hides absorbing most weapon strikes. One knight braced himself, shield raised—only to be sent skidding back several feet as the boar’s impact nearly knocked him off his feet. 

Another unfortunate adventurer took a direct hit, his body flipping violently through the air before crashing to the ground with a pained scream.

“Don’t let them break through! Reinforce the right flank!” Gale shouted.

Mid-level adventurer teams rushed in, intercepting the rampaging beasts. One fighter sidestepped a boar’s charge, dragging his blade across its side. Another slammed his warhammer into the ground, creating a shockwave that staggered the creatures, buying precious seconds for his allies to strike.

Despite the overwhelming power of the third wave, the knights and adventurers held their ground.

Beyond the chaos of combat, the support units worked tirelessly.

In a secured section near the battlefield, healers moved swiftly between the injured. Hands glowing with soft green light, they mended broken bones, sealed deep gashes, and countered the lingering effects of dark magic wounds.

A knight, his armor dented from an ogre’s strike, groaned in pain as a healer pressed glowing hands against his chest.

“You’re lucky you had your shield up,” the healer muttered, sweat beading on her forehead as she focused on closing his wounds.

Nearby, a younger adventurer winced as a healer set his dislocated arm back into place.

“We can’t keep this up forever,” one of the senior healers whispered, exhaustion clear in her voice. “The injuries are piling up faster than we can heal.”

Belle, standing among the mid-level squads, observed the battlefield with sharp focus. Unlike before, when she fought alone in the forest, this was a true war zone.

She clenched her fists.

They were holding the line—but for how much longer?

For once, Kai wasn’t charging ahead recklessly. The battlefield was chaos—monsters and adventurers clashed in a maelstrom of steel and blood, but he kept his focus locked on the towering ogre before him. The creature’s grotesque muscles tensed as it swung its massive club in a horizontal arc, aiming to crush everything in its path.

Kai ducked just in time, the wind pressure from the swing ruffling his long red hair as the club smashed into the ground, kicking up dirt and debris. His sharp instincts screamed at him to counterattack, but he hesitated. He had fought ogres before—brute strength, thick hide, slow movements—but something about this one felt… wrong.

The ogre’s bloodshot eyes locked onto him, its heavy breaths releasing visible bursts of hot air. Then, it grinned.

Kai barely had time to react before the ogre twisted its body unnaturally fast, swinging its club upward in a brutal uppercut.

“Shit—!”

Kai leaped back, but the sheer force of the attack sent shockwaves through the ground, causing him to stumble mid-air. He twisted his body and landed in a crouch, skidding backward. Dust filled the air, obscuring his vision, but he could still hear the monster’s heavy footsteps charging toward him.

It’s faster than it looks. If I mistime my dodges, I’m dead.

Kai exhaled sharply and tightened his grip on his katana. A low ember of fire coiled around the blade before igniting into a roaring blaze.

“Alright then… let’s see how tough you really are.”

The ogre lunged, raising its club for a downward smash. But this time, Kai was ready. He sidestepped at the last moment, flames surging around his body as he dashed along the ogre’s flank. The beast snarled and tried to pivot, but Kai was already moving.

“Flame Fang—!”

He slashed at the ogre’s exposed ribs, his katana leaving a burning arc in its wake. The blade carved through flesh, searing muscle and bone. The orge did not show any reaction as if it did not feel any pain, just like the other mana overloaded monsters. The scent of burnt flesh filled the air, but instead of slowing down, the ogre became more frenzied.

Kai clicked his tongue. “Tch. Tough bastard.”

The monster lashed out with a backhanded strike, forcing Kai to leap backward again. This time, he adjusted his stance, realizing he needed to take a different approach.

“I can’t go for a clean kill. Its hide is too thick. I need to cripple it first.”

His eyes flicked to the ogre’s legs.

“If I take out its mobility…”

The ogre roared and charged once more, but Kai wasn’t where it expected. He dashed low, past its swinging club, and slashed across its kneecap. A deep gash tore through the flesh, flames spreading across the wound. The monster howled as its leg buckled slightly.

But Kai wasn’t done.

Using the momentum from his attack, he spun around, switching his grip on his katana. His flames condensed along the blade’s edge, burning hotter, turning blue.

“Scorching Crescent!”

With a powerful upward slash, he sent a crescent-shaped arc of fire directly at the ogre’s injured knee. The moment it struck, the explosion of heat and force tore through the weakened joint.

Its leg gave out completely. It collapsed onto one knee, its massive form shaking the ground.

Kai exhaled, sweat beading on his forehead. He wasn’t done yet, but now—he had an opening.

He tightened his grip and dashed forward for the finishing blow.

Not far from the battlefield, Belle stood slightly behind the main force, her Aura Sense pulsing constantly and always on high alert. The battlefield was a blur of motion—steel clashing against claws, battle cries mixing with the guttural roars of monsters. The scent of blood and churned earth filled the air.

Yet, beyond the chaos, something else gnawed at her awareness.

Her Aura Sense pulsed, expanding outward like ripples in a pond. At first, it picked up the immediate threats—the monsters surrounding the knights, the fluctuating mana signatures of her allies as they fought. But then… something deeper. Something… wrong.

The mana in the air wasn’t just high—it was climbing. Thick. Suffocating. Almost alive.

Belle’s breath hitched. This wasn’t natural. It wasn’t just the presence of monsters. It was as if the forest itself was reacting to something.

Her silver eyes swept past the treetops, narrowing. The deeper parts of the forest were cloaked in mist, darker than before. A feeling of unease crawled up her spine.

The tide of monsters was thinning, but this battle didn’t feel like it was nearing its end. If anything, it felt like an ominous beginning.

Her gaze flickered to Gale.

The Vice-Captain held the frontlines with unwavering precision, his blade cutting through an Armored Boar in a single, practiced strike. His knights fought in tight formation, discipline keeping them alive despite their growing injuries. But Belle could see the exhaustion settling in—this wasn’t sustainable.

She moved closer, her voice steady but urgent.

“Vice-Captain.”

He glanced at her briefly, deflecting another attack before responding. “What is it?”

Belle’s fingers curled slightly. “Something’s wrong. I can sense a concentration of mana deeper in the forest. It’s not fading—it’s growing.”

Gale’s expression hardened. “Are you sure?”

Belle nodded. “It’s unnatural. It feels like… it’s drawing monsters toward it.”

A tense silence passed between them, filled only by the sounds of battle. Gale trusted his instincts—but he also knew to trust those who had proven themselves. And Belle had done that already.

Even so, he hesitated. Pulling soldiers away now could weaken their defensive line.

Another knight overheard and frowned. “It could just be residual mana from the battle. Monsters give off energy when they die.”

Belle shook her head. “No. This isn’t normal. It’s still rising. I don’t think this is over.”

Gale exhaled sharply, deliberating. Then, with a curt nod, he made his decision.

“Alright. We need to confirm it.” He turned to a group of knights. “You three, take a scouting team. Find the source of this mana surge and report back immediately. Do not engage unless necessary.”

The knights exchanged quick glances before saluting. “Yes, sir!”

As they vanished into the trees, Belle’s unease only deepened.

Because no matter how she tried to rationalize it… that ominous presence in the distance felt like it was waiting for them.

The battlefield was chaotic, but Kai had no time to take it all in.

An ogre’s club whooshed past his head, missing him by inches. The sheer force of the swing sent a rush of wind against his cheek, stirring his long red hair. Had he been a fraction of a second slower, that blow would have crushed him.

“Damn it. These things aren’t going down easily.”

Kai gritted his teeth, twisting his katana as flames erupted along its edge. He dashed forward, his blade cutting through the thick, sinewy hide of the nearest ogre. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, but the monster barely reacted. It turned its grotesque face toward him.

Then, with terrifying speed, it lashed out with a massive fist.

Kai barely managed to roll away, but the impact of the ogre’s missed punch still cracked the ground beneath him. Dust and debris flew everywhere. He landed in a crouch, panting. His body was already starting to feel the strain.

“Too many. Too damn many.”

He had cut down two, maybe three, but more kept coming. Their numbers weren’t dwindling. They were pressing him, relentless, unshaken by their fallen kin.

One of the larger ogres raised its crude, oversized club. The veins along its arms bulged as it prepared to bring the weapon down with crushing force.

Kai inhaled sharply, shifting his stance. His katana ignited once more, the flames flaring wildly as he poured more mana into it. He had to strike first.

With a burst of speed, he leaped forward, his sword carving a burning arc through the air. A fiery crescent slash erupted from his blade, searing through the ogre’s thick chest. The force of the impact tore through flesh and bone, sending the massive creature staggering.

Then, with a deep, gurgling growl—it collapsed.

Kai exhaled sharply, his arms trembling. His chest heaved with every breath. His flames flickered dangerously—unstable.

He was burning through too much mana.

Sweat dripped from his forehead, trailing down his jaw. His fingers tightened around his katana’s hilt. His muscles screamed for rest, but the battlefield didn’t allow it.

Not yet.

Another ogre was already charging toward him. Its monstrous steps shook the earth, its bloodshot eyes locked onto him.

Kai forced himself into position, adjusting his grip. His vision blurred for just a second—his body begging for a pause.

Tch… Not good. Can’t keep this up forever.

But stopping wasn’t an option.

Not while there were still monsters standing.

He gritted his teeth and readied himself once more.

Will he be able to survive this time?

End of Chapter 22

            


Chapter 23: Hope and Despair


                The scouting unit moved cautiously through the dense forest, their movements precise, their breaths controlled. The deeper they ventured, the more unnatural the atmosphere became. 

The once-familiar sounds of wildlife had faded into an eerie silence, leaving only the whisper of the wind threading through the twisted branches above.

The knights exchanged uneasy glances. Something wasn’t right.

A faint shimmer flickered through the air—distorted, almost like heat rising from scorched earth. But the ground was damp, covered in moss and tangled roots. The lead scout, a seasoned knight named Darius, slowed his pace, raising a clenched fist to signal the others to halt.

The mana here was thick. Suffocating.

Darius adjusted his grip on his sword, the metal humming softly in his hands as if reacting to the unseen energy in the air. The others noticed it too—subtle vibrations running through their weapons, an unsettling static charge prickling their skin.

Something ahead was radiating power.

A few more steps forward, and they saw the first sign.

A withered beast carcass lay sprawled across the ground, its body twisted unnaturally, as if it had been drained of life. Steam still rose from its flesh, its fur charred at the edges. But there was no fire. No signs of a struggle. Just… decay.

A younger knight swallowed hard. “What the hell happened to it?”

No one answered.

The forest seemed to pulse, a deep thrum in the air, a presence that made the very ground feel unsteady beneath their boots.

Then, as they pushed forward into a clearing, they found it.

At the very center, embedded in the ground like a forgotten relic, a strange artifact pulsed with an otherworldly glow.

Its surface was covered in ancient inscriptions, the markings shifting as if they were alive, weaving through the stone like flowing water. Raw mana bled from it, distorting the air, making it shimmer like a mirage. The knights could feel the energy clawing at them, pressing against their very souls.

The leader of the unit stepped closer, his instincts screaming at him to be careful.

“…By the gods,” one of the knights breathed.

Darius hesitated, his gut twisting in warning. Artifacts weren’t supposed to behave like this. Even the most powerful magical relics contained energy, but this—this felt uncontrolled. As if it were actively drawing mana from its surroundings.

One of the younger knights took an instinctive step forward.

The glow flared, just for a second. The knight staggered back, clutching his chest, his breathing ragged.

“Damn it! Don’t get too close!” Darius barked, gripping his sword tighter. He exhaled, steadying himself, then reached for his magic communication crystal.

“Vice-Captain Gale, we’ve found something,” he said, keeping his voice measured despite the unease gnawing at him. “There’s an artifact buried in the ground here, radiating massive amounts of mana. We suspect this is what’s drawing the monsters.”

A tense silence followed.

Then, Gale’s voice crackled through. “Understood. Do not touch it. Stand by while we handle the battlefield.”

Darius clenched his jaw. He wasn’t about to disobey orders, but every instinct told him this wasn’t just some forgotten relic. The way the inscriptions shifted, the way the mana pulsed in rhythmic waves—it felt like a heartbeat.

A dormant power, waiting.

Waiting for something.

And for the first time in his years of service, Darius had the chilling thought that maybe…

It was waiting for them.

A violent pulse of mana exploded through the battlefield.

Belle’s Aura Sense screamed in protest. It wasn’t just a spike—it was a tidal wave, slamming into her with such intensity that her breath hitched. Pressure bore down on her, her lungs tightening as if the very air had thickened with raw energy.

Her vision blurred for a split second before she forced herself to focus.

Something terrible was happening.

She snapped her gaze toward the battlefield—and froze.

The monsters were changing.

Ogres that had once relied on brute force now moved with terrifying precision, their swings sharper, more calculated. Their bloodshot eyes gleamed with feral hunger, their muscles swelling as if their very bodies were mutating under the influence of the surging mana.

Even the lesser creatures, the ones the knights had been keeping at bay, suddenly erupted into madness. They howled, shrieking with an unnatural frenzy, their movements unnervingly fast, their bodies twitching as if possessed.

It was like something had unshackled them.

Belle’s heart slammed against her chest. This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t just an increase in aggression—this was an unnatural awakening.

“Vice-Captain!” she called out, urgency bleeding into her voice.

Gale, who had been rallying his forces, turned sharply to face her, eyes narrowing.

“The mana—it’s spiking even more! The monsters are losing control!”

For the first time, she saw it—uncertainty flickered across Gale’s face. His sharp battlefield instincts were telling him something was horribly wrong.

His fingers clenched around his sword hilt. Damn it.

Gale ripped his communication crystal from his belt. “Scouting team—destroy the artifact! Now!”

Static crackled before the response came.

“Understood!”

Belle barely registered the reply. Her gaze was locked onto the battlefield.

The knights were falling back, their once-coordinated formation now fraying under the sheer onslaught. Screams and the clash of steel filled the air, mixing with the guttural roars of the rampaging creatures.

The battlefield was tipping toward disaster.

And at its center—

Kai was struggling.

His breath came in ragged gasps, his chest heaving as sweat dripped down his brow. His katana, once burning with relentless fire, now flickered weaker, its glow unsteady.

Yet the monsters did not stop.

He had lost count of how many he had cut down. Five? Ten? Twenty? More? It didn’t matter. They kept coming. Endless. Relentless. Merciless.

His arms ached. His muscles screamed.

His body was slowing down.

"Tch... how many more of these things are there?!" he snarled through gritted teeth.

The answer came in the form of a shadow looming over him.

An ogre—towering, eyes blazing with raw, bestial power—raised its massive club high.

Too fast. Too strong.

Kai tried to move, but his legs refused to cooperate.

His body felt like lead, his reflexes dulled by sheer exhaustion.

“Damn it—!”

The club swung down—

CRACK!

A bolt of lightning split the air.

The ogre jerked violently, its massive frame convulsing as raw electricity seared through its flesh. The impact sent it flying backward, its body slamming into the ground with a thunderous crash.

Kai gasped, barely processing what had just happened.

Slowly, his dazed gaze lifted—

And standing before him, bathed in the fading glow of crackling electricity, was Belle.

Her silver eyes shimmered with an ethereal light, her fingertips still humming with residual energy. The air around her crackled, faint sparks dancing along her arms before dissipating into the storm of battle.

She lowered her hand, her gaze locking onto him.

“Are you still breathing?” she asked, voice calm—but edged with something else.

Relief.

And beneath it—

A cold, simmering fury at whatever had caused this nightmare to unfold.

The battlefield was falling apart.

Belle could see it—knights and adventurers struggling to hold their ground, their weapons growing heavy, their movements sluggish.

The monsters weren’t just attacking anymore. They were relentless, as if an unseen force had unshackled their primal instincts, pushing them beyond their limits.

Belle exhaled slowly, rolling her shoulders.

She had wanted to avoid attention.

She had hoped she wouldn’t need to show too much.

But at this rate…

If she held back any longer—they would all die.

And she wasn’t about to let that happen.

The air trembled.

A pulse of raw energy radiated from her, a silent warning to everything around her. The very ground beneath her feet cracked slightly, responding to the power she was no longer suppressing.

Then—

She moved.

BOOM.

The spot where she had been standing shattered, dust and debris kicking up as she vanished in an instant.

To everyone else—she simply disappeared.

The next thing they saw—

CRACK!

An ogre jerked backward, its massive chest caving in as Belle’s fist connected with devastating force. The impact was like a meteor strike, sending the towering beast hurtling through the air.

It didn’t just fall. It collided with another ogre behind it, the sheer force of the impact causing both creatures’ bones to shatter as they crashed into a pile of lesser monsters.

A hush fell over the battlefield.

The adventurers closest to the impact froze, their weapons still raised.

“What... the hell was that?” someone muttered.

But there was no time for shock.

The remaining monsters snarled in confusion, their primal instincts warring between attack and self-preservation.

Belle didn’t stop.

She twisted mid-air, her silver eyes glowing faintly as her senses honed in on the next threat—

A hulking berserker ogre rushing toward her, its massive club raised high, intending to pulverize her into the dirt.

Belle’s gaze flicked upward.

Instead of dodging—

She caught the descending club with her bare hand.

BOOM!

The ground beneath her feet ruptured, cracks spiderwebbing outward from the sheer force behind the attack. A normal person—even a high-ranking adventurer—would have been crushed on the spot.

Belle didn’t even flinch.

The ogre let out a deep snarling growl, eyes widening as it realized—

Its attack had done nothing.

Belle tightened her grip around the club, her fingers digging into the thick, splintering wood—

Then, with a single, fluid motion—

She ripped it from the ogre’s grasp and swung it right back at its owner.

CRACK!

The club slammed into the ogre’s skull with enough force to send a shockwave through the battlefield. The monster’s head snapped sideways, its massive body twisting unnaturally before it collapsed face-first into the dirt.

But Belle was already moving again.

A pack of armored boars charged from her left, their tusks gleaming as they surged forward in a frenzied stampede.

Belle pivoted on her heel, eyes sharp.

Then, just as they closed in—

She leaped.

She landed on the back of the leading boar, balancing effortlessly before kicking off with explosive force. The impact sent the beast slamming into the ground, its momentum flipping over its own body, crashing into the others behind it.

Belle soared into the air, spinning mid-flight as she extended her fingers outward—

Lightning crackled at her fingertips.

CRACK—BOOM!

A bolt of lightning split the sky, slamming into the remaining boars below. The creatures convulsed violently, their bodies twitching before they collapsed into a smoking heap.

She landed gracefully, dust swirling around her boots.

The monsters were hesitating now.

Some instinctual part of them—deeper than rage, deeper than hunger—was screaming at them to flee.

But something stronger held them back.

Something else was driving them forward.

Belle’s eyes narrowed.

This wasn’t normal.

Something—or someone—was still pulling the strings.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a bloodcurdling roar.

She turned just in time to see the largest ogre yet emerging from the forest—a mountain of muscle, covered in thick, dark-red markings that pulsed faintly with mana.

This one was different.

It wasn’t just strong—it was enhanced.

And it was coming straight for her.

Belle exhaled slowly, raising her hands.

Fine.

She would break it like the rest.

The monster lunged.

Belle moved.

This time—she wouldn’t hold back.

She wasn’t just fighting anymore.

She was dominating.

Kai was gasping for air, his arms aching from exhaustion. His grip on his katana felt weak—his body screaming at him to stop.

But his eyes were locked onto her.

Belle was destroying everything in her path.

Kai watched in disbelief as she vanished again, reappearing behind an ogre and tearing through its massive frame with nothing but her raw strength. The monster barely had time to register what had happened before its body collapsed lifelessly into the dirt.

He swallowed hard.

“…She’s a monster,” he muttered under his breath.

The battlefield was paralyzed.

Knights and adventurers who had been on the brink of despair now stood frozen, watching the impossible unfold before their eyes.

The fear that had once gripped them was replaced with something else.

Awe.

They had never seen anyone fight like this.

Belle landed effortlessly, her silver eyes shining faintly with power as she surveyed the battlefield. Dozens of monsters had already fallen, their lifeless bodies scattered across the war-torn field.

But there were still more.

And she was far from done.

Before another beast could even think about attacking—

BOOM!

A shockwave of energy erupted around her, sending a wave of smaller monsters flying backward like ragdolls. The air itself crackled, the battlefield now centered around a single, undeniable fact—

She was the strongest one here.

A knight, barely able to process what he was seeing, whispered in stunned realization:

“…Is she even human?”

But before anyone could dwell on that thought, a sharp shout cut through the battlefield—

"Don't just stand there! Keep fighting!"

Gale’s voice rang out, shattering the trance.

The knights and adventurers snapped back to reality, gripping their weapons tighter than before.

If someone like Belle was still fighting—if she refused to give up—

Then they sure as hell wouldn’t either.

A renewed battle cry erupted across the battlefield as they rallied behind her overwhelming strength.

The momentum was shifting.

The tide of battle was finally turning in their favor.

Or so they thought.

Far from the main battlefield, the scout unit dispatched by Vice-Captain Gale had finally approached the artifact.

The strange, pulsing monolith stood at the center of a ruined clearing, its glowing inscriptions swirling erratically as if reacting to the carnage around it.

The air was thick with raw mana, suffocating, unnatural.

One of the knights wiped the sweat from his forehead, gripping his sword.

“This thing… it’s dangerous,” he muttered. “We should destroy it now.”

The squad leader didn’t hesitate.

“Do it.”

The knights raised their weapons—

But before a single strike could land—

The artifact pulsed violently.

CRACK.

The ground beneath them shook violently, deep fissures spreading like veins across the earth.

Then—

The artifact split apart, its core glowing with an unbearable radiance.

And then—something else began to emerge.

Something far worse than anything they had faced so far.

The air itself twisted and warped, as if reality was being ripped apart at the seams.

From the shattered remains of the artifact, an enormous rift tore through the ground—black, jagged cracks pulsing with raw, unstable mana energy.

And then—

It rose from the depths.

A towering monstrosity.

A creature unlike anything they had ever seen.

Its body was forged from obsidian-like stone, fused with pulsating veins of raw mana, each pulse making the ground beneath it tremble.

Its four arms flexed, the massive, clawed hands curling with unnatural precision.

Its crimson eyes—two burning voids of malevolence—locked onto the battlefield, radiating a pressure so immense that even the most seasoned knights felt their knees grow weak.

A sickening silence fell over the area.

The knights stared in horror, unable to speak, unable to move.

It was like looking at a god of destruction incarnate.

“…What in the gods’ name is that?!” someone finally choked out.

The answer came too late.

The Mana-Titan moved.

And the battlefield collapsed into chaos.

BOOM!

With a single step, the monstrous being sent shockwaves rippling through the ground, shattering boulders and throwing debris into the air.

Then—it roared.

A deep, guttural sound that didn’t just shake the battlefield—it shattered the very air itself.

CRACK!

A squad of knights had barely raised their shields before one of the Titan’s four massive arms swung forward—

Annihilating them.

The sheer impact obliterated their defensive formation, sending bodies flying like discarded dolls.

One of the surviving knights tried to retreat—

The Titan extended one hand, mana condensing around its palm in an instant.

Then—

BOOM!

A wave of pure force erupted, flattening everything in its path. Knights, adventurers fighting nearby, monsters—none were spared.

There was no defense.

There was no escape.

The battlefield, which had once been filled with cries of hope—

Had now fallen into utter despair.

The Mana-Titan wasn’t just strong.

It was unstoppable.

End of Chapter 23

            


Chapter 24: Next Level: Aura Amplification


                Belle felt it before she saw it.

A wave of unstable mana surged through the battlefield, sending a violent shudder through her Aura Sense.

It was suffocating. Chaotic. Unnatural.

Her silver eyes snapped toward the source, and what she saw made her stomach drop.

The knights were already being crushed.

A single swing from the Mana-Titan had shattered the battlefield—knights and adventurers scattered like broken dolls, their weapons splintered, their defenses shattered.

They didn’t stand a chance.

She couldn’t afford to wait.

BOOM!

Before the dust could settle, Belle was already moving.

Her body blurred into motion—faster than the eye could track.

A surge of lightning tore through the battlefield, striking a cluster of ogres that had been bearing down on the remaining forces. Their bodies convulsed violently before collapsing, steam rising from their charred flesh.

She pivoted—twisting mid-air as she unleashed a razor-thin arc of lightning magic.

ZAP!

A massive ogre staggered back, its head severed cleanly before its body collapsed in a heavy thud.

The remaining monsters hesitated.

They sensed it now.

The presence of a predator far beyond their understanding.

But Belle had no time for them.

Before another second could pass—she vanished.

WHOOSH!

A sonic shockwave split the air as Belle reappeared mid-flight, her body already twisting into a full-force strike.

Her fist—coated in raw energy—slammed into the Mana-Titan’s obsidian chest, the sheer force sending a deafening crack through the battlefield.

The earth shook violently from the impact.

But—

The Titan didn’t even flinch.

Instead—

It retaliated instantly.

A colossal fist came crashing down, moving far faster than something its size should be able to.

Belle’s instincts screamed.

Too fast!

She barely twisted out of the way—

BOOM!!!

The Titan’s attack obliterated the ground where she had just stood, sending a massive shockwave of debris and shattered earth in all directions. The force alone sent her skidding backward, her boots dragging deep trenches into the dirt.

Belle gritted her teeth.

"Tch… it's even tougher than I expected."

This wasn’t like the ogres. Or the goblins.

This thing was on another level entirely.

It wasn’t just strong—it was infused with pure mana, making it insanely durable and overwhelmingly powerful.

And worse…

It was learning.

The Titan’s crimson eyes flickered. Its massive frame shifted slightly, as if recalibrating its movements based on Belle’s speed.

Shit.

Belle launched forward again, weaving through the Titan’s range in a blur of motion.

She struck—

A direct hit to the side of its head.

Nothing.

She followed up with another—a burst of raw kinetic force to its knee joint.

Still nothing.

The Titan moved again.

Faster.

Belle barely had time to react before a monstrous backhand came flying at her—

She raised her arms to block—

CRACK!

The impact sent her hurtling through the air, her body smashing through the thick trunk of a tree before she slammed into the dirt, rolling several times before grinding to a halt.

Dust and debris swirled around her, the impact leaving a deep crater where she had landed.

Belle gasped sharply, her body screaming in protest.

That was bad.

Even with her enhanced durability, that hit had rattled her to the core.

She staggered to her feet, her vision blurring for a split second before she shook it off.

The Titan was already moving toward her again.

She clenched her fists.

Her stamina was draining fast.

Her attacks weren’t breaking through.

And to make matters worse—

The artifact was still active, feeding the Titan even more mana.

This fight wasn’t just difficult.

It was impossible.

The knights and adventurers, still locked in battle with the remaining monsters, could do little more than watch.

Belle—who had effortlessly torn through ogres and armored beasts just moments ago—was now struggling against the Mana-Titan.

A girl who moved faster than the eye could track.

A girl who could shatter monsters with her bare hands.

A girl who had single handedly turned the tide of the battlefield.

And yet—

Against this colossal nightmare, even she was being overwhelmed.

Gale Valtor, the Vice-Captain of the Dawnstead Knights, clenched his fists so hard that his knuckles turned white. His body screamed at him to do something, but deep down—he knew.

There was nothing they could do.

“She’s—actually struggling?” one knight muttered, his voice laced with disbelief.

Another adventurer, gripping his bloodied sword, swallowed hard. “She—she lifted an armored war-beast like it was nothing. She was faster than we could even see. And now—” He turned toward the Titan, which stood like an unstoppable force, shrugging off Belle’s blows like they were nothing.

“If she can’t win…” his voice faltered.

What chance did the rest of them have?

The realization hit them all at once—a creeping, suffocating dread settling into their bones.

This wasn’t just another monster.

This was a force of destruction.

A walking calamity.

And even their strongest fighter—the only one among them who could face it head-on—was losing.

Belle gritted her teeth, barely avoiding another devastating strike. She had already taken a hit—a direct one. If she were anyone else, her body would have been pulverized on impact.

And yet she still stood.

Still fought.

Still pushed forward.

Even as the Titan’s attacks came faster.

Even as her strength threatened to give out.

Even as she knew—deep down—that she couldn’t hold out forever.

Gale forced himself to act.

He grabbed his communication crystal, his voice sharp. “All units, fallback immediately! Defend the wounded! Anyone still capable of fighting—focus on destroying the artifact! If that thing keeps feeding off the mana surge, we’re all dead!”

The knights and adventurers snapped out of their trance, moving into action.

But none of them could shake the feeling.

That for the first time since this battle had begun—

They might not make it out alive.

Unless…

She pushed past her limits.

The battlefield blurred around Belle as she braced for the Titan’s next devastating blow.

BOOM!

The impact shook the earth beneath her, sending cracks splintering across the ground.

Her arms trembled under the sheer weight of the attack—her bones groaned, her muscles strained.

Too strong. Too fast.

For the first time, she felt her body reaching a limit—a threshold she hadn’t known existed.

Her breath came in sharp gasps. The weight of the Mana-Titan’s strike pushed her down, her heels digging into the fractured earth. She could feel the sheer force threatening to break her—to grind her into dust.

But then—something shifted.

A sensation, deep within her core.

It wasn’t just power—it was something more.

Something ancient.

Something primal.

The draconic energy that had always coursed through her veins, wild and untamed, began to change.

Instead of flaring out recklessly—it coiled inward, wrapping around her very being like a second skin.

Her ragged breaths steadied.

Her pain vanished.

Her vision sharpened, the battlefield no longer a chaotic blur but a realm of absolute clarity. Every movement of the Titan, every tremor in the earth, every particle of energy surging in the air—she could see it all.

Her heartbeat was thunder in her ears—but not from exhaustion.

From power.

Belle slowly exhaled.

And then—she let it all flow.

WHOOSH!

A shockwave erupted from her body—not from sheer force, but from something even more refined.

A controlled storm of draconic aura.

The knights and adventurers staggered back, shielding their faces from the sudden burst of energy.

Her silver hair whipped wildly, glowing strands shimmering like molten steel. Her skin pulsed with a radiant intensity, her aura no longer lashing out uncontrollably but instead fusing with her very form.

She wasn’t just exuding power.

She was becoming it.

Her muscles tightened—denser, stronger, more efficient.

Her movements quickened—not just fast, but instantaneous, precise, deliberate.

She clenched her fist, feeling the sheer difference.

This wasn’t like before.

This wasn’t just raw strength—this was refined dominance.

The Titan moved again, its crimson eyes flaring. It swung another colossal fist downward, aiming to crush her into the dirt.

But this time—

Belle didn’t brace.

She vanished.

A blur of motion—too fast to see.

And then—

BOOM!

The Titan’s arm snapped backward—its massive stone flesh shattering as Belle drove her fist into it, a shockwave tearing through its entire body.

A gasp rippled through the battlefield.

This wasn’t just brute force.

This was something far beyond that.

A new level of combat. A new form of enhancement.

She had finally refined what had once been chaotic energy into something she could wield with absolute control.

She would later call this ability—

Aura Amplification.

The ground trembled beneath Mana-Titan's next devastating punch.

A strike powerful enough to flatten mountains.

A blow that had sent knights flying like ragdolls.

But this time—Belle didn’t dodge.

BOOM!

She met the Titan’s fist head-on.

A thunderous shockwave erupted from the collision, tearing through the battlefield. The sheer force sent nearby monsters hurtling backward, while the knights and adventurers scrambled to shield their faces from the violent burst of energy.

The impact was so immense that the earth beneath them split apart, cracks spiderwebbing in all directions.

But Belle—stood firm.

Her fingers had dug into the Titan’s stone-like knuckles, stopping the full force of the monstrous strike dead in its tracks.

The knights could only stare in disbelief.

“How…?” one of them whispered, their voice barely audible over the howling winds.

Another adventurer, still gripping his sword tightly, couldn’t tear his eyes away.

“She’s… overpowering it.”

Kai, who had been watching the entire exchange, tightened his grip on his katana. His crimson eyes flickered with something between admiration and awe.

“Damn,” he muttered. “She’s not just strong—she’s on another level.”

The Mana-Titan snarled, its crimson eyes burning brighter as it reared back to attack again.

But Belle was already moving.

In an instant, she became a streak of ethereal light—her body no longer bound by normal speed. She vanished from sight, appearing mid-air with her leg cocked back.

Then—she struck.

BOOM!

Her kick connected with the Titan’s side, sending the colossal monster reeling backward. The impact tore through its hardened stone-like armor, causing massive fractures to ripple across its body.

But she didn’t stop.

She couldn’t.

This thing was still absorbing energy from the artifact—it wouldn’t stay down for long.

Belle pressed forward, her movements a dazzling display of raw power and precision.

A lightning-infused uppercut snapped the Titan’s head backward.

A spinning flame-enhanced kick sliced through its arm, severing it clean off.

She weaved through its desperate counterattacks with effortless fluidity, her every movement refined and lethal.

Then—she saw it.

The core.

Deep within the Titan’s chest, a pulsing mass of raw mana—the very source of its power.

Her target.

She clenched her fists, draconic energy surging through her veins.

She could feel it—the moment to end this fight.

The Mana-Titan sensed the shift in her aura. Its burning eyes widened.

It knew.

It was about to die.

It lunged in a final desperate attempt—its remaining arm swinging toward her with enough force to crush mountains.

But Belle vanished again.

In the blink of an eye, she was already inside its guard.

Her fist was pulled back—

A single strike to end it all.

She drove her fist forward—

PIERCING STRAIGHT THROUGH ITS CHEST.

BOOOOOM!

The explosion of force sent a massive shockwave tearing through the battlefield, kicking up a swirling storm of dust and debris.

The Titan’s roar turned into a distorted, fading echo.

Its body began to crumble.

Deep fractures spread like veins of molten fire, the once-indestructible form now falling apart, piece by piece.

The knights and adventurers watched in stunned silence as the monster disintegrated into nothingness, its remains scattering like ash on the wind.

At the center of it all, standing amidst the fading embers of battle—

Belle lowered her smoking fist.

The artifact, now severed from its source, cracked apart and crumbled into pieces.

The unstable mana surge that had driven the monsters into a frenzy?

Gone.

The battlefield fell into an unnatural silence.

The battle… was over.

The battlefield was silent.

Not the kind of silence that came after a battle.

No.

This was the hushed, uneasy stillness that followed something beyond comprehension.

The knights and adventurers who had barely clung to life just moments ago now stood frozen—not in exhaustion, but in disbelief.

The air was thick with the scent of scorched earth and blood, yet no one moved. No one spoke.

All eyes were on the silver-haired girl standing amid the rubble, illuminated by the soft glow of embers still burning in the wake of destruction.

Belle.

She barely felt the weight of their stares, her body still thrumming from the lingering effects of her draconic aura. Her fists trembled—not with fear, but from the sheer force she had unleashed upon the Mana-Titan.

The remains of the colossal creature were scattered across the battlefield, crumbling like ash caught in the wind. The artifact that had fueled the chaos lay in pieces, its energy extinguished.

It was over.

A heavy breath left her lips, her shoulders sagging slightly. She had pushed herself to the brink.

She could feel it now—the burning ache in her limbs, the exhaustion clawing at her muscles. But for now…

They had won.

Kai, still half-conscious on the ground, let out a dry chuckle, his usual smirk creeping onto his face.

“...Show-off,” he muttered weakly.

Gale stood rigid, his fingers gripping the hilt of his sword so tightly his knuckles turned white.

His sharp eyes flickered between the shattered battlefield and the girl who had just faced an abomination alone and won.

His mind raced, trying—and failing—to rationalize what he had just witnessed.

That wasn’t magic. That wasn’t just raw strength.

That was something else entirely.

A younger knight, still catching his breath, finally broke the silence.

“D-Did she really just… take that thing down… by herself?”

Murmurs spread through the ranks, disbelief turning into a slow, creeping realization.

“She was fighting that thing alone, while we could barely hold the line…”

“That was beyond human.”

“What… the hell is she?”

Some knights refused to believe what they had seen, as if speaking it aloud would somehow make it less real. Others simply let out deep, unsteady breaths—grateful that they were still alive at all.

Belle remained silent, her silver eyes flickering toward the sky. The battlefield, once a chaotic storm of blood and fire, now lay in eerie stillness.

She had fought battles before. She had killed before.

But never had she done it under so many watchful eyes.

Never had so many people witnessed what she was truly capable of.

And from the way some of them looked at her now…

She could tell.

This victory had changed something.

She wasn’t just a stranger anymore.

She wasn’t just another adventurer passing through.

They had seen it with their own eyes.

She was a monster.

And she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

End of Chapter 24

            


Chapter 25: Subjugation Quest, Cleared!


                The battlefield was quiet—but it wasn’t the peaceful kind of silence.

It was the heavy, suffocating quiet that followed after something truly horrifying had ended.

The scent of blood, burned flesh, and shattered mana residue lingered in the air, mixing with the faint traces of Belle’s draconic energy.

Many knights and adventurers remained standing, but not because they were unharmed. Their bodies were too numb to collapse. Some clutched their wounds in shock, while others simply stared at the remains of the Mana-Titan, as if their minds couldn’t accept the reality in front of them.

Gale couldn’t allow them to stay like this.

“The battle’s over, but we’re not done yet!” His commanding voice cut through the haze, sharp and clear. “Knights, form squads and begin recovery operations! Secure the wounded. Immediate treatment comes first!”

The dazed knights blinked before their instincts as soldiers snapped back into place.

“Yes, sir!”

Those who could still move quickly fanned out, gathering the wounded and dragging them to the makeshift medical area. Healers rushed in, pouring every ounce of their remaining mana into stabilizing the injured.

Gale didn’t stop.

“Healers, do not waste energy reviving the dead! Prioritize stopping the bleeding—we save who we can!”

Some flinched at his words, but he knew he had to be ruthless. The dead were gone. The living still needed them.

“Scouts!” he barked. “Report the final casualty count immediately.”

His orders kept them moving.

Even the adventurers—who usually operated outside knightly discipline—fell in line, helping drag the wounded toward healers or salvaging what supplies remained from the fallen.

Despite the action, the horror of the battlefield was unavoidable.

The once-open plains were a graveyard.

Bodies of fallen knights and adventurers lay scattered amidst the remnants of shattered monsters. The metallic stench of blood soaked into the dirt. Some knights knelt beside fallen comrades, their hands trembling as they closed the lifeless eyes of their friends.

A younger knight fell to his knees, staring blankly at the body of his squad leader.

His lips parted, as if to say something—but no words came.

Another adventurer, an older man, sat on the ground clutching a broken sword, his hands covered in someone else’s blood.

Some knights wept silently. Others clenched their jaws, forcing themselves to move—because if they stopped now, the grief would swallow them whole.

Gale saw it all.

And though he felt the same weight pressing on his chest, he couldn’t afford to stop either.

A squad of knights approached the remains of the artifact—or rather, what was left of it.

What had once been a pulsating core of ominous energy was now reduced to shattered fragments.

One knight hesitantly crouched, picking up a small shard between his fingertips.

The moment he applied the slightest pressure—it crumbled into dust.

“Vice-Captain Gale!” The knight called out. “The artifact is completely inert! Whatever power it held… it’s gone.”

Gale’s sharp gaze flickered toward the remains.

Gone?

His instincts told him there was more to this. Artifacts of this level didn’t just stop working—especially not ones that could spawn a Mana-Titan.

But the battlefield took priority. He would investigate later.

“Understood,” he said simply. “There’s no reason to waste further resources on it.”

Gale turned his attention to the true anomaly of the battle.

Belle.

Even now, as the last embers of her aura faded, she stood firm amidst the chaos.

Unlike the others, she wasn’t gasping for air or struggling to stay on her feet. She was bruised, her body clearly aching from overexertion, but her stance remained strong—unshaken.

And the way everyone looked at her…

It was different.

Fear. Awe. Disbelief.

Some knights hesitated to approach. Others stole glances in silent wariness.

They had all seen it.

How she moved at speeds beyond human comprehension.

How she had fought that Titan alone while they could barely hold the line.

How she had unleashed a power none of them understood—and turned the tide of battle.

For many of them, it was the first time witnessing something beyond human strength.

And they didn’t know how to process it.

Gale’s gaze sharpened.

This girl… What is she?

Her movements, her awareness—the raw, overwhelming presence she exuded at the end.

It wasn’t normal.

It wasn’t magic.

It was something far older, far more primal.

But now wasn’t the time for questions.

His priority was getting everyone back to Dawnstead.

Belle’s mystery… could wait.

Belle stood amidst the ruins, breathing heavily, her fists clenched at her sides. The remnants of her draconic aura flickered faintly before vanishing, leaving only a deep exhaustion in its place. She had pushed beyond her limits, yet even now, she could still feel that raw power coursing through her veins—unstable, unfamiliar.

She barely noticed as Kai limped toward her, his usual smirk laced with exhaustion.

“Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

Belle finally looked at him, her silver eyes still faintly glowing.

“…You already knew that.”

Kai let out a tired chuckle, but there was a knowing look in his eyes. He could tell—she wasn’t just exhausted. She was lost in thought. Something had changed in her, and he had a feeling she wasn’t sure what to make of it yet.

The journey back to Dawnstead was long and arduous.

The sun had dipped below the horizon by the time the battered subjugation force reached the town gates. The first scouts had run ahead, spreading word of their return, and by the time they arrived, the streets were lined with anxious onlookers.

Gasps and murmurs filled the air as the people took in the sight of the returning warriors—armor dented, weapons broken, bodies bruised and bloody.

Then, a single voice called out.

“They’re back!”

The tension broke.

A wave of cheers erupted through the town. Families rushed forward, searching for loved ones among the returning force. Some found them—collapsing into tearful embraces. Others searched in vain, their expressions crumbling as realization set in.

The air was thick with relief and grief in equal measure.

Inside the Adventurer’s Guild, the atmosphere was tense but controlled. Guildmaster Garrick Voss sat across from Gale Valtor in his private office, his usual easy-going demeanor replaced with a deep frown.

“The subjugation was a success, but the situation was more severe than anticipated,” Gale reported. “The source of the disturbance was an artifact that caused an extreme concentration of mana, resulting in the unnatural monster surge.”

Garrick leaned forward, his brow furrowing. “An artifact, huh? Any idea who placed it?”

Gale shook his head. “None. But its effects were artificial. Someone engineered this mana overload.”

Garrick let out a heavy sigh, rubbing his temples. During the battle, he had remained at the rear, overseeing the knight spellcasters maintaining the mana barrier. Though he had heard the explosion, he hadn’t seen what happened deep in the battlefield.

“This isn’t good,” he muttered. “We don’t need another problem cropping up in our territory.”

Gale agreed. But he didn’t mention Belle. Not yet.

Not until he understood exactly what she had become.

Despite the looming questions, the town held a victory feast that night.

The guild’s main hall overflowed with food, drink, and loud, boisterous voices. Adventurers clinked their tankards together, retelling exaggerated versions of their exploits. Even the knights, usually more reserved, joined in the revelry, though some simply sat in silence, processing the battle’s horrors.

Kai leaned back in his chair, stretching with a satisfied sigh. “Man, this is what I live for. Victory, good food, and free drinks.”

Across from him, Belle ate quietly, still lost in thought.

She wasn’t one for celebrations, but she didn’t mind the noise. It was… grounding. A reminder that, despite everything, they had survived.

At the far end of the room, Gale watched the festivities in silence, his mind turning over everything he had seen that day. His gaze flickered back to Belle.

She was strong. Stronger than anything he had ever witnessed firsthand. But strength like that didn’t come without a price.

And he had a feeling… that price was only just beginning to reveal itself.

After the feast, Kai slipped away from the rowdy celebrations, weaving through the guild hall’s corridors before stepping outside. He wasn’t surprised to find Belle there, leaning against the stone railing, bathed in the glow of the moonlight.

She stood motionless, her silver hair swaying gently with the night breeze, her gaze locked onto the endless expanse of stars above.

Kai let out a small sigh.

“Figures I’d find you out here.”

Belle didn’t turn to look at him. “Needed some air.”

He smirked. “Not a fan of noisy celebrations?”

She shook her head. “It’s not that.” Her voice was quiet, distant. “I just… don’t feel like celebrating.”

Kai leaned beside her, resting his arms on the railing. He could tell. Something was bothering her.

They stood in silence for a moment, the sounds of laughter and clinking mugs fading into the background.

Then, Kai finally spoke.

“Back there… in that fight.” His voice was quieter now. “You were different.”

Belle’s grip on the railing tightened slightly.

“…Was I?”

Kai let out a dry chuckle. “Yeah. You were.” He turned his head to look at her, searching her face for any kind of reaction.

She didn’t deny it.

Because she had felt it, too.

Back on the battlefield, when she unleashed that terrifying strength—when she crushed the Mana-Titan’s core with a single, decisive blow—it wasn’t just raw power.

It was something deeper. Something primal.

Something that set her apart from everyone else.

She didn’t know what it meant yet.

But the way the knights and adventurers had looked at her afterward… the way their awe had teetered on the edge of fear… it unsettled her.

Kai must’ve sensed it, too.

“You don’t have to explain anything,” he said, his tone softer than usual. “I don’t care what you are, or what kind of power you have.”

Belle finally turned to look at him. His expression was serious, but his crimson eyes held none of the hesitation or uncertainty she had seen in the others.

“You’re still you,” Kai said, tapping his fist lightly against her shoulder. “That’s all that matters.”

Belle’s chest tightened slightly.

After everything that had happened, after everything she had shown—he still saw her the same way.

Not as a monster.

Not as a force to be feared.

Just as herself.

She exhaled slowly. “…Thanks.”

Kai grinned. “Hey, someone’s gotta keep you in check. Can’t have you showing off and making the rest of us look bad.”

Belle rolled her eyes, but there was a hint of a smile there.

Then, his expression shifted.

“…But be honest with me,” Kai said, his voice growing serious again. “You feel it, don’t you?”

Belle hesitated.

“The next threat. The next battle. Something bigger is coming.”

This time, she didn’t look away.

Because he was right.

Ever since she had arrived in this world, there was a nagging feeling deep inside her—something stirring, something waiting.

And today, after fighting the Mana-Titan, after unlocking something deeper within herself…

That feeling had only grown stronger.

“…Yeah,” she admitted softly. “I do.”

Kai smirked, but there was a sharp determination in his eyes.

“Then we’d better be ready.”

Belle met his gaze.

She had no idea what was coming next.

But one thing was certain—

Neither of them would face it alone.

Belle exhaled, the weight on her chest easing just slightly.

Kai, always reckless, always loud, had a way of making things simple.

No matter what happened… he wasn’t going to treat her any differently.

She turned back toward the guild hall, the distant hum of celebration still in the air.

“…Let’s get stronger,” she said, almost to herself.

Kai grinned, cracking his knuckles. “That’s the plan.”

Together, they stepped back into the light—toward the next challenge waiting for them.

Meanwhile…

Far beyond Dawnstead’s gates, three figures rode swiftly beneath the moonlight, their armor dusted with the wear of countless battles.

They had spent months away, facing dangers that few could comprehend.

And now—they were finally returning home.

Dawnstead’s strongest adventuring party…

The Trinity Blades.

Their return would change everything.

End of Chapter 25

            


Chapter 26: Dawnstead Strongest Party


                A week had passed since the subjugation quest, and Dawnstead had settled back into its familiar rhythm.

The market square was alive with the calls of merchants peddling their wares, the scent of freshly baked bread and sizzling meat drifting through the air. Adventurers loitered around the guild hall, swapping exaggerated tales of battle, eager to prove their worth. Children ran through the cobbled streets, laughing, while town guards stood watch with easy expressions—peace had returned.

But that peace shifted the moment three figures strode through the town gates.

A ripple of unease spread among the crowd as heads turned, whispers following in their wake.

Trinity Blade had returned.

They weren’t the kind of heroes the people cheered for—nor were they the kind to care. Wherever they walked, people instinctively moved aside, clearing a path without a word.

At the forefront was Garron Von, a towering wall of muscle and steel. His heavy boots struck the ground like hammer blows, his battered tower shield strapped to his back and his broad sword resting at his hip. His stony expression remained unreadable, but his mere presence was enough to make the townsfolk avert their gazes.

Beside him, Lena Fayne moved with chilling elegance. Her piercing blue eyes swept across the crowd, ever watchful, ever judging. She carried herself with an air of superiority, her pristine white healer’s cloak untouched by dust. Unlike other healers who greeted the sick and injured with warmth, Lena never stopped to acknowledge anyone.

Trailing slightly behind them, Darin Cale rolled his shoulders, a cocky smirk playing on his lips. His messy crimson hair and sleeveless black jacket made him stand out like a walking flame, his fingers twitching at his side as if itching to set something ablaze. The few adventurers who had the misfortune of sparring with him before subtly edged away, not wanting to become his next burned victim.

Unlike most adventurer teams, Trinity Blade had no rivals. No one dared to challenge them—not because they were the strongest, but because they never played fair.

Still, there was something different about their return.

Garron’s gaze hardened as he scanned the town, his mind lingering on the emergency return notice they had received a week ago.

A guild-issued call to return meant only one thing—disaster.

Yet, as he looked around, Dawnstead was untouched. The buildings stood tall, the people unharmed, the guild hall standing firm.

Not a single sign of devastation.

Lena crossed her arms, her tone as sharp as ice. “This isn’t what I expected.”

“This is ridiculous,” Darin scoffed, shaking his head. “An emergency summons, only for us to come back and find the town perfectly fine? Was the guild playing some kind of joke?”

“Doubtful.” Garron’s deep voice rumbled as he crossed his arms. “Alina wouldn’t issue an emergency return order without reason.”

Lena hummed in agreement but remained silent.

A shadow of doubt flickered in Garron’s eyes, but he pushed it aside. They needed answers.

As they moved deeper into the streets, their presence unsettled those around them.

Other adventurers instinctively stepped aside, casting wary glances.

Townsfolk hurried out of their way, some whispering in hushed tones.

Their reputation preceded them.

Trinity Blade’s strength was unquestionable, but their attitude—their habit of looking down on those weaker than them—had earned them few friends. Their mere presence was enough to make lesser adventurers nervous.

And soon, someone was unfortunate enough to be caught in their path.

Toby, a rookie adventurer who recently joined the guild clutched the small pouch of herbs he had been sent to gather, his heart light with excitement. It wasn’t much, but to him, every quest was a step closer to becoming a true adventurer.

As he hurried down the cobbled street toward the guild, he barely noticed the three figures blocking his path—until it was too late.

He bumped into a solid wall of muscle and stumbled back, landing hard on the ground.

His herbs scattered across the street.

Garron loomed over him, his heavy boots just inches from Toby’s fingers. His dark eyes bored into him, unreadable.

Toby’s stomach twisted. Trinity Blade.

A lump formed in his throat as Lena scoffed, her arms crossed.

“Watch where you’re walking, runt,” she said, her tone sharp.

Toby scrambled to pick up his herbs, his hands trembling. “S-Sorry!”

A hand snatched his wrist mid-reach.

Darin crouched in front of him, his smirk laced with amusement. He held up one of the herbs between his fingers, twirling it. A small flicker of flame ignited at his fingertips, threatening to singe the delicate leaves.

“An errand boy, huh?” Darin mused. “I bet you run around doing all kinds of guild work. Maybe you know something interesting. What happened to the subjugation a week ago?”

Toby swallowed hard. He did know something. He had seen her.

That girl. Belle.

She had fought like a monster on the battlefield, tearing through enemies as if she wasn’t human. He had watched with his own eyes. But the guild never spoke of her after.

It was as if she had been erased from the story.

Darin leaned closer, his voice dropping into a whisper. “Come on, kid. We’re looking for answers. Who stopped the monster attack?”

Toby’s pulse pounded in his ears.

He wanted to say something—wanted to tell the truth. But the way Garron’s arms tensed, the way Lena’s icy gaze pinned him down, the way Darin played with fire just inches from his face—

He was terrified.

Toby shook his head rapidly. “I—I don’t know anything!”

Darin’s smirk faltered slightly. “Huh?”

“I wasn’t there! I mean—I didn’t see anything important!” Toby yelped, squeezing his eyes shut. “I just heard rumors, that’s all! The knights and adventurers worked together, and the town was saved! That’s it!”

For a moment, silence stretched between them.

Then, Darin clicked his tongue, extinguishing the flame with a flick of his wrist. He released Toby’s hand and stood up.

“Tch. Useless.”

Lena exhaled, clearly uninterested in wasting more time. “Let’s go. The guild has better answers than this coward.”

Garron lingered for a second longer, his gaze still locked onto Toby. Then, without another word, he stepped past him, as if he were nothing but air.

The moment they disappeared down the street, Toby collapsed forward, his whole body trembling.

A hand reached down toward him.

“Hey, kid. You alright?”

Toby looked up. It was another adventurer, an older man with a scar across his chin.

Toby hesitated, then slowly took the offered hand.

As the man helped him up, he sighed. “Trinity Blade… they’re strong, no doubt. But if I were you, I’d keep my distance.”

Toby swallowed hard, still shaken.

The man clapped him on the shoulder. “Stay safe, rookie.”

As Toby watched him walk away, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something dangerous was coming.

As they left Toby behind, the streets of Dawnstead stretched ahead of them. The guild hall loomed in the distance, its towering structure standing as the heart of the adventurer community.

But instead of marching straight there, Trinity Blade slowed their pace.

Darin flicked his fingers, summoning a tiny ember and letting it dance above his palm. He watched the flame flicker before snuffing it out with a sharp breath.

“Alright, seriously,” he muttered, breaking the silence. “That kid was scared out of his damn mind.”

Lena hummed, arms crossed. “They always are.”

“No, I mean, more than usual.” Darin glanced back in the direction they had come from. “He was hiding something.”

Garron walked ahead of them, his heavy steps echoing against the cobblestone road. His expression remained unreadable, but his silence was telling.

Lena sighed dramatically. “Honestly, why do you care? Let’s just go to the guild, get our answers, and move on.”

Darin shot her a dry look. “You’re not even curious?”

“I don’t waste time on useless things,” she said with a toss of her hair.

Darin smirked. “Is that why you’re still D-Rank?”

Lena’s cold blue eyes snapped toward him. “Say that again, flame boy.”

Darin grinned, but before he could provoke her further, Garron’s voice rumbled.

“Enough.”

They both shut up immediately.

Garron stopped walking, turning slightly toward them. His gaze was sharp, calculating.

“Think about it,” he said, voice low. “We were called back for an emergency. A major subjugation quest that should’ve threatened the town.”

He gestured to the untouched streets, the lively merchants, the carefree adventurers.

“Does this look like a town that needed saving?”

Lena frowned, glancing around. “No way.”

Darin clicked his tongue. “No damage, no panic, no casualties.” He exhaled. “It’s like nothing even happened.”

Lena crossed her arms. “That doesn’t make sense. Even if the knights and adventurers worked together, they couldn’t have handled a large-scale subjugation that fast. If it was really an emergency, there should’ve been something left behind.”

Garron’s expression darkened. “Exactly.”

Darin scoffed, rolling his shoulders. “That’s because there’s nobody else stronger than us in this town. The knights are decent, the other adventurers are barely passable, but let’s be real—if something that big happened, it should’ve been us dealing with it.”

Lena smirked. “Well, maybe they had help from the gods.”

Darin snorted. “Or maybe they’re all lying. The guild probably covered something up. There’s no way they finished that subjugation without us.”

Garron’s gaze remained locked on the guild hall. Something didn’t add up.

“We’ll get our answers soon enough.”

But as they walked, one thought lingered in their minds.

If the town wasn’t saved by them…

Then who saved it?

The doors of the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild swung open with a heavy creak as three figures strode inside.

A wave of silence followed their entrance.

It wasn’t the kind of silence born from respect.

It was the kind that carried a weight of unease.

Adventurers who had been chatting over drinks quickly hushed their voices. A few instinctively shifted in their seats, while others averted their gazes, pretending to be busy.

All eyes turned toward the entrance.

The three figures that strode inside didn’t need to announce themselves—everyone already knew who they were.

The air shifted. Conversations that had been lively moments ago were now whispers behind cupped hands. A few adventurers averted their gazes, suddenly interested in their drinks. Others stiffened in their seats, their fingers gripping their weapons or tankards a little too tightly.

Even the newer recruits, those who had only heard rumors of Trinity Blade, felt the unease settle in their bones.

It was an unspoken rule: Don’t get in their way.

They were strong—undeniably so. But their strength came with arrogance. And arrogance meant trouble.

Garron walked at the front, his massive frame radiating authority. His armor, battered from past battles, clanked with each step.

Lena followed beside him, her icy blue eyes scanning the room as if already searching for someone to challenge.

Darin walked with his usual swagger, smirking at the tension. “Well, well. It’s like they’ve seen ghosts.”

No one laughed.

A group of rookie adventurers, huddled around a mission board, instinctively stepped aside to clear their path. One of them nearly tripped over his own feet, scrambling away as Darin shot him an amused glance.

Lena clicked her tongue. “Tch. Bunch of weaklings.”

They made their way straight to the reception desk.

Behind the counter, Alina was meticulously organizing documents, her quill scratching against parchment. She was one of the few people who didn’t react with immediate nervousness upon seeing them.

She glanced up.

For a brief moment, a flicker of recognition crossed her face. But it was gone just as quickly, replaced by her usual calm, professional demeanor.

“Trinity Blade,” she greeted evenly, her voice betraying no emotion. “You’ve returned.”

Darin scoffed, arms crossed. “No thanks to that pointless emergency summon.”

Garron ignored him, stepping closer to the counter. His golden-brown eyes locked onto Alina’s.

“We want answers.”

Alina didn’t blink. “About?”

Garron’s voice remained steady, but there was an underlying edge to it. “We were summoned back under the assumption that Dawnstead was under attack. But from what we’ve seen, nothing happened. So tell me—why were we recalled?”

A small pause.

Alina moved with practiced ease, flipping through a document before placing it in front of her. “The subjugation quest was successfully completed,” she said, her tone neutral. “The knights and adventurers worked together to handle the situation before it could escalate.”

Darin let out a harsh laugh. “You expect us to believe they handled it?”

Lena, who had been silent thus far, frowned slightly. She wasn’t as openly dismissive as Darin, but there was a hint of skepticism in her expression.

Garron’s brows furrowed. “That still doesn’t explain the recall order.”

Alina met his gaze evenly. “The situation was assessed to be severe at the time. The recall order was issued as a precaution.”

A precaution.

Something about that wording bothered him.

Darin clicked his tongue. “So it was a waste of our time.”

Alina didn’t respond. She simply held his gaze with unwavering patience, as if waiting for them to leave.

Garron clenched his jaw slightly.

Something felt off.

The guild wasn’t outright lying, but the way Alina carefully phrased her words was telling. She wasn’t giving details. No mention of how the battle had played out, no mention of who had led the fight.

And that’s when it struck him.

No names.

Usually, after major quests, adventurers would talk about who had taken charge. Knights, powerful warriors, someone would be mentioned as the standout figure.

But Alina had not once uttered a single name.

Someone was being left out of the story.

Garron exchanged glances with Lena and Darin.

They weren’t done searching for answers.

And they wouldn’t stop until they got them.

End of Chapter 26

            


Chapter 27: The Trinity Blade


                Garron’s fingers tapped against the counter in thought. The guild wasn’t lying, but they weren’t telling them everything either.

His gaze shifted to the rest of the guild hall. The adventurers were trying too hard to act casual—murmuring among themselves, sipping their drinks, avoiding looking in their direction.

They knew something.

And they were afraid to speak.

Darin leaned against the counter, his lips curling into a smirk. “So that’s how it is?”

Lena folded her arms. “We should find someone who’s willing to talk.”

Garron nodded. “Let’s start with the rookies.”

The weaker adventurers were always the easiest to shake for information.

The trio stepped away from the counter, scanning the guild hall for a suitable target. Most of the veteran adventurers were grouped together, their postures tense as they kept their distance.

That left the younger, inexperienced adventurers—newer recruits who hadn’t yet learned how to mask their emotions.

And then Garron spotted him.

A nervous-looking boy, sitting alone at a table near the back of the hall. His short brown hair was slightly damp with sweat, his fingers gripping his tankard so tightly his knuckles turned white.

He had noticed them watching him.

And he was terrified.

Perfect.

The trio approached, their steps slow and deliberate.

The rookie stiffened, shrinking slightly in his seat. He averted his gaze, staring at the wooden surface of the table as if hoping they’d just walk past.

They didn’t.

Garron pulled out a chair across from him, the legs scraping loudly against the floor. He sat down, resting one arm on the table. Lena and Darin remained standing at either side, effectively cutting off any escape route.

The boy swallowed hard.

“You were here during the subjugation quest,” Garron stated, his tone casual—but carrying an unmistakable weight. “Tell us what really happened.”

The rookie didn’t respond.

His hands trembled around his drink. His eyes darted around the guild hall, searching for help—but no one would intervene.

Garron leaned forward slightly. “We don’t have all day.”

The rookie finally forced himself to speak, his voice hoarse. “I—I don’t know anything…”

Lena exhaled sharply, folding her arms. “That’s a lie.”

Darin chuckled. “Come on, kid. We’re not asking much. Just tell us—who really fought during the quest?”

The rookie hesitated. His throat bobbed as he swallowed again. “The knights… the adventurers… t-they all worked together…”

He’s hiding something.

Garron narrowed his eyes. “And?”

The rookie clenched his fists, his breathing growing unsteady.

“T—that’s all I know.”

Lena sighed in irritation. “Pathetic.”

Darin clicked his tongue. “Useless.”

Garron watched the boy for a moment longer.

His fear wasn’t normal.

This wasn’t just the usual intimidation that came from standing before stronger adventurers. This was something else.

The rookie was terrified—not just of them, but of what would happen if he spoke the truth.

What is he so afraid of?

Garron leaned back, studying the boy one last time before standing.

“Fine. If you won’t talk, we’ll find someone who will.”

The rookie let out a shaky breath as they stepped away from the table, but the tension in the guild hall didn’t lessen.

Garron’s scowl deepened as he and his party scanned the guild hall.

The rookie was a dead end.

But maybe one of the veterans would crack under pressure.

The moment Trinity Blade set their sights on Garreth Hask, a veteran D-Rank adventurer, the tension in the guild sharpened.

Unlike most adventurers who shrank under their gaze, Garreth didn’t flinch.

He sat at a corner table, casually drinking from a wooden mug, his massive frame relaxed. The man had been an adventurer for over a decade, one of the longest-serving members of Dawnstead’s guild.

He wasn’t stronger than them, but he had experience and reputation.

And that made him their next target.

Garron strode toward him, pulling out a chair without asking permission. Darin leaned against the table, and Lena stood quietly, observing.

“You were here when the subjugation quest happened,” Garron stated.

Garreth took a slow sip of his drink before glancing up. “I was.”

Darin smirked. “Good. Then you can tell us what really happened.”

Garreth set his mug down, his expression unreadable. “The guild already made their report. You should know that.”

Lena crossed her arms. “That’s not what we asked.”

Garreth exhaled, shaking his head. “You’re wasting your time. Just accept that things ended well and move on.”

Darin clicked his tongue. “So that’s how it is? Even you’re keeping secrets?”

Garreth didn’t respond.

But the slight stiffening of his posture was enough of a reaction.

Garron’s gaze narrowed.

There it was again.

That same refusal. That same deliberate avoidance.

The rookie adventurer had been scared out of his mind. But Garreth wasn’t afraid. He was choosing not to speak.

Which meant…

Something happened.

And someone didn’t want them to know.

Darin leaned in, grinning. “What is the guild hiding? A noble? A secret weapon?” He leaned in, his grin turning sharp. “Or maybe they’re just trying to protect someone?”

For the first time, Garreth’s expression darkened. “Drop it.”

Garron’s jaw tightened.

Darin let out a short laugh. “Oh? Did I hit a nerve?”

Garreth’s gaze hardened. “You’re not getting anything out of me. So leave.”

A heavy silence filled the air.

Nearby adventurers had stopped talking, their gazes flickering between the two parties.

Then—Garron scoffed.

“Tch.” He stood, his chair scraping against the floor. “Fine. Have it your way.”

Without another word, Trinity Blade turned and walked away.

The atmosphere in the guild grew heavier with every passing moment.

Adventurers who had been watching from the sidelines now shifted uneasily in their seats. Whispers spread like wildfire, but no one dared to raise their voice.

Garron was angry.

Darin was annoyed.

Lena, usually the calmest of the three, had crossed her arms, her brows furrowed in frustration.

No one in the guild would give them the answers they wanted.

Fine.

If words wouldn’t work…

They’d remind everyone why Trinity Blade was Dawnstead’s strongest party.

It started with a shove.

An E-Rank adventurer—a young man barely past his rookie days—made the mistake of walking too close to Garron.

A heavy, gauntleted hand slammed into his chest.

The force sent him stumbling backward. His boots scraped against the wooden floor as he barely caught himself from falling.

A brief silence followed.

The rookie froze. His breath hitched. His face paled as he looked up, eyes filled with panic.

Garron loomed over him, his tall frame casting a shadow over the trembling adventurer.

“Watch where you’re going,” he growled.

The young man quickly bowed his head. “I—I didn’t mean—”

Darin let out a low chuckle. “Pathetic. If you’re this weak, you should just quit now.”

The adventurer clenched his fists, but he didn’t say anything.

Because he knew.

Everyone in the guild knew.

Getting in Trinity Blade’s way was a mistake.

The room had gone eerily quiet.

Veteran adventurers at nearby tables remained still. Some of them gripped their mugs a little tighter, knuckles turning white. Others slowly turned their gaze elsewhere, pretending not to see what was happening.

Nobody wanted to be next.

The fear in the air was palpable.

And Darin enjoyed it.

His lips curled into a smirk as he raised a hand, a small orb of flame flickering to life at his fingertips.

“You know… all this traveling has made my joints stiff.” He tilted his head lazily, rolling his shoulders. “I could use a little exercise.”

With a casual flick of his wrist—

BOOM!

The fireball slammed into an empty table, bursting into flames.

Adventurers nearby jumped, knocking over chairs in their rush to move away.

The scent of burning wood filled the air.

Alina shot up from behind the reception desk. “Darin!”

Darin turned to her, a smirk playing on his lips.

“Oops.”

The fire raged, crackling and spreading across the wooden surface.

Then, with a single movement—

Lena lifted her hand.

A cold mist formed in the air.

The flames hissed.

In an instant, a thin layer of ice spread across the table, extinguishing the fire completely.

For a moment, silence.

Then Lena turned, her gaze lazily drifting toward a nearby adventurer holding a drink.

Without a word, she flicked her fingers.

A sharp crack echoed as the liquid inside his cup froze solid.

A second later—

SHATTER.

The glass exploded in his hands, shards clattering onto the wooden floor.

The adventurer yelped, stumbling back.

“What the hell?!”

Lena simply smiled. “Oops,” she echoed Darin’s words mockingly. “Looks like you weren’t holding it right.”

The adventurer’s fists clenched, his body trembling—not from pain, but from restrained fury.

But he didn’t move.

Because he knew.

If he fought back, Trinity Blade would make him regret it.

The quiet tension in the guild was unbearable.

People wanted to act. They wanted to push back. But who would be the first to risk it?

The answer came when a single chair scraped against the wooden floor.

A middle-aged adventurer slowly rose from his seat.

He wasn’t a high-ranker. Not strong, but experienced. And experience told him that if no one spoke up, things would only get worse.

Deep breath.

“You’ve had your fun,” he said, his voice even. “That’s enough.”

The weight of Garron’s gaze fell upon him.

A slow turn of the head. A flicker of annoyance in his golden-brown eyes.

“Are you telling me what to do?”

The adventurer hesitated—just for a moment—but stood his ground.

“I’m saying there’s no need for this,” he repeated, though his grip tightened against the edge of the table.

The silence was suffocating.

Then—

Garron moved.

A single step forward.

The veteran flinched. His instincts screamed at him to retreat.

But he had already committed.

Then—a fist to the gut.

A solid impact.

The air rushed out of the adventurer’s lungs as he doubled over, choking on his breath.

He collapsed onto his knees, coughing violently.

The guild fell into complete stillness.

No one dared to breathe.

Garron shook out his fist, unimpressed. “Weak,” he muttered.

This wasn’t just intimidation anymore.

Trinity Blade was making a statement.

The message was clear—

Nobody in this guild could stand against them.

The rookies? Powerless. They could only watch and pray they weren’t next.

The veterans? Weighed down by experience. They had seen what happened to those who stood in Trinity Blade’s way.

The guild staff? Restricted by protocol. Alina’s hands were tied—she couldn’t punish Dawnstead’s strongest party without a legitimate reason.

And the only thing stopping Trinity Blade from going even further… Was the fact that they still wanted answers.

As the tension in the guild continued to escalate, one unspoken question lingered in the minds of many—

Why didn't the guildmaster step out and stop this?

Under normal circumstances, there was no way Trinity Blade would have been allowed to act this recklessly without consequences. Garron might have been one of the strongest adventurers in Dawnstead, but even he wouldn’t defy the direct authority of the guildmaster.

And yet, the guildmaster was nowhere to be seen.

Alina, still seated behind the reception desk, subtly glanced at the empty office down the hallway..

The door remained shut, untouched since morning.

The guildmaster had left the town earlier that day, summoned to a meeting at the capital regarding the increasing monster activity in the region. He had warned Alina that he might be gone for an extended period, leaving her temporarily in charge of guild operations.

Which meant…

No one was here to stop Trinity Blade.

Alina tightened her grip on the edge of the desk.

The only authority figures in the guild right now were herself and the senior adventurers.

And none of them could challenge Trinity Blade directly.

They all knew how dangerous Garron, Darin, and Lena were when they lost their patience.

If anyone stepped in too soon, they’d only become the next target.

And so, as Darin’s flames flickered ominously in his palm, the entire guild waited—

Hoping that someone would find a way to stop this before it went too far.

The oppressive silence lingered.

Adventurers huddled at their tables, not daring to meet Trinity Blade’s gaze.

But in the far corner of the hall, where shadows stretched long against the wooden walls, a different kind of tension filled the air.

A small group of adventurers sat close together, voices hushed.

“…This is getting out of hand,” one muttered under his breath.

Another leaned in. “We should stop them before they go too far.”

“Stop them? Are you crazy?” A third adventurer shook his head. “You think we’d stand a chance?”

The group fell silent, their gazes shifting toward Trinity Blade, who stood in the center of the room like predators in a den of prey.

One of the adventurers lowered his voice. “Still… it’s strange, isn’t it? No one’s telling them about her.”

The others tensed.

“…Belle, you mean?”

“Who else?” The man exhaled sharply. “Normally, everyone loves to brag about powerful adventurers—especially if they’re rookies. But ever since the subjugation quest, it’s like the whole guild decided to keep their mouths shut.”

A nervous glance toward Alina confirmed that even the guild staff was part of it.

“It’s gotta be the guild’s orders,” another whispered. “If the higher-ups are keeping quiet, there’s a reason.”

One of them hesitated before murmuring, “Or maybe… they’re protecting her.”

The group fell silent.

“Protecting her? From what?”

“From them?”

Their gazes flickered toward Trinity Blade.

If those three knew the truth…

No one wanted to imagine what would happen next.

End of Chapter 27

            


Chapter 28: The Weight of Indifference


                The whispers didn’t go unnoticed.

Darin’s ears twitched, his sharp gaze flicking toward the adventurers hunched in the corner.

Something about the way they spoke in hushed voices—like they were hiding something—set his blood boiling.

Garron cracked his knuckles. He wasn’t a patient man, and the more he stood here getting vague responses, the more his irritation festered. They were being mocked.

“Alright,” he said, his deep voice slicing through the tension like a blade. “I’ve had enough of this little game.”

The adventurers stiffened as Garron strode forward, his heavy boots thudding against the wooden floor with deliberate weight.

They tried to look anywhere but at him.

But it was too late.

Garron grabbed the nearest one—a wiry man in his mid-thirties—by the collar and yanked him out of his seat with terrifying ease.

“Speak.” His voice was low, dangerous.

The adventurer paled, his hands gripping Garron’s armored wrist. “A-about what?”

Darin chuckled, stepping beside him. “Don’t play dumb. We know something happened. We know there’s no one in this town stronger than us, so how the hell did that mission end so fast? Not to mention, there’s no damage to the town as well.” His hand ignited with fire again, burning brighter this time, more dangerous. “And why is everyone acting like it never happened?”

The adventurer swallowed hard, sweat forming on his forehead. “I-I don’t know anything—”

Wrong answer.

Garron didn’t even let him finish before slamming him against the nearby wooden support beam.

The impact was loud.

Loud enough to make people flinch. Loud enough to make Alina rise to her feet behind the reception desk.

“Garron, that’s enough!”

She received no response.

The adventurer coughed, struggling to regain his breath. Garron didn’t let go.

“Let’s try that again,” he growled. “Who did it?”

The man wheezed. “I—I don’t—”

A boot slammed into a nearby chair, shattering it into splinters.

Lena had done it.

She was smiling, but her eyes were cold. “It’s rude to keep secrets,” she murmured. “If you just told us, none of this would be necessary.”

The man’s breaths came out ragged, his body shaking. He wasn’t a coward—he had faced monsters before, had survived dungeons and countless battles.

But this?

This was different.

Garron’s grip tightened.

“I—”

A hand clamped down on Garron’s wrist.

Not hard enough to be a threat. But firm enough to demand attention.

Garron’s gaze snapped sideways, locking onto a senior adventurer—one of the few still willing to step forward. His face was lined with age, his expression calm yet unyielding.

“That’s enough,” the older man said evenly.

A heavy silence fell over the guild.

The entire room waited, breath held, to see what Garron would do next.

Darin grinned, tilting his head. “Oh? And what exactly do you plan to do if it’s not?”

Lena sighed. “You old guys never learn.”

Then, without warning—

Garron swung.

His fist crashed into the senior adventurer’s stomach, folding him in half.

The man crumpled, barely catching himself before hitting the ground.

Gasps filled the guild hall.

Someone shouted. Someone else stood up.

But it didn’t matter.

Because in that moment, a terrifying truth settled over them all.

Trinity Blade wasn’t just frustrated anymore. They weren’t just throwing their weight around. They were looking for a fight.

And now, the guild had to decide—

Would they stand against them?

Or would they endure?

Because Trinity Blade wasn’t stopping until they got what they wanted.

The tension in the guild hall was unbearable.

The older adventurer groaned, clutching his stomach as he knelt on the floor. The room was deathly silent except for his strained breathing.

Garron rolled his shoulders, shaking the impact off like it was nothing. He looked down at the crumpled veteran with nothing but contempt.

“See?” he scoffed. “Even the so-called seniors here are worthless.”

Darin snickered, stepping forward. “Maybe we’re expecting too much from these people.” His eyes scanned the room, filled with nothing but cowering adventurers. “Guess this whole place is just filled with a bunch of weaklings.”

A flick of his wrist—

A fireball shot toward the ceiling, exploding in a burst of heat and smoke. The wooden beams darkened, embers raining down.

No one moved. No one dared to.

Because they all knew—

If they so much as twitched, Trinity Blade would set their sights on them next.

Lena smiled. “Honestly, this is getting boring.” She turned her cold gaze toward Alina, who stood frozen behind the reception desk. “I thought the adventurer’s guild had rules. But I guess they don’t apply when there’s no one here to enforce them.”

Alina’s hands clenched into fists beneath the desk.

She couldn’t act. Not against them.

Not when the guildmaster was gone.

And Trinity Blade knew that. They knew no one here could stop them.

So they were taking their time, reveling in their power, enjoying the slow, crushing realization that there was nothing anyone could do.

And then—

The guild doors swung open.

A rush of cool air slipped inside.

The entire hall froze. Every eye turned toward the entrance.

Two figures stood in the doorway.

Belle and Kai.

They had just returned from their quest, both still covered in dust from the road.

Kai blinked, clearly taken aback by the state of the guild. The shattered chair, the scorched table, the bruised adventurers hunched in the corners.

“…Did we miss something?”

Belle said nothing.

Her eyes quietly swept over the scene.

The injured veteran was still kneeling on the floor. The way everyone avoided looking at Trinity Blade. The fear lingering in the air.

Without a word, she stepped forward.

The silence stretched as she slowly walked past Trinity Blade—

Ignoring them completely.

Darin’s brow twitched. Garron narrowed his eyes. Lena’s smile faded.

But Belle didn’t stop.

She simply knelt beside the injured older man and gently helped him up.

The veteran coughed, wincing. “I-I’m fine…”

Belle didn’t respond. She just placed his arm over her shoulder and quietly steadied him.

That was it.

That single action—

That quiet indifference—

Was the last straw.

Garron’s teeth clenched. “Oi.”

No response.

Darin scoffed, stepping closer. “Hey. We’re talking to you.”

Still, Belle ignored them.

And that infuriated them.

Garron’s patience snapped.

His fist shot forward, aiming straight for the side of her face.

It should’ve connected.

But it didn’t.

His knuckles sliced through empty air.

Belle hadn’t even looked at him.

She had just… moved.

No, not moved.

She had vanished—

And reappeared a step ahead, still helping the older man as if nothing had happened.

Garron blinked. Darin frowned. Lena narrowed her eyes.

Garron growled, stepping in again—this time with a direct punch toward her ribs.

But again—

His fist whiffed through nothing.

From his perspective, she wasn’t even moving.

One moment she was there—

The next, she was slightly further away.

Again. And again.

Each time he struck, his attack slid through air, missing by mere inches.

But Belle…

She never even acknowledged it.

She just kept walking. Helping the older adventurer.

Dodging every attack without effort. Without thinking.

Like their assaults didn’t even register to her. Like they weren’t even worth noticing.

Garron’s frustration turned into rage.

Darin gritted his teeth and raised his palm—

A massive fireball formed, crackling with deadly heat.

“Let’s see if you can dodge this—”

A sharp pressure suddenly filled the room.

Like the air itself had shifted.

Kai, who had been watching the entire time, suddenly exhaled and cracked his neck.

“Alright,” he muttered. “I’ve seen enough.”

His hand casually rested on the hilt of his katana.

The moment his fingers curled around the grip—

The entire guild felt it.

A pulse. A pressure. A flicker of something dangerous.

And just like that—

The balance shifted.

The crackling fire in Darin’s palm wavered.

For the first time since Trinity Blade had stepped into the guild hall, they hesitated.

Kai had barely moved. He hadn't drawn his sword. Hadn't spoken a threat.

And yet—

The entire guild felt it.

The moment his fingers curled around the hilt of his katana, an invisible weight pressed against the room.

A silent warning.

It wasn’t magic. It wasn’t a skill. It was intent.

A pressure that only someone who had walked the edge of death could emit.

Darin clenched his jaw. Lena’s usual smirk faltered. Even Garron, whose anger had been building like a storm, didn’t take another step.

But Belle…

She didn’t even notice.

Or if she did, she simply did not care.

With steady movements, she continued toward the counter, carefully helping the older adventurer sit down on a bench near the side.

She did not acknowledge Trinity Blade. Did not glare at them. Did not flinch at their aggression.

It was as if they weren’t even there.

The silence in the guild was deafening.

Kai exhaled, letting go of his sword hilt.

The tension loosened slightly, though the weight of the moment still lingered in the air.

Then, as if nothing had happened, he turned on his heel and followed Belle.

Together, they walked toward the reception counter, leaving Trinity Blade frozen in place.

Alina sat behind the desk, her knuckles white from gripping the edge.

She had been prepared for disaster. Prepared to step in if things went too far. Prepared for Trinity Blade to escalate further.

But instead—

Belle had simply walked past them.

Kai had stopped them with nothing but his presence.

And now… they were acting like none of it had ever happened.

Kai placed a parchment on the counter.

“The quest is done,” he said casually. “Monster hunt request in the northern forest. We took care of the wyvern nests causing trouble near the trade route.”

Alina blinked, still processing everything.

Belle, meanwhile, simply stood beside him, waiting in quiet patience.

Not once did she turn to look at Trinity Blade. Not once did she acknowledge their presence.

The rest of the guild was stunned.

A party that had thrown the entire hall into chaos—

Bullied veterans. Terrorized rookies. Demanded answers through sheer violence.

And yet—

The moment Belle entered, she had walked past them.

Not in fear. Not in caution. But in complete disregard.

Kai had stopped them with a single gesture.

And then—

They had just gone on with their day.

As if Trinity Blade were nothing.

A realization sank into the room.

Something unspoken.

A shift in the atmosphere.

Trinity Blade had come here to prove their power. To make a statement.

But in the end—

Belle and Kai had stolen the moment from them.

Without words. Without effort. Without caring.

Alina exhaled, shaking herself out of her daze.

She quickly looked over the quest details, stamping the parchment with approval.

“R-Right,” she said, still a little breathless. “Everything looks good. I’ll process your reward.”

Kai nodded. “Thanks.”

Belle simply waited, silent as ever.

The guild remained deathly quiet.

No one dared to speak. No one dared to breathe too loudly.

Everyone was waiting—

To see what Trinity Blade would do next.

Coins jingled softly as Alina handed over the reward pouch.

Belle accepted it without a word, briefly glancing inside before nodding in satisfaction. Kai, meanwhile, gave a lazy wave of thanks before turning away from the counter.

The two moved in sync, their steps calm and unhurried as they left the reception desk.

And once again—

They walked straight past Trinity Blade.

This time, it wasn’t just indifference.

It was a dismissal.

A silent message that Garron, Darin, and Lena weren’t even worth a second thought.

Kai’s gaze was fixed on the quest board ahead, scanning for potential missions. Belle walked beside him, arms folded, her expression unreadable as she, too, examined the available requests.

And just like before—

Trinity Blade wasn’t there.

Garron’s jaw tightened. His fists clenched.

The humiliation burned.

How dare they.

How dare these two nobodies—newcomers—act as if Trinity Blade was beneath them?

As if they didn’t exist?

A muscle in Garron’s temple twitched as his body moved on instinct.

Slowly, deliberately, he stepped forward.

One step. Then another.

No one tried to stop him.

Alina didn’t move.

The guild staff held their breath.

The adventurers shrank back, unwilling to be caught in the crossfire.

He got closer. Close enough to reach out.

Close enough to grab Belle’s shoulder, to force her to turn around, to acknowledge him.

But before his fingers could so much as twitch—

Something hit him.

Not physically. Not magically.

It was deeper than that.

A weight. A presence. A force that was there, yet completely invisible.

His breath hitched. His heartbeat staggered.

The pressure settled on him like an unseen beast, fangs hovering just above his throat. It wasn’t violent. It wasn’t aggressive.

It was simply—

Overwhelming.

For a single, terrifying moment, Garron felt as though he had been reduced to nothing.

His body refused to move forward. His muscles locked in place. His instincts screamed at him to stop. He swallowed hard, a sudden rush of unease flooding his senses.

What was that? What was happening to him?

No one else reacted. No one else seemed to feel it.

Even Lena and Darin, standing nearby, appeared completely unaware of the suffocating force pressing down on him.

But Garron felt it.

He couldn’t not feel it.

His hands trembled slightly as he stared at Belle’s back.

She hadn’t turned around. Hadn’t acknowledged him. Hadn’t moved an inch.

And yet—

It was her.

He knew it was her.

That crushing weight—

That unseen presence—

It was her.

But how?

Aura was not a thing in Eldoria.

No one had ever wielded something like this before.

And yet, Garron was certain of one thing.

Whatever force was holding him in place—

It wasn’t magic. It wasn’t mana. It wasn’t something he could understand.

It was something far greater. Something older. Something that made his entire being scream in warning. Something that made him hesitate.

And for the first time since he had entered the guild—

Garron stepped back.

End of Chapter 28

            


Chapter 29: The Silence Before the Storm


                As the Trinity Blade stepped out of the guild hall, the cold evening air did little to cool Garron’s frustration. His boots scraped against the cobbled path as he came to a stop, arms crossed, eyes narrowed in deep thought.

Darin and Lena exchanged glances.

“What the hell was that?” Darin was the first to speak, his tone sharp with irritation. “You had her right in front of you. Why’d you stop?”

Lena eyed Garron carefully. She had seen it—the hesitation, something she had never once witnessed in him before.

Garron exhaled slowly, then glanced over his shoulder at the guild’s entrance, as if expecting Belle to walk out at any moment. “Didn’t you feel that?”

Darin frowned. “Feel what?”

Garron’s grip tightened around his arm. “A heavy pressure—like something was pushing down on me. It was just for a moment, but…” His voice lowered. “I couldn’t move.”

Lena raised an eyebrow. “From Kai?”

“No.” Garron shaked his head, then looked at them both seriously. “From her.”

Darin scoffed, crossing his arms. “That girl? Come on, we’ve never even heard of her before today. She barely even looked at us.”

Lena, however, remained quiet. She didn’t feel the pressure Garron was talking about, but she wasn’t so quick to dismiss his reaction either. Garron wasn’t the type to hesitate—if he had stopped, then something had forced him to.

Garron gritted his teeth. “We know Kai—he’s been an adventurer here for a while, and yeah, he’s strong. But that girl? Nothing. No information, no history.”

Lena’s gaze sharpened. “And nobody in the guild talks about her.”

The realization settled between them.

They had pushed hard for answers inside the guild. The adventurers, the staff—even Alina—all avoided mentioning Belle.

Darin clicked his tongue. “So what? The guild is covering for her?”

Garron remained silent.

“Come on, Garron. We all saw what happened in there. That girl didn’t even look at us. She ignored us completely. And Kai? He treated us like we were beneath him. He is just a D-Rank.” Darin clenched his fist. “They humiliated us.”

Lena’s eyes narrowed in thought. “One thing is clear. She’s not from Dawnstead.”

Darin rubbed his chin. “She’s an outsider, but somehow, she walks into the guild and acts like she owns the place? No fear, no reaction to us, and apparently, she’s strong enough to make Garron stop in his tracks?” His eyes gleamed with irritation. “I don’t buy it. Something’s off.”

Lena’s fingers tapped against her arm thoughtfully. “Then that just means one thing.”

Darin raised an eyebrow. “Which is?”

A smirk crossed Lena’s lips.

“She’s hiding something. Something big is going on here.”

A slow grin spread across Darin’s face. “Well, well. Now that’s interesting.”

Garron didn’t smile. His fingers twitched as he recalled that moment—that split second where his instincts screamed danger.

He had faced monsters, bandits, even elite knights before. But never—not once—had he felt like prey.

Garron finally turned toward them fully. “Then we find out who she is.”

Lena smirked slightly. “And when we do?”

Garron’s lips curled into a sneer. “We remind her who actually runs this town.”

Darin’s grin widened. “Now that’s more like it.”

Lena glanced toward the guild, her expression unreadable.

Back inside the guild, the tense atmosphere had finally begun to ease after Trinity Blade left. The adventurers still murmured among themselves, throwing occasional glances at Belle and Kai. Some whispered about what had just happened, others questioned why Trinity Blade had backed down.

Belle, however, paid no mind to the stares.

She stood in front of the quest board, her eyes scanning the parchment sheets with quiet focus.

Kai leaned against the counter, arms crossed. His gaze flickered toward Belle briefly before letting out a small sigh. “You’re taking your time.”

Belle didn’t respond immediately. She traced a finger across one of the posted quests, her mind already processing what had just happened with Garron.

He hesitated.

Belle knew exactly why.

But he didn’t.

That moment of hesitation meant something. Even if Trinity Blade didn’t understand it yet, they would start looking for answers soon.

Kai watched her closely. He had noticed it too—the moment Garron had stepped forward, ready to cause trouble, only to suddenly stop in his tracks.

Kai didn’t know what Belle had done, but he didn’t need to ask.

Instead, he exhaled and changed the topic. “So, which one are we taking next?”

Belle finally spoke. “Something outside the town.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “You want to avoid Dawnstead for a bit?”

Belle simply nodded.

Kai smirked. “Smart.”

With Trinity Blade sniffing around, it was better to stay out of sight—at least for now.

Belle plucked a quest from the board and walked back toward the counter.

Alina, still stunned by their calm demeanor, hesitated before taking the parchment. “Are you… sure you want to head out again so soon?”

Kai shrugged. “Why not? It’s a simple monster hunt quest.”

Alina bit her lip. She looked as though she wanted to say something—but in the end, she simply nodded and processed the request.

She slid the approval slip across the counter.

“Be careful,” she said softly.

Belle took the slip, gave a slight nod, then turned to leave. Kai followed, stretching his arms behind his head.

The guild watched them go, whispers still lingering in the air.

The dirt path stretched ahead, winding through the forest as Belle and Kai walked in silence. The sounds of rustling leaves and distant bird calls filled the air, but Kai could tell Belle’s mind wasn’t on the scenery.

She was thinking.

She always got like this when something didn’t sit right with her.

After a few more moments of quiet, Kai exhaled through his nose. “You want to ask about them, don’t you?”

Belle didn’t look at him, but he saw the slight shift in her posture—a silent confirmation.

Kai smirked. “Figured. Trinity Blade, huh?”

He rolled his shoulders, cracking his neck slightly. “Well, let’s start with the basics. They’re Dawnstead’s strongest adventuring party. At least, that’s what they like to think.”

Belle glanced at him. “They’re not?”

Kai chuckled. “Strength-wise? Maybe. But they act like they’re bigger than they really are. The truth is, outside of Dawnstead, no one really cares about them.”

Belle listened carefully, her expression unreadable.

Kai shoved his hands into his pockets. “The party’s made up of three people—Garron—the Tanker, Darin—the mage, and Lena—the healer. You saw how they were back at the guild. Garron and Darin are a C-Rank and Lena is a D-Rank, which makes them the highest-ranked adventurers in town. But here’s the thing: Dawnstead doesn’t have any B-Rank adventurers.”

Belle raised an eyebrow.

Kai continued, “Normally, in bigger cities, C-Ranks wouldn’t be at the top of the food chain. But here? They’re the strongest group around, so they get away with acting however they want.”

Belle absorbed this information before speaking again. “You don’t like them.”

Kai let out a dry chuckle. “What gave it away?”

Belle simply stared at him.

Kai sighed. “Yeah, I don’t. Not just because they’re arrogant, but because I’ve seen what they do when things don’t go their way.”

He paused for a moment, kicking a loose rock on the road.

“They weren’t always like this,” he admitted. “When I first came to Dawnstead, they were already the strongest team, but they weren’t… as bad as they are now. They used to actually care about their reputation. They took quests seriously, even helped train new adventurers sometimes.”

Belle tilted her head slightly. “What changed?”

Kai’s expression darkened.

“A quest. A year ago.”

Belle remained quiet, waiting for him to continue.

Kai’s voice grew more serious. “They took on a high-risk quest—an escort mission for a merchant caravan heading to another town. It should’ve been simple, but they got ambushed by a group of monsters.”

Belle narrowed her eyes. “They failed?”

Kai shook his head. “No, they survived. But they lost a teammate.”

Belle blinked.

“There used to be four of them,” Kai explained. “A warrior named Rowen. From what I heard, he was the one keeping the group balanced. He wasn’t as strong as the rest of them, but he was smart. Kept them from making reckless decisions.”

Belle remained still, processing his words.

Kai’s gaze hardened. “But when the ambush happened, Rowen was killed. And after that… they changed.”

Belle finally spoke. “How?”

Kai scoffed. “They stopped taking escort missions, for one. Any quest that involved protecting someone? They avoided it. Instead, they focused on subjugation quests—hunting down monsters, eliminating threats. But the worst part? They stopped caring about other people. It’s like losing Rowen made them decide that strength is all that matters. That if you’re weak, you’re not worth saving.”

Belle looked back toward the road.

She was starting to understand.

“They’ve been looking for a fight,” she said.

Kai nodded. “Pretty much. They were probably itching for an excuse to put someone in their place.”

Belle considered his words for a long moment. Then, she finally asked, “Why didn’t you stop them?”

Kai blinked.

Belle wasn’t accusing him—her tone was calm, simply curious.

Kai scratched the back of his head. “Tch. What was I supposed to do? Pick a fight in the middle of the guild?”

Belle didn’t answer.

Kai clicked his tongue. “Look, I know what you’re thinking. And yeah, I could’ve stepped in earlier. But if I did, things would’ve gotten worse. If I start something with them, it’s not gonna end with just one fight. Trinity Blade holds grudges.”

Belle didn’t argue with that. She had seen it herself—they weren’t the type to let things go easily.

But then Kai glanced at her, his expression shifting slightly.

“Honestly, I didn’t need to step in.” He smirked. “You handled it.”

Belle said nothing.

Kai studied her for a moment before shaking his head. “Garron didn’t even realize what happened, did he? That’s the funny part. One second, he was ready to cause trouble, and the next, he just… stopped.”

Belle remained silent.

Kai’s smirk widened. “You did something, didn’t you?”

Belle looked straight ahead. “…I don’t know what you mean.”

Kai let out a short laugh. “Sure you don’t.”

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Then Kai let out a breath. “Anyway. You get the picture now. Trinity Blade’s strong, but they’re not invincible. And more importantly? They don’t like being ignored.”

Belle knew he was right.

She could already tell—this wasn’t over.

Trinity Blade would come looking for answers.

They wouldn’t stop until they found out why Garron hesitated.

The streets of Dawnstead at night were a far cry from the lively bustle of the day. The laughter of drunken adventurers still spilled from the taverns, but the farther one walked from the main square, the quieter—and more dangerous—the town became.

Trinity Blade prowled through the shadowed alleys like a pack of restless wolves, their moods darkening with every dead end they encountered.

Nobody was talking.

Not the innkeepers, not the shopkeepers, and certainly not the adventurers who usually cowered before them.

It wasn’t just avoidance. It was silence. A wall had been placed around that girl—and they didn’t know who built it.

Darin slammed his fist against the nearest wall, a flicker of flame curling around his knuckles before he let out a slow breath. His patience had never been the best. “This is getting ridiculous. No one’s ever given us trouble before. Why the hell is everyone suddenly playing dumb?”

Lena, standing a few steps away, her sharp gaze scanning the streets as if the answers might be lurking in the shadows. “Maybe it’s not that they don’t know—but that they’ve been told not to say anything.”

Garron, standing at the center of their group, exhaled through his nose, arms crossed over his chest. His thick brows furrowed. “By who?”

Lena shrugged. “Could be the guildmaster, could be the knights. Someone with enough influence to make people scared of talking.”

Darin scoffed. “Since when did the guild give a damn about protecting people like that?”

Garron didn’t answer right away. His pride was already raw after the humiliation in the guild earlier, and now, even the information he sought was slipping through his fingers. It made his blood boil.

But then—

A thought slithered into his mind.

“…Kai.”

Darin and Lena both turned to him, their expressions shifting.

Garron’s voice was low, thoughtful. “Kai’s been an adventurer here for a while. He was the only one who didn’t seem surprised by that girl. If anyone knows something about her, it’s him.”

Darin cracked his knuckles. “So we go after Kai?”

Lena, ever the cautious one, tilted her head. “We’ve fought him before. He’s strong.”

“Stronger than us?” Darin asked, the firelight from his hand casting flickering shadows over his grin.

Lena didn’t answer immediately, which was an answer in itself.

Garron scowled. He wasn’t afraid of Kai, but he wasn’t an idiot, either. A direct fight wasn’t the answer—not yet.

“We don’t attack him outright,” Garron said after a long pause. “We watch him. See if he lets anything slip. If he has a weakness, we’ll find it.”

Lena smirked. “And what about the girl?”

Garron’s fists clenched. The moment her presence had washed over him back in the guild—the invisible weight that had made him hesitate—it had burned itself into his mind. It was unlike anything he’d ever felt.

And that infuriated him.

“She made me hesitate.”

Lena and Darin exchanged glances. Garron never hesitated.

His voice was quiet, simmering with unspoken anger.

“I don’t care who she is.”

He let the words hang in the cool night air before finishing, his tone deadly.

“We’ll find out soon enough. And when we do…”

A slow, predatory grin stretched across his lips.

“She’ll wish she never crossed us.”

End of Chapter 29

            


Chapter 30: The Veil of Silence


                The first large-scaled subjugation quest in Dawnstead, took place just one week ago at the northern outskirts of the town. Upon receiving an emergency request from the Dawnstead Knights, the guild had dispatched their adventurers in squads, working together with the knights to subjugate hordes of monsters affected by a phenomenon called Mana Overload.

The adventurers and knights worked together high and low to stop the monsters’ rampage. Some were heavily injured during the battle, some lives were lost. But at the most desperate moment of the battle, where hope seemed lost, Belle unleashed her power and ended the battle all by herself.

Some were afraid of the power she had and some were relieved because they survived. But the same questions still lingered in everybody’s mind. Who is she? How can a girl wield such power?

Dawnstead – One Week Ago

The morning after the subjugation quest’s celebration feast, Dawnstead was quieter than usual.

The previous night’s revelry had left the town in a sluggish haze, with most adventurers either sleeping off their exhaustion or nursing mild hangovers. The streets, usually bustling at this hour, felt oddly subdued. Shopkeepers moved at a slower pace. A few knights patrolled lazily, looking as if they, too, had indulged in the previous night’s drinks.

But Gale Valtor was already awake.

He hadn’t touched a single drop of alcohol the night before. Not because he wasn’t the type to drink, but because his mind had been elsewhere. Even after the battle was won, even after Dawnstead’s adventurers and knights had returned alive—he couldn’t shake what he had seen.

And so, with that weight still pressing on him, he made his way toward the adventurer’s guild.

Guildmaster Garrick Voss was already working.

Seated behind his massive wooden desk, he was buried in reports, quill scratching against parchment as he reviewed the recent quests. His expression remained neutral, but the ever-growing pile of paperwork on his desk suggested a long and tiresome morning.

When the office door swung open, he barely looked up.

“Didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” Garrick said without preamble, setting his quill down. His tired eyes flicked toward Gale, scanning him briefly. “You already filed your report. So, what brings you back?”

Gale closed the door behind him.

“It’s about the girl.”

Garrick paused. His brow furrowed slightly. “Girl?”

Then, realization flickered across his face.

“…Belle.”

Gale nodded.

Now Garrick was interested.

He had met Belle only briefly when she first arrived at the guild. At the time, she seemed like just another unknown adventurer—perhaps a bit unusual, but nothing warranting concern.

But the way Gale spoke now…

This wasn’t a simple follow-up.

Something had changed.

Garrick leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “You already put in the official report. If you had concerns about her, you should have mentioned it then.”

“I didn’t have time,” Gale replied, shaking his head. “And this isn’t something I wanted on record.”

That made Garrick sit up straight.

Gale wasn’t the type to keep things off the books. He was a by-the-book knight, a man who followed orders and filed reports with military precision. If he wanted something off the record, then it meant…

This was serious.

Garrick’s sharp gaze studied him. Then, with a slow nod, he gestured to the chair across from his desk.

“…Alright,” he said, voice quieter now. “I’m listening.”

Gale didn’t sit down.

Instead, he paced. A rare thing for him.

For a moment, he seemed to struggle with how to begin. Not because he doubted what he had seen, but because putting it into words felt impossible.

“The battle,” Gale started, voice level. “It should have been a massacre.”

Garrick remained silent, watching him.

“The Mana Overload changed everything. The monsters weren’t just lost control—they were enhanced. Stronger, faster. Unnatural.” His fingers curled into a fist. “We were losing ground fast. No matter how well we fought, no matter how well we held the line… it wasn’t enough.”

Garrick nodded slightly. The reports he had received painted a similar picture. The battle had been brutal—far worse than expected.

But what came next wasn’t in any report.

“And then… she stepped forward.” Gale’s voice grew heavier. “Belle.”

Garrick narrowed his eyes.

“She fought alone,” Gale continued, turning toward him. “Without hesitation. Without fear. And not once—not for a single moment—did she look like she was struggling.”

A tense silence settled over the room.

Gale’s mind replayed the scene—the way she moved, the way she fought.

How her body became a blur as she closed the distance between herself and the monsters, especially the orges, which had been known for their size and brute strength.

How she handled them like bowling, tossing the monsters around into each other.

Then, there was the Mana Titan.

How her fist tore through its armored hide as if it were nothing.

How, even as the Titan unleashed powerful strikes that could shattered the earth itself, she walked out of it unscathed.

How, with one final strike, she obliterated the Titan in an explosion of raw power—a power that no one understood.

Garrick exhaled slowly. “And you’re telling me this because…?”

Gale turned to him.

“Because no one—not a single person on that battlefield—could understand what they saw.”

A heavy silence hung between them.

Garrick ran a hand down his face, exhaling slowly as he leaned back in his chair.

It wasn’t that he doubted Gale. The man was one of the most level-headed, no-nonsense knights in Dawnstead. If he had come here, personally, to discuss something off the record, it meant something.

But this…

This wasn’t normal.

Garrick had read his fair share of battle reports. He had listened to firsthand accounts of powerful warriors, master sorcerers, even prodigies said to rival legends.

But he had never—not once—heard of someone like Belle.

“…Damn,” he muttered under his breath, rubbing his temples.

Gale didn’t move. He stood there, arms crossed, expression unreadable. But there was something in his eyes—a tension, a weight—that told Garrick everything he needed to know.

He wasn’t here out of curiosity.

He was here because something about that battle had shaken him.

Garrick reached for the small glass bottle sitting on his desk. A habit of his when things got complicated. The sound of liquid sloshing against the glass filled the room as he poured himself a drink.

Gale’s eyes followed the motion but said nothing.

He waited.

For a moment, Garrick simply sat there, staring into his drink, letting the silence stretch. Then, finally, he spoke.

“Let’s say,” Garrick started, voice measured, “that Belle’s power is something beyond what we know.”

He lifted the glass slightly, as if in thought. The liquid inside reflected the dim light of the room, swirling like something unstable.

“What then?” he asked, tone sharp now. His gaze lifted to meet Gale’s. “What do you want to do about it?”

Gale exhaled.

He looked down for a moment, his expression unreadable. But when he spoke again, his voice was quieter.

“I don’t know what she is,” he admitted. “And to be honest… I don’t think she knows either.”

Garrick’s fingers froze around the glass.

“She doesn’t know?”

Something about that struck him more than he expected.

If Belle wasn’t aware of her own power—if she wasn’t fully in control—then that made things even more dangerous.

He leaned forward slightly, watching Gale carefully. “…And you’re sure?”

Gale’s jaw tensed.

“I saw her fight.” His voice was steady, but there was an edge to it now, something unspoken weighing down his words. “She saved our people. And I don’t think she meant any harm.”

He hesitated.

“…But someone like her—someone with power like that—she won’t stay hidden for long.”

Garrick’s grip tightened around his glass.

He knew what that meant.

The moment word spread—if it spread—there would be no stopping what came next.

Nobles. The military. The Magic Academy. The Church.

Each would come for their own reasons.

Some would want to control her.

Some would want to destroy her.

Either way, Belle wouldn’t have a choice.

And Dawnstead wouldn’t be able to stop them.

Garrick let out a slow breath. The realization settled in his mind, cold and heavy.

“We need to keep this under control,” Gale said, breaking the silence. “At least until we know more.”

For the first time, Garrick saw it.

That uncertainty.

Gale Valtor was a knight. A seasoned warrior. A man used to dealing with threats—monsters, criminals, lawbreakers. He had fought alongside some of the strongest adventurers in the region.

And yet, here he was.

Not just cautious.

But uncertain.

And that alone told Garrick everything.

Slowly, he set his glass down.

“…Alright,” he murmured. His expression hardened. “For now, we keep this quiet.”

Gale nodded once.

“No records. No reports,” Garrick continued, his voice firmer now. “Only those who were there will know.” His gaze sharpened. “And we make sure they know not to speak of it.”

Gale uncrossed his arms and took a deep breath. “We need to control the information.”

Garrick nodded, already thinking.

The first problem: the adventurers.

Dozens of them had been on the battlefield. They had seen Belle fight. Some up close, some from afar. The rumors were already spreading—he had overheard snippets in the guild hall.

“We can’t stop the rumors entirely,” Garrick admitted. “But we can dilute them.”

Gale raised an eyebrow. “How?”

Garrick tapped his fingers on the desk. “We let the adventurers believe what they want… but we also give them a ‘reasonable’ explanation.”

“Go on.”

“We spread the story that Belle’s power was nothing more than a special type of magic she awakened in desperation. People love hero stories. We make it sound like an extremely rare ability, but not something beyond reason. Just another adventurer unlocking their potential.”

Gale nodded slowly. “That might work for the adventurers. But what about my knights?”

Garrick exhaled.

The second problem: the knights.

The knights were disciplined, trained to follow orders. But they weren’t immune to curiosity. And some of them might talk—not out of malice, but out of duty. If someone higher up in the chain of command started asking questions, they would answer.

“You need to handle them personally,” Garrick said. “Call a private debriefing. Make it clear that this battle is to remain classified. Tell them it’s under direct orders from the Dawnstead Captain.”

Gale frowned slightly. “Even if I do that, some might still talk.”

“Then give them a reason not to.”

Gale’s frown deepened. “What kind of reason?”

Garrick sighed. “Tell them that Belle might be under investigation.”

At that, Gale stiffened.

“…That’s dangerous,” he muttered. “If the knights believe she’s a threat—”

“Not a threat. Just… someone being watched,” Garrick clarified. “Make it clear that it’s a precaution, not an accusation. That should be enough to keep them quiet for now.”

Gale thought for a long moment, then nodded.

“…Alright,” he said finally. “I’ll handle the knights. You handle the guild.”

Another silence.

Then, finally—

Gale exhaled.

“For her sake,” he said. “And for ours.”

Garrick only nodded.

The decision had been made.

Belle’s secret would be protected.

At least for now.

Dawnstead – Present Day

Lena leaned against a wall in one of Dawnstead’s quieter alleys, arms crossed, irritation clear on her face. "Nothing. Again."

Across from her, Darin ran a hand through his hair, clearly annoyed. "You’re joking."

"I wish I was."

Garron, who stood between them with his arms folded, let out a slow breath through his nose. It was rare for the towering warrior to speak, but when he did, it carried weight.

"That’s the fourth person today," he muttered. "Nobody’s talking."

Lena’s grip on her arms tightened. She hated to admit it, but whoever was covering for Belle knew what they were doing.

They had gone to the taverns, the weapon shops, the inns—every single place where loose lips usually spilled secrets. Yet every time they so much as mentioned Belle’s name, they were met with the same answers.

"Never heard of her."

"She’s just another adventurer."

"Why are you so interested in some girl?"

It wasn’t normal.

Dawnstead had its fair share of gossip—people who would sell a rumor for a few silver coins. And yet, when it came to Belle, it was like an unspoken wall had been built around her.

And it was deliberate.

Lena exhaled sharply, shoving off the wall. "The guild and the knights are in on this. They’re covering for her."

Darin scowled. "Why? What’s their angle?"

"Maybe they don’t trust her either," Garron said. "Or maybe they do, and they don’t trust us."

The three of them fell silent.

They had always held a level of status in Dawnstead. People respected them. Feared them, even. Yet now, for the first time—

They were the ones being locked out.

And they hated it.

Meanwhile, at the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild, Garrick had returned from his stay in the capital. He sat in his usual spot at the bar, casually sipping from a tankard.

Across the room, a group of newer adventurers whispered amongst themselves.

"Did you see Trinity Blade earlier? They’ve been stomping around town all day."

"Yeah, I think they’re looking for something."

"Or someone."

Garrick let out a quiet chuckle.

Good.

The information control was working exactly as planned.

After his conversation with Gale a week ago, the guild and knights had made sure to tighten their grip on the situation. No unnecessary details about Belle were ever recorded. Any adventurers who had seen her fight during the subjugation quest had been subtly warned to keep their mouths shut.

And the ones who weren’t?

Well… a few words from a knight or a guild official were enough to make them think twice about spreading rumors.

Gale had done his part with the knights, making sure none of his men spoke out of turn. Meanwhile, Garrick had used his influence over the guild to redirect any wandering curiosity.

If someone asked too many questions about Belle, they’d be met with a wall of silence.

Or, better yet—

Misinformation.

A dozen different versions of Belle’s story were now floating around.

Some claimed she was just a regular swordswoman.

Others said she was a runaway noble.

One particularly absurd rumor suggested she was a former knight from another kingdom.

Nothing concrete. Nothing consistent.

It was enough to keep anyone from knowing the truth.

And that included Trinity Blade.

But once Belle returned?

That’s when the real confrontation would begin.

End of Chapter 30

            


Chapter 31: The Gathering Storm


                The late afternoon sun bathed the landscape in gold, stretching Kai and Belle’s shadows across the dirt road. After two days of travel and monster hunting, Dawnstead’s towering walls finally came into view, standing tall against the sky.

Kai let out a long, satisfied sigh, rolling his shoulders as he stretched his arms behind his head. “Finally. A hot meal, a real bed—maybe even a drink or two.” He shot Belle a smirk. “You’re paying, by the way.”

Belle arched an eyebrow at him. “You didn’t do enough work to deserve that.”

Kai scoffed, placing a hand on his chest in mock offense. “Excuse me? I took down at least half of those monsters myself.”

“You mean the ones I lured into your path?”

He clicked his tongue, but the grin on his face didn’t waver. “Still counts.”

Belle shook her head, but a small, almost imperceptible smile tugged at her lips. The banter was lighthearted, a natural rhythm between them after spending days in battle. Their conversations had become easy, even comfortable in their own way.

Yet, even as they talked, something felt… off.

Belle’s steps slowed slightly. A subtle shift in the air, a weight pressing against the back of her mind. She didn’t understand it at first, but as they neared the gate, the usual hum of the town’s outskirts seemed muted.

The merchants packing their stalls were moving with an unusual urgency, their hands stiff as they stuffed their goods into sacks. A group of adventurers stood in hushed conversation, their glances darting toward the road—toward them—before they abruptly turned and walked away.

The town guards, who typically greeted them with casual nods, stood rigid, their eyes flicking toward the entrance.

Kai dropped his arms, his posture subtly shifting. He wasn’t a strategist, nor did he have Belle’s keen perception, but he wasn’t an idiot. He felt it too.

“Feels weirdly quiet, doesn’t it?” His voice was lower now, more alert.

Belle didn’t respond right away. Instead, her silver eyes swept the road ahead, analyzing the tension hanging in the air.

Then, she saw them.

Just past the entrance, three figures stood waiting. Their presence wasn’t casual—they were positioned deliberately, as if they'd been stationed there for hours.

Trinity Blade.

Garron stood at the front, the evening sun glinting off his heavy armor. He was a wall of muscle, broad-shouldered and rigid, like an immovable boulder planted in their path. His arms were crossed, his thick fingers tapping impatiently against his gauntlets. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, he cracked his knuckles—a sharp, ominous sound that broke the silence.

Darin leaned casually against his staff, one leg crossed over the other, wearing his signature smirk. But there was something sharper in his eyes tonight—an amused curiosity mingled with something more unsettling. He wasn’t just here to watch. He was waiting for something.

Lena, as always, remained a step behind them. She was quiet, her hands neatly folded in front of her robe, but her gaze was trained on Belle. It wasn’t an open challenge, nor was it hostility. It was calculating—as if she were piecing together a puzzle that had been bothering her for far too long.

Kai stiffened slightly at the sight of them. His fingers twitched near his katana, his usual smirk slipping into something more wary. He let out a breath, tilting his head toward Belle.

“Oh, great. What do they want?”

Belle didn’t answer.

Because she already knew.

They had been waiting for them.

The first one to move was Garron.

His boots thudded against the ground as he stepped forward, placing himself directly in their path. He didn’t raise his weapon. He didn’t even take a stance. He simply stood there, using his sheer presence as a blockade.

“Took you long enough to get back,” he said, his voice as steady as stone.

Belle held his gaze, unflinching.

Darin was the next to speak, exhaling dramatically as if this entire conversation was a waste of his time. “Do you two have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused?” He rested his staff against his shoulder, his smirk widening slightly. “People are way too tight-lipped about you. It’s almost like they’re afraid.”

Belle remained silent.

Darin’s eyes narrowed. “So, I’ll ask directly. What really happened during the subjugation quest?”

Kai crossed his arms, unimpressed. “Oh, is that what this is about?” He scoffed. “What, did nobody bother filling you in?”

“They did,” Garron said, his tone clipped. “And none of it makes sense.”

Darin nodded. “See, normally, when a group of adventurers take down a monster threat, the reports are pretty consistent. But this time? Not a single damn person will give us a straight answer.” He tilted his head at Belle. “And you know what that tells me?”

Kai rolled his eyes. “That people don’t like talking to you?”

Darin chuckled, but there was no humor in it. “That something is being covered up.” His gaze flicked to Belle. “And you? You’re right in the center of it.”

Belle said nothing.

Garron’s eyes darkened. “You were at the subjugation quest. You did something. Something big. And now, nobody wants to talk about it.” His fingers curled into fists at his sides. “We want answers.”

Kai exhaled sharply, his patience running thin. “Are we seriously doing this right now?” He threw his hands up. “Look, you’re asking the wrong people. If nobody told you anything, maybe it’s because there’s nothing to say.”

Garron’s jaw tightened. “I don’t buy that.”

Kai clicked his tongue. “Then that’s your problem.”

Garron’s patience was wearing thin. His posture shifted, and for the first time, his frustration bled through.

“We asked nicely before,” he said, his voice colder now. “Now, I’m done asking.”

Belle, who had been silent until now, tilted her head slightly.

And then, with a calm, unwavering voice, she said—

“I have nothing to say to you.”

Silence.

And then—the last straw snapped.

The tension in the air was suffocating. The world around them seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the inevitable clash.

Garron’s fists tightened, veins bulging as frustration contorted his face. He had enough.

"Fine," he growled. "Let’s see if we can shake the truth out of you."

And with a single stomp of his foot—

The earth roared in response.

The ground beneath them trembled violently before massive stone pillars erupted from the earth, forming an enclosed ring around Belle and Kai. Jagged spikes jutted upward, closing off every possible escape route.

The sudden shift sent shockwaves through the area. Merchants cried out in alarm, scrambling away from the scene. A few adventurers, drawn by the magic, halted their conversations and turned to watch. Even the town guards hesitated, unsure whether to interfere.

Kai let out a low whistle, tilting his head as he scanned the stone prison. "So, we’re doing this, huh?"

His hand drifted toward his katana, eager, almost excited.

But before he could unsheathe it—

Belle raised her hand.

"No."

Kai blinked. "Are you serious?"

Belle’s silver eyes remained fixed on Trinity Blade. She didn’t even glance at him.

Garron’s smirk widened. "Smart choice," he mocked.

Then, with a swift movement, he slammed his fist into the ground.

The earth responded immediately.

A wave of jagged stone surged forward, tearing through the dirt and hurling toward Belle at breakneck speed.

She didn’t move.

The moment the rock reached her—

It broke into pieces. As if it was hit by an invisible force.

A flicker of irritation crossed Garron’s face. His fingers twitched, summoning more power. This time, he raised both hands.

The ground split open beneath them—dozens of sharpened rock spears shot out, aiming directly for Belle and Kai.

This time, Kai moved.

His katana flashed in a fiery arc—one swift slash.

The incoming projectiles shattered mid-air, fragments scattering harmlessly to the ground.

Kai flicked his blade, shaking off the dust. “Garron, buddy, if you’re gonna attack us, at least put some effort into it.”

Darin exhaled dramatically. “Tch. Looks like we’ll have to push harder.”

He twirled his staff, fire swirling at its tip. The air rippled with heat as a controlled inferno twisted around him, crackling dangerously.

With a flick of his wrist—

The flames surged forward, roaring like a hungry beast.

Kai tensed, already shifting into a defensive stance—

But Belle lifted a single finger.

And just like that—

The fire vanished.

Darin’s smirk froze. His fingers twitched as if unable to comprehend what had just happened.

Garron, however, had already lost his patience.

With a battle cry, he charged forward, his armor-clad bulk barreling toward Belle like an unstoppable force. His gauntlet-clad fist came hurtling down, aiming to crush her where she stood—

But just before the strike connected—

He stopped.

No—he was forced to stop.

An invisible weight pressed down on him, locking every joint in place. His muscles strained, his breathing hitched. It felt as if the air itself had solidified, becoming an immovable force against his body.

His mind screamed at him—Move! Move! But he couldn’t.

A flicker of uncertainty flashed in his eyes.

Darin’s grip on his staff tightened. “What did she do?”

Kai sighed dramatically. "I was hoping for an actual fight, but this is just embarrassing."

Belle remained still, her cold gaze boring into Garron’s. And then, in a voice like ice—

“Enough.”

The pressure surrounding Garron vanished.

His body lurched forward from the momentum of his halted punch—only for his knee to buckle slightly as he barely caught himself. His breath was ragged now, and his mind was racing.

What the hell had just happened?

Before anyone could react further—

A sharp voice cut through the standoff.

“That’s quite enough.”

The weight of authority in those words was unmistakable.

It wasn’t shouted, nor was it laced with magic—yet it carried such weight that the atmosphere shifted instantly.

The presence that followed was undeniable.

Guildmaster Garrick Voss.

He strode into the scene, moving with the confidence of a man who commanded authority wherever he went. His dark coat, lined with silver embroidery, barely shifted as he walked—each step measured, deliberate.

Not a single soul in the area spoke.

Even the merchants, who had been cautiously observing from the sidelines, quickly turned their attention elsewhere. The town guards straightened their postures, pretending they hadn’t hesitated to intervene.

But the ones most affected were Trinity Blade.

The moment Garrick arrived, Garron and Darin instinctively took a step back. Lena was the only one who remained motionless, though her fingers twitched against the fabric of her robe.

Garrick’s eyes, sharp and unreadable, scanned the area before locking onto the trio. “The three of you.”

His voice was calm. Too calm.

“You’re causing a scene right in front of the town gates. Do I need to remind you what that means?”

The unspoken threat lingered.

Even Garron, still fuming from the fight, had enough sense not to argue. He exhaled sharply through his nose, the tension in his shoulders slowly easing.

Darin, ever the smug one, opened his mouth—then thought better of it when Garrick’s gaze landed on him. He swallowed his words.

Lena lowered her eyes slightly, but there was no apology in her expression.

Garrick let the silence stretch for a moment longer before shifting his attention.

Then, his focus landed on Belle and Kai.

His expression gave nothing away.

“You two. Come with me.”

Kai scratched the back of his head, glancing at Belle. “We just got back. Can’t this wait?”

“No.”

The firmness of that single word left no room for argument.

Garrick’s gaze hardened. “A new dungeon has been discovered. And we need to talk.”

A heavy silence followed.

Belle’s silver eyes flickered with understanding.

A dungeon.

That meant unknown dangers. Powerful creatures. Maybe even something worse.

She finally nodded. “Understood.”

Garrick turned his gaze towards Trinity Blade this time. “And you three as well.”

Just like that—the confrontation ended.

Not because Trinity Blade had backed down. Not because Garron had accepted defeat.

But because something far more important loomed on the horizon.

A new dungeon.

And with it—new dangers.

End of Chapter 31

            


Chapter 32: Forging the Dawn


                The heavy wooden doors of the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild swung open with a weighty creak. As Garrick Voss strode in, every adventurer in the hall instinctively turned toward him. The usual hum of voices and clinking tankards faded as Belle, Kai, and Trinity Blade followed in his wake.

The confrontation at the gates had already spread like wildfire, and now, every pair of eyes in the hall was locked onto them.

Curious whispers. Wary glances. Some adventurers leaned in to quietly murmur their own theories.

“Did you see what happened outside?”

“They almost fought right in front of the gates.”

“Who pissed off the guildmaster this time?”

Kai let out a low whistle, his voice a murmur meant only for Belle. “Feels like we’re walking into an execution.”

Belle remained silent, focused on the path ahead.

Meanwhile, Trinity Blade walked as if they were marching toward their next victory. 

Garron led the way, his armor catching the glow of lantern light, head held high with a cocky stride. Darin twirled his staff idly, unfazed by the weight of the stares, while Lena followed in perfect silence, her face unreadable.

Despite their confidence, no one dared to speak under Garrick’s looming presence.

The guildmaster’s expression was unreadable, but his mere presence was enough to silence the entire hall. He walked with purpose, each step measured, leading them past the main reception area.

At the far end, Alina, the guild receptionist, stood by a side door, waiting. She cast a brief glance at the group but said nothing, her usual composure unshaken.

Garrick pushed open the door, motioning them inside.

"Inside. Now."

No one hesitated.

The shift in atmosphere was immediate.

Garrick’s office was dimly lit, lined with wooden bookshelves filled with battle reports, old maps, and guild records. The faint scent of aged parchment and polished wood lingered in the air.

A large desk stood at the center, but Garrick didn’t sit. Instead, he remained standing, arms crossed, his piercing gaze sweeping over them.

To the right of the room, Boris, the guild’s quest coordinator, leaned against a cabinet with his arms folded. His broad frame and grizzled features made him look more like a retired warrior than a guild official. He eyed the group with a tired expression—one that suggested he already knew how this conversation would play out.

Alina entered last, closing the door behind her before taking her place beside Boris.

For a long moment, nobody spoke.

Then, Garrick’s voice cut through the silence.

"You’re causing trouble."

The accusation wasn’t aimed at just one person. It was meant for everyone in the room.

Garron scoffed, crossing his arms. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

Garrick’s gaze pinned him in place. “You caused a public disturbance in front of the town gates. Do I need to explain why that’s a problem?”

Darin smirked, leaning casually on his staff. “A little magic display isn’t a crime.”

Boris let out a tired exhale. “In front of the merchant district? What were you thinking? You’re lucky the knights weren’t the ones handling this.”

Lena said nothing, her face unreadable as always.

Kai, clearly uninterested in the scolding, yawned dramatically. “Well, if that’s all this is about, can we go now? I’d love to get back to not caring.”

Garrick ignored him, his tone shifting as he moved to the real reason they were here.

“A new dungeon has been discovered.”

Kai’s eyebrows raised slightly. “That fast? Didn’t a new one appear just last month?”

The room was in total silence.

Belle didn’t react outwardly, but she sensed the tension shift.

Garron’s arrogance flickered into something more serious. “A dungeon?”

Garrick nodded. “Not far from Dawnstead. A scouting party discovered the entrance last night, but something about it isn’t normal.” He tapped a parchment on his desk. “Most dungeons follow predictable patterns. They form in areas where mana accumulates over time. Their depths, structure, and monster ecosystem depend on the density of that mana. But this one—” his voice darkened slightly, “—doesn’t fit the pattern.”

Darin’s smirk faded. “How so?”

“The mana readings are unstable. The entrance appeared overnight with no prior signs of buildup. And most concerning of all…” Garrick’s gaze flicked toward Boris.

Boris exhaled through his nose. “The monsters inside aren’t acting normal. We still don’t know why.”

A beat of silence followed.

Lena spoke for the first time. “If it’s an official dungeon quest, the requirements are the same, aren’t they?”

Garrick nodded.

"Normally, to take on a dungeon expedition, an adventurer must be at least D-Rank or higher. And they must operate in an official party. That means our first choice is obvious.” His gaze landed on Trinity Blade.

Garron smirked, confidence returning. “Well, of course. We’re the strongest party in Dawnstead.” He cracked his knuckles. “We’ll clear it in no time.”

Darin chuckled. “Should be a good warm-up.”

Lena remained quiet, but the faintest hint of a smirk tugged at her lips.

Garrick didn’t react to their arrogance. Instead, he dropped the next piece of information.

"Belle and Kai will also be investigating the dungeon."

Garron’s smirk vanished instantly.

Darin blinked. “Wait, what?”

Lena narrowed her eyes slightly.

Even Kai looked surprised. “Huh?”

Alina, still standing near the door, spoke up next. “Since the dungeon is behaving abnormally, the guild has decided to send in an additional team to gather information. However—” she gave Belle and Kai a firm look, “—you must form an official party before accepting the quest.”

Garron took a step forward, glaring at Garrick. “You can’t be serious. You’re sending them?”

“They’re more capable than you think.” Garrick’s tone was neutral, but his words hit like a hammer.

Garron’s fists clenched. “They’re not even an official party. They’re just—”

Kai grinned, stretching his arms behind his head. “Just what? Too strong for you?”

Darin scowled. “Tch.”

Belle, however, remained quiet, her gaze thoughtful.

Lena finally spoke. “That means they don’t even meet the minimum qualifications.”

Garron scoffed, voice filled with irritation. “And yet you’re still considering them?” He turned his glare toward Garrick. “Why waste resources on inexperienced nobodies when we are more than enough?”

The room’s tension thickened.

Belle, up until this point, had remained quiet.

Now, she finally spoke.

“We never said we wouldn’t form a party,” Belle said simply, her voice calm but unwavering.

Kai shrugged. “Besides, shouldn’t you guys be more focused on proving yourself than worrying about us?”

Garron’s jaw clenched. “You think this is a joke?”

Kai smirked. “No. But I think it’s funny how much it’s bothering you.”

The tension was about to break.

And then—

Garrick’s voice cut through once more.

“That’s enough.”

Everyone fell silent.

His gaze pierced through the room.

“This is not up for debate,” he stated firmly. “Trinity Blade will be assigned to the dungeon.”

He then turned to Belle and Kai.

“If you want in on this mission, then form your party immediately.”

Kai exhaled, clearly already annoyed by them.

But Belle?

She was already thinking ahead.

This dungeon wasn’t normal.

And something told her that this quest wouldn’t be an easy task.

The Rusty Keg Tavern was as lively as ever. The scent of roasted meat, fresh bread, and spiced ale filled the air, mingling with the low hum of conversation and the occasional burst of laughter. The warm glow of candlelight flickered against the wooden walls, casting shadows that danced across the tavern’s rustic interior.

At one of the corner tables, Belle and Kai sat across from each other, their plates filled with steaming food. The exhaustion of the day weighed on them, but the tension from the guild meeting still lingered in the air like an unspoken thought.

For a while, they ate in silence.

Kai tore off a chunk of fresh bread, dipping it into his stew before taking a hearty bite. His sigh of contentment was almost exaggerated.

“Man, I missed real food,” he muttered between bites. “Two days of dry rations? Never again.”

Belle looked up from her plate, arching an eyebrow. “You say that every time.”

“And I’ll keep saying it,” Kai said with a mouthful, waving his spoon dramatically. “Doesn’t make it less true.”

Belle rolled her eyes but took a sip of her drink, letting the warmth of the liquid chase away the lingering chill from the night air.

For a brief moment, it was just a normal meal. The kind that adventurers had after a long day.

But the weight of the earlier conversation still hung between them.

Kai glanced up and caught the thoughtful look in Belle’s eyes as she poked at her food. He let out a knowing sigh.

“Alright, what’s on your mind?”

Belle hesitated for half a second before setting down her fork.

“That dungeon quest.”

Kai smirked, leaning back in his chair. “Figured you’d bring it up sooner or later.” He lazily tapped his fingers against the table, as if debating where to start.

Belle met his gaze. “What exactly is a dungeon?”

Kai exhaled, setting his fork down. "Alright. Listen up, then. I’ll break it down for you."

Kai rested his elbows on the table, his expression shifting to something more serious.

“First off, dungeons aren’t like ordinary caves or ruins,” he started. “They’re natural phenomena, created when mana accumulates in a specific area over time. That mana distorts reality and forms a self-contained space—an ecosystem of its own.”

Belle’s eyes narrowed slightly. “An ecosystem?”

Kai nodded. “Yeah. See, dungeons don’t just spawn randomly. They generate monsters, traps, and even entire landscapes inside them. And the deeper you go, the stronger those monsters get.” He took a sip of his drink. “It’s almost like the dungeon itself is alive.”

Belle narrowed her eyes. “You mean it’s sentient?”

“Not exactly.” Kai shook his head. “But it does want to survive. Which brings us to the most important part—” He leaned forward. “The real heart of a dungeon, is its core.”

Belle tilted her head. “The dungeon core?”

Kai grinned. “That’s right. Every dungeon has one. The core is what keeps a dungeon alive. It’s a crystallized mass of pure mana, and it acts like the dungeon’s heart and brain at the same time. It maintains the structure, regenerates monsters, and warps reality inside.”

Belle absorbed the information, her fingers lightly tracing the rim of her cup. “So if you destroy the core…?”

“The dungeon collapses,” Kai confirmed. “The mana disperses, the monsters stop respawning, and the whole place turns into just another cave.” He took another bite of his food before adding, “That’s what we call conquering a dungeon.”

Belle frowned slightly. “And what happens if no one conquers it?”

Kai shrugged. “Depends. Some dungeons stay stable for years, just acting as monster nests for adventurers to clear. Others…” He hesitated. “Let’s just say some dungeons don’t like being left alone.”

After a moment of quiet contemplation, Belle finally asked, “How long does it take to conquer a dungeon?”

Kai scratched his chin, thinking. “That depends on a few factors—the dungeon’s rank, the number of floors, and the strength of the adventurers inside.” He pushed his empty bowl aside and leaned forward slightly. “Dungeons are classified from D-Rank to A-Rank, just like adventurers. Most of them range between 10 to 25 floors, but some of the bigger ones?” He exhaled. “They can go even deeper.”

Belle crossed her arms, considering his words. “So… how long does it take to clear a dungeon like that?”

Kai smirked. “On average, each floor takes about a day or two to clear. That’s if you’re well-prepared and nothing unexpected happens.” He leaned back in his chair. “But the deeper you go, the harder it gets. The monsters are stronger, the traps deadlier, and the layout more unpredictable.”

Belle frowned. “What do you mean by unpredictable?”

Kai gestured vaguely with his fork. “Dungeons aren’t static. Some floors shift and change over time. One day a passage might lead to the next level, and the next day it could be a dead end—or worse, a trap.” He took another bite of food before continuing. “Not to mention, some dungeons have ‘special conditions’ that affect how you progress. Things like restricted magic, unique monsters, or even time distortions.”

Belle absorbed the information, feeling the weight of what a dungeon expedition truly meant. “So, if the difficulty increases the deeper you go… how long would it take to clear a high-rank dungeon?”

Kai let out a low chuckle. “A week. Maybe more. If you’re unlucky, you could spend a whole month just trying to break through a single floor.”

Belle’s eyes widened slightly. “A month? Just for one floor?”

Kai nodded. “Yep. Some dungeons are designed to grind down adventurers—to test their endurance, their resources, their sanity. If you don’t bring enough supplies, or if you get lost… well, you can probably guess what happens.”

Belle’s fingers curled slightly. The idea of being trapped inside a dungeon for weeks on end, surrounded by monsters, running low on food and water—it wasn’t exactly comforting.

Kai noticed her expression and gave her a lopsided grin. “Relax. Most expeditions are well-organized. That’s why the guild requires teams to have exit strategies—supplies, teleportation scrolls, or emergency beacons.” He shrugged. “Still, once you’re in, you’re committed. Turning back halfway isn’t always an option.”

Belle exhaled slowly. “So that’s why dungeons are considered such a big deal.”

“Exactly.” Kai took another bite of food before speaking again, his voice more serious this time. “And that’s why we’re going to have to prepare if we’re taking this one on.”

Belle’s grip on her cup tightened slightly.

Kai continued. “Dungeons can expand over time. Their mana can leak into the outside world, causing monster outbreaks or creating areas where the laws of magic get… unstable.” He sighed. “And in the worst-case scenario, some dungeons evolve into something even worse.”

Belle didn’t like the sound of that. “Worse?”

Kai smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Ever heard of a Dungeon Break?”

Belle shook her head.

Kai leaned back. “If a dungeon overflows with mana and isn’t kept in check, it can forcefully open a rift to the outside world. The monsters inside spill out in waves, attacking anything in their path.” He twirled his spoon between his fingers. “That’s why we have dungeon quests—to keep dungeons under control before they get to that point.”

Belle absorbed the information, eyes flickering with thought. “So that’s why the guild is so strict about dungeon expeditions.”

Kai nodded. “Exactly. That’s why you need to be D-Rank or higher and part of an official party to even take on a dungeon quest. It’s not something just anyone can walk into.”

Belle set her drink down. “So what about us?”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “What about us?”

Belle leaned forward slightly. “Are we going to take the dungeon quest?”

Kai exhaled through his nose, as if he already knew this conversation was coming. He took another bite of his meal before speaking.

“Before we even think about that, we’d need to form an official party first.”

Belle rested her chin on her hand, her gaze thoughtful. “Why is that a requirement?”

Kai tapped a finger against the wooden table, his expression turning serious. “Because dungeons aren’t just dangerous—they’re unpredictable. Doesn’t matter how strong you are; the moment you let your guard down, you’re done for.” His crimson eyes flickered slightly under the dim tavern lights. “Traps. Ambushes. Environmental hazards. Even the best adventurers can get caught off guard. And when that happens? If you’re alone… no one’s there to pull you out.”

Belle frowned slightly. “So even if someone is strong enough to fight on their own, it’s still a bad idea?”

Kai nodded. “Exactly. Strength alone isn’t enough. You need backup—people who can cover your weaknesses, watch your blind spots, and make sure you don’t bleed out from some poisoned dagger you didn’t see coming.” He leaned back, crossing his arms. “That’s why the guild has strict rules about dungeon expeditions. They don’t just send in random adventurers; they send in coordinated teams. You have to be part of an official party, registered and approved. No exceptions.”

Belle drummed her fingers against the table. “So the guild isn’t just trying to be strict. It’s about survival.”

Kai smirked. “Now you’re getting it. Dungeons don’t play fair. So neither should we.”

Belle frowned. “Why aren’t you in a party already?”

Kai was quiet for a moment. He set his spoon down, eyes flickering toward the lantern light above them.

“I don’t like being tied down,” he finally admitted. “Most parties have rules, expectations, rankings. Too much structure for me.” He glanced at her. “You saw Trinity Blade today, right? They act like a pack of wolves, always trying to be at the top.” He smirked. “Not my thing.”

Belle studied him. “So you’ve never done a dungeon quest before?”

Kai chuckled. “I’ve joined expeditions here and there, but never as part of a registered party. I usually just take solo commissions or short-term jobs.” He leaned forward. “But official parties are different. They have guild recognition, access to better quests, resources, and a shared ranking system. Basically, they’re the backbone of any serious adventuring group.”

Belle nodded, absorbing the information. “And we need to form one to take on the dungeon.”

“Exactly.”

Belle looked at him for a long moment. “Would you be okay with forming a party with me?”

Kai blinked, then let out a short laugh. “You really don’t waste time, do you?”

Belle didn’t answer. She just waited.

Kai exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “Obsidian Dawn.”

Belle tilted her head. “What?”

Kai gave her a lazy grin. “That’s what we’re naming our party. Obsidian Dawn. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

Belle considered it, then nodded. “Obsidian Dawn.”

Kai held out a hand. “Guess that makes it official.”

Belle grasped his hand firmly, sealing the agreement.

Tomorrow, they’d go back to the guild and make it official.

And with that, their first dungeon expedition was about to begin.

End of Chapter 32

            


Chapter 33: Into the Abyss


                Morning arrived with a crisp breeze, carrying the scent of fresh bread from nearby bakeries and the distant clang of blacksmiths hammering away at their forges. Dawnstead was already alive with movement—merchants setting up their stalls, adventurers preparing for quests, and townsfolk going about their daily routines.

Belle and Kai moved through the bustling streets, weaving past carts and groups of adventurers clad in mismatched armor.

Kai stretched, rolling his shoulders. “Y’know, this is the first time I’m actually registering a party. Feels kinda weird.”

Belle glanced at him. “You’ve been an adventurer for how long now?”

“Couple of years.” Kai smirked. “Never saw the need to join a party before. Too much hassle.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “And now?”

Kai shot her a sideways glance before shoving his hands into his pockets. “Guess I’ll make an exception.”

Belle didn’t press further, but a small, knowing smile tugged at her lips.

They reached the Adventurers’ Guild, its large wooden doors swinging open to reveal the familiar sight of adventurers gathered in clusters—some checking the quest board, others recounting their latest missions over tankards of ale, even this early in the day. The scent of parchment, ink, and steel filled the air, mingling with the occasional waft of food from the guild’s tavern.

As Belle and Kai stepped inside, a few adventurers glanced their way, no doubt remembering the previous day's confrontation with Trinity Blade. Whispers stirred, but neither of them paid attention.

At the reception desk, Alina stood sorting through a stack of paperwork, her usual composed expression never faltering.

As soon as she noticed them approaching, she adjusted her glasses with a knowing look. “Oh? You’re here early.”

Kai smirked. “Figured we’d get this over with before breakfast.”

Alina chuckled. “How responsible of you.” She then pulled out a pre-prepared form, tapping a finger on the blank space in the middle. “Let me guess—you’re here to register your party?”

Belle nodded. “Yes.”

Alina pushed the form toward them. “Everything’s in order. All you need now is a party name.”

Belle didn’t even hesitate. “Obsidian Dawn.”

Alina started writing. “Obsidian Dawn. Alright, then.” She stamped the parchment with the guild’s official seal before looking up at them. “From this moment forward, Obsidian Dawn is officially recognized as a registered party.” She smiled. “Congratulations.”

Kai crossed his arms. “That was… surprisingly easy.”

Alina chuckled, sliding the stamped document into a folder. “Don’t get too comfortable. You’re just getting started.”

Belle exhaled, feeling the weight of the moment settle in. This wasn’t just about filling out paperwork. This was the first step toward something bigger—toward carving out their place in the world as adventurers.

Kai nudged her lightly with his elbow. “Well, partner, looks like we’re officially in this together.”

Belle glanced at him and nodded. “Looks like it.”

Their journey as Obsidian Dawn had begun. In fact, the actual strongest party in Dawnstead had just been formed.

Meanwhile, not far away from Dawnstead.

The entrance to the newly discovered dungeon loomed before the Trinity Blade, a massive stone archway carved into the base of a jagged cliffside. Strange runes etched into the surface pulsed with a faint, eerie blue glow, as if reacting to the presence of those who dared to approach. The very air around the entrance felt wrong, thick with something unseen—an unnatural stillness that did not belong in the living world.

A chilling breeze rolled out from the entrance, unnatural and heavy with something unseen.

For most adventurers, this moment would be met with caution. Uncharted dungeons were unpredictable, filled with unknown dangers that could turn even the most experienced parties into nothing more than a tragic story.

But Trinity Blade stood tall, their confidence unshaken.

Garron planted his tower shield firmly into the ground, his broad, muscular frame a wall of absolute defense. His massive broadsword rested easily in his grip, gleaming under the daylight. His presence alone radiated an unspoken promise—he would be the shield that would never break.

Darin adjusted his grip on his staff, rolling his shoulders as he eyed the dungeon entrance with an eager smirk. His black sleeveless combat jacket with flame-like patterns at the edges, fluttered slightly as he shifted his stance. “This place feels different,” he mused, his sharp eyes scanning the faint, shifting energy just beyond the threshold. “Not your usual dungeon.”

Lena stood slightly behind them, a soft golden aura surrounding her sleek, form-fitting white and navy-blue battle robes. 

A few lower-ranked adventurers lingered nearby, whispering among themselves.

“They’re going in already?”

“No scouting?”

“They don’t need to. It’s Trinity Blade. They always clear dungeons fast.”

Garron smirked. Good. Let them watch. Let them see what a real party looks like.

He turned to his team, his voice like iron. “This is it. Time to show the guild why we’re the strongest.”

He lifted his broadsword and slung it over his shoulder. “We clear this in a week. No more, no less.”

Darin twirled his staff once, the arcane symbols on its length flaring briefly. “Tch, that’s too long. Let’s make this quick.”

Lena hesitated for just a fraction of a second—then exhaled and nodded.

Without another word, they stepped forward.

The moment Trinity Blade stepped beyond the threshold, a subtle shift rippled through the air.

The temperature dropped.

Not a gradual descent into cold—but an abrupt, unnatural chill that seeped into their bones.

Inside, the dungeon was vast, its stone walls stretching high above them, disappearing into an endless darkness. The glow from the entrance behind them barely reached past a few steps before being devoured by the abyss ahead. Faint blue crystals jutted out from the walls at irregular intervals, casting an eerie luminescence that barely fought off the suffocating shadows.

Despite the open entrance, the space felt isolated, as if the dungeon itself were swallowing every sound. Even the echoes of their boots against the cold stone faded faster than they should have.

Darin clicked his tongue, holding his staff out. A small orb of fire flickered into existence, hovering just above his palm. The warmth was immediate, pushing back the icy air around them.

“This is strange,” he muttered, glancing at the flickering flames. “Dungeons usually have a natural ecosystem—mana density shifts, air circulation or something. But this place feels…” He trailed off, eyes narrowing.

Lena tightened her grip on her staff. “Dead.”

Garron let out a snort, rolling his shoulders. “It’s a dungeon. Doesn’t matter how it feels—only that we clear it.” He stepped forward, his tower shield raised, his broadsword held at the ready. “Stay alert. Formation.”

They moved as a unit, Garron taking the lead, Lena positioned safely behind them, and Darin keeping pace at the center, ready to cast at a moment’s notice.

The passage stretched forward, seemingly endless, until the dim glow of crystals revealed a split in the path—two corridors, each leading into separate darkness.

Darin smirked. “Well, what’s it gonna be? Left or right?”

Garron didn’t hesitate. “Right.”

Lena shifted slightly. “Shouldn’t we scout first?”

Garron shot her a glance. “No need. If something’s waiting for us, we’ll deal with it.”

Darin chuckled. “Straight into the unknown, huh? I like it.”

Without further argument, they advanced into the right passageway.

A gust of cold, stale air greeted them as they stepped further into the dungeon’s depths. The stone walls, damp and rough, were lined with glowing blue crystals embedded within the rock. Their faint luminescence cast shifting shadows along the cavern’s jagged edges, creating eerie silhouettes that flickered with every movement.

Garron tightened his grip on his tower shield, his keen eyes scanning the darkness ahead. The echo of their footsteps reverberated through the passageway, a stark contrast to the suffocating silence of the dungeon. It was too quiet. Too still.

Then, the silence shattered.

A goblin lunged from the shadows, its grotesque, green-skinned body moving with startling speed. Its jagged dagger, rusted and crusted with dried blood, gleamed under the dim light as it struck toward Garron’s exposed side.

CLANG!

The impact rang through the chamber as Garron swung his shield forward with brutal efficiency. The goblin was sent flying backward, its body slamming into the rough stone wall with a sickening crunch. Before it could even let out a scream, Garron’s broadsword cleaved through its chest, splitting it open in a single, decisive strike.

The victory was short-lived.

From deeper within the cavern, more guttural cries erupted.

Dozens of goblins poured forth, their beady red eyes gleaming with bloodlust. They scrambled over jagged rocks and leapt from the upper ledges, their crude weapons brandished high. Unlike aimless monsters, they moved with disturbing coordination, surrounding the party in an attempt to overwhelm them.

Darin let out a sharp breath, already preparing his magic. He extended his staff, a swirling orb of fire igniting at its tip.

“Fireball!”

The spell shot forward like a comet, slamming into the center of the goblin horde. A violent explosion erupted, flames roaring as they consumed everything in their path. Screeches of agony filled the cavern as goblins writhed in the inferno, their flesh bubbling before they collapsed into blackened husks. The heat of the flames washed over the party, briefly illuminating the chamber in a blinding orange glow before fading into dying embers.

Yet, not all of them had perished.

A group of goblins charged through the smoke, their bodies partially charred but their ferocity undiminished.

Garron stepped forward, his shield raised. A goblin’s club smashed against the metal surface, the force barely causing him to budge. With a swift counter, he shoved forward, throwing the attacker off balance before burying his blade into its chest.

Another came at his flank—too fast.

Before it could land a hit, a brilliant light flared from behind him.

Lena’s voice, calm and resolute, rang through the battlefield.

“Blessing of Fortitude.”

A golden aura surged around them, washing away fatigue and reinforcing their stamina. Garron felt the magic settle into his limbs—his movements became sharper, faster.

Darin took advantage of the opening. He swung his staff downward, flame ignited at its tip.

“Flamethrower!”

A fiery flame shot through the remaining goblins, their bodies burned before collapsing into smoldering heaps. The cavern fell silent once more.

Darin scoffed, rolling his shoulders. “Hah. Barely even a warm-up.”

Garron took a deep breath, lowering his shield as he surveyed the battlefield. “Expected. The first floor is never difficult.”

Lena, however, didn’t relax. Her fingers were still lightly gripping her staff, her gaze scanning the fallen enemies. A shadow of unease flickered across her face.

“They attacked differently,” she murmured, her brows knitting together. “Goblin packs usually have some hesitation, but these… They were relentless. Like something was pushing them.”

Darin shrugged. “They’re just goblins. Mindless pests.”

Garron, on the other hand, didn’t dismiss her words so easily. He knew dungeons were unpredictable, and overconfidence led to death.

He gave a small nod. “Stay alert.”

With the path cleared, they pressed forward, descending deeper into the dungeon’s unknown depths.

The air in the dungeon took on a stifling weight. The smooth stone walls of the first floor gave way to jagged rock formations, making the passage feel more like a natural cave than a structured ruin. Crystals jutted out from the walls, their faint blue glow flickering intermittently, as if struggling to stay lit.

Garron led the way, his heavy boots sending muffled echoes through the cavern. He moved cautiously, his shield raised, eyes scanning every crevice. The first floor had been easy—almost too easy. And now, the silence was unnerving.

No goblins. No sounds of scurrying feet. Nothing.

Lena's grip on her staff tightened. A shiver ran down her spine.

“Something’s here,” she whispered, eyes flicking to the shadows above.

Then—

A rustle.

A whistling sound cut through the air.

Garron’s instincts kicked in. He raised his shield.

CLANG!

A volley of crude arrows slammed into the metal surface, deflecting off harmlessly. More rained down from above, embedding into the rocky floor around them.

Darin barely ducked behind Garron in time. “Damn it—an ambush!” he hissed.

From the ledges above, figures emerged.

Kobolds.

Perched along the uneven rock formations, the reptilian creatures peered down with gleaming yellow eyes, their scaly fingers gripping crude bows and spears. Unlike goblins, kobolds were not mindless brutes—they were pack hunters. Cunning. Coordinated.

Darin scowled, gripping his staff. “Kobolds don’t rush in. They make you come to them.”

Garron’s knuckles tightened around his broadsword. “Then we bring them down.”

With a single powerful leap, he surged forward. His heavy boots slammed into a rock formation, the sheer force splintering the stone beneath him.

The kobolds above screeched as their foothold collapsed, sending them tumbling down in a flurry of panicked yelps and snapping claws.

Darin wasted no time. Flames ignited in his palm.

“Fireball!”

A swirling mass of fire launched forward, exploding in midair as it collided with two falling kobolds. Their bodies were engulfed in searing flames before they even hit the ground.

The moment the rest landed, Garron was already upon them.

One kobold scrambled to its feet, raising a rusted spear—too slow.

Garron’s broadsword cleaved through its scaly chest, cutting deep before the creature even had time to react.

Another lunged from the side. Garron twisted, slamming his shield into its face with a brutal force that sent it skidding across the dungeon floor. Before it could rise, he brought his blade down, ending it instantly.

A third, seeing its packmates fall so quickly, tried to scramble away into the shadows.

Darin smirked.

He thrust his staff forward. “Scorching Lance!”

A concentrated beam of fire pierced through the kobold’s back, its flesh sizzling as it let out a choked gasp before collapsing.

The cavern fell silent once more.

Darin exhaled, rolling his shoulders. “Now that was more interesting.”

Garron wiped his blade clean, surveying the battlefield. “They were organized,” he muttered. “More than usual.”

Lena slowly lowered her staff, her brows furrowed. “They weren’t just trying to kill us…” she murmured. “They were trying to stall us.”

Darin scoffed. “And they failed.”

But Garron wasn’t convinced. There was something about this dungeon—something unnatural.

Still, he kept his thoughts to himself.

“Let’s keep moving,” he ordered. “Stay sharp.”

With the path cleared again, they pressed onward.
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Chapter 34: The Corruption Below


                The descent into the third floor was different.

The moment they stepped forward, an unnatural chill swept through the air—not the damp cold of underground tunnels, but something deeper. Something that clung to the skin and whispered of things that should have remained buried.

Lena rubbed her arms, exhaling softly. “It’s freezing down here…”

Strangely, it wasn’t just a lack of warmth. The air itself felt heavy. Stagnant. Unlike the usual dungeon that they had explored.

A long, dimly lit corridor stretched before them, the walls lined with weathered stone carvings. Ancient warriors, locked in battle—shields raised, swords clashing. But time had eroded their faces, leaving only faceless figures frozen in combat.

Garron’s grip on his shield tightened. “Stay alert.”

A faint clatter echoed through the chamber.

Darin’s sharp gaze flicked to the ground—scattered remains. Not just bones, but rusted swords, decayed armor, and brittle helmets long since abandoned.

Then—movement.

A single skull twitched.

A bony hand jerked upright, fingers curling as if grasping something unseen.

A shattered ribcage shifted.

One by one, the bones knit together, the remains dragged upright by some unseen force.

The air turned colder.

With an eerie creak, the skeletal warriors rose.

Their empty eye sockets burned with a ghostly blue fire, their fingers tightening around their long-forgotten weapons.

Darin exhaled sharply. “Oh, fantastic. Skeletons.”

Lena took a step back, gripping her staff. “They shouldn’t be able to rise on their own… something is controlling them.”

There was no time to think.

With a bone-rattling screech, the undead charged.

Two of them lunged at Garron, rusted blades flashing in the dim light.

CLANG!

Garron met them head-on. His tower shield slammed into the first, sending it staggering backward. He turned, broadsword flashing as he cleaved through the second, severing its spine in one powerful stroke. The skeletal warrior collapsed into pieces, its bones scattering across the stone floor.

But the first didn’t stop.

Despite its fractured ribcage, it raised its sword again, lunging with unnatural precision.

Darin’s staff ignited with flickering red flames.

“I hate undead,” he muttered. “Fireball!”

A searing orb of fire blasted forward, colliding with the skeleton’s torso. Unlike goblins or kobolds, the flames didn’t consume it entirely—but the intense heat cracked its brittle bones.

Garron finished the job, his broadsword crushing its skull in a single downward swing.

More of them were coming.

Lena took a deep breath, her staff pulsing with a chilling blue glow. “Frostbind.”

A cold mist swirled at her fingertips before rushing outward in a wave of freezing air. The skeletons closest to her froze mid-step, their limbs encased in a thick layer of ice.

One tried to move—but its joints snapped, breaking apart under the frost’s grip.

Darin whistled. “Nice. I forget you can actually be useful sometimes.”

Lena shot him a glare, already preparing another spell. “Less talking. More fighting.”

A skeletal archer from the far end of the room notched an arrow, its bow creaking under the strain.

Lena saw it move—but she was faster.

“Icicle Spear!”

A shard of razor-sharp ice materialized in an instant, launching forward like a missile. It pierced straight through the skeleton’s skull, shattering its head completely.

The body collapsed, lifeless.

Garron stepped forward, swinging his blade in wide, brutal arcs, crushing what remained of the opposition.

The last skeleton twitched, its glowing eyes flickering. Then, as if the force sustaining it had finally given way, it crumbled into lifeless bones.

Silence.

Lena exhaled, lowering her staff.

Darin rolled his shoulders. “That was… annoying.”

Garron studied the walls, his expression unreadable. “Something’s wrong here.”

Lena bit her lip. The air was still too cold. Too unnatural.

“This dungeon… it’s different from the others.”

They continued to press on deeper.

The fourth floor’s stone corridors were narrower, more jagged, forcing them into a single-file formation. Unlike the previous floors, where kobolds fought recklessly, these ones waited.

Garron was the first to notice the shift.

“They’re not rushing us,” he murmured, eyes narrowing.

Lena’s unease deepened. Kobolds weren’t known for patience.

Then—whispers.

Low, guttural chanting slithered through the corridors like a creeping mist.

A faint red glow flickered from the shadows ahead, growing brighter with each passing second. Then suddenly—

A blast of searing fire erupted from the darkness.

Garron barely raised his shield in time before the flames crashed against it, spreading out in a wave of heat.

Darin’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? Since when do kobolds use magic?”

From the shadows, figures emerged.

Kobold sorcerers. Their small, scaled bodies were adorned with crude bone charms, their claws glowing with the embers of magic. Their yellow eyes gleamed with intelligence, far sharper than their lesser kin.

Lena’s pulse quickened. This wasn’t normal.

Kobolds weren’t supposed to be this organized.

Garron took a step forward, gripping his broadsword. “Stay behind me.”

Darin scoffed. “Like hell I’m letting some overgrown lizards out-magic me.”

He whipped his staff forward, flames surging to life. “You want fire? Fine—take this! Inferno Surge!”

The wave of fire roared through the corridor, colliding with the first kobold sorcerer.

But instead of panicking—it countered.

A barrier of flame erupted around it, absorbing the impact. The creature hissed, raising a claw—and a jagged spear of fire materialized in an instant, hurling straight toward Darin.

He barely dodged.

“Okay—what the hell?!” Darin snapped, skidding back.

Lena’s breath hitched. “They’re… they’re casting advanced spells.”

Garron didn’t hesitate. He rushed forward, shield raised, crashing into the first sorcerer with the force of a battering ram. The creature screeched, its frail body crushed under his sheer strength.

Another one raised its claws—but Lena was faster.

“Frostbind.”

A pulse of freezing air surged outward, coating the kobold in a thick layer of ice.

Garron didn’t waste the opening. His broadsword flashed—one clean swing.

The frozen creature shattered.

Within moments, the corridor fell silent once more.

Darin blew out a breath. “That… was not normal.”

Garron knelt, examining the remains. “These kobolds were trained.”

Lena swallowed hard. By who?

She didn’t have an answer. But as they moved forward, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t just fighting mindless dungeon monsters anymore.

Something was changing. The guildmaster was right. Something about this dungeon wasn’t normal.

By the time they reached the fifth floor, the change was undeniable.

There were no torches, no crystals—just pitch-black corridors stretching endlessly before them.

For the first time, even Garron hesitated.

Darin rubbed his arms. “Why is it so damn quiet?”

There was no sound.

No scuttling of distant creatures.

No shifting of stone.

Just their own footsteps, echoing unnaturally against the cavern walls.

Lena swallowed. “This dungeon… feels abnormally alive.”

Garron exhaled. “Keep moving.”

The silence stretched too long.

Then—a sound.

A low, distant scraping.

Then another. And another.

Darin tensed. “Okay. Nope. I don’t like this.”

A faint blue glow flickered in the distance.

Then another. Then dozens.

And suddenly, they weren’t alone anymore.

From the darkness, the skeletal warriors returned. But these weren’t like before—they were stronger.

Their armor wasn’t rusted—it was blackened. Their weapons weren’t falling apart—they gleamed with unnatural sharpness.

And their eyes—their eyes burned brighter.

Garron gritted his teeth. “Get ready.”

The first lurched forward.

Garron raised his shield—but the impact was heavier this time. Stronger.

Lena barely had time to process it before the rest rushed at them.

Darin reacted first, slamming his staff into the ground. “Fireball!”

The explosion of flames illuminated the battlefield, revealing the sheer number of them.

Lena inhaled sharply. “Are you kidding me? There’s too many!”

Garron didn’t falter. His broadsword swung wide, carving through the nearest undead. But for every one he cut down, two more surged forward.

Darin cursed. “This isn’t normal! We should be overwhelming them—why are they this strong?!”

Lena’s pulse raced. This wasn’t just a dungeon anymore.

Something else was happening here.

Something far worse.

She raised her staff, calling forth a blast of freezing wind. The frost coated the ground, slowing the horde’s advance.

“Move!” she shouted.

Garron barreled through, breaking their formation.

They ran.

Not out of fear—but because they needed to regroup.

This wasn’t a fight they could win in a single clash.

Darin panted, glancing back. The blue lights followed.

He swore under his breath. “I don’t think they’re gonna stop.”

Garron’s grip on his broadsword tightened. “Then we find out what’s controlling them.”

Lena exhaled, staring into the darkness ahead.

Somewhere, something was watching.

And it was waiting.

A low, distant scraping echoed through the stone corridors.

Then—thud… thud… THUD.

The sound wasn’t like the erratic scurrying of kobolds or the rhythmic clatter of skeletons. This was different. Heavier. More deliberate. Each step reverberated through the dungeon like a war drum, a harbinger of something far more dangerous than anything they had faced so far.

Lena’s fingers tightened around her staff, a cold sensation crawling up her spine. “Something’s coming.”

Garron adjusted his grip on his shield, his stance firm as he moved to the front. “Formation.”

Lena nodded, raising her staff. "Revival Heal." A soft, golden glow shimmered around Garron, reinforcing his endurance as he activated Taunt, a battle skill designed to draw the enemy’s attention onto himself.

Darin took a step back, fire already flickering to life at his fingertips. He exhaled sharply, his knuckles white against his staff. “I don’t like this.”

Then—they emerged.

Towering figures, their grotesque forms illuminated by the eerie blue glow of dungeon crystals.

Ogres.

Each one loomed at nearly three meters tall, their grayish skin twisted and marred by thick, bulging black veins that pulsed faintly, as if something vile coursed through them. Their usual dull yellow eyes had darkened, burning with a sickly crimson glow.

The first ogre dragged a jagged, crude club along the stone floor, leaving deep gouges as it moved. It snarled, thick, blackened saliva dripping from its tusked mouth.

The second exhaled in ragged gasps, dark mist curling from its nostrils like smoke from a dying fire. Its chest heaved unnaturally, as if struggling to contain the corrupted energy within.

Then a third stepped into view.

Lena swallowed hard, her heart hammering. Ogres didn’t appear this early. They were monsters of the deeper floors, far below where they stood. Something was wrong.

Garron didn’t hesitate. He lifted his broadsword, his expression grim. “Whatever they are, we need to take them down.”

Then, with a ground-shaking boom, the first ogre launched itself forward—far faster than anything that size had the right to be.

Garron barely had time to react before the creature’s massive club came crashing down.

CRASH!

The impact sent a thunderous shockwave through the chamber, stone dust exploding from the force. Garron’s shield caught the full brunt of the blow, but the sheer power behind it rattled him to his bones. His boots scraped against the stone, his heels digging in, but he was still forced back several feet.

His arm burned from the strain.

“Damn it—this thing hits harder than it should!” he gritted out, shaking off the numbness creeping into his muscles.

The second ogre was already in motion.

It lunged, massive fingers curled into a wrecking ball of a fist aimed straight for Darin.

Too fast.

Darin’s instincts screamed. He threw himself into a desperate roll as the ogre’s fist obliterated the space where he had stood, shattering the stone floor into a crater of dust and debris.

The air whooshed past his face, carrying with it a suffocating heat. If that had connected…

He didn’t waste time. His grip tightened on his staff, flames igniting at the tip.

“Inferno Surge!”

A roaring wave of fire exploded forward, a hungry inferno racing toward the two nearest ogres. The heat was scorching, illuminating the dim dungeon with a flickering, hellish glow.

For a moment, the fire swallowed them whole.

Then—they stepped through.

Unscathed.

Darin’s stomach dropped. That wasn’t possible.

"What the hell—”

The ogres kept moving, their grotesque, pulsating veins glowing faintly with something unnatural. The flames didn’t burn them. Didn’t even slow them down. Instead, their skin hardened, darkening like charred stone—but rather than showing signs of damage, it almost looked like…reinforcement.

Darin took an unconscious step back. This wasn’t normal.

Then—Lena’s sharp gasp.

His head snapped toward her just in time to see the third ogre grab an enormous chunk of dungeon wall, its massive fingers crushing through stone like wet clay.

With inhuman force, it hurled the boulder straight at her.

Too fast.

Lena’s breath caught in her throat. She wasn’t going to dodge in time.

Then—

A blur of steel and red.

Garron threw himself in front of her, raising his shield.

BOOM!

The impact detonated against his shield, sending a deafening shockwave through the chamber. The sheer force ripped him off his feet and sent him skidding across the stone floor, the metal screeching against rock.

He didn’t stop until he hit the wall.

Lena rushed to his side, her hands already glowing with a soft, icy-blue light.

“Healing Frost!”

A soothing aura wrapped around Garron’s battered frame, numbing his pain and sealing minor wounds, but she could still see his pained grimace. That hit had been bad.

And they weren’t done yet.

“We’re getting overwhelmed!” Darin barked, his eyes darting between the advancing ogres. They weren’t slowing down. “If fire doesn’t work—”

Lena wasn’t listening. Something wasn’t right.

The blackened veins.

The unnatural speed.

The way they shrugged off attacks that should’ve killed them.

Her mind raced, analyzing everything, until the answer hit her like a lightning strike.

Her breath caught.

“They’re corrupted.”

Garron, still shaking off the last hit, looked up at her. “What?”

“Something’s twisted them,” she said, her voice tight. “This isn’t normal dungeon behavior. They’ve been altered.”

Darin’s expression darkened. Corruption.

It was a whispered fear among adventurers, something out of nightmares.

But this wasn’t a rumor.

This was real.

And as if to confirm their worst fears—

The third ogre’s entire body convulsed, its corrupted veins pulsing violently, as if something inside it was awakening.

Then—

A thunderous rumble.

Behind them, the corridor leading back to the fourth floor collapsed.

A wall of stone and debris slammed down, sealing off their only escape.

Lena’s stomach twisted.

They were trapped.

And the only way forward—was to go deeper.
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Chapter 35: The Miasma's Grip


                Lena’s breath came in quick, shallow bursts as the dust settled.

The collapse was absolute.

A jagged wall of rubble now stood where the corridor to the fourth floor had been. The last remnants of the passage still crumbled, loose stones tumbling down, sealing their fate with an eerie finality.

There was no going back.

A suffocating silence followed, broken only by the heavy, guttural breaths of the ogres.

Lena swallowed hard, gripping her staff.

This was bad.

Garron groaned, shaking off the lingering pain in his arm. He wiped a smear of blood from the corner of his lip, rolling his shoulders before planting his shield firmly into the ground. His voice came out grim and steady.

“We’re being forced deeper.”

Darin let out a dry, humorless chuckle, pushing a hand through his sweat-dampened hair. “Fan-freaking-tastic.” His knuckles were white around his staff.

The ogres moved again.

Their thunderous footsteps sent tremors through the chamber, echoing like distant war drums.

The one in the center—the most corrupted of them all—was changing.

The pulsating veins across its grotesque body throbbed violently, swelling like writhing black tendrils under its skin. A deep, ominous glow spread from its chest, radiating outward in a slow, pulsing rhythm—as if something inside it was awakening.

Then—it exhaled.

The thick, black mist curling from its mouth deepened, darkened, thickened, spilling onto the floor like liquid shadow. The stone beneath it sizzled. The air turned sharp, acrid, charged with a wrongness that made Lena’s stomach twist.

She had seen monsters. She had seen horrors. But this was something worse.

“Guys,” she whispered. “We can’t win this fight.”

Garron’s jaw clenched, his shield steady, his stance unwavering. “Then we survive it.”

The ogres charged.

Their monstrous forms surged forward, the ground shaking violently under their sheer weight. The corrupted one let out a bone-rattling roar, its bloodshot eyes locked onto them like a predator locking onto prey.

Lena’s grip tightened around her staff.

There was no way back.

No way but forward.

Garron’s breathing was ragged, but his stance remained unshaken.

His tower shield, now marred with cracks, was the only thing standing between the advancing ogres and his retreating companions. His arms burned, muscles trembling from the sheer force of each bone-rattling impact. But he couldn’t falter. Not now.

Gritting his teeth, he raised his broadsword once more and slammed the pommel against his shield.

CLANG!

The sharp metallic ring echoed through the chamber.

“Come at me, you ugly bastards!”

“Taunt.”

A surge of battle intent rippled outward, unseen but undeniable. The corrupted ogres twitched violently, their monstrous, bloated forms snapping to attention as if a string had yanked them forward.

Their glowing red eyes burned with primal fury.

Then, they charged.

The first ogre—its body grotesquely twisted by corruption—raised its club high, the air whining from the sheer force of the swing.

BOOM!

The impact was deafening.

Garron braced, digging his boots into the stone as the colossal weapon slammed against his shield. The force sent shockwaves up his arms, his body buckling beneath the blow.

His legs skidded back. His shoulders screamed in agony. But Lena’s Revival Heal pulsed through him, barely keeping the worst of the damage at bay.

Before he could even catch his breath—

The second ogre lunged.

A massive fist, twisted and gnarled with dark veins, came hurtling toward him like a battering ram.

THUD!

The strike hit like a catapulted boulder, slamming into his shield’s already weakened surface. The force lifted him off his feet, sending him skidding back several feet before he barely caught himself.

He coughed.

Damn it. They’re hitting harder now.

Then came the third attack.

One of the ogres grabbed a massive chunk of the wall, its corrupted fingers melting the stone into a searing blackened mass. Then—with a guttural snarl—it hurled it straight at him.

Garron’s reflexes screamed MOVE.

But he couldn’t dodge.

Not when Darin and Lena were still exposed.

So he braced.

He raised his shield—

CRACK!

The impact shattered the already damaged surface, sending a spiderweb of fractures splintering outward. The force knocked Garron to one knee, his breath caught in his throat as his arms threatened to give out.

Pain lanced through him. His body felt like it was being torn apart, the edges of his vision flickering in and out of focus.

But he forced himself to stand.

Lena’s healing was still working, but the blows were coming too fast for her magic to keep up.

Not much time left.

Behind him, he could see Darin and Lena finally nearing the stairway to Floor Six.

Almost there.

One step back.

Another heavy strike absorbed.

Another step.

Another brutal impact. His shield was barely holding together now—one more hit, and it would shatter completely.

Still, he kept moving.

Because if he fell here, they wouldn’t make it either.

Darin reached the staircase first, practically dragging Lena with him. His breaths came in short, frantic bursts.

He turned back, his grip tightening around his staff as he saw Garron staggering under the relentless attacks.

"Damn it, he’s barely hanging on!"

Lena's face was pale, panic creeping into her expression. "Just a little more—"

Garron finally reached the stairway.

The air here was different.

Heavy. Thick. Unsettling.

The dampness clung to their skin, the scent of moss and something faintly metallic lingering in the air. Condensation dripped from the stone walls, which shimmered in the eerie blue glow of the dungeon crystals embedded within them. The deeper into the dungeon they went, the colder it became—not a natural chill, but something that crept beneath the skin, something wrong.

But they had no time to dwell on it.

Garron spun around, shield raised, his battered body still locked in fight mode. The corrupted ogres were mere steps behind them, their grotesque, hulking forms forcing their way through the narrow entrance.

Their eyes burned red. Their veins pulsed black with raw, unrestrained corruption.

Garron’s heartbeat hammered in his ears.

“Darin—NOW!”

Darin didn’t hesitate.

He whipped around and slammed his staff into the stone floor.

“Inferno Surge!”

A blazing torrent of fire erupted from the tip of his staff, consuming the entrance in a searing explosion. The flames roared to life, writhing like a dragon’s breath, filling the passage with an inferno of scorching heat.

The moment the fire ignited—

The ogres screamed.

Their distorted, guttural howls reverberated through the dungeon as they stumbled backward, their massive, corrupted bodies recoiling from the flames. One of them, blinded by rage, swung its colossal club at the inferno, as if brute force could extinguish fire itself.

CRACK!

The sheer impact sent shockwaves through the walls, splintering stone, but the fire didn’t waver. It held firm, for now.

Darin clenched his teeth, sweat dripping from his brow. “That’ll hold them for a few minutes.”

Lena barely heard him.

She was already beside Garron, pressing a trembling hand to his wounded shoulder.

“Healing Frost.”

A cool, blue glow enveloped him, numbing the pain before knitting his injuries back together. The gashes on his arm and ribs slowly sealed, but she could feel it—his body was at its limit.

“Lena, I’m fine,” Garron muttered, his breath still uneven.

“You’re not.” Her voice was sharper than usual.

Garron blinked, caught off guard by the urgency in her tone.

Lena’s hands trembled against his armor. “If I wasn’t healing you, you’d be a pile of broken bones back there.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Even with her magic continuously mending him, the force of those ogres' attacks had nearly crushed him.

He exhaled, rolling his shoulders slightly. “…Thanks.”

Lena just nodded, focused entirely on healing him.

Darin, meanwhile, was pacing. His gaze flicked between the burning entrance and the stretch of unknown darkness ahead.

“We need a plan,” he muttered. “Because right now, all we did was buy time. If we stay here, those things are gonna tear us apart.”

Garron clenched his jaw. “Going back up wasn’t an option.”

Darin scoffed. “No kidding.”

A deep rumbling echoed from the other side of the flames.

The ogres hadn’t left.

They were waiting.

Lena swallowed hard. “We have to keep moving.”

Garron nodded. “Agreed. But deeper into the dungeon means more danger.”

Darin gripped his staff tighter. “And staying here means certain death. So unless you’ve got a better idea, big guy—”

WHOOSH.

The flames flickered.

For just a moment—they thinned.

Darin’s stomach dropped. “Shit.”

Lena’s breath hitched. “They’re…breaking through.”

Garron inhaled slowly, steadying himself. His shield still trembled slightly in his grasp, but his resolve never wavered.

“No time to argue, then.”

He turned toward the dark, unknown corridors of Floor Six.

“…We move. Now.”

The flames behind them roared again, a swirling inferno consuming the passageway. Sparks leaped across the walls, casting flickering shadows that danced with the twisted shapes beyond the fire.

But the corrupted ogres did not stop.

Their guttural snarls rumbled through the dungeon, deep and inhuman, vibrating through the stone. The creatures were still there.

A monstrous impact shook the cavern.

The very walls trembled as something massive collided against the stone, the force so immense that dust rained down from the ceiling. The ogres were breaking through.

But Trinity Blade couldn’t stop.

The corridor ahead stretched into endless darkness, the eerie blue glow of the dungeon crystals barely illuminating their path. Each step forward felt heavier, the weight of something unseen pressing down on them.

The air was thick and oppressive.

It wasn’t just the usual dampness of the lower floors. It carried something else—something unnatural.

Lena’s breathing hitched. A foreboding chill curled around her ribs, squeezing her lungs. A creeping sensation slithered across her skin, as if unseen hands were clawing at her very being.

Something about this floor felt... tainted.

Something was watching them.

“Faster!” Darin hissed, his voice barely above a whisper, as if raising it would summon whatever lurked in the darkness.

He broke into a full sprint.

Garron was close behind, his shield still gripped tightly, his steps heavy but unwavering.

Lena pushed herself forward, her legs burning, her breaths ragged. She had already drained so much mana healing Garron, and exhaustion was creeping in.

But they had no choice.

Because the sounds behind them weren’t fading.

WHOOSH.

A sudden gust of wind rushed past them—except it wasn’t wind. It was the sheer force of something massive charging through the fire.

Darin stole a glance over his shoulder—and swore.

“They’re still coming!”

Through the flames, the ogres emerged.

Their hulking forms were wreathed in fire, their charred flesh bubbling, blackened veins pulsing violently.

They should have been dead.

The burns were horrific—flesh melting off their bones, smoldering embers glowing from within their wounds. But before their eyes, the damage was reversing. Their twisted flesh was stitching itself back together.

Lena’s heart pounded.

That level of regeneration...

It wasn’t normal.

It wasn’t just dungeon magic.

It was—

“Miasma,” she whispered.

Garron and Darin barely heard her, but the word lingered in the air, a name given to the worst kind of corruption.

Lena had read about it in ancient texts.

Anomalies in magic. Distortions of mana. A force that warped living creatures into something unnatural.

It had been nothing more than a theory—until recently.

And yet, this wasn’t the first case.

Back in Dawnstead, there had been reports of corrupted beasts appearing near the town. Creatures twisted by an unknown force. The Dawnstead Knights had been investigating it, but no one had linked it to miasma. The Captain and Vice-Captain of the Dawnstead Knight had their suspicions.

But Trinity Blade had been far from Dawnstead when that happened.

They had no idea that what had begun there was spreading.

“Lena!”

Garron’s voice ripped her back to reality.

The path ahead split into three separate corridors.

A three-way crossroads.

Too many choices. Too many unknowns.

“No time to think—middle path!” Garron barked, making the call without hesitation.

Darin didn’t argue.

The three of them veered left, rushing forward into the twisting corridor. The sound of their footsteps echoed through the tunnel, swallowed by the oppressive silence beyond.

But the second they rounded the corner—

They skidded to a halt.

Because something else was waiting.

And it was far, far worse.
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Chapter 36: The Flare of Desperation


                The moment Garron, Darin, and Lena rounded the corner, their bodies locked in place—muscles frozen, breath stolen.

Their hearts skipped a beat.

Because standing before them, waiting in the dim, flickering glow of the dungeon crystals, were monsters they should not have encountered.

Minotaurs.

Not one. Not two. 

Three.

Hulking figures, each towering over three meters tall, their broad, muscle-bound bodies covered in thick, matted fur that had long since lost its natural sheen. Their massive, clawed hands gripped spike chains and greataxes so large that a normal warrior wouldn’t even be able to lift them.

The jagged edges of their weapons were rusted and chipped, not from neglect, but from countless battles, countless kills. The dungeon’s natural cycle of death and rebirth had honed these creatures into perfect killing machines.

But that wasn’t what made Lena’s stomach drop.

Their eyes.

Minotaurs were known for their fierce, beast-like intelligence, their deep brown irises carrying a sense of primal cunning.

But these?

These minotaurs had no brown in their gaze.

Instead, their eyes burned.

A sickly, crimson glow pulsated from their sockets, as if something unnatural had wormed its way into their very souls.

And their veins—

Black. Bulging. Throbbing with unnatural energy.

Lena’s breath hitched. It was worse than the ogres.

These creatures were deeper into the corruption.

Darin took a half-step back, his staff trembling in his grip. "T-Tell me I’m seeing things," he whispered.

Garron’s fingers tightened around his broadsword and tower shield, his knuckles turning white. "I wish I could."

Lena swallowed hard.

Minotaurs weren’t supposed to be here.

These monsters were high-level threats—found only on Floor Fifteen and beyond.

So why—?

BOOM.

The dungeon shook as one of the minotaurs took a step forward, the sheer weight of its body sending tremors through the stone floor.

The sound of metal scraping against rock filled the air as it dragged its greataxe along the ground, sparks flying, leaving behind a deep gouge in the dungeon floor.

It wasn’t in a rush. It wasn’t charging at them blindly like the ogres.

It was stalking them. The way a predator does before the kill.

Lena’s pulse pounded in her ears.

Behind them, the ogres were still coming.

They could hear them—the deep, guttural snarls, the furious thuds of their footfalls growing louder. The fire Darin had conjured was starting to die out.

Their only escape route was closing.

Ahead of them, the minotaurs stood waiting.

The three warriors were trapped.

A deep, ragged exhale left Garron’s lips as he steadied himself, his shield trembling slightly in his grasp. "This—this isn’t right."

Darin let out a shaky breath, his knuckles white around his staff. "Yeah, no kidding."

Lena felt a cold dread seep into her bones.

This wasn’t just a dungeon outpacing its normal difficulty curve.

This wasn’t just a high-tier monster appearing out of place.

Something was deeply, fundamentally wrong with this dungeon.

The dungeon rumbled, as if it were alive, shifting, breathing. Stone trembled beneath their feet. The air was thick, oppressive, tainted by a presence that did not belong.

A trap had been set. And Trinity Blade had walked straight into it.

The corrupted minotaurs stood before them, massive, unmoving, their hulking figures nearly blending with the darkened corridor. Their breath came in ragged, guttural gasps, thick black mist curling from their nostrils like smoke.

Their hooves struck the stone, slow and deliberate, each step a drumbeat of impending slaughter.

Behind them—

A deep, guttural roar echoed through the dungeon as the corrupted ogres pushed through the flames. The fire Darin had conjured was weakening, its heat fading, no longer enough to keep the beasts at bay. Blackened flesh knitted back together before their eyes.

They were healing. Faster than before.

The ogres emerged, unstoppable, their forms even more grotesque in the flickering firelight. Their twisted shadows stretched across the walls, monstrous and shifting.

Lena gripped her staff tighter, her breath unsteady. Her mana was running low.

Garron’s body still bore the weight of battle—his bruises, his wounds, only partially healed. If he took another full-force hit, he wouldn’t get back up.

But there was no time to hesitate.

“We move,” Garron ordered, voice firm despite the sweat dripping down his brow. He planted his tower shield forward, stepping between his team and the approaching minotaurs.

His breathing was rough. But his resolve was unshaken.

“Lena, keep healing. Darin—figure something out.”

Darin scoffed. “Oh, sure. Let me just check my spellbook for ‘How to Deal with Dungeon Bosses That Shouldn’t Be Here.’”

No one laughed.

Because the minotaurs weren’t waiting.

BOOM.

The largest of the three charged.

The ground cracked beneath its monstrous weight. The sound of hooves striking stone filled the air like rolling thunder.

It was fast—too fast for something its size.

Garron braced.

CLANG!

The impact slammed into his shield like a siege weapon striking a fortress wall. His boots skidded backward, carving deep trails into the stone floor. His arms screamed with pain.

Lena’s Revival Heal kicked in instantly, soothing the damage, forcing his body to hold.

But even with the healing, his bones rattled.

“Gh—damn thing’s strong!” Garron hissed.

And it wasn’t done.

The minotaur raised its greataxe. The jagged blade gleamed.

The air seemed to freeze.

Darin moved first.

“Incendiary Blast!”

BOOM!

A fireball erupted from Darin’s staff, slamming into the minotaur’s shoulder. The explosion lit up the dungeon like a second sun, a shockwave of scorching heat ripping across the corridor.

The minotaur staggered—But barely.

Lena’s stomach dropped.

The beast turned its head, snarling, and before their eyes, the charred flesh… regenerated.

Instantly.

Dark mist curled along the wound, sealing it shut as if it had never been burned at all.

Lena sucked in a sharp breath. Even the ogres had flinched when burned—But these things?

They didn’t even react. They were worse.

Darin’s voice broke with frustration. “Fire’s useless?!”

The other two minotaurs began moving.

Weapons raised. Eyes glowing.

Behind them, the ogres roared.

The fire had died. The trap was complete.

Garron’s grip tightened on his broadsword. His shield was trembling. Not from fear—

But from the brutal impact he had just endured.

His body couldn’t take another one.

Lena could feel it.

They were out of time.

Garron exhaled. Rolled his shoulders. Adjusted his stance.

His eyes hardened.

“No choice—”

He lifted his broadsword. “We need to break through.”

The walls trembled as the corrupted minotaur pressed forward, its monstrous strength bearing down against Garron’s shield like an avalanche of raw power. His boots screeched against the stone, carving deep trenches into the floor as he struggled to hold his ground. His arms burned. His muscles screamed.

He was losing.

The minotaur’s jagged greataxe dug into the metal of his tower shield, pushing him backward inch by inch. Black mist curled from its nostrils. Its veins—thick, pulsing, twisting like writhing serpents beneath its hide— bulged with unnatural power.

Lena’s Revival Heal pulsed through him, knitting torn muscles together before they could fully rupture, but even with her constant support—He was nearing his limit.

And behind them—The ogres were coming.

The last remnants of Darin’s fire flickered, shrinking into embers as the hulking creatures tore through the dying flames. Their towering silhouettes loomed, their molten-red eyes cutting through the thick smoke like twin beacons of death. Their blackened flesh was barely scorched—their wounds were healing before they even finished stepping forward.

They were unstoppable.

Time was slipping through their fingers.

Garron gritted his teeth, forcing himself to breathe through the pain. Think. They needed a way out.

“Darin!” His voice was raw, desperate. “Find a way to punch through! We need an opening!”

Darin swung his staff forward, his hands slick with sweat, his breathing ragged.

His entire arsenal revolved around fire.

Fire that wasn’t working.

The corrupted creatures didn’t fear it. Didn’t flinch.

But he had no other choice.

His grip on the staff tightened as frustration surged through him.

“Inferno Surge!”

FWOOOSH!

A blazing vortex of flames erupted outward, twisting, searing, consuming. The heat ignited the very air, filling the dungeon with an explosive roar. The inferno surged forward like a tidal wave of destruction, swallowing the minotaur whole.

For a moment—just a single heartbeat—it looked like it might burn.

Then—

The minotaur charged straight through.

Unfazed by the flame. Unstoppable.

Darin’s breath hitched. “What—? No—”

His magic hadn’t slowed it. Not even for a second.

The minotaur’s eyes glowed brighter. Its veins pulsed violently, drinking in the fire like fuel rather than suffering from it.

The corruption was feeding off his flames.

“Shit!” Darin stumbled back, panic flashing in his eyes. His strongest magic was useless.

The minotaur’s greataxe rose.

It was coming down.

Garron barely had time to react.

He raised his tower shield—

CRASH!

The impact nearly shattered his bones.

The force ripped through his entire body, sending a violent shockwave down his spine. His shield held—barely—but the sheer brutality of the strike buckled his knees.

Lena let out a gasp, pouring more mana into healing, but—She was running out.

They couldn’t keep this up. They needed a way out.

Darin’s mind raced. If fire wasn’t going to kill these things, then maybe—

Maybe he didn’t need to kill them.

His eyes snapped to the side.

A narrow passage—almost hidden in the dungeon’s natural formations. It was just barely wide enough for them to squeeze through—

But too small for the minotaurs.

It was a gamble. But it was the only shot they had.

He made his decision.

“Through the side passage—NOW!” Darin shouted.

Lena didn’t hesitate—she ran.

Darin followed, their footsteps pounding against the stone.

Garron held the line for just a second longer. His tower shield cracked under the next impact. His body screamed at him to move.

He threw himself backward—ripping free of the minotaur’s crushing strength—and bolted after them.

Behind them, the dungeon exploded with rage.

The minotaurs let out earth-shaking roars, their colossal bodies slamming against the stone walls, too large to follow.

But the ogres—The ogres were still coming.

The dungeon shuddered with each of their monstrous footfalls, like war drums pounding in the darkness.

Lena’s breath came fast.

The dungeon walls closed in around them.

The narrow passage stretched deeper into the abyss, its jagged stone pressing in like the fangs of a waiting beast. Every breath felt heavier. The air—thick, damp, and almost suffocating—seemed to drag at their lungs.

But they kept running.

Trinity Blade’s boots pounded against the uneven ground, the rhythmic thudding lost beneath the monstrous roars echoing behind them. The dungeon itself trembled, the sheer weight of their pursuers shaking the earth.

Lena dared a glance back—

Their hunters were still coming.

Far behind them, beyond the twisting corridor, she could still hear the distant, rage-filled bellowing of the corrupted minotaurs, their colossal forms too massive to fit into the narrow passage. But the ogres—

The ogres were different. They could follow. And they were closing in.

Lena’s pulse thundered in her ears as she turned back to her companions.

Darin looked awful. His usual cocky smirk had long since vanished, replaced by a grim scowl. His fingers clutched his staff in a white-knuckled grip. His fire magic had been useless against the corrupted beasts, and that knowledge ate at him.

But Garron—Garron looked worse.

His armor was battered and dented, his shield arm trembling from the relentless blows it had absorbed. His breathing was ragged, his body held together only by sheer willpower—and Lena’s healing.

But even her magic was fading.

She clenched her staff, her vision swimming. Revival Heal had been active for too long—draining her mana reserves dry. Her fingers tingled, her limbs sluggish with exhaustion.

She was running on fumes.

The passage opened.

The tight corridor suddenly gave way to a larger chamber, the ceiling stretching high above them. It was a momentary reprieve—a fragile pocket of safety in the nightmare surrounding them.

But it wasn’t enough.

They couldn’t go back. They couldn’t fight. And they couldn’t keep running forever.

The silence was suffocating.

This shouldn’t be happening.

For the first time, Trinity Blade wasn’t winning.

Darin slammed his fist into the nearest wall, frustration clear in his ragged breath. “This is bullshit.” His hands shook—whether from exhaustion or anger, even he wasn’t sure. “We’re the strongest team in Dawnstead! We shouldn’t be running like cowards!”

They were elite adventurers.

Ranked among the strongest in the guild.

They had fought trolls, ogres, even wyverns—and won.

But now?

Now they were retreating like rookies.

Lena braced herself against her staff, exhaustion creeping into her voice. “Darin, we didn’t sign up for this. Those things—they aren’t normal.”

Darin gritted his teeth. “I don’t care. We don’t run.” His glare snapped to Garron. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

But Garron didn’t answer. He couldn’t.

He stood there, his broadsword driven into the ground, his battered armor a testament to just how much of a beating he had taken. His breathing was slow, controlled—but behind his calm expression, Lena knew the truth.

He hated this too.

The truth burned.

They had believed no dungeon could challenge them. No monster could push them to this point. They had trained for years, fought and bled together, built their reputation from nothing.

And yet—Here they were. Cornered. Beaten. Outmatched.

And worst of all?

Their enemies weren’t even struggling.

Darin’s fingers curled around his staff, his magic itching to lash out. “If my flames had worked—”

“If,” Garron cut in, his voice sharp. “But they didn’t.”

Lena sucked in a breath. She understood Darin’s anger. She felt it too. But facts were facts.

They weren’t strong enough to win this fight.

“We need a plan,” Garron said, his voice tight with pain.

Lena took a shaky breath. “We can’t go back—the ogres are blocking the way.”

They barely survived the minotaurs.

If there were more of them waiting ahead—

She didn’t need to finish the sentence.

Garron exhaled slowly. “We’re outmatched.”

The words hung in the air.

Trinity Blade—Dawnstead’s strongest party—Admitting they needed help?

Lena hesitated. “Would the guild even believe us?”

Corrupted monsters weren’t just rare. They were myths. Stories whispered in the dark.

Something this dangerous, this unnatural—so close to civilization?

No one had ever seen it firsthand.

Who would believe them?

Darin scowled. “Doesn’t matter if they believe us or not.” He clenched his fists. “If we don’t do something, we’re dead.”

They only had one option.

Lena swallowed hard, her fingers tightening around her staff.

The emergency flare.

Every adventurer team carried one—a last-resort distress signal. Once activated, it would send a pulse of mana straight to the guild, alerting them that a party was in absolute, life-threatening danger.

But using it meant—Admitting defeat. Damaging their reputation. Acknowledging that they had overestimated themselves.

Garron exhaled sharply, his gaze hard. “Swallow your pride. I’m not letting anyone die again.”

He reached into his pouch—Pulled out a small, rune-etched crystal.

The emergency flare.

His grip tightened as he looked at Darin, then Lena.

“We don’t have a choice.”

Lena’s heart pounded.

She hated this. But—They wouldn’t survive otherwise.

She nodded, gripping her staff. “Do it.”

Darin ran a hand through his sweat-drenched hair, looking away.

He hated this. But he hated dying more.

“Damn it.” His jaw clenched.

Garron crushed the crystal.

A pulse of blue light exploded outward, spiraling into the air—Racing toward the dungeon ceiling.

The signal was sent.

Now all they had to do—Was survive until help arrived.

End of Chapter 36

            


Chapter 37: The Seeds of Trinity


                Dawnstead – Four Years Ago

The Adventurer’s Guild of Dawnstead was alive with energy, a constant hum of voices filling the hall as adventurers swapped stories, collected rewards, and browsed the quest board for their next adventure. Amid the crowd stood Garron and Darin, two fresh recruits still finding their footing but eager to make a name for themselves.

Garron and Darin had been friends since childhood. Growing up in Dawnstead, the two were practically inseparable—one was a mountain of a man, dependable and steady like the earth itself, while the other was a reckless firebrand, always charging ahead without a plan.

Even when they became adventurers, that never changed.

“Alright, big guy, what are we feeling today?” Darin asked, eyes flicking over the parchment pinned to the board. “Goblin hunting? Escort mission? Or maybe something with a little more excitement?”

Garron scratched his chin. “Something with action but not too much risk. We’re still fresh recruits.”

Darin scoffed. “Pfft. You play it too safe. How are we gonna make a name for ourselves if we don’t take risks?”

Garron smirked. “By not dying before we do.”

Darin let out a laugh, shaking his head. “Alright, fair point. But if I have to do another escort mission listening to some noble complain about his ‘delicate feet,’ I swear I’ll set his boots on fire.”

Just as they were about to settle on a quest, a movement caught their attention.

A young woman stood at the quest board, clutching a parchment in her hands. She had long, icy-blue hair cascading in soft waves down her back and piercing violet-blue eyes that flickered with hesitation. Unlike the confident or rowdy adventurers surrounding her, she looked uncertain, out of place.

Darin nudged Garron. “What’s her deal?”

Garron shrugged. “Let’s find out.”

The two approached her, and Garron spoke first, his deep voice steady but kind. “Need help picking a quest?”

The girl blinked, startled. “Ah—uh, no, I mean—yes? I was just… trying to decide.”

Darin peeked over her shoulder at the parchment she was holding.

“A herb-gathering quest? Boring.”

She frowned. “I thought it’d be safe for a first quest…”

Darin crossed his arms. “Safe? Maybe. But where’s the excitement in that?”

Garron sighed. “What he means is, maybe you should pick something that actually challenges you.” He glanced at her staff. “You’re a mage, right? What kind?”

She tilted her head. “I specialize in healing and ice magic.”

Darin let out a low whistle. “Oho, a healer! That’s exactly what we need.”

The girl looked surprised. “Wait… need?”

Garron folded his arms. “We were about to pick a quest ourselves. If you don’t mind teaming up, why not come with us?”

She hesitated. “But… we just met.”

Darin grinned. “Hey, all friendships start somewhere.”

Garron nodded. “Besides, two-man teams don’t last long in this line of work. We’re better off watching each other’s backs.”

For a moment, the girl seemed to weigh her options. Then, a small smile appeared on her lips. “…Alright. My name’s Lena. Lena Fayne.”

Darin smirked. “Darin Cale, fire mage and resident badass. And the big guy here is Garron Von.”

Garron rolled his eyes but extended a hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Lena.”

As their hands met in a firm shake, Trinity Blade’s first seeds were planted.

The three of them had chosen a forest wolf extermination quest—a step above the usual beginner contracts. The target was a wolf that had been attacking livestock near the outskirts of Dawnstead.

Not exactly legendary, but a good test of their teamwork.

As they traveled through the dense forest, Lena clutched her staff tightly, her gaze shifting nervously between the towering trees. The sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, casting long shadows that stretched like grasping fingers across the forest floor.

“This is more dangerous than I expected…” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

Darin, always the confident one, flicked his fingers, conjuring a small flame that hovered above his palm. He smirked. “Relax. We’ve got muscle, magic, and now a healer. What could go wrong?”

Garron shot him a look. “Don’t say that. You’ll jinx us.”

Darin chuckled, but Lena only tightened her grip on her staff. Despite their lighthearted banter, she could feel the weight of the moment pressing down on her. This wasn’t training. This was real.

They found their first sign of trouble near a torn-up clearing. Patches of fur and claw marks scarred the trees, and the pungent scent of blood lingered in the air. Lena’s stomach twisted at the sight of a half-eaten deer carcass lying in the underbrush.

Garron knelt beside the remains, his brow furrowing. “It’s fresh. The wolf is close.”

Darin cracked his knuckles, embers dancing around his fingertips. “Good. Let’s get this over with.”

Lena took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. She could do this.

Then, a low growl rumbled through the trees.

The wolf was fast—faster than any of them expected. One moment, the underbrush was still, and the next, a blur of fur and fangs erupted from the shadows.

Garron barely raised his tower shield in time to block a savage lunge, the impact nearly knocking him off balance. The beast was larger than they had anticipated, its muscles rippling beneath its dark fur as it snarled, saliva dripping from its bared fangs.

“Damn, this thing’s strong!” he grunted, planting his feet to keep from being pushed back.

Darin wasted no time, thrusting his hand forward and launching a burst of fire. The wolf reacted with unnatural speed, darting to the side before the flames could make contact.

“Shit, it’s fast!” Darin cursed, already preparing another spell.

Lena stood frozen at the back, her heart pounding. The chaos of battle was overwhelming—the snarls, the shouts, the flickering light of Darin’s fire magic against the darkened forest.

The wolf feinted toward Garron before suddenly changing course, sprinting toward Darin instead.

“Darin, move!” Garron bellowed.

Darin barely managed to sidestep as the wolf’s claws grazed his sleeve. He retaliated with a quick burst of fire, but the creature twisted mid-air, avoiding the attack once more.

Lena’s breath hitched. They were losing control.

“Lena, now!” Garron yelled.

She had no time to think. Acting on instinct, she raised her staff and focused. Cold air swirled around her, and in the next instant, jagged spikes of ice erupted from the ground—right in the wolf’s path.

The beast let out a strangled whimper as one of the spikes pierced its flank, sending it crashing to the ground. It thrashed wildly for a moment before its movements slowed, and finally, it went still.

Silence fell over the forest.

For a long moment, none of them spoke. The only sound was their heavy breathing.

Then Darin let out a breathless laugh. “Holy crap. Lena, that was badass.”

Lena blinked, still processing what she had done. The adrenaline was still coursing through her veins, but beneath the shock, there was something else.

A sense of accomplishment.

Garron walked over to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You did good.”

She exhaled, finally allowing a small smile to form. “Thanks.”

Darin grinned. “I told you this would be fun.”

Garron rolled his eyes. “We still need to bring back proof of the kill.”

Darin groaned. “Right, right. Let’s just skin the damn thing and get out of here.”

As they prepared to retrieve the necessary evidence, Lena glanced down at her hands, still trembling slightly from the magic she had used. This was her first real battle, but for the first time since she joined them, she felt like she belonged.

She had made the right choice.

That night, the three of them returned to Dawnstead, exhausted but victorious. The weight of their first real battle still clung to them—aching muscles, adrenaline still fading from their veins—but the moment they stepped into the Adventurer’s Guild to hand in their quest, a sense of accomplishment washed over them.

The guild receptionist glanced at their quest form before giving them an approving nod. “Forest wolf extermination? Good work for first-timers. Here’s your reward.”

He handed over a small pouch of coins. It wasn’t much—just enough for a modest meal—but to them, it might as well have been a king’s ransom. Their first real earnings as adventurers.

Darin tossed the pouch in the air, catching it with a grin. “I say we celebrate.”

Lena hesitated. “We should probably save some of it for supplies…”

Garron chuckled, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Come on, we deserve at least one good meal. We fought well today.”

Lena glanced at the tiny pouch, then at her rumbling stomach. “...Alright, but nothing too extravagant.”

The moment they stepped into the tavern, they were greeted by a warm glow from the lanterns, the scent of roasted meat, and the cheerful hum of voices sharing stories and laughter. It was a place where adventurers of all levels gathered, and tonight, it felt like they belonged there.

They took a seat at a wooden table near the center. Darin immediately waved over the barmaid. “Three mugs of cider, a plate of roasted meat, and something sweet for our healer here.”

Lena blinked. “Wait, I didn’t ask for—”

“You’ve earned it,” Darin said with a grin. “That ice spell was the highlight of the fight. Admit it, Garron, even you were impressed.”

Garron nodded, taking a sip of his drink. “It was good. But we still have a long way to go.”

Darin smirked. “Always the serious one, huh?”

Lena smiled as she sipped on the warm cider. It was the first time in a long while she felt a part of something, instead of just a lone mage trying to find her way.

As their meal arrived, they clinked their mugs together.

“To our first victory!” Darin cheered.

Lena chuckled, raising her mug. “To survival.”

Garron gave a small smile. “And to what comes next.”

As the night wore on, the conversations became more serious. Garron leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. “We did well today, but if we’re going to take this seriously, we need a full team.”

Darin raised an eyebrow. “You suggesting we recruit?”

Garron nodded. “A balanced party needs a warrior. We’ve got a tank, a mage, and a healer, but we need someone who can fight in the thick of battle.”

Lena tilted her head. “Do you have someone in mind?”

Garron’s gaze hardened. “Not yet. But our goal should be clear: We’re not just in this to scrape by. We’re going to be the strongest party in Dawnstead.”

Darin grinned. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

Lena chuckled, glancing at the two of them. “Guess that means we have work to do.”

“Tomorrow, we’ll go to the guild and start looking for our fourth member,” Garron said firmly.

And with that, the foundation of Trinity Blade was set.

The morning air was crisp as Garron, Darin, and Lena walked through the bustling streets of Dawnstead. The town was already alive with activity—merchants setting up their stalls, blacksmiths hammering away at their forges, and adventurers heading off on their morning quests.

Despite the familiar sights and sounds, today felt different.

Today, they were taking the next step.

The trio entered the Adventurer’s Guild, a grand hall filled with the scent of old parchment, wood, and the faint traces of ale from the previous night’s celebrations. The morning crowd was already gathered—seasoned adventurers swapping stories over steaming mugs, rookie parties nervously hovering around the request board, and guild staff busy scribbling away at their desks.

Garron’s heavy boots echoed against the wooden floor as he approached the front desk.

A middle-aged receptionist, a man with graying hair and a well-worn uniform, adjusted his glasses as they stepped forward.

“We’d like to put up a recruitment notice,” Garron said, his voice steady.

The receptionist barely glanced up. “Party name?”

Darin scratched his head. “Uh… we don’t have one yet.”

The man sighed, setting his quill down. “Right, then. What are you looking for?”

“A warrior,” Garron replied. “Someone with strong melee combat skills to round out our team.”

The receptionist nodded, dipping his quill into ink. “Any rank requirement?”

“We’re still new ourselves,” Garron admitted. “We’re looking for someone who’s willing to grow alongside us.”

The man finished writing and stood up, walking over to the recruitment board. With a swift motion, he tacked the notice onto the worn wooden surface.

Looking for a warrior to join an up-and-coming adventuring party. Seeking melee fighters willing to grow stronger together. Inquire at the guild hall.

Darin clapped his hands together. “Alright! Now we sit back and let our future badass teammate come to us.”

Lena chuckled. “It’s not that easy. What if no one shows up?”

Darin grinned. “Then we’ll just drag someone in.”

Garron shook his head. “For now, we wait.”

The trio claimed an empty wooden table near the center of the guild, ordering breakfast while keeping an eye on the recruitment board. The meal was simple—bread, eggs, and cured meat—but filling.

Time passed slowly.

Rookies came and went, glancing at their notice before moving on to the simpler quests.

Darin leaned back in his chair, arms crossed behind his head. “How long does it take for someone to go, ‘Oh, look! A cool party is recruiting! I should join!’”

Lena, slicing a piece of bread, smiled. “We’re not exactly famous, Darin. And most adventurers already have their own parties.”

Across the table, Garron sat silent, his gaze sweeping the room with his usual calm intensity. His eyes flickered toward the recruitment board, where their notice was pinned among a dozen others. Several rookies had paused to read it, but none had lingered long enough to be interested.

Darin exhaled loudly, drumming his fingers against the tabletop. “Alright, since we’re stuck waiting, how about we actually get to know each other?”

Lena raised an eyebrow. “We don’t know enough already?”

Garron smirked slightly. “We know you can freeze a wolf midair, but that’s about it.”

Lena flushed at the reminder of their last quest. “I, um… I studied magic at an academy. But I wasn’t suited for offensive casting, so I focused on healing.”

Darin sat up, intrigued. “And the ice magic?”

“That was a side thing.” Lena tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Most healers rely on water magic, but my affinity leaned toward ice instead. So I trained in both.”

Garron nodded thoughtfully. “It worked out. That ice spike saved us.”

Lena bit her lip, her fingers toying with the rim of her cup. “I was actually really scared.”

Darin waved a hand dismissively. “Everyone’s scared at first. Even Garron, though he won’t admit it.”

Garron grunted. “I wasn’t scared. Just… cautious.”

Darin grinned. “Right, right. Cautious.”

Lena giggled. “What about you two? How did you start adventuring?”

Darin leaned back, a nostalgic gleam in his eyes. “Garron and I grew up together. He was always the responsible one. I was the troublemaker.”

Garron sighed. “Still are.”

Darin ignored him. “We always talked about doing something great. Something bigger than ourselves. So when we were old enough, we signed up as adventurers. Simple as that.”

Lena rested her chin on her hand, her expression warm. “That sounds… nice.”

Darin smirked. “And now you’re stuck with us.”

Lena’s lips curled into a small smile. “I don’t mind.”

For a moment, the conversation drifted into comfortable silence. The guild’s atmosphere hummed around them—chairs scraping, laughter bubbling, the occasional clatter of weapons being adjusted.

Then, a shadow loomed over their table.

A voice—steady, confident, and tinged with curiosity—spoke.

“So… you’re looking for a warrior?”
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Chapter 38: The First Taste of Challenge


                “So… you’re looking for a warrior?”

The three of them turned toward the newcomer.

Standing before them was a young man.

He was slightly taller than Darin but not as bulky as Garron. His lean build suggested agility over brute strength. His short, dark brown hair was slightly unkempt, and his sharp green eyes had a confident glint. A longsword rested on his back, the hilt well-worn from use. His clothes were simple—light armor covering his torso, complemented by a dark blue cloak that shifted slightly with the breeze, almost as if responding to his presence.

Darin tilted his head, eyeing him up and down. “Depends. You here for the free food, or are you actually interested in the recruitment?”

He folded his arms, his stance casual yet composed. “Depends. Are you guys any good?”

Darin let out an exaggerated scoff, leaning back in his chair. “We took down a forest wolf on our first quest. That good enough for you?”

Rowen raised an eyebrow, amused. “One wolf?”

Darin frowned. “It was a big one.”

Rowen chuckled. “Not bad.” He tapped the hilt of his sword, his fingers drumming against the leather grip. “Rowen Gale. Swordsman. Wind magic user. I’ve been working solo for a while, but I figured it’s time to team up.”

Lena’s expression shifted from curiosity to concern. “You fight alone? Isn’t that dangerous?”

Rowen shrugged, a ghost of a grin on his lips. “Not if you’re fast enough.”

His voice carried a quiet confidence, but there was something else underneath—a sense of experience, of someone who had learned how to survive on his own.

Garron, who had been studying him intently, finally leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. His gaze, unwavering and serious, met Rowen’s.

“We’re not just looking for anyone. We want to be the strongest party in Dawnstead. If you’re serious about joining us, we’ll need to test your skills.”

Rowen’s smirk widened. His hand instinctively hovered near his sword, as if ready for a challenge at any moment.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

The Adventurer’s Guild had an open-air training ground at the back—an area where rookies sharpened their skills and seasoned fighters tested their mettle. The sun was high, casting a golden glow over the arena’s dirt floor as adventurers gathered around, drawn by the promise of a fight.

Rowen stood across from Garron, rolling his shoulders as he assessed his opponent. The wind tousled his dark brown hair, and his sword rested easily in his grip, as if it were merely an extension of himself.

“You sure you want me to fight the big guy?” Rowen asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Darin grinned from the sidelines. “If you can get past Garron, you’ll be fine in a real fight.”

Garron, unfazed, simply raised his tower shield, planting his feet like an immovable fortress. “Come at me whenever you’re ready.”

There was no hesitation.

Rowen moved.

A gust of dust kicked up from the ground as he shot forward with lightning-fast agility. His sword flashed, slicing through the air in a direct arc toward Garron’s side.

CLANG!

The strike met solid steel as Garron shifted his shield, absorbing the impact with an unshakable stance.

Rowen’s smirk widened. “Not bad.”

He exhaled sharply and took a quick step back, slashing outward with his sword.

WHOOSH!

A sharp gust of wind followed the motion, carving through the air like an invisible blade.

Garron braced himself, his shield absorbing the full force of the wind slash. The impact sent him sliding back slightly, boots grinding against the dirt.

Darin let out an impressed whistle. “Wind magic and swordplay, huh? That’s a nasty combo.”

Lena’s hands clutched the hem of her robe. “He’s really fast…”

But Rowen wasn’t done.

The moment Garron steadied himself, Rowen moved again—this time disappearing from view.

No, he wasn’t gone. He was above.

A sharp gust of wind propelled him into the air, flipping over Garron in a blur.

He’s going for a downward strike!

Lena’s breath caught as Rowen’s sword came crashing down.

But Garron was no amateur.

At the last second, he pivoted, bringing his broadsword upward in a powerful arc.

Sparks flew as their weapons collided.

Rowen landed lightly on his feet, spinning his sword once before resting it on his shoulder. “Not bad. You’re a wall.”

Garron exhaled. “And you’re quick. I’ll give you that.”

Darin clapped his hands together. “Alright, alright, I think we’ve seen enough! I say we take him.”

Lena smiled, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I agree. He’s skilled, and he balances out our team well.”

Garron studied Rowen for a long moment before finally nodding. “Fine. You pass.”

Rowen grinned. “Glad to be here.”

Darin wasted no time, slinging an arm around him. “Welcome to the soon-to-be greatest party in Dawnstead!”

Garron crossed his arms. “Now, we just need to register our party with the guild.”

Lena glanced between them, excitement in her eyes. “What should our party name be?”

Garron’s smirk deepened.

And just like that, Trinity Blade was officially born.

The early days were filled with struggles, victories, and near defeats, but through it all, they grew stronger—not just as individuals, but as a team.

At first, they were just another rookie party, taking on whatever quests they could manage. Monster subjugations, escort missions, dungeon expeditions—some were routine, others nearly fatal. But they never turned away from a challenge.

And they never lost.

One of their first difficult quests had seemed like nothing special.

A routine monster subjugation in the lowlands outside Dawnstead—goblins raiding merchant wagons, nothing more. A standard clean-up job for a four-person team.

It was the kind of quest they had started taking without hesitation, a stepping stone to greater challenges. The guild’s report suggested a few scattered goblin groups, remnants of a larger force that had already been weakened by other adventurers.

They were wrong.

Night had settled over the lowlands when they arrived, the rolling plains bathed in the silver glow of the moon. Broken wagons and bloodstained dirt lined the road, the scent of rot thick in the air. At first, the scene was eerily quiet—too quiet.

Then, the ambush was sprung.

A rustling in the grass. The snap of a twig. Then—A warhorn's howl split the night.

Dark shapes burst from the shadows, eyes gleaming with savage hunger. Not a small raiding party. An entire warband.

Nearly thirty goblins, armed with crude blades, spears, and bows, encircled them, their grotesque grins illuminated by flickering torchlight. But worse than their numbers was the towering figure that emerged from behind them—a hobgoblin warchief, nearly two heads taller than a man, its muscular frame clad in scavenged iron plates.

Its jagged steel axe gleamed in the moonlight, and its blood-red eyes burned with a cruel intelligence. This wasn’t some mindless beast. It was a leader, commanding its minions with a terrifying presence.

Darin cursed under his breath, eyes darting around their encirclement. “This is way more than we signed up for.”

Lena’s hands clenched around her staff. “Do we retreat?”

Rowen gave a slow, excited grin, spinning his sword once before resting it on his shoulder. “Are you kidding?” His voice practically dripped with exhilaration. “This is perfect.”

Garron didn’t hesitate. He took a step forward, raising his massive shield with both hands. His voice was steady, unshaken.

“Then we fight.”

The goblins struck first.

Shrill screeches filled the air as they charged in from all sides, their blades glinting with malice. The first wave crashed against Garron’s shield, their rusted weapons bouncing harmlessly off the reinforced steel. He retaliated with a powerful shove, sending goblins sprawling, then brought his broadsword down like a guillotine, slicing a goblin clean in half.

Rowen was a blur.

He darted through the chaos, weaving between goblins with inhuman agility. One lunged at him with a spear—too slow. Rowen sidestepped, his blade flashing in the moonlight. The goblin collapsed, throat slit before it even realized it was dead.

Another swung a rusted axe at him—he ducked, rolled to the side, and retaliated with a wind-enhanced slash. The blade cut through flesh like paper, a howling gust trailing behind it, sending the goblin flying.

Darin fought like a living inferno.

He raised both hands, and a surge of fire erupted from his palms, forming a blazing arc that swallowed the first row of goblins in searing heat. The creatures screeched, their skin blackening as they collapsed, writhing.

A goblin archer nocked an arrow, aiming for Darin’s exposed back.

But Lena acted first.

She traced a glowing sigil in the air, her voice steady as she chanted. A wall of ice erupted between Darin and the archer, stopping the arrow in mid-flight. Then, with a flick of her staff, the ice shattered into razor-sharp shards—sending frozen lances straight at the enemy.

The goblin crumpled, impaled before it could react.

Darin grinned, flames dancing along his fingertips. “Thanks for the save, Lena.”

“Just don’t get reckless,” she replied.

Darin thrust his hands forward, his voice rising. “Firestorm!”

A wave of searing flames burst outward, forcing the goblins back as embers filled the air. The fire twisted and surged forward, igniting dry grass beneath the goblins’ feet, trapping them in a ring of fire.

For a moment, it seemed like the tide was turning.

Then—The ground trembled.

The goblins suddenly halted, parting as their leader stepped forward.

The hobgoblin warchief let out a guttural growl, rolling its massive shoulders as it tightened its grip on its axe. It didn’t need to order its minions. They already knew what was coming.

The real fight was about to begin.

A moment ago, the battlefield had been theirs. The goblins were burning, their ranks broken. Victory had seemed within reach.

Then—it moved.

The hobgoblin warchief launched forward, a tower of muscle and fury, its iron-clad boots thundering against the ground. Faster than it had any right to be.

Its axe—a brutal slab of jagged steel—swung downward like a falling star.

“Garron, move!” Rowen’s voice was sharp, urgent.

But Garron didn’t move.

He stood firm, his massive shield braced as the onslaught came crashing down.

CLANG!

A deafening explosion of metal on metal ripped through the night. The impact sent a shockwave rippling across the battlefield, kicking up dust and scattering embers from Darin’s lingering flames.

Garron gritted his teeth, his arms trembling as the sheer force of the blow drove him a foot into the dirt. His shield—reinforced steel, thick as an anvil—splintered at the center, jagged cracks webbing outward.

His feet nearly gave out beneath him. But they didn’t.

Instead, with a defiant roar, he threw the warchief back, muscles straining as he shoved the massive beast away.

The hobgoblin staggered—but only for a second.

Its blood-red eyes flared with murderous rage, its grip on the axe tightening.

“Damn… that actually hurt.” Garron exhaled, rolling his shoulders as his arms burned from the impact.

Rowen didn’t waste the opening.

He was already in motion—a blur of silver and wind.

In the blink of an eye, he vanished, his wind magic kicking up a sudden gust as he reappeared behind the warchief in a burst of speed.

Slash.

Once.

Slash.

Twice.

Slash.

A third time—his blade cutting in rapid, precise succession, each strike aiming for weak points in the warchief’s thick hide.

But the creature was unnaturally durable.

Its muscles—corded steel beneath its thick, gray-green skin—absorbed the damage. The wounds were shallow, mere scratches to a beast that had fought and survived a hundred battles.

Rowen barely had time to register that before the warchief retaliated.

It twisted unnaturally fast, its axe whipping through the air in a horizontal arc.

Rowen’s eyes widened.

Too fast. Too strong.

His instincts screamed at him—MOVE!

But even his enhanced reflexes weren’t enough to fully dodge.

The axe’s edge clipped his side, sending a jolt of white-hot pain through his ribs. He twisted midair, trying to absorb the impact, but the sheer force threw him backward like a ragdoll.

He hit the ground hard, skidding through dirt and ash before rolling to his feet. A sharp breath—blood on his lips.

“Rowen!” Lena’s panicked voice cut through the battle.

“I’m fine,” he coughed, wiping his mouth. “That thing… hits like a damn war machine.”

Darin didn’t hesitate. He had seen the opening.

He raised both hands, flames swirling and crackling between his palms. The fire gathered into a blazing crescent, its heat warping the air around it.

Then—he unleashed it.

The flames roared forward, a wave of fire searing through the battlefield in a brilliant arc.

The warchief snarled, raising its arm to shield its face—but fire didn’t care for defenses. The flames bit deep, scorching flesh and charring armor.

It bellowed—a sound more beast than man—staggering backward, smoke rising from its burnt skin.

Its rage turned to recklessness.

With a snarl, it turned toward Darin—and charged.

A thunderous, earth-shaking sprint, its axe raised high, its beady eyes filled with murderous intent.

But Lena was already moving.

Her fingers danced across her staff, etching a runic sigil into the air. Her voice—steady, controlled, powerful—whispered the incantation.

A bitter chill surged through the air.

Suddenly—the ground beneath the warchief’s feet turned to ice.

Its own momentum betrayed it. Its foot slipped—just slightly. Its balance wavered—just enough.

Its axe swung down—just a fraction too slow.

And that was all Garron needed.

With a thunderous battle cry, he raised his broadsword—both hands gripping the hilt—and brought it down with every ounce of strength he had.

Steel met flesh. A single, brutal strike.

The warchief’s roar cut off abruptly as the blade split through its skull, embedding itself deep between its eyes.

Its massive frame twitched, muscles locking—before it collapsed.

For a long moment, silence hung over the battlefield.

Then—The goblins fled.

Their morale shattered. Their leader—slain.

They had won.

The battlefield turned eerily quiet.

Only the distant howls of fleeing goblins broke the silence. Embers from Darin’s fire still flickered in the charred grass, casting faint, shifting shadows. The air was thick with the stench of burnt flesh, blood, and the metallic tang of steel.

Lena let out a slow, shaky breath. Her hands were trembling.

She hadn’t even noticed until now.

The magic still tingled in her fingertips, her pulse hammering in her ears. The rush of combat was fading, leaving only exhaustion in its wake.

“That…” she whispered, swallowing hard. “That was harder than I expected.”

The warchief’s corpse lay a few feet away, its hulking form now motionless—a stark reminder of how close things had been.

Rowen, despite a shallow cut along his ribs, let out a breathless chuckle. He wiped his blade clean on a fallen goblin’s tattered cloak, sheathing it with a satisfied smirk.

“Now that,” he said, grinning despite the sweat clinging to his brow, “was fun.”

Lena shot him a look, still catching her breath. “Fun? We nearly died.”

Rowen shrugged. “Almost. But we didn’t.”

Darin let out a sharp exhale, running a hand through his sweat-dampened hair before glancing at the others.

“That was insane,” he muttered, shaking his head. “That warchief… it was nothing like the ones I’ve read about. That thing moved too fast, like it—” He stopped himself, rubbing at his temple.

It didn’t matter now. What mattered was that they won.

Garron hadn’t said a word yet.

While the others spoke, he stood motionless, his broad frame still like a statue, surveying the battlefield. His shield was ruined—cracked straight through the center from the force of the warchief’s strike. His armor bore deep gashes, evidence of the sheer brutality of the fight.

But his grip on his sword was steady. His stance, unshaken.

Finally, he spoke.

“This is just the beginning.”

His voice was calm. Certain.

No one argued. Because they all knew he was right.

Lena followed his gaze toward the dark horizon, where the goblins had disappeared into the night. The world was vast, and dangers far greater than this warchief lurked beyond Dawnstead.

What they fought tonight was just a taste.

If they wanted to survive in this world—not just as adventurers, but as warriors, as legends—they would have to be stronger.

Tonight, they earned their place in the guild. They proved they weren’t just another adventuring party. They were survivors.

And their legend—Was only just beginning.
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Chapter 39: The Mission That Changed Everything


                Dawnstead – A Year Ago

Trinity Blade had always walked the fine line between life and death. They had faced countless dangers, teetered on the edge of disaster, and yet—they had never lost. Not once.

That was why they took the merchant escort mission without hesitation.

Escort jobs were routine. Predictable. A merchant pays for protection, adventurers keep them safe, and the job ends with a handshake and a sack of coins. Simple work—tedious, even—but easy money. The real threats came from dungeon expeditions, monster subjugations, and high-risk bounties.

But this time was different.

The morning sun rose over Dawnstead, painting the sky in hues of amber and violet as the city slowly stirred to life. It was just another day for most.

But for Trinity Blade, it marked the beginning of their next job.

“An escort mission? Seriously?” Rowen groaned, stretching his arms behind his head as he walked alongside his companions toward the guild hall. “This is the kind of work they give to rookies.”

“Easy money, though.” Darin flicked his wrist, conjuring a small flame that danced between his fingers before snuffing it out. “No bandit or monster is stupid enough to attack a caravan with us guarding it.”

Lena adjusted her grip on her staff, giving the two of them an exasperated look. “Don’t jinx it.”

Garron, ever the stoic leader, simply chuckled. “Work is work.”

When they arrived at the guild, the client—a short, well-dressed merchant named Oswin Farrow—was already waiting for them. His round face broke into a relieved smile when he saw the four adventurers approach.

“Ah! You must be Trinity Blade!” Oswin clapped his hands together. “A pleasure, a pleasure indeed! I’ve heard great things about your party.”

“We get that a lot.” Rowen smirked.

Oswin beamed. “I run a trade route between Dawnstead and Eldermere, and I need a strong escort for this trip. Bandit activity has been on the rise, and my last group of guards… Well, let’s just say they weren’t as capable as I’d hoped.”

The four exchanged glances.

“Any confirmed sightings?” Garron asked.

Oswin hesitated. “Not exactly. Just rumors—caravans going missing, wagons turning up abandoned, that sort of thing.”

Darin sighed. “So we’re walking into a mystery. Great.”

“Nothing we can’t handle.” Garron nodded. “We’ll take the job.”

Oswin’s face lit up. “Fantastic! We depart at sunrise.”

The caravan set off at dawn, five wagons carrying a fortune’s worth of rare goods—silks, alchemical ingredients, enchanted trinkets. The merchants were nervous but hopeful, chatting quietly among themselves as they traveled.

Trinity Blade took point.

Garron led from the front, towering over the group with his tower shield resting on his back like an unbreakable wall. His sharp eyes scanned the road ahead, always watching, always ready.

Darin walked alongside the wagons, idly flicking embers from his fingertips, the small sparks disappearing into the morning air. He whistled a tune as he kept an eye on their surroundings.

Lena stayed near the center, her staff in hand, maintaining a faint magical barrier that shimmered in the morning light. She chatted occasionally with the merchants, offering reassurance where she could.

Rowen trailed at the rear, relaxed but ever watchful. His sword rested against his shoulder, and his gaze flickered toward the treelines, ever alert for movement.

The first day passed without incident.

The road was clear, the sky was bright, and by nightfall, they made camp near a small stream.

As the fire crackled, Oswin brought out a bottle of aged wine, offering drinks to the party.

“A little celebration for an uneventful day?” he chuckled.

Garron accepted a small cup, taking a measured sip. Rowen didn’t hesitate, downing his in one go. “Now this is how all jobs should be.”

Darin raised his cup with a smirk. “To easy money.”

Lena only rolled her eyes. “It’s only the first day.”

That night, the sky remained clear, the stars twinkling above like silent watchers.

No one suspected what was coming.

By midday on the second day, they reached Blackwood Pass.

The change was immediate.

The rolling fields and bright blue sky faded behind them, swallowed by the shadowy embrace of twisted, gnarled trees. The thick canopy overhead devoured most of the sunlight, casting everything in an eerie half-light. A cold, damp breeze carried the scent of wet earth, moss, and something else—something faintly metallic.

The merchants fell silent.

No more casual chatter. No more idle laughter. Instead, nervous glances flitted toward the darkened treelines as the caravan pushed forward at a slower pace.

Lena tightened her grip on her staff, her blue eyes scanning the surroundings. “Something feels off.”

Rowen, who had been walking near the rear, suddenly stopped mid-step. His expression darkened. “Yeah…” He turned his gaze toward the towering trees, the thick underbrush, the unmoving branches. “Where are the birds?”

Silence.

No birds. No rustling leaves. No insects.

Just emptiness.

A hollow, unnatural quiet that made the hairs on the back of their necks rise.

Garron, at the front of the formation, scowled. He raised a hand, fist clenched—a silent signal.

Halt.

The wagons came to a stop. The creaking of wooden wheels and the soft snorts of horses were the only sounds in the oppressive stillness.

Garron turned his head slightly, his voice low but firm. “Everyone, stay alert.”

The only sounds were the soft creaks of wagon wheels settling and the restless shifting of the horses. Oswin swallowed hard. “What is it?”

Garron scanned the treeline. His instincts screamed at him. His fingers tightened around the hilt of his broadsword. “Something’s watching us.”

Darin exhaled sharply, eyes narrowing. He lifted his hand, a tiny flame flickering to life at his fingertips. “This isn’t normal.”

The tension thickened like fog.

The shadows between the trees seemed to stretch, shifting ever so slightly. Shapes flickered just beyond the edge of their vision—phantom movements, gone before the mind could fully register them.

The wind died.

Then—A sound.

Low. Guttural.

A bestial howl split the silence.

It wasn’t a wolf. It wasn’t anything natural. It was deep, ragged, unnatural—like something that shouldn’t exist.

The horses reared and whinnied in panic, hooves striking against the ground as the merchants struggled to calm them. One of them, a young woman with shaking hands, dropped a crate of supplies, the sharp crack of wood splintering in the still air.

Then—They emerged.

From the depths of the twisted forest, they came.

Not wolves. Not bandits. Not goblins.

Something worse.

Wraithfangs.

They stalked from the trees—large, powerful creatures with thick, sinewy bodies, armored hides, and piercing, intelligent eyes. Their elongated limbs were built for brutal speed, their claws sharp enough to tear through steel.

There were at least a dozen.

Darin’s breath hitched. “Shit.”

Then—they attacked.

Like a black tide, the monsters rushed them.

Garron barely had time to raise his shield before—

CRASH!

A massive beast lunged, slamming into him with bone-crushing force. Garron skidded back, boots digging into the dirt as he gritted his teeth against the impact.

With a roar, he swung his broadsword. Steel met flesh. The monster staggered, but only for a moment.

Rowen was already moving. Like the wind.

His sword flashed—once, twice, three times—cutting through the monsters with lethal precision.

But they kept coming.

One lunged—Rowen barely twisted in time, the creature’s claws tearing through the air just inches from his chest.

Darin thrust his hands forward—

A roaring wave of fire erupted from his palms, engulfing the battlefield.

Flames consumed several monsters, sending them howling in agony. But others leapt through the fire, their thick hides resisting the worst of the flames.

“Lena!” Garron bellowed.

Lena was already moving.

Her hands glowed as she slammed her staff against the ground. Ice erupted beneath the monsters’ feet, freezing several in place.

One beast broke free—lunging straight for her.

Lena gasped, instinctively raising her staff.

Rowen appeared in a blur, his sword slicing clean through the creature’s throat. Blood sprayed across the ground.

But there was no time to rest.

Garron took the front line, his tower shield raised high. “Protect the wagons!”

The monsters circled, their movements coordinated. They weren’t mindless beasts. They were hunting as a pack.

The battle had been brutal.

The bodies of slain Wraithfangs littered the ground, some still twitching, their black blood soaking into the dirt. The caravan wagons stood battered but intact, protected by the desperate efforts of Trinity Blade.

But it wasn’t over. Because it had arrived.

A deep, guttural snarl rumbled through the battlefield.

A shadow moved beyond the treeline, slow and deliberate. Then, it stepped into the fading light.

The Wraithfang Alpha.

It was massive—easily twice the size of the others, its black fur jagged like serrated blades, its hulking frame rippling with raw muscle. The glow of its crimson eyes pierced the gloom, cold and calculating.

This was no mindless beast. This was a predator. A warlord among monsters.

It exhaled, mist curling from its maw as it bared a mouth full of jagged fangs. Then, it moved.

Not a charge. Not a reckless lunge.

A slow, prowling stride.

Unhurried. Unchallenged. Unafraid.

The battlefield fell silent. Even the remaining Wraithfangs slinked back into the shadows, recognizing the presence of their king.

Lena’s breath hitched. “That thing… it’s different.”

Garron’s grip on his broadsword tightened. His heartbeat hammered against his ribs, instincts screaming—this thing wasn’t just bigger. It was smarter. Deadlier.

Rowen exhaled, rolling his shoulders. “That’s the leader.”

Darin scowled, fire flickering between his fingertips. “Then we kill it.”

The Alpha’s lips curled back, revealing razor-sharp teeth.

It smiled.

And then—it attacked.

Garron moved first.

He charged head-on, shield raised high, aiming to take the brunt of the Alpha’s force. His boots thundered against the earth as he closed the distance, preparing to slam his shield into the beast’s torso.

But the Alpha was fast. Too fast.

A flicker of movement—then a blur.

It sidestepped at the last possible moment, its enormous claws flashing out.

CRASH!

The impact sent Garron flying.

His tower shield crumpled inward, the metal bending under the sheer force of the blow. He slammed into the ground like a fallen meteor, his breath leaving him in a painful gasp.

Darin retaliated.

He thrust his hands forward, flames roaring to life as twin pillars of fire surged toward the Alpha. The inferno illuminated the battlefield, casting monstrous shadows against the trees.

The Alpha leaped straight through it. Unscathed.

Darin’s eyes widened. “That’s—”

It was already in front of him.

The Alpha swiped, claws aiming for his throat.

Ice erupted from the ground.

Lena reacted instantly, a wall of jagged frost surging between them. The Alpha twisted mid-air, its claws shredding through the ice like paper, but the delay gave Darin a fraction of a second to hurl himself backward.

His escape was messy. He hit the ground hard, rolling through the dirt.

Rowen was already moving.

He blurred forward, his sword singing through the air, wind magic wrapping around the blade as he struck.

Steel met flesh.

The blade bit deep into the Alpha’s shoulder.

The Alpha howled.

For the first time, it had been wounded.

Rowen’s lips curled into a grin—until he saw the look in its eyes.

It wasn’t in pain. It wasn’t enraged. It was amused.

The Alpha’s claw snapped forward.

Rowen barely managed to duck, the air hissing as the massive talons tore through empty space where his head had been. He twisted away, blade flashing.

But the Alpha’s other claw was already coming.

It was a trap. A feint.

Rowen’s eyes widened—Too late.

The impact was like a sledgehammer.

The force ripped him off his feet, his body twisting midair before he slammed into the dirt, coughing blood.

The Alpha landed lightly, effortlessly, rolling its wounded shoulder.

Then, it turned toward them—slow, methodical, savoring the hunt.

It was toying with them.

Garron groaned, forcing himself up, his shield shattered, his broadsword still in his grip.

Lena was panting, ice forming at her fingertips, preparing another spell.

Darin’s flames burned brighter, wilder, fueled by fury.

Rowen wiped the blood from his lip, staggering to his feet, his blade trembling in his grip.

The Alpha tilted its head. Then, it grinned again.

The Alpha towered above them, its hulking frame casting an ominous shadow beneath the dying light.

Blood dripped from its claws.

Its piercing red eyes scanned its prey—calculating, analyzing.

Then, it found a weakness.

It locked onto Lena.

The healer.

The one keeping them on their feet. The one they couldn’t afford to lose.

The air grew heavy.

The Alpha moved.

Not a charge. Not a lunge. It vanished.

One second, it was standing still. The next—it was right in front of her.

Lena’s heart stopped.

A black blur. A flash of claws.

Steel slammed into the attack.

Garron threw himself between them, his tower shield raised.

The impact was deafening.

The very ground beneath him split apart, deep cracks forming beneath his feet.

A thunderous shockwave tore through the battlefield.

His legs buckled. His arms trembled. Bones screamed in protest.

But he didn’t break. He couldn’t.

“LENA—RUN!” he roared, his voice cutting through the chaos.

Lena stumbled back, eyes wide with terror, but her hands kept moving.

She whispered an incantation, frost gathering at her fingertips.

But the Alpha saw it.

It kicked off the ground, twisting midair with inhuman precision—and hurled Garron aside like a ragdoll.

CRACK!

His body slammed into a wagon. Wood exploded. Splinters rained down like daggers.

Garron groaned, blood dripping down his forehead.

“GARRON!” Lena’s voice broke.

She barely had time to react. The Alpha was on her again.

A flash of silver. A gust of wind.

Rowen struck.

His blade sang.

A clean, deadly arc carved across the Alpha’s ribs—Dark blood sprayed. The beast howled.

It twisted, claws already lashing out.

Rowen vanished.

His boots barely touched the ground before he darted back into position, blade at the ready.

“You’re not touching her,” he growled.

The Alpha snarled. This time—it was angry.

And an angry predator was the most dangerous kind.

Darin saw the opening.

His heartbeat pounded in his ears as he raised both hands, magic surging at his fingertips.

This wasn’t just another attack. This was everything he had.

"Burn."

A firestorm erupted.

Flames whipped through the air, spiraling into a massive, coiling serpent—a living inferno fueled by raw determination.

The burning maw of the fire serpent lunged at the Alpha, its roar blending with the crackling blaze.

The heat was unbearable. Scorching. Blinding. Even the air sizzled.

The Alpha turned. Its glowing red eyes narrowed.

Then—It moved. Not back. Not away.

Straight through it.

Darin’s breath hitched. The flames should have devoured it. But the beast emerged unscathed—unstoppable.

And then—It grinned.

A blur of black fur and crimson eyes.

A single swipe.

Darin barely had time to react before a clawed hand slammed into his chest.

The impact stole the air from his lungs.

Pain. Raw. Searing.

He felt his body lift off the ground.

CRASH.

He slammed into the dirt, rolling violently.

Flames flickered out of control, scorching the earth as he tumbled. His vision spun. His ribs ached. The world blurred in and out of focus.

The Alpha loomed over him.

Red eyes. Black claws. Death itself.

It raised its arm—The killing blow.

BOOM.

A crack of thunder.

The ground froze beneath the Alpha’s feet.

Lena stood, hands outstretched, her breath ragged.

The very air shimmered with frost, ice exploding upward, trapping the beast mid-strike.

But she was panting now. That was her last spell. She had nothing left.

“Rowen!”

She didn’t need to say it twice. Rowen was already moving.

A gust of wind. A flash of silver.

His sword sang as he closed the distance, a perfect, lethal arc aimed straight for the Alpha’s throat.

It was the perfect strike.

But—The Alpha moved faster. Its head snapped sideways.

The blade missed the throat by a fraction of a second. Instead—It tore through its left eye.

The world froze.

Then—The scream.

A sound so sharp, so piercing, that it sent shockwaves through the battlefield.

Blood—dark and thick—poured from the ruined eye socket.

The Alpha stumbled back, howling in agony.

And for the first time…

It looked afraid.
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Chapter 40: The Fall of Trinity Blade


                The Alpha was wounded—but not beaten. Its one good eye blazed with fury, the crimson glow burning hotter than ever. Its breath came in ragged snarls, lips curled back over jagged fangs, drool mixing with its own blood.

It wasn’t just fighting anymore. It was enraged.

Rowen, still standing, grinned despite the pain.

“Tch… should’ve aimed better.”

His fingers tightened around his sword hilt, his arms aching from the relentless battle.

The beast moved. Not recklessly. Not like a wounded animal. But with purpose.

It fainted left—a deceptive blur—then struck right.

Rowen barely reacted in time.

The claws found him. Agony ripped through his side.

Warmth. He felt the blood before he saw it.

It splattered across the battlefield—a crimson arc against the darkened sky.

He staggered. His vision wavered.

Another strike. Faster this time.

Claws raked across his chest. His armor tore apart like paper.

Pain. Deep. Raw. Searing.

His knees buckled. But he didn’t drop his sword. He drove it into the earth, forcing himself to stay upright.

The Alpha loomed over him. Breathing heavy. Savoring its victory. It didn’t rush. It wanted this moment. It wanted him to see it. To know. To understand. That he had lost.

The beast raised its claws—A final, killing blow.

Lena screamed his name. Darin tried to move—but his body refused. Garron’s fingers clenched around his sword—but even he knew the truth that he wouldn’t make it in time.

But Rowen—Rowen wasn’t done.

The Alpha’s claws came down. Rowen moved. Not to dodge. Not to strike back. But to grab it.

He lunged, his body screaming in protest, arms snapping tight around the Alpha’s thick, corded neck.

The beast froze. Not out of pain. Not out of fear. But out of sheer disbelief. It had never expected its prey to fight back in its final moments. Not like this.

Rowen’s grip tightened. His fingers dug into the beast’s fur, slick with blood—his, its, he couldn’t even tell anymore.

His wounds throbbed. His vision darkened. His legs shook. But he held on.

The Alpha snarled, thrashing violently, trying to shake him off.

But Rowen didn’t let go. His body screamed. His bones ached. His will did not break.

The Alpha whipped around, slamming him against the ground.

It clawed at him, trying to pry him free—But he did not break.

Rowen gritted his teeth, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth, and with the last of his breath, he growled—

“NOW!”

For a single, stretched-out second—The world stood still.

Then—Garron moved first. A thunderous roar tore from his lungs as he surged forward, his broadsword lifted high. His boots tore into the dirt, the ground cracking beneath his charge.

The moment he was in range—He swung his broadsword.

Steel met flesh. The blade bit deep. A sickening crunch. Garron’s strike tore through the Alpha’s back, shattering bone, carving deep, splitting muscle.

The beast screamed. It twisted in agony—But Rowen refused to let go.

Darin was next.

With a snarl, he threw both hands forward. Flames erupted from his palms, twisting, roaring, a storm of fire consuming them both.

Heat scorched the battlefield.

The Alpha shrieked. But Rowen held on tighter.

Lena was already chanting. A sigil flared beneath the Alpha’s feet.

Then—The ice struck.

Spears of frost erupted from the ground, razor-sharp, piercing through the Alpha’s legs—its chest—its stomach.

Pinning it. Trapping it. Ending it.

The Alpha’s last breath shuddered from its lungs. Its body tensed. A final, choked growl was let out.

Then—It collapsed.

And Rowen collapsed with it.

Silence. Nothing but the crackling of dying flames, the faint hiss of smoldering embers fading into the cold night air. The battlefield, once alive with fury and chaos, now lay still.

The distant howls of retreating monsters echoed into the void.

The battle was over. But at what cost?

“ROWEN!”

Lena’s voice shattered the silence, raw with desperation.

She ran. Her boots barely touched the ground as she fell to her knees beside him, trembling hands reaching, her magic flaring to life.

An icy blue light, warm and flickering—her healing spell was casted.

She pressed her hands against his wounds, the warmth of magic sinking into his torn flesh, willing it to mend, willing him to stay.

He had to stay.

Rowen’s chest barely rose. His breath came in shallow, uneven gasps. Blood stained his lips. His fingers twitched, weakly grasping at the dirt beneath him.

But when he looked up at her—he still smiled.

That damn smile.

“…It’s… fine,” he rasped, voice barely more than a whisper.

His body shuddered, pain etched into every inch of his face. But he still forced that small, crooked grin.

“…Took one down with me… right?”

Lena choked back a sob. “Don’t talk like that! I can still—”

Her magic surged, desperation making it burn brighter. More. Faster.

But the light flickered. It wasn’t working fast enough.

She could see it—feel it—his life slipping through her fingers like grains of sand.

“No. No, no, no!” Tears blurred her vision as she poured everything she had into him.

But he was still slipping away.

Rowen’s hand weakly reached up, trembling. He touched her cheek. His fingers were so cold.

Lena froze, her breath hitching.

“…Lena.” His voice was so soft. So… tired. “…It’s okay.”

It’s not okay. She shook her head furiously, her tears spilling onto his hand.

“No! No, it’s not! You idiot, we—we still have missions! We still have fights! You still—”

Her voice cracked. And Rowen smiled. A real, warm smile. Despite the pain. Despite the cold creeping into his limbs. Despite everything.

“…I’m glad we met.”

Lena sucked in a breath.

Rowen’s fingers loosened. His arm fell. The light in his eyes dimmed. His chest rose one last time. It didn’t fall after that.

The icy blue glow in Lena’s hands vanished.

The battlefield, once filled with fire and fury—Fell into silence once more.

And Rowen—their friend, their comrade—was gone.

The battle was over. The caravan survived. But Trinity Blade was broken.

The weight of the moment pressed down on them, heavier than any wound, deeper than any scar.

The victory felt hollow.

The enemy lay dead, its monstrous form still smoldering from the fire that had consumed it. And yet… none of them could celebrate.

Because Rowen was gone. Because the battlefield felt empty without his voice. Because the wind carried nothing but silence.

Darin sat in stunned stillness. For once, he had nothing to say. No witty remark, no teasing jab, no cocky grin.

Just clenched fists, his nails digging into his palms so hard they threatened to draw blood. His flames had always burned bright—unwavering, untamed. But now?

They felt cold. Useless.

He had thrown everything at that monster, had burned it down with all he had—and it still wasn’t enough.

He bit his lip, hard enough to hurt.

Rowen was always there. The first to back him up in a fight. The first to call him out when he got reckless. The first to—He squeezed his eyes shut.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

Lena knelt beside Rowen’s still form, staring blankly at her hands. They trembled. Her fingers, usually so steady, so full of warmth, were now stiff and numb. Rowen’s blood coated her gloves, staining the golden embroidery deep crimson.

Her healing wasn’t enough. Her hands, which had saved so many lives before—had failed when it mattered most.

A choked sob wracked through her, her shoulders shaking uncontrollably.

She had tried. Gods, she had tried.

She replayed those last moments over and over. His hand on her cheek. His voice, so soft. That smile—why was he smiling?

She should have saved him.

But no matter how much magic she had poured into him, no matter how desperately she had begged the gods, he still—

She gasped, curling forward, hands clutching at her chest as if trying to hold herself together. Because everything inside her was falling apart.

Garron stood over Rowen’s body, staring down at his fallen comrade. His face was unreadable. But his hands… His hands shook. Not from battle. Not from exhaustion. But from rage.

Garron had always been the unshakable wall, the unwavering shield, the one who held the line when no one else could.

Yet now—he had let someone slip through. He had promised to protect them. He had sworn that he would keep them alive. And he failed.

His grip tightened on his broadsword. The same sword that had cut down the Alpha, that had avenged Rowen—but what did it matter?

Rowen was still dead.

And for the first time in his life, Garron felt helpless.

They had fought together for years. Laughed together. Bled together. Survived together.

And now…

One of them was gone.

Just like that.

It didn’t feel real. It felt wrong.

Like something had been ripped from them, leaving behind an open wound that would never truly heal.

They were Trinity Blade. They had never lost before.

But now? For the first time—They were defeated. And it was unforgivable.

Rowen’s death changed everything. It shattered them.

The journey back to Dawnstead was a haze.

The road stretched endlessly beneath their feet, yet none of them truly felt like they were moving forward. Every step was heavier than the last.

The merchants they had risked their lives to protect tried to thank them, offering gold, gratitude—hollow words meant to ease a grief that could not be eased.

They took the payment without a word. Because none of it mattered. Their friend was dead.

The town gates came into view, but it didn’t feel like home anymore.

The streets bustled with life, merchants calling out their wares, children laughing as they darted between carts, adventurers swapping stories over drinks.

It felt wrong. How could the world still be moving when Rowen wasn’t in it?

They carried his body through the city, past familiar faces who once greeted them with admiration.

But now? They only received solemn nods, lowered gazes, whispers that followed in their wake.

Word traveled fast. By the time they reached the guild hall, everyone already knew. Trinity Blade had returned. One member short.

Garrick met them at the entrance, his usual stern expression tinged with something softer—something that almost looked like sorrow.

“You did everything you could,” he said.

But none of them responded. Because it wasn’t enough. They turned in their quest, left the gold on the counter, and walked away.

That night, they buried Rowen on the outskirts of Dawnstead, beneath the old oak tree overlooking the valley.

No grand ceremony. No speeches. Just the three of them standing in silence, staring at the grave of their comrade—their brother.

Then, one by one, they left. And nothing was ever the same again.

Days passed. Then weeks. Then months.

Lena stopped speaking. She spent her days inside the church, surrounded by healers, but never truly with them. She never laughed. Never smiled.

She just sat in the pews, staring at her hands—the same hands that had failed to save Rowen—until the sun set, until someone forced her to eat, until exhaustion dragged her into a restless sleep.

When she did talk, her voice was quiet, emptied of the warmth it once held. She was still there, still breathing, still moving… But the light in her eyes had long since faded.

Darin drowned himself in magic. If he wasn’t sleeping, he was training. Fire erupted from his hands, scorching the training dummies, the ground, his own skin. Again. And again. And again. Until his arms shook. Until his mana reserves ran dry. Until his legs gave out beneath him, leaving him gasping for air on the cold, hard ground.

But the pain wasn’t enough. So he trained harder. Because if he had been stronger—Rowen wouldn’t have died.

Garron changed the most. The once steadfast leader of Trinity Blade, the unshakable tank who fought with honor, became someone else entirely.

He stopped speaking unless it was necessary. The warmth in his voice, the camaraderie that once defined him—it was gone. Replaced by something colder. Sharper. More dangerous. He no longer hesitated to kill. No longer gave enemies the chance to surrender.

He used to fight to protect. Now? He fought to destroy.

They stopped taking escort missions. Anything that involved protecting someone? They refused. The next job they accepted was a monster subjugation quest. Hunt. Kill. Earn gold. Move on.

It became a cycle.

At first, the guild thought they were just grieving. That they needed time. That, eventually, they’d heal.

But as the months stretched on, it became clear—Trinity Blade wasn’t just mourning. They had changed. They became ruthless. They stopped looking out for others.

If another party was struggling in a fight? They ignored it. If a weaker adventurer was barely surviving against a monster? They walked past. Strength was all that mattered now. If you couldn’t stand on your own, you weren’t worth saving.

One day, a rookie adventurer—barely more than a kid—approached them at the guild.

“Um, excuse me! Trinity Blade? I was wondering if—if you had any advice for new adventurers…?”

A year ago, Garron might have smiled. Might have offered guidance, words of encouragement, a push in the right direction.

Now? He didn’t even look at the kid.

“Don’t be weak.”

Lena stood beside him, expression unreadable. She said nothing.

Darin scoffed, leaning back in his chair. “If you need advice, you’re already dead,” he muttered, taking a swig from his flask. “Figure it out yourself.”

The rookie paled and backed away.

And just like that, another bridge was burned.

The name Trinity Blade still carried weight in Dawnstead.

But not as heroes. Not as the team that once inspired others. Not as the rising stars they were meant to be.

They were something else now. A legend of strength and survival. Adventurers still spoke of them in hushed tones, still admired their power, their efficiency—but never approached them.

Because Trinity Blade was no longer the kind of team you looked up to. They were the kind of team you feared. And they didn’t care. Because if they cared, they would have to face the pain again. And none of them were ready for that.
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Chapter 41: The Call for Aid


                Dawnstead – Present Day

The moment the emergency flare ignited, the entire Adventurer’s Guild of Dawnstead came to a standstill.

The crystalline mission board, normally a dull, flickering display of routine quests, pulsed with an ominous blue light. A wave of eerie illumination spread across the polished floors, reflecting off the wide-eyed faces of every adventurer in the hall.

A distress signal.

From Trinity Blade.

For a brief second, silence gripped the guild hall.

Then—Chaos erupted.

“The hell did I just see?” A burly warrior slammed his tankard down, the wooden mug splintering from the force. His chair scraped backward, nearly toppling as he rose to his feet.

A group of rookies huddled near the training request board, whispering frantically.

“That… that can’t be right,” one of them stammered, his hands gripping the edges of his cloak. “Trinity Blade? Asking for help?”

“They’re Dawnstead’s strongest team!” Another adventurer shook his head in disbelief. “If they need backup, then…”

A grim realization settled over the room. It meant something had gone terribly wrong.

The air, once filled with the lively chatter of adventurers sharing drinks and stories, now felt heavy and oppressive.

At the center of the commotion, Alina—the guild’s receptionist— scrabbled through the emergency response manual. Papers flew. Quills snapped. She fumbled with the enchanted registry, her fingers shaking as she confirmed the signal’s location.

At the same time, a set of heavy footsteps rang out from the hallway.

The crowd instinctively parted as a towering man made his way to the guild hall—his presence alone commanding attention.

Garrick Voss, the guildmaster.

His scarred face was stone-cold. The dim glow of lanterns cast jagged shadows across his jawline, accentuating the deep furrows of his brow. His thick arms, crossed tightly over his chest, flexed with restrained tension.

“Alina,” he barked. “Where did the signal come from?”

The room held its breath.

Alina swallowed, staring at the pulsating blue light on the crystal board.

“Dungeon Floor Six,” she reported, her voice steadier than her trembling hands. “Right before they reached the deeper floors.”

A murmur rippled through the guild hall. Floor Six?

That wasn’t even deep into the dungeon.

Trinity Blade, one of the most decorated teams in Dawnstead, had never struggled with Floor Six before.

“What the hell?” Boris—the guild’s quest coordinator—spoke up, his usual composed demeanor cracking. “You’re telling me a team like Trinity Blade sent a distress signal from a mid-tier dungeon floor?”

A seasoned adventurer scoffed. “They must’ve triggered a trap or gotten reckless. Wouldn’t be the first time Darin’s arrogance backfired.”

A few chuckles rippled through the room, but they were thin. Nervous. Clinging desperately to any explanation that wasn’t the alternative. That something else was down there.

But Garrick wasn’t convinced. His gut told him something else was going on.

“Damn it,” he muttered, rubbing his temples. “First, the mana fluctuations, and now this?”

He turned sharply toward Alina, his voice clipped.

“Where is Obsidian Dawn? Did they enter the dungeon already?”

Alina flipped through her emergency dispatch papers, scanning the active team reports. “They were last seen in the market district, gathering supplies before heading out.”

“Then find them.”

The air in the guild hall turned ice cold.

The bystanders stiffened. Obsidian Dawn was just formed a few hours ago, and now the guild was sending them into the dungeon where Trinity Blade sent the distress signal.

If Garrick was sending them, it meant he wasn’t treating this as a simple mishap. It meant he expected something far worse.

Every adventurer in Dawnstead knew who was in Obsidian Dawn. Especially those who joined the previous subjugation quest.

His next words confirmed everyone’s fears.

“Change of plans.” His voice was a steel blade cutting through the tension.

“Obsidian Dawn is no longer running an exploration mission.”

“They’re running a search and rescue.”

A deathly hush followed.

Then—a mad scramble.

Messengers bolted from the guild hall. Runners shot toward the market district, their boots slamming against cobblestone as they weaved through crowds. Bells tolled. Orders were shouted.

Adventurers who once mocked the distress signal now exchanged uneasy glances. If Trinity Blade needed rescuing… What kind of nightmare awaited the rescue team?

The morning sun hung high over Dawnstead’s bustling marketplace, casting long shadows across the cobbled streets. The air was thick as usual with the mingling scents of freshly baked bread, sizzling meat skewers, and herbal tonics, creating a lively contrast to the looming dungeon dive ahead.

Belle flexed her fingers, the faint crackle of energy pulsing beneath her skin. It was still surreal. She had barely spent any time as an adventurer, yet here she was, gearing up for her first official mission.

Across from her, Kai rummaged through their supplies, idly tossing a small pouch of dried meat into their bag.

“Alright,” he announced, stretching his arms behind his head. “We’ve got rations, potions, extra fire-resistant gear… even some antidotes, just in case.” He shot Belle a smug look. “We should be set.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “You’re really stocking up like we’re gonna struggle.”

Kai smirked. Here it comes.

“Hey, I know we won’t struggle,” he teased, nudging her with his elbow. “But, you know, for normal adventurers, prep is important.”

Belle sighed. “Normal adventurers.”

“Yeah.” He crossed his arms, mock-serious. “See, most people don’t have the luxury of—oh, I dunno—one-shotting an entire dungeon the way someone I know can.”

She gave him a flat look. “I’m not that overpowered.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “Really? Because last week, I’m pretty sure you erased a whole goblin camp with a casual ‘whoops, I sneezed too hard’ level attack.”

Belle turned away. “That was not intentional.”

“Uh-huh.” He leaned closer, voice dropping to a whisper. “So tell me, oh mighty dungeon obliterator, why are we stocking up like we’re some low-rank scrubs? Shouldn’t I just bring, like… a picnic basket? Since you’ll clear everything before we even get to the boss?”

Belle exhaled sharply through her nose. “You do realize that dungeons are unpredictable, right?”

Kai grinned. “Oh, of course. But let’s be real—you’re the unpredictable one. The dungeon should be scared of you.”

Belle gave him a light shove. “Just shut up and carry the bag.”

Kai snickered but didn’t argue. The teasing was just his way of keeping things light. Truthfully, he wasn’t worried about the dungeon.

But fate had a twisted sense of humor.

Because just then—A guild runner came tearing through the marketplace.

The boy—no older than fifteen—wore an oversized guild uniform that bounced awkwardly with every frantic step. His face was flushed, sweat beading on his forehead as he shoved past merchants and adventurers alike.

His wide eyes darted through the crowd, desperate.

“Obsidian Dawn!” he gasped, his voice cracking. “Where’s Obsidian Dawn?!”

Kai and Belle exchanged a glance. “That’s us,” Belle called out, raising a hand.

The boy’s head snapped toward them.

For a moment, relief crossed his face—then urgency took over again. He stumbled to a stop, nearly tripping over his own feet as he caught his breath.

“You—!” He sucked in a deep gasp. “The guild—! Emergency—!” He doubled over, hands on his knees. “Your mission… It’s been changed.”

Kai frowned, his teasing demeanor vanishing. “What? We were supposed to investigate the dungeon.”

The runner shook his head violently. “Forget that.” He finally straightened, his face pale. “It’s a rescue mission now.”

Belle’s stomach tightened. Rescue mission?

“Who?” she asked, already dreading the answer.

The runner swallowed hard. His voice dropped to a whisper.

“Trinity Blade.”

The name hit like a lightning strike. For a second, neither of them moved. Kai’s usual cocky grin was gone. His crimson eyes darkened, flickering with something dangerous.

“Tch.” He clicked his tongue, rolling his shoulders. “Damn it.”

Belle clenched her fists. Trinity Blade—the strongest adventurer team in Dawnstead—needed saving?

Just what the hell was in that dungeon?

No more questions. They had to move.

“Take us to the guild,” Belle said, her voice firm.

The runner didn’t hesitate. He turned on his heel, and they ran.

By the time Belle and Kai burst into the Adventurer’s Guild, the entire hall was in an uproar. The emergency signal from Trinity Blade had changed everything.

Adventurers who had been lounging around were now on their feet, muttering in shock. Others were gathered near the request board, speculating wildly.

At the center of the chaos, Alina was frantically flipping through documents while a glowing crystal map projected the source of the distress flare—Dungeon Floor Six.

She barely looked up when Kai and Belle approached. "Finally!" she gasped. "You’re here."

Kai crossed his arms. “Did you seriously just say ‘finally’? We got here in record time.”

Alina didn’t even humor him with a glare. She was too busy. The situation was bad.

A heavy thud came from behind them as Garrick slammed his hands onto the counter. His broad frame loomed over the desk, eyes scanning the crystal board with a hardened gaze.

The hall went quiet. The younger adventurers stared at them in awe—while the veterans held expressions somewhere between relief and unease.

“I take it you have already heard the situation.” Garrick voiced out without looking at Belle and Kai.

Belle straightened. “We’ll handle it.”

Garrick’s sharp gaze studied her for a moment before he nodded. “Good. Because you don’t have a choice.”

He gestured to the crystal map.

"Trinity Blade’s last location was here," he pointed. "Floor Six. Right before the descent to the deeper floors. That means whatever happened—it happened fast. They didn’t even make it deeper before calling for help."

Kai frowned. "You're saying they never stood a chance?”

Boris rubbed his temples. "That's what worries us. If Trinity Blade was forced to use the flare at Floor Six… then this can only mean that the dungeon is not normal. Something dangerous is inside."

Belle's mind was already calculating. “How long do we have?”

Alina exhaled. "At most—an hour. If they’re still holding out, they won’t last much longer."

The weight of reality sank in. No time to prepare. No time to plan.

Kai cracked his knuckles. “Guess we’re skipping lunch, then.”

Belle nodded. They had to move.

The streets of Dawnstead were alive with the usual bustle of merchants and townsfolk, but for Belle and Kai, the world had narrowed down to one singular focus—reaching the dungeon.

They walked at a brisk pace, but even at this speed, it would take half a day to get there.

Time was against them.

Belle adjusted the strap of her bag, her thoughts racing. “We should move faster.”

Kai, however, looked utterly unbothered as he stretched his arms above his head. “Relax. Panicking isn’t going to make the trip shorter.”

Belle shot him a look. “We’re not panicking. You’re just too laid-back.”

He smirked. “I prefer to think of it as efficient energy conservation.”

Belle sighed. How was he always like this?

They passed through the outer gates of Dawnstead, the guards eyeing them with curiosity. The entire guild had been watching as they left, which meant that by now, half the town probably knew Obsidian Dawn was heading to the unknown dungeon.

The pressure was real.

As they hit the open road leading toward the dungeon, Kai suddenly glanced at her with a teasing grin.

“So, remind me again why we even stocked up on supplies?”

Belle blinked. “Huh?”

He gestured vaguely. “I mean, we have you. One good blast of your magic, and boom—dungeon cleared.”

Belle frowned. “It’s not that simple.”

Kai chuckled. “Come on, admit it. You could probably one-shot the entire dungeon if you really went all out.”

Belle opened her mouth to argue, then hesitated. He wasn’t entirely wrong.

Her power—this draconic energy inside her—was unlike anything in this world. If she truly let loose… she wasn’t sure what would be left standing.

But that was the problem.

“…I can’t really control it yet,” she admitted.

Kai raised an eyebrow. “You sure? Seemed pretty controlled when you were frying those goblins last week.”

Belle shot him a glare. “That was different.”

Kai shrugged. “I’m just saying, if it turns out we wasted all that money on potions we don’t even need, you’re buying my next meal.”

She groaned. “You’re impossible.”

He grinned. “And yet, here we are, the best adventuring duo in Dawnstead.”

Despite the teasing, there was an underlying truth in his words. Kai trusted her strength.

The question was—could she trust herself?

Belle exhaled, looking toward the darkening sky ahead. The road stretched on, and the dungeon awaited.

One way or another, they were going to find out.

End of Chapter 41

            


Chapter 42: The Rescue Commenced


                Less than an hour. That was all the time they had. Alina’s estimate had been grim—if Trinity Blade was still alive, they wouldn’t last much longer. They had to hurry.

But there was a problem.

Belle kept a steady pace beside Kai as they walked through the open fields beyond Dawnstead’s gates. The wind whipped against them, rustling the tall grass and sending ripples through the golden plains stretching toward the distant forest.

"How far is this dungeon?" she asked, her voice calm but expectant.

Kai, focused on the road ahead, exhaled sharply. "Half a day's walk."

Belle skidded to a stop.

Kai took two more steps before realizing she wasn’t beside him anymore. He turned, brows furrowed. "What are you—"

"We don’t have half a day." Belle grabbed his wrist, her grip firm. "We’re not walking."

Kai crossed his arms. "You got a horse I don’t know about?"

“Nope.” Belle rolled her shoulders, flexing her arms. “I’ll carry you.”

Silence.

Kai blinked. “…What?”

“I carry you—” she crouched slightly, patting her back, “—piggyback ride. Then I run.”

Kai’s soul visibly left his body. “…I would rather die.”

“Oh, come on.” Belle rolled her eyes. “I’ve got super speed! It’s the fastest way there.”

Kai took a step back, looking at her like she had just suggested him to crawl into hell. "Absolutely not."

Belle gave him a flat look. "You’d rather let Trinity Blade die because you have a fragile ego?"

Kai exhaled sharply through his nose. "It’s not about my ego—"

"Sounds like it is."

“Listen, I’m a swordsman. I have pride.”

“You’re also an idiot.”

Kai scowled. "I don't see you offering to let me carry you."

"Because I'm faster than you." Belle cracked her knuckles. "Now quit whining and get on."

Kai pinched the bridge of his nose, muttering something about ‘this is humiliating’ and ‘I swear to the gods if you tell anyone’ before finally, reluctantly, climbing onto Belle’s back.

She adjusted his weight, bending her knees slightly. “See? Not so bad.”

“…I hate this. This is so humiliating.”

Then—without warning, she launched forward.

A burst of wind exploded behind them, her sheer acceleration kicking up a trail of dust. The world blurred into streaks of green and brown as the forest whipped past them at inhuman speeds.

Kai’s grip tightened around her shoulders as his stomach lurched. "WHAT THE HELL—"

"You better hold on!" Belle called over the roaring wind, grinning.

Kai squeezed his eyes shut, his dignity shattering with every second.

His voice cracked. "I SWEAR IF YOU DROP ME—"

"Relax, I’ve got you!" Belle laughed, enjoying his suffering just a little too much.

Kai gritted his teeth. "THIS IS THE WORST DAY OF MY LIFE!"

"Not even top five for me."

"STOP TALKING AND WATCH THE ROAD!"

Kai screamed.

By the time they reached the dungeon’s entrance, Kai looked half-dead.

His red hair was an absolute disaster, strands sticking up in every direction like he had just survived a natural disaster. His face was pale from motion sickness, and his arms were still locked around Belle’s shoulders in a death grip.

Belle, on the other hand, looked completely fine.

She stretched her arms with a satisfied sigh, rolling her shoulders like she had just finished a light jog. "See? That was efficient."

Kai weakly slid off her back. His legs immediately gave out.

“I will never recover from this,” he wheezed, grabbing his knees as if he had barely escaped death itself.

Belle patted his back, her voice dripping with amusement. “You did great, buddy.”

Kai glared at her. “I will throw you into the dungeon.”

Belle smirked. “Oh? Gonna carry me in there, then?”

Kai opened his mouth to retort, then stopped. He was still struggling to stand. “…Tch.”

Belle chuckled before turning to the massive stone archway that loomed before them. The entrance was a swirling void of dark mist, exuding an eerie, unnatural presence—almost like a living thing.

Deep within, Trinity Blade was waiting.

Belle’s expression hardened. They didn’t have time to waste.

She cracked her knuckles. "Alright. Shortcut time."

Kai groaned. "What now?"

Belle stepped forward and placed a hand on the ground. Electricity crackled at her fingertips.

"Floor Six is down there, right?" she asked.

Kai’s eye twitched. "...Yes?"

Belle grinned. "Then let’s just break through the ground."

Kai stared at her, waiting for her to say something else. A joke, maybe. Anything that would indicate she wasn’t being serious.

Belle simply reared her fist back. Sparks danced across her knuckles, energy coiling like a thunderstorm ready to be unleashed.

Kai’s soul nearly left his body. “WAIT—WAIT—WAIT—STOP!”

Belle blinked. "What?"

Kai frantically grabbed her wrist, his entire being radiating pure panic. “We are NOT doing this.”

Belle tilted her head. "Why not?"

Kai took a deep breath, rubbing his temples like he was trying to physically push away the headache forming.

“That’s not how dungeons work.”

Belle frowned. "What do you mean?"

Kai pointed at the ground, like a teacher explaining something to a particularly dense student.

“You can’t just punch your way to Floor Six.”

"…Why not?"

Kai exhaled through gritted teeth. “Because dungeons don’t follow normal space. Each floor exists in its own pocket dimension.”

Belle frowned. "Okay, but it's below us."

"Physically? Yes." Kai gestured around them. “But if you destroy the ground here, you’re not gonna drop down to Floor Six. You’ll just break the entrance.”

Belle squinted at him. "That sounds fake."

Kai let out a strangled noise. "OH MY GODS—who even taught you dungeon mechanics?!"

Belle shrugged. “I think I read it from somewhere?”

Kai looked like he aged five years in real time.

Belle, completely unbothered, glanced back at the entrance. The dark mist swirled ominously, almost beckoning them forward. Every second they wasted… Trinity Blade’s time ran out.

Kai saw the shift in her expression. His serious gaze met hers.

“I know,” he said quietly. “We don’t have much time. But this is the only way.”

Belle clenched her fists. Damn it.

"Then we better move fast."

Kai nodded.

The moment they stepped into the dungeon, a heavy, oppressive weight settled over them.

The air was thick with stagnant mana, an unnatural presence pressing against Belle’s skin like an unseen force. The cavern walls, jagged and uneven, loomed on either side, illuminated only by dim, pulsating blue crystals embedded in the rock. Their eerie glow cast long, shifting shadows that twisted with each flicker of light.

A faint, musty scent of damp stone and decay lingered in the air. Somewhere in the distance, the sound of dripping water echoed faintly—an unnatural silence stretching between each drop.

Then—Belle’s boots touched the ground. Her Aura Sense activated instantly.

A pulse of energy radiated outward from her body, expanding like ripples in a vast, invisible ocean. She felt the mana signatures of everything within range—every shifting pebble, every stagnant gust of air—every moving entity.

The moment she sensed them, her breath hitched. “…Damn it.”

Kai, already unsheathing his katana, immediately tensed. “What?”

“There’s more of them.” Belle’s eyes narrowed. “Kobolds. Skeletons. A lot of them.”

Kai’s grip on his katana tightened. "How bad?"

"They’re converging on Trinity Blade’s position." Belle’s voice was grim. “They're fighting back, but… they’re struggling. They won’t hold out for much longer.”

Kai clicked his tongue in frustration. “No time to waste, then.”

Belle crouched slightly.

Kai took an instinctive step back.

“…Oh no. No, no, no. Don’t even think about it.”

Belle gave him a deadpan look. “Kai, we don’t have time to argue. You said it yourself, there's no time to waste.”

"I would rather crawl on broken legs than—"

Too late.

Belle grabbed him by the waist like a sack of potatoes, effortlessly hoisting him onto her back before he could react.

Kai made a noise that was absolutely not a dignified battle cry.

"BELLE, PUT ME DOWN RIGHT NOW—"

"Shhh. Hold on tight."

BOOM.

Belle vanished.

A shockwave erupted in her wake, sending loose gravel scattering across the cavern floor. The dungeon walls trembled as she propelled forward at blinding speed. Wind roared past them, an overwhelming rush of force compressing the air itself. The dim crystal light stretched into streaks as the world around them blurred into darkness.

Kai flailed for a moment before gripping Belle’s shoulders for dear life. "I WASN'T READY—"

"You never are!"

They ripped through the tunnels like a lightning bolt, a surge of pure velocity carving a direct path to their destination. The chaotic flickers of Trinity Blade’s auras came into sharper focus—desperate, flickering like candle flames in a storm.

The monsters surrounding them hadn’t noticed yet.

Big mistake.

Belle didn’t slow down. The last thing the horde saw was a silver-blue blur and the faint, horrified scream of a red-haired swordsman.

IMPACT.

Belle exploded into the chamber like a comet.

The force of her arrival was cataclysmic. The shockwave of her landing blasted through the monsters, sending kobolds flying into the cavern walls with bone-crushing force. Skeletons shattered on impact, their brittle bodies reduced to piles of dust and fragments before they even realized what hit them.

A massive, armor-clad undead barely had time to turn before Belle plowed straight through its torso, tearing it in half like paper.

Kai leapt off Belle’s back mid-motion, flipping through the air and landing in a crouch, katana already drawn. The air crackled with the residual energy of their entrance, dust swirling around them in a spiraling vortex.

For a moment—silence.

Trinity Blade stood frozen, weapons raised, staring at the absolute carnage that had unfolded before them in mere seconds.

Kai stumbled slightly. His face was burning red. He took a deep breath, dusted himself off, and turned toward the stunned group.

“…You saw nothing.”

Darin blinked. “…What?”

Kai’s eye twitched. “You. Saw. Nothing.”

Lena tilted her head. “Are we not gonna talk about how you just—”

“No. We are not.”

Belle, completely unbothered, crossed her arms with a smug grin. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

Darin, still stunned, shook his head. “Hold on. Why are you even here?”

Lena frowned. “Yeah, and how the hell did you find us so fast? We only sent out the distress signal a little while ago.”

Belle cracked her knuckles. "Let’s focus on getting out of here first."

Kai sighed, rubbing his temples. "We're wasting time. If there's more coming, we need to be ready."

Lena’s question hung in the air, but neither Belle nor Kai answered.

They weren’t here to explain. They were here to fight.

The aftermath of Belle’s high-speed entrance still lingered in the air. Dust swirled, mixing with the fading remnants of her impact—shattered skeletons, twitching kobolds, and the broken remnants of the undead that had stood in their way.

But this was far from over.

Belle’s sharp gaze swept over the battlefield, taking in the sight of Trinity Blade—battered, bruised, and clearly exhausted. Their breaths came in ragged gasps, their stances uneven from fatigue.

Kai, however, had his focus elsewhere.

His grip on his katana tightened, his crimson eyes narrowing as he observed the remaining kobolds and skeletons that had survived their initial assault. Something was off.

Their movements were wrong—erratic, unnatural.

A dark mist clung to their bodies, writhing and curling like phantom tendrils, sinking into their very forms like an invisible parasite.

Kai's expression darkened. His voice dropped low.

“…Miasma corruption.”

Belle didn’t speak, but she agreed silently. She could feel it too.

Lena inhaled sharply. “So that means—”

Her voice faltered. She already knew the answer.

Before anyone could respond, the monsters reacted. A chilling, unnatural howl echoed through the cavern.

The kobolds’ bodies jerked violently, their blood-red eyes glowing brighter. Their muscles bulged grotesquely, claws elongating into razor-sharp talons. The skeletons, previously frail and brittle, began to regenerate, their cracked bones reforming, shifting unnaturally as if puppeteered by an unseen force.

Then—they charged.

Kai’s blade flared to life, a deep crimson glow illuminating the chamber. His expression hardened. No hesitation.

A skeletal warrior lunged, its rusted sword descending in a deadly arc. Kai sidestepped effortlessly avoiding the strike. The cold steel sliced through the air inches from his face. Before the skeleton could react, Kai’s katana flashed, cleaving through its brittle spine with a single fluid stroke.

The skeleton crumbled, but Kai was already moving.

Another enemy. A kobold snarled, lunging with a jagged spear aimed for his heart—

CLANG!

Kai’s blade intercepted the attack mid-strike, sparks flying from the impact. He twisted his wrist, redirecting the force, sending the spear skidding harmlessly across the floor.

Before the kobold could recover—

SLASH!

A fiery arc carved through its chest. Flames erupted from the wound, devouring the creature in seconds.

More enemies swarmed him. Kai welcomed them.

His body moved like a flame in the wind—dodging, weaving, and cutting through foes with precise, lethal grace. He wasn’t just attacking; he was dancing between blades, his movements a flawless blend of fluid motion and controlled destruction.

A kobold leapt at him from behind. Kai’s hand shot out mid-air, grabbing the creature by the throat. With a single motion, he slammed it into the ground—

CRACK.

The kobold's skull shattered instantly, its body twitching once before going still. But the fight wasn’t over.

A monstrous skeleton, twice the size of the others, lunged with a massive halberd—its weapon cutting through the air with deadly force.

Kai’s instincts flared. Too fast. Too close.

There was only one option.

He raised his katana—

BOOM!

Belle appeared in front of him in an instant, her palm slamming into the halberd’s shaft with raw, explosive force. The sheer impact shattered the weapon on contact. The massive skeleton reeled back—but Belle didn’t let it recover.

She launched forward, her foot crashing into its ribcage with enough force to obliterate its entire torso. The creature erupted into a burst of dust and bone, its remnants scattering across the chamber.

Silence.

Kai exhaled, flicking blackened blood off his katana before sliding it into its sheath. “That should do it.”

Belle, in the meantime, had already moved to Trinity Blade. She knelt beside them, pulling a handful of potions from her pouch. “Drink these.”

Darin, too exhausted to argue, took one and downed it in a single gulp. The rest of Trinity Blade followed suit, the potions restoring color to their faces as their wounds began to heal.

Then—Garron spoke, his voice grim. “…There are ogres and minotaurs waiting outside this chamber.”

Belle and Kai exchanged glances. “…How many?” Belle asked.

Lena’s face darkened. “There are three minotaurs. And they’re not normal too.”

Belle’s expression remained unreadable, but she felt her pulse quicken.

Minotaurs were strong. Far stronger than skeletons and kobolds. If they were also corrupted by miasma… this could get ugly.

Kai, however, merely sighed, rolling his shoulders. “Alright.” He took a step toward the exit, his grip tightening around his katana. “Let’s get this over with and get out of here.”

From beyond the passage, a deep, guttural growl rumbled—Something massive was coming.
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Chapter 43: The Unbreakable Line


                The moment they stepped out, the stench of blood, sweat, and rotting flesh thickened in the air.

The cavern beyond was vast, lit only by the eerie glow of faintly pulsing mana crystals embedded in the walls. Jagged stone pillars jutted from the ground like the ribs of a buried beast. And standing in the center of it all—their enemies.

Three ogres, their grotesque, muscular bodies covered in war scars, turned their massive heads toward the new arrivals. Their beady crimson eyes burned with hunger. Their bodies were wrapped in crude, bloodstained armor, and each one wielded a weapon fit to crush a man in a single blow.

Behind them, three minotaurs loomed, watching. Unlike the ogres, these beasts stood still, their bull-like heads snorting out thick puffs of hot breath, watching with an eerie sense of patience—as if waiting.

Then—a roar. It was enough to shake the cavern walls. The first ogre charged.

Kai cracked his neck, stepping forward, his red eyes gleaming with challenge. “Let me handle this.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”

“If you fight, it’ll be over in an instant.” A smirk curled on Kai’s lips. “At least let me struggle a little.”

Belle huffed, crossing her arms, the black fabric of her jacket shifting with the movement. “Fine. Go have your fun.”

And then Kai moved.

He launched forward at blinding speed, his katana already igniting. The air shimmered from the heat of his blade, glowing like molten steel. He met the first ogre head-on, his katana slicing clean across its massive chest.

A deep, guttural howl erupted from the beast as flames seared into its flesh, leaving behind a glowing red gash.

But Kai wasn’t done.

The ogre snarled and swung a tree trunk-sized fist. Kai ducked.

The wind howled above him as the massive fist ripped through the air, narrowly missing his skull. Without hesitation, he twisted his blade, flipping it into a reverse grip, and with a sharp lunge—he drove it straight into the ogre’s gut.

The beast let out a choking gasp, stumbling back.

Kai ripped his katana free, flicking black blood into the dirt. He prepared to finish it but—

WHAM!

A club the size of a boulder came crashing down toward him.

Kai’s instincts flared. He barely twisted away in time. The weapon grazed his shoulder, sending a brutal jolt of pain through his body. The sheer impact alone was enough to send a shockwave through the cavern, kicking up dust and loose debris.

Kai skidded back, landing in a low stance. He hissed, glancing at the fresh wound on his arm. A light burn mark was already forming on his skin.

Tch. They’re stronger than before.

He had fought ogres before. He knew their movements, their habits. But something was different this time. The corrupted aura around them writhed violently, feeding into their already monstrous strength.

The second ogre didn’t let him breathe. It rushed forward with terrifying speed, raising its greatclub overhead.

Kai reacted on instinct. He feinted left, drawing the ogre into overcommitting its swing—then he suddenly dropped low, sliding under the attack. The moment he passed through, he slashed out. His blade carved through the beast’s ankle.

A pained shriek erupted from the ogre as it stumbled forward, its balance lost.

Kai didn’t waste the opening. He gritted his teeth, channeled his fire magic, and in a single, explosive motion—he unleashed a flaming vertical slash.

The glowing blade cut straight through flesh and bone, slicing from shoulder to hip. A searing explosion of heat followed.

The ogre collapsed with a final, shuddering breath.

Kai barely had time to react before the third and final ogre was already on him. This one was faster. Smarter. It didn’t just charge blindly. It waited. Calculated.

Kai noticed too late. The ogre feinted a swing, forcing Kai to commit to a dodge—and then it struck from the other side.

BOOM.

Kai’s vision blurred.

A fist the size of a war hammer slammed into his torso, sending him flying like a ragdoll. He crashed into a stone pillar, feeling the impact rattle through his bones. Pain flared through his ribs. His breath hitched.

Damn it. That one hurt.

The ogre was already coming again. It sprinted forward, its massive, iron-clad footfalls shaking the ground.

Kai pushed through the pain, rolling out of the way just as the ogre’s massive club crushed the pillar where he had been.

I need to end this now.

Kai’s katana flared brighter, the heat intensifying.

The ogre lunged forward, swinging its massive club with both hands.

But Kai didn’t dodge. He charged straight in.

The ogre’s eyes widened in confusion as Kai closed the gap before it could complete its swing.

Too late.

Kai leapt into the air, flipping over the ogre’s head. In that brief moment—his katana burned white-hot, the heat distorting the very air around him.

“Flame Crescent.”

A massive, fiery arc erupted from his blade. It sliced straight through the ogre’s thick neck. The beast’s eyes went wide. Its body twitched. And then—its head toppled to the ground.

Kai landed in a crouch as the ogre’s massive corpse collapsed with an earth-shaking thud.

For a moment, the only sound was the crackling embers of his katana.

Kai exhaled.

Three down.

Belle finally stepped forward, arms still crossed. She gave him a teasing look. “That was cute, Crimson Blade.”

Kai rolled his shoulder with a wince, exhaling. “Yeah, yeah.” He flicked his katana, extinguishing the flames. “Alright, Belle. Your turn.”

Belle’s smile widened. She cracked her knuckles.

The minotaurs let out a low, guttural growl.

Belle’s eyes gleamed. “My pleasure.”

Aura Amplification—Activate.

An ethereal blue wave of energy radiated from Belle’s body, distorting the air around her. The effect was immediate. Her movements gained an almost imperceptible swiftness, her silver eyes glowing with heightened intensity.

The minotaurs, who had been slowly advancing, paused.

The largest of the three, the one with the scarred snout, snorted in defiance. It stomped the ground, ready to charge. But before it could take a step—

Belle vanished.

It wasn’t a burst of speed. It was as if she had ceased to exist in one point and reappeared in another. The minotaurs, even with their enhanced senses, couldn’t track her movement.

Before anyone could blink, she reappeared above the largest minotaur.

Her fist was cocked back, a crackling blue aura surrounding it. It wasn’t a wild swing. It was a perfectly calculated strike, focused on a single point.

With a single, precise punch, she drove her fist into its skull.

BOOM.

The cavern shook. Not from the force of the blow itself, but from the shockwave that followed. The minotaur’s thick skull shattered like glass, the force of the impact concentrated and devastating. Its massive body, which had been a picture of intimidating strength moments before, collapsed lifelessly to the ground. A cloud of dust and fragments filled the air.

But Belle didn’t stop there. She used the momentum to launch herself toward the second minotaur, the one with the spiked chain. It roared in surprise, whipping its chain in a desperate attempt to defend itself.

Belle, however, was already moving too fast.

She ducked under the chain, her hand phasing through the air. For a moment, it looked like she had missed. Then—a ripple appeared on the minotaur’s chest.

A split second later, a powerful burst of blue energy erupted from within the minotaur, tearing through its armor and sending it flying backward. Belle hadn’t touched it externally. She had attacked from the inside, the strange energy bypassing the minotaur's defenses.

The final minotaur, the one with the greataxe, finally reacted. It roared, swinging its massive weapon at Belle.

Kai, who had been watching the fight with a mixture of awe and disbelief, finally snapped out of his stupor. “Belle, behind you!”

Belle didn’t even turn her head.

She sidestepped the greataxe, her movements fluid and effortless. The greataxe cleaved through the air where she had been a moment before.

She grabbed the minotaur’s arm, her hand glowing with a more intense blue. The air around her shimmered. And then—she twisted.

Not with brute strength, but with focused, amplified force. The minotaur’s arm, thick and muscular, snapped like a twig. The minotaur howled in pain, its grip on the axe loosening.

Belle didn’t give it a chance to recover.

She delivered a final kick, sending the minotaur crashing into the wall of the cavern. The impact cracked the stone. The minotaur slid down, unconscious.

Trinity Blade stared, stunned.

Garron, the stoic leader, his golden-brown eyes wide with disbelief. Lena, the usually composed healer, her mouth slightly agape. Even Darin, the brash fire mage, was speechless, his usual arrogance replaced with shock. They had never witnessed power like this.

Lena’s jaw hung open. “…Are you kidding me?”

Before anyone could answer, the ground began to tremble.

A chorus of chattering and rattling echoed from the passage ahead, growing louder with each passing second. The air itself seemed to vibrate with anticipation.

Then, they emerged. A horde of goblins, skeletons, and kobolds poured into the cavern. Their eyes glowed with an unnatural red light, and their movements were jerky and unnatural.

It was a chaotic wave of crude weapons, bony limbs, and gnashing teeth.

“What is this…?” Darin muttered, his usual bravado replaced with apprehension.

“They just keep coming,” Lena said, her voice tight.

Garron stepped forward, his massive tower shield barely held together from the previous fight held high. “We hold the line. Trinity Blade will not fall here.”

Kai grinned, his red eyes gleaming with excitement. “Let’s go!”

Belle, however, remained calm. She surveyed the horde, her mind already calculating the best course of action.

“We can’t fight them all at once,” she said, her voice cutting through the tension. “We need to create a path.”

The plan was set.

Garron slammed his shield into the ground, the impact creating a small tremor. “I’ll take the front. Lena, keep us healed. Darin, provide fire support.”

Lena nodded, her hands already glowing with icy blue energy. Darin smirked, his palms igniting with flames.

“Time to burn these freaks.”

The battle began.

Garron was a bulwark, an immovable wall of earth magic. He used his massive shield to deflect attacks, creating shockwaves that staggered the monsters. His earth magic reinforced his armor, making him nearly impervious to their claws and fangs.

Lena moved with a grace that belied her role as a healer. She weaved between her allies, her hands glowing with concentrated ice energy. Unlike other healers, she didn’t spread her magic. She focused it, healing specific wounds with incredible efficiency.

Darin lived up to his reputation. He unleashed a barrage of fire magic, his flames scorching the monsters. He wasn’t just throwing fireballs. He was using his flames to enhance his movements, weaving in and out of the horde with explosive bursts of speed.

Kai fought with a wild abandon. His katana danced through the air, leaving trails of fire in its wake. He moved with incredible speed, his flames enhancing his strikes. He seemed to revel in the chaos, a manic grin on his face.

Belle, however, fought with a cold, calculated efficiency. She moved with purpose, her strikes precise and powerful. The blue energy around her crackled, amplifying her strength and speed. She wasn’t just fighting, she was dissecting the horde, identifying weaknesses, and exploiting them with ruthless precision.

The battle raged on.

The cavern became a whirlwind of magic, steel, and monstrous fury. Trinity Blade and Obsidian Dawn fought as a cohesive unit, their individual strengths complementing each other.

Garron held the line. Lena healed their wounds. Darin created openings. Kai and Belle cut through the horde.

Slowly but surely, they pushed their way forward.

But the monsters kept coming.

The horde seemed endless, their numbers overwhelming. Trinity Blade began to tire, their movements slowing.

“We can’t keep this up,” Darin gasped, wiping sweat from his brow.

“We need to fall back,” Lena said, her voice tight with exhaustion.

Belle surveyed the cavern, her eyes scanning for an escape route. She knew there was only one way out.

“We need to retreat,” she stated, her voice clear and firm. “Back the way we came.”

Garron nodded, his expression grim. “Agreed. But we can’t all move at once. We’ll cover each other.”

Kai grinned, his eyes gleaming with determination. “I’ll go first. I’ll clear a path.”

He channeled his fire magic, his katana erupting in a blaze of intense heat.

“Crimson Inferno!”

He charged forward, his blade leaving a trail of fire. He moved like a whirlwind, cutting through the horde with terrifying speed. His flames burned hotter, his strikes grew fiercer.

The monsters shrieked and recoiled from the intense heat, creating a temporary opening.

“Now!” Kai shouted.

Garron slammed his shield into the ground, creating a tremor that staggered the monsters. Lena unleashed a wave of ice, freezing their feet in place. Darin launched a barrage of fire to keep them at bay.

Trinity Blade moved as one, pushing through the opening Kai had created. They fought their way toward the passage, their determination fueled by the hope of escape.

Belle brought up the rear, ensuring no one was left behind. She moved with a speed and power that belied her slender frame, her blue energy crackling around her.

They reached the passage to Floor Five, their bodies battered and bruised, but their spirits unbroken.

As they entered the narrow corridor, a massive roar echoed from behind them. The remaining monsters, driven by a primal fury, surged forward, their red eyes burning with malice. The passage was narrow. Only a few could fight at a time.

Garron stepped forward, his shield held high. “I’ll take the front. You guys go on ahead.”

“Garron, no!” Lena protested.

“We’ll all go,” Belle said firmly, her eyes flashing with determination. “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”

Kai nodded in agreement. “We’re in this together.”

Darin, despite his exhaustion, smirked. “Damn right.”

Trinity Blade, with Belle and Kai at their side, pressed on. They were united in their resolve to escape.

End of Chapter 43

            


Chapter 44: The Ascent Through Hell


                The group, battered but resolute, turned their gazes upward. The realization that they had to ascend back through the dungeon's treacherous floors settled in like a lead weight. Every battle, every encounter they had faced on the way down had already drained their strength, and now, they had to do it all over again—only this time, with their bodies aching and exhaustion clawing at their limbs.

The flickering blue crystals embedded in the walls cast eerie shadows that danced and twisted, playing tricks on their weary minds. The air felt heavier than before, thick with something unnatural. It wasn’t just the lingering scent of blood and decay—something deeper, something unseen, pressed against them like an oppressive force.

Kai exhaled, rolling his shoulder. His wounds had been mended with potions, but the dull ache remained. “Alright, let’s get this over with.”

Garron, ever the cautious one, tightened his grip on his shield. His sharp gaze swept the surroundings, watching for any sign of movement. “Remember what we faced on the way down.” His voice was grim. “It might be worse this time.”

Belle’s silver eyes flickered with determination as she took the lead. “I’ll keep watch.”

They found the passage leading upwards. The staircase was steep and treacherous, its worn stone steps offering little grip. Lena placed a hand on the cold wall to steady herself, her breath controlled but weary. “We need to move fast. If something’s waiting for us, I don’t want to be caught on these stairs.”

Just as she finished speaking, a chorus of chattering and screeching echoed from above.

The group froze.

Darin tensed, his hands already flickering with embers. "Goblins."

A pair of glowing red eyes appeared in the darkness, then another, and another. Within seconds, dozens of small, twisted figures emerged from the shadows, their jagged blades and makeshift weapons gleaming under the flickering crystal light. Their sneers revealed rows of yellowed, needle-like teeth. The goblins moved with surprising agility, their bodies twitching with excitement at the sight of fresh prey.

Kai smirked. "Guess we don’t get a break."

Belle’s eyes narrowed. “Stay sharp. These aren’t like the normal goblins. They’ve been corrupted by miasma as well.”

Garron grunted, raising his shield. “Then let’s kill them all.”

The goblins let out high-pitched shrieks before surging forward like a chaotic green tide.

Kai met them head-on. His katana ignited with a fierce burst of flames, illuminating the battlefield as he cut through the first wave of creatures. His blade carved a fiery arc, slicing through flesh and bone with terrifying ease. A goblin lunged at him from the side, aiming a rusted dagger at his ribs.

Kai twisted, parrying the blow before slamming his boot into the creature’s chest. The goblin flew backward, crashing into two others. With a sharp exhale, he launched forward, his katana a blur of motion as it cleaved through another attacker.

Belle, standing at the heart of the battle, moved like a phantom. Her enhanced speed made her almost untouchable. A goblin thrust a spear toward her, but before the weapon could even reach her, she had already ducked, her leg sweeping out in a devastating kick. The goblin’s body twisted mid-air before it slammed into the stone floor. Another charged her with a frenzied screech, but Belle simply grabbed its arm, twisting it at an unnatural angle before hurling the creature into its kin.

Darin and Lena provided ranged support. The former’s fire magic erupted in controlled bursts, sending goblins scrambling to avoid the searing flames. One unfortunate creature caught the brunt of a fireball, its body igniting instantly as it shrieked in agony.

Lena, meanwhile, used her ice magic to manipulate the battlefield. A thin layer of frost spread beneath the goblins’ feet, causing them to slip and tumble into one another. She conjured sharp icicles, sending them flying into the ranks of enemies, piercing through armor and flesh alike. Every goblin that got too close was met with a deadly frost-coated dagger, slicing through their flesh with ease.

Garron stood firm at the group’s center, his shield an impenetrable wall. Goblins swarmed him, hacking at his armor with their jagged blades, but he barely flinched. With a single powerful swing of his broadsword, he sent multiple goblins flying. One of them latched onto his arm, snarling as it tried to bite through his gauntlet. Garron responded by slamming it into the ground with a sickening crunch.

But the goblins weren’t slowing down.

A new wave emerged from the shadows—larger, more armored goblins wielding heavier weapons. Their movements were less erratic, their tactics more refined. The leader among them, a hulking goblin adorned in crude iron plating, let out a guttural roar, signaling the charge.

Kai clicked his tongue. "Great. They brought friends."

The armored goblins moved in formation, their shields locking together as they advanced with disciplined steps. A sudden shift in strategy. These weren’t mere mindless monsters—they had tactics.

Belle’s expression darkened. “They’re adapting.”

The goblin leader raised its jagged axe, and in unison, the shielded goblins stomped forward, closing the distance with alarming speed.

Kai tightened his grip on his katana. "Then we’ll just have to break through."

He charged, flames erupting from his blade as he swung with full force. The goblins’ shields held firm, barely budging from the impact. The leader took advantage of the momentary stall, swinging its massive axe down at Kai.

Kai barely twisted out of the way in time, the axe slamming into the stone where he stood, sending shards of rock flying. The goblin leader was fast, stronger than the others. Kai met its gaze, a predatory grin forming on his lips.

“Alright,” he muttered, flames flaring around him, “Let’s dance.”

Belle, meanwhile, darted toward the flanks, taking advantage of their focus on Kai. She blurred into motion, striking weak points in the goblins’ armor, disrupting their formation. Lena unleashed a wave of ice, freezing one goblin’s shield solid before Darin shattered it with an explosive firebolt.

The battle raged, the dungeon filled with the sounds of clashing metal, roaring flames, and the shrieks of dying goblins. But the group was relentless. They fought as one, pushing back against the horde with every strike, every spell, every defiant step forward.

And slowly, the tide began to turn.

The goblins, once so eager for battle, began to falter, their morale breaking under the sheer force of Trinity Blade and Obsidian Dawn's assault. The leader snarled in frustration, realizing its advantage was slipping away.

Belle tightened her fists. “Time to end this.”

With a final burst of speed, she closed the distance, her fist colliding with the goblin leader’s chest. The impact sent a shockwave through its armor, cracks forming along the metal plates before they shattered completely. The creature’s eyes widened in shock before it crumpled to the ground, unmoving.

The remaining goblins, seeing their leader fall, hesitated. Then, one by one, they turned and fled, their screeches echoing through the dungeon.

Kai exhaled, lowering his blade. “That was a workout.”

Darin smirked, flames still flickering at his fingertips. “And we still have more floors to go.”

Belle rolled her shoulders, stepping forward. “Then let’s not waste time.”

With the path cleared, the group pressed onward, their resolve stronger than ever.

The ascent had been grueling. Every floor tested them with relentless waves of enemies, each battle pushing them closer to exhaustion. But this—this was the final stretch.

Trinity Blade stood at the threshold of the first floor, their bodies battered, their breaths ragged. 

A chittering sound filled the air. Then—movement.

Kobolds. A massive horde.

Hundreds of scaly, reptilian creatures crowded the chamber, their beady red eyes gleaming with hunger and aggression. Their small, wiry frames belied their viciousness. Clad in ragged armor, wielding rusted blades, spears, and jagged bone weapons, they shifted restlessly. Their clawed feet scraped against the cavern floor, tails flicking in anticipation.

The stench of damp fur, blood, and unwashed bodies filled the space.

Kai let out a low whistle, tightening his grip on his katana. “That’s… a lot.”

Lena swallowed hard, her ice-blue eyes scanning the swarm. “We fought our way up here, but I don’t think brute force is an option anymore.”

Darin, his flames still flickering from the last battle, exhaled sharply. “If we charge in, we’re done for.”

The passage to the surface—freedom—was on the other side of the horde. Their way out was blocked.

A deep, guttural growl rumbled through the cavern, low and resonant, shaking dust loose from the jagged rock formations above.

From within the endless swarm of kobolds, a figure emerged—larger, more imposing than the rest.

This one was different.

Its hide was darker, thickened with scars of past battles. Deep crimson streaks marked its sinewy frame like war paint, and unlike the ragged, frenzied creatures surrounding it, this one carried itself with a calm, menacing poise.

It was armored—not crudely, but with purpose. Twisted metal plates strapped to its chest and shoulders glinted under the dim glow of the cavern, reinforced by thick, overlapping leather layers. And in its clawed hands, it gripped a long, curved blade, the edge blackened with old, dried blood.

But it was its eyes that truly set it apart. They burned with intelligence. A leader’s gaze—one that studied, calculated, and commanded.

The chittering of the horde fell silent. The kobold leader raised its blade, leveling it toward them.

A challenge.

Garron adjusted his shield, the steel ringing with tension. “No doubt about it. That one’s in charge.”

Belle’s silver eyes glowed faintly as she exhaled. “Then we take it down. Break their morale.”

The kobold leader let out a screeching roar—a piercing, guttural sound that reverberated through the cavern. And then—the horde surged forward.

The cavern exploded into chaos.

Kobolds rushed forward in a tidal wave of snapping jaws and rusted weapons, their shrill war cries bouncing off the stone walls. The ground shook beneath their sheer numbers, a rolling stampede of frenzied creatures driven by instinct and hunger.

Kai was the first to meet them.

With a burst of speed, he darted forward, the steel of his katana igniting in a flash of roaring crimson fire. The cavern air warped from the heat as he slashed through the first line of kobolds. His blade moved like a burning specter, sweeping in lethal arcs, carving through flesh and bone as though they were nothing more than dried twigs.

The first wave fell instantly, bodies collapsing in smoldering heaps—but more followed.

Kai barely had time to breathe before spears came lunging from all directions. He twisted—parried one, ducked another—only for a third to graze his arm, leaving a thin streak of blood.

“Damn it—” He grit his teeth and pivoted, bringing his blade around in a wide arc. Flames burst outward, the pressure wave of heat forcing the creatures back, scattering embers across the battlefield.

Yet still, they came.

Lena stood at the ready, hands raised. Cold mist gathered at her fingertips as she murmured an incantation, her breath turning to frost.

“Glacier Veil.”

A frigid gust surged forward, ice erupting from the ground in jagged, spike-like formations that impaled the nearest kobolds. Some froze mid-charge, their limbs locking in place before shattering into crystalline shards.

But she wasn’t finished.

Lena clenched her fist—and the ice exploded. Thousands of razor-sharp fragments tore through the battlefield, cutting down kobolds in a flurry of freezing death. Screeches filled the cavern, the sickening sound of frozen flesh cracking apart.

Yet still, they came.

From the backline, Darin roared, slamming his hands together. His mana flared, gathering in his palms as flames surged outward in a spiraling inferno.

“Inferno Surge!”

A towering wave of fire engulfed the closest kobolds, turning them into wailing infernos. The air burned with the stench of charred fur and seared flesh. Light danced across the cavern walls as the fire consumed everything in its path.

But even with their ranks burning away, the remaining kobolds refused to break.

They were relentless.

Belle moved like a shadow. One moment, she was standing still—the next, she was within their ranks. A flicker of blue—and three kobolds were sent flying, their bodies crumpling mid-air before slamming against the cavern walls.

A spear lunged at her from the side—she twisted. Duck. Step. Counter. With a fluid motion, Belle struck its gut with a brutal upward kick. The impact sent the creature hurtling backward, slamming into a stalagmite with a sickening crunch.

But there were too many.

Belle’s breath calmed, controlled, even as her muscles tensed. She could feel them closing in, hear the scrape of their claws, the sharp intake of their ragged breaths.

She couldn’t hold back. Her gaze flickered—and then, she moved. One step forward—the ground cracked. With sheer force, Belle launched herself into the fray, her fist tearing through armor like paper. Each strike was precise, efficient—her movements unnaturally sharp. Kobolds collapsed around her, falling before they even realized they had been shot down.

Still, they pressed on.

And then, she felt it. Her gaze flickered to the leader.

That was their key.
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Chapter 45: Unleashed


                “Kai!” Belle’s voice rang out over the battlefield, sharp and commanding. Amidst the chaos, Kai flicked a glance back—flames reflecting in his crimson eyes.

“Get to the leader! I’ll clear the way!”

For a split second, he hesitated. But then—that smirk. That cocky, confident and unshaken smirk appeared on his face.

“About time.”

Belle closed her eyes. Breathe. The air around her shifted. The residual heat from battle coiled around her like a living thing, feeding into something deeper, older, wilder.

This wasn’t like Darin’s fire. It was something else. Something hotter, untamed—primal.

Her heart pounded. She exhaled—and the world exploded. A roaring inferno erupted outward, a tidal wave of blinding crimson fire bursting from Belle’s very core. The temperature in the cavern skyrocketed—the air itself igniting into a swirling storm of embers. A wall of flame surged forward, swallowing the battlefield in a surge of raw destruction.

The kobolds in her path didn’t just burn—they were reduced to nothing. Ash in seconds. The ground cracked beneath the sheer force of it, stone melting into molten rivers where the flames had touched.

And for a moment—just a fleeting, breathless moment—everything was silent.

Trinity Blade froze.

Lena’s blue eyes went wide, the frost on her fingertips flickering. “That’s—”

Darin took a step back, the fire in his own hands faltering, paling in comparison to the inferno raging before him. His voice came in a whisper. “No way…”

Even Kai, always quick with a comeback, stood in stunned silence, his grip tightening on his katana.

And Belle—she moved again. Lightning crackled. Sparks danced across her fingertips, electricity coiling around her limbs, growing denser and hungrier.

And then—she raised her hand to the heavens. The air hummed. The cavern’s atmosphere shifted, thick with static. Even the flames bent toward her, drawn to her presence.

And then—lightning answered.

A blinding pillar of light descended from above like the judgment of a wrathful god. It tore through the battlefield, the sheer impact shattering the cavern floor, leaving a crater of molten stone in its wake.

The shockwave alone obliterated the closest kobolds, their charred forms collapsing mid-scream. The air crackled, thick with the scent of ozone and burning flesh. And Belle stood in the center of it all—untouched, wreathed in fire and lightning, steam rising from her body.

Her silver eyes gleamed, still alight with residual sparks.

Silence. Not just among her team—but the kobolds. The remaining creatures hesitated, their shrill cries dying in their throats. They stumbled back, eyes darting toward their leader.

Fear. They had seen death.

Darin swallowed hard, voice barely audible. “She… has two affinities?”

Lena’s throat was dry. “Fire and lightning. That’s—”

Kai let out a low whistle, shaking off his stunned expression with a wide grin.

“You guys can be surprised later.”

Belle smirked, flexing her fingers as energy still coiled around them.

The battlefield still pulsed with residual energy.

Flickering embers clung to the scorched stone, casting eerie shadows along the cavern walls. The air was thick with the acrid scent of burnt fur and charred flesh, mixing with the lingering ozone from Belle’s lightning strike. The once-ferocious kobold horde had been reduced to ruins, their ranks obliterated.

The kobold leader stood at the center of the destruction, towering over the battlefield. Unlike the others, its hide was reinforced with dark, iron-like scales, its eyes glowing with a cold, calculating intelligence. The scars lining its massive frame spoke of countless battles survived, of wars waged in the depths of the dungeons.

It was no mindless beast. It was a predator. And it recognized the real threat.

The moment Kai stepped forward, flames licking at his katana, the leader’s grip on its massive curved blade tightened.

A low, guttural growl rumbled from its throat. It acknowledged him. A true duel.

Kai cracked his neck, rolling his shoulders as his fire surged. “Finally,” he muttered under his breath.

Then—he moved. A blur of motion. Flames exploded from beneath his feet, propelling him forward like a comet.

The leader reacted instantly.

With a bone-rattling snarl, it swung its massive blade down in a brutal, earth-shattering arc. The sheer force behind the strike split the ground beneath it, sending jagged fissures racing outward.

Fast. Too fast.

Kai’s eyes widened, but instincts took over.

At the last second, he twisted, flames bursting from his soles, launching him into a rapid sidestep. A hair’s breadth.

The leader’s blade missed—barely. Stone shattered beneath it.

Kai skidded across the battlefield, embers trailing behind him. He let out a slow breath, feeling the rush of adrenaline, of danger, of pure exhilaration.

“Damn.” His lips curled into a smirk. “You’re not just some dumb monster.”

The leader’s eyes narrowed, reading his stance. Then, without warning—it lunged.

A blur of steel and scale, moving far faster than its massive frame suggested. Its blade came in a whirlwind of death, slashing in a rapid series of brutal strikes, each one carrying enough power to shatter boulders.

Kai met the assault head-on. Steel clashed against steel. Each impact sent shockwaves through the cavern, the force so intense that nearby kobolds were thrown off their feet, tumbling backward from the sheer pressure of the duel.

Kai gritted his teeth, arms straining with each parry. Every swing from the leader was like getting hit by a wrecking ball, raw power behind each strike.

But Kai wasn’t just enduring. He was studying. He watched the leader’s footwork, the way its muscles tensed before a swing, the split-second pauses in between its heavier strikes.

A pattern. A weakness.

The moment the leader raised its curve blade high for another devastating overhead swing—Kai acted. He ducked low, letting the massive blade carve through the air just inches above his head. Flames coiled around his legs, propelling him forward like a flame-wreathed bullet.

His katana flashed. A single, perfect strike.

A deep, burning gash tore across the leader’s chest. The monster roared in pain, staggering back as smoldering embers clung to its scales.

But it wasn’t finished. With a snarl of pure fury, its massive tail whipped around—a thick, bladed limb moving like a scythe through the air.

Kai saw it coming—but too late.

CRACK.

The impact sent him flying.

His back slammed into a stone pillar, the force cracking the rock behind him. Pain exploded through his ribs, the breath ripped from his lungs.

“Kai!”

Lena’s voice, sharp with worry.

Belle’s eyes narrowed, body tensed, ready to move.

Kai coughed, shaking his head as he pushed himself to his feet. He wiped a smear of blood from the corner of his mouth.

“That's all you got?” His grin never faded, despite the ache in his ribs.

The leader stomped forward, chest rising and falling heavily, its eyes glowing with battle-lust. Its wound bled, but it didn’t slow.

And then—it shifted its stance.

Belle’s eyes widened.

That posture. She had seen it before, in books, in ancient duels. It was a finishing move.

The leader raised its massive blade high, gripping it with both hands. The cavern shook beneath its feet, stone cracking under the sheer weight of its presence.

One blow. That was all it needed.

And if Kai took it head-on—he’d die.

“Heads up, Kai!” Belle called, urgency in her voice. “That’s a finishing move!”

But—Kai’s smirk only widened.

“Perfect.”

The leader struck. A single, unstoppable swing. The very air howled as the massive blade descended, splitting the battlefield in two. But—Kai was already gone.

For a single instant, he vanished. A flickering afterimage remained where he stood, a mirage of fire and motion.

And then—he reappeared behind the leader.

“Hellfire Crescent.”

Kai’s katana glowed white-hot, wreathed in an inferno so intense it warped the air around it. A single, devastating arc of flame carved through the leader’s back.

Silence.

The leader’s massive body staggered forward. Its blade slipped from its grip, crashing against the ground with a heavy clang. It tried to turn—tried to fight—but its legs gave out. With a final, rasping snarl—it fell.

The impact sent a shockwave rippling through the cavern.

For a moment—nothing moved. And then—a sound. Not from the heroes—but from the kobolds. The remaining creatures, once snarling with bloodlust, now stood frozen in absolute horror. Their leader—the strongest of them, their chieftain, their warlord—was dead.

Fear gripped them like chains. One by one, their resolve broke.

A heavy silence settled over the battlefield, broken only by the distant echoes of retreating kobolds. Their frantic claws scraped against stone, the last remnants of their resistance crumbling to fear. The cavern, once filled with snarling monsters and the clash of steel, now lay in eerie stillness.

Kai exhaled slowly, rolling his shoulders. The lingering heat from his magic still crackled faintly around him, flickers of embers dancing along his blade before fading into the darkness. His chest rose and fell with measured breaths, the adrenaline still coursing through his veins. Sweat dripped from his forehead, trickling down his jaw, but his grin remained—wide, exhilarated, almost feral.

“Man, that was fun,” he said, his voice filled with an unmistakable thrill. With a practiced motion, he flicked his katana to the side, shaking off the last remnants of charred blood before sheathing it.

Lena, still catching her breath, gawked at him. “You call that fun?” Her voice wavered between disbelief and sheer exasperation.

Kai shrugged, wiping the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. “Would’ve been boring if he went down too fast.”

Lena groaned, running both hands through her hair. “You lunatic.”

Garron, who had been watching the duel with arms crossed, hadn’t said a word.

Kai smirked.

Meanwhile, Darin was still staring at Belle. His eyes were locked onto her with an intensity that hadn’t been there before. His brow was furrowed, his mind racing to piece together what he had just witnessed.

Finally, he spoke. “Fire and lightning?”

Lena blinked, as if just now realizing the weight of the moment. She straightened up. “Wait—yeah. You used two affinities just now.”

Belle tilted her head slightly, looking at them as if they had just stated the obvious. “What about it?”

Lena’s mouth opened, then closed. Her expression cycled through confusion, frustration, and disbelief before she finally managed, “You don’t just casually ask ‘what about it?’ like that’s normal!”

Darin shook his head slowly, his mind still reeling. “It’s not just two affinities. Your fire magic—” He hesitated, his hands tightening into fists. “—it’s stronger than mine.”

The weight of that realization hit him like a hammer. It wasn’t just stronger. It was something else entirely. Fire wasn’t supposed to crackle with that sheer intensity, it wasn't supposed to tear through enemies like an unrelenting force of nature.

Belle, however, merely shrugged. “I guess it is.”

Lena threw up her hands. “You ‘guess’?! That’s not something you ‘guess’! Do you know how rare dual affinities are?!”

Kai let out a short laugh, shaking his head. “Oh yeah, I forgot this is their first time seeing it.”

Lena’s gaze snapped to him, wild and incredulous. “Wait—you knew?!”

Kai’s smirk grew. “Yeah, she showed it during the affinity assessment back at the guild.”

Darin’s eye twitched. His mind was still racing, still trying to rationalize what he had seen, what it meant. “And you didn’t think to mention it?”

Kai shrugged, completely unfazed. “Didn’t seem important.”

Lena let out a strangled sound somewhere between a groan and a scream, pressing her hands against her temples. “Not important? Not important?! Belle, I don’t know what’s crazier—your magic or the fact that Kai is acting like this is completely normal!”

Belle blinked, genuinely confused. “…Is it not?”

Lena gaped at her, before groaning loudly in pure frustration.

Belle looked at Lena, then at Darin, before sighing softly. “…I really don’t see what the big deal is.”

Darin rubbed his temple, trying to gather his thoughts. “The big deal is that people go their entire lives honing a single affinity. The best of the best might—might—gain access to a second element, but it takes years of grueling training.” He inhaled sharply. “You used two. Effortlessly. And your fire? It’s beyond anything I’ve seen.”

Belle frowned slightly, as if mulling over his words. “Ah… shit.”

She had totally forgotten about the chaos during the rank assessment and what Garrick had explained to her about magic affinities in this world.

Kai clapped his hands together. “Alright, enough talk. We still have an exit to get to.”

Belle gave a small nod. “Fine.”

Lena sighed, muttering to herself. “I swear, I’m going to lose my mind with you people.”

With the kobolds defeated, the path forward was finally clear. The air was still heavy with the aftermath of battle, the lingering heat of flames and the acrid scent of burned fur. But beyond the cavern, a faint glow of light filtered through the winding tunnels.

The dungeon’s exit awaited.
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Chapter 46: What Lies Beyond Pride


                A gust of fresh, cool air swept over them as they stood before the dungeon exit, replacing the damp, suffocating atmosphere of the dungeon with the crisp scent of grass and soil. It was a stark contrast—the underground staleness exchanged for the vibrant, open wilderness.

Belle inhaled deeply, stretching her arms above her head. “Finally.”

No one responded.

The group stepped out into the open, greeted by the last remnants of twilight painting the horizon in streaks of deep orange and violet. The landscape stretched endlessly before them, rolling hills and dense forests lining the road leading back to Dawnstead.

Despite their victory, an uneasy silence hung in the air.

Darin, Lena, and Garron walked ahead, their expressions unreadable. They didn’t speak. They didn’t look back. Belle wasn’t oblivious to their stiff shoulders or the way they avoided glancing at her or Kai.

She understood why. This wasn’t just about surviving the dungeon. It was about pride.

Trinity Blade—Dawnstead’s so-called strongest adventurer party—had been completely overwhelmed. They had been on the verge of death, only to be saved by a new adventurer and a reckless swordsman who had practically laughed his way through the battle.

Then there was the magic.

Darin had tried to match her fire magic, only to be utterly outclassed. Garron, their steadfast shield, had watched as she tore through enemies with terrifying ease. And Lena, their healer, had seen just how decisively she turned the tide of battle.

They had never acknowledged her before. Now, they couldn’t ignore her.

Belle exhaled slowly. She wasn’t sure if she should break the silence—or if it was better to let them process things on their own.

But before she could decide—

“Hey, Belle.” Kai’s voice cut through the quiet.

Belle sighed, already sensing where this was going. “What now?”

Kai smirked, but his eyes held a sharp glint. “Let’s talk about what really matters.”

Belle frowned. “Which is?”

Kai dramatically pointed at her. “The piggyback thing.”

Belle blinked. “Oh.”

Kai’s eye twitched.

“Let me make this absolutely clear,” he said, crossing his arms. “That. Will. Never. Happen. Again.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “We were running against time. We didn’t have a choice.”

Kai gritted his teeth. “Doesn’t matter! You could’ve found another way. I can’t believe you actually piggybacked me and ran at full speed. Twice!”

Belle smirked. “Would you have preferred if I dragged you by your foot instead?”

Kai made a strangled noise. “That’s not the point! Do you have any idea how humiliating this is?!”

Belle tapped her chin, pretending to think. “I mean, I guess if I carried you princess-style, it would’ve been worse.”

Kai paled, looking utterly horrified. “I would rather die.”

Belle shrugged. “Maybe next time.”

Kai groaned, running a hand through his hair. “This is going to haunt me forever.”

Belle was about to tease him more when she noticed the movement up ahead. Trinity Blade still hadn’t spoken. Even with Kai’s loud grumbling behind them, they didn’t react. Not a single glance. Not a single comment. Just silent steps back to Dawnstead.

Belle’s amusement faded slightly. This wasn’t over yet.

The moon hung high over Dawnstead by the time Belle and her party reached the town gates. The cobbled streets, though quieter than in the day, still carried the murmur of late-night activity. Lanterns lined the walkways, their golden glow flickering against the cool evening breeze. Merchants packed away their wares, and the scent of roasted meat and freshly baked bread lingered in the air as taverns remained lively with patrons unwinding after a long day.

The towering silhouette of the Adventurers’ Guild came into view. From within, muffled sounds of laughter, clinking mugs, and the occasional clash of an arm-wrestling contest painted a familiar, chaotic scene.

But as Belle, Kai, and Trinity Blade pushed open the heavy wooden doors and stepped inside, the noise came to an abrupt halt. Every conversation died mid-sentence.

Dozens of adventurers—some seated at long tables drinking, others discussing quests—turned toward the entrance. Mugs were frozen halfway to lips, dice games paused mid-roll. The hall, always bursting with chatter and bravado, stood in stunned silence.

The expressions on their faces were nearly identical. Disbelief.

"There's no way—"

"They're back already?!"

"Did they even go? That was just a few hours ago!"

The murmurs built quickly, shifting from shock to speculation. No one had expected them to be back so soon. A dungeon rescue mission, especially for a high-ranking party, should have taken a full day at minimum, maybe even longer if things went south.

Yet here they were.

As the adventurers got a better look at Trinity Blade, however, the disbelief turned into something else.

Darin, Lena, and Garron—once the picture of unshakable confidence—were in rough shape. Their clothes were torn, their weapons scuffed, and their faces worn with exhaustion. But more than their physical state, something deeper had changed.

They weren’t boasting. They weren’t sneering. They weren’t saying anything at all. Their silence spoke louder than any words could. The realization dawned on the gathered adventurers, like a wave passing through the crowd.

Trinity Blade had been rescued.

The strongest adventurer party in Dawnstead—the ones who sneered at others, who carried themselves as untouchable—had needed saving.

The murmurs grew louder.

“Wait, does this mean…?”

“They actually needed help?”

“No way. Trinity Blade? Rescued?”

"By them?" A glance flickered toward Belle and Kai.

Kai, as usual, didn’t seem to care about the stares, casually yawning and stretching as though he had just returned from a stroll rather than a dangerous dungeon crawl. Belle, on the other hand, could feel the weight of every gaze, some filled with skepticism, others with grudging respect. A few who had witnessed her strength during the previous subjugation quest only nodded, as if it made sense to them.

"Yo, Trinity Blade!" One adventurer finally called out. "You guys good?"

Garron barely managed a nod, his mouth pressed into a thin line. The reaction only deepened the onlookers' curiosity.

Trinity Blade wasn’t making excuses. They weren’t lashing out. They weren’t even denying it. They were simply quiet. For the first time, they had encountered something they couldn’t simply laugh off.

Then a deep, familiar voice cut through the tension.

"You're back. Faster than expected."

The crowd shifted as Garrick, the guildmaster, stepped forward, his sharp gaze sweeping over the group. His eyes lingered on Trinity Blade, taking in their battered forms and subdued expressions, before turning to Belle and Kai.

“You handled it?” he asked, his tone neutral, unreadable.

Kai smirked, tapping the hilt of his katana. “Obviously.”

Garrick didn’t seem surprised. Instead, he folded his arms across his broad chest. “Report.”

Belle stepped forward. “The dungeon had signs of miasma corruption.”

The moment the word left her lips, the guild hall erupted.

"Wait, what?!"

"Miasma? In a dungeon?!"

"That’s not possible!"

Miasma wasn’t something found in dungeons. It was something that lurked deep within the Forbidden Forest, something tied to monsters that thrived on corruption. The idea that it had appeared so close to Dawnstead sent a ripple of unease through the room.

Garrick’s brows furrowed. “Are you certain?”

Belle nodded. “We saw the corruption spreading inside. The monsters were erratic—unstable. The deeper we went, the worse it got. They are adapting during our fight.”

A heavy silence settled over the hall.

“If this is true, this isn’t just a problem for the guild anymore,” Garrick muttered. “If there’s miasma spreading, it could mean—”

“A larger threat,” Lena finally spoke. Her voice was steady, but there was something different about it. Something more serious. “It might not stop at the dungeon.”

Another wave of unease passed through the adventurers. If the corruption extended beyond the dungeon, Dawnstead itself could be in danger.

Garrick exhaled sharply. “Effective immediately, all operations in that dungeon are halted.”

The declaration sent another ripple through the room. A dungeon being shut down meant a significant loss in quests, income, and resources. But no one protested. The danger was clear.

“We’ll launch an investigation,” Garrick continued. “If the corruption is spreading, we may need to work with the Dawnstead Knights again.”

Kai groaned audibly. “Ugh. Not those guys.”

Garrick shot him a warning look. “We’re not ignoring a potential disaster just because you don’t like them.”

Belle, meanwhile, studied Trinity Blade. Even now, they remained quiet, a stark contrast to the arrogance they once carried. Darin’s fists were clenched, Lena’s gaze unreadable, and Garron hadn’t lifted his eyes from the ground since they arrived.

This wasn’t just about the miasma anymore. Something had changed.

The Silver Hearth Inn stood at the heart of Dawnstead, its warm glow spilling onto the cobbled streets. The scent of roasted meat and spiced ale drifted from within, mingling with the cool night air. Normally, it was a place of boisterous celebration—a haven for adventurers eager to recount their battles, exaggerate their victories, and drink away their failures.

Tonight, however, the mood was different.

Seated in the farthest corner of the dimly lit tavern, Darin, Lena, and Garron sat in an uneasy silence. Their usual table, once surrounded by laughter and confidence, now felt like a prison of their own making.

The wooden surface between them remained untouched. Their mugs, still brimming with frothy ale, sat forgotten.

Garron exhaled sharply, breaking the silence first. “...We were fools.”

Neither Darin nor Lena refuted it. Because they knew it was true.

For years, they had believed they were Dawnstead’s strongest adventurers. The elite. The ones people admired, envied, feared. Their reputation had been their pride—no, their shield. They took the most dangerous quests, faced the most powerful monsters, and returned victorious every time.

But tonight, that belief had shattered. They had been rescued. And not just by anyone. By Belle.

Lena finally broke the silence, her voice quieter than usual. “It all makes sense now.”

Darin, who had been staring blankly at his untouched drink, looked up. “What does?”

Lena’s fingers curled around her mug, gripping it so tightly her knuckles turned white. “That subjugation quest.”

Darin frowned. For a moment, he wasn’t sure what she meant. Then it clicked.

The emergency subjugation quest.

It had happened over a week ago—a sudden surge of mana-overloaded monsters, so severe that both adventurers and the Dawnstead Knights had to be mobilized. Trinity Blade had been urgently summoned back from an expedition, expecting to jump into a battlefield.

But by the time they had arrived, it was already over.

Not just handled—completely resolved. The town stood untouched. The guild hall was calm. The streets carried no signs of battle. At the time, they had assumed it was some sort of clerical error, or maybe a cruel prank.

They had tried asking around, but no one gave them a straight answer. The more they investigated, the stranger it became. Everyone avoided the topic. Sidestepped the details.

Lena scoffed. “Belle was there, wasn’t she?”

Darin felt a chill creep up his spine.

Garron, who had remained silent until now, muttered, “...She was the one who ended it.”

The weight of that realization settled heavily on them.

Darin swallowed, forcing himself to voice the question clawing at his mind. “If that’s true—if she ended it so fast—then what does that make us?”

They had always considered themselves the peak—unrivaled within Dawnstead. But if Belle could resolve a crisis in seconds, while they had struggled against mere remnants of miasma-infested monsters—Had they ever been strong at all?

Lena let out a bitter laugh. “No wonder the guild doesn’t talk about her.”

Darin exhaled, rubbing a hand down his face. “It’s not just that.” He met her gaze. “They know how strong she is. That’s why they don’t say anything.”

Lena frowned. “What do you mean?”

Darin hesitated, then leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Think about it. If people outside Dawnstead found out what she can do, what do you think would happen?”

Lena’s breath hitched. Garron straightened. For the first time, they saw the bigger picture. Belle’s strength wasn’t normal.

It wasn’t just above theirs—it was on a level that defied everything they understood about magic and combat. If she was strong enough to silence an entire guild about her existence, to resolve conflicts before they even began—She wasn’t just an adventurer. She was a weapon.

And if the wrong people discovered her?

Lena clenched her jaw. “They’d want her.”

Darin nodded grimly. “They’d try to monopolize her.”

A force like Belle? No kingdom would ignore that. No noble would turn a blind eye. The moment word of her true power spread, she would no longer be free.

Lena leaned back, her expression unreadable. “...And we’ve been treating her like she was beneath us.”

Garron let out a heavy sigh. “And here we were, acting like we were the best.”

Darin forced a chuckle, but it was empty. “Yeah. Thought we were untouchable.”

For a while, none of them spoke. The noise of the tavern faded into a distant hum. The crackling fire at the hearth cast flickering shadows against the walls, wrapping around them like the ghosts of their arrogance.

Then Lena spoke again, her voice quieter—but more determined than before. “...I don’t want to be like this anymore.”

Darin and Garron looked at her. She stared down at the table, fingers still clenched into fists. “I don’t want to be the kind of person who thinks I’m strong just because no one stronger has put me in my place.”

She lifted her gaze. The firelight reflected in her sharp, ice-blue eyes.

“We got lucky this time. But if we stay like this—” her fists trembled “we won’t survive next time.”

Darin leaned back, running a hand through his hair. He had always believed in their strength. In himself. But tonight, that belief had crumbled. They had been overconfident. Arrogant. Blind. And in doing so, they had nearly died.

Garron sighed, closing his eyes for a moment before nodding. “...We need to change.”

Lena nodded, determination settling into her features.

Darin let out a rough chuckle. “Well, first step is probably stopping the whole ‘we’re the strongest’ act.”

Lena shot him a look. “That’s the easy part.”

A small smirk twitched at Darin’s lips, but it faded just as quickly. For the first time, they weren’t sitting in silence because of defeat. They were sitting in silence because they had seen the truth. And now, they understood just how far behind they were.

The only question left was—What were they going to do about it?

End of Chapter 46

            


Chapter 47: The Approaching Storms


                The next morning, Belle and Kai stepped through the heavy wooden doors of the Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild, expecting nothing more than the usual routine—submitting reports, scanning the quest board, and enduring the daily antics of the adventurers. The guild hall, as always, was bustling with energy. The air was filled with the rich scent of ale and roasted meat, the murmurs of adventurers swapping stories, and the occasional burst of laughter from a winning hand of cards.

But today, something was different.

The moment they crossed the threshold, the noise around them faded. Conversations came to a halt, heads turned, and all eyes in the hall were drawn to the center of the room.

There, in full view of every adventurer present, stood the three members of Trinity Blade—Lena, Garron, and Darin.

And they were bowing.

A deep, full ninety-degree bow, their backs straight, their arms at their sides. It was a posture of utmost sincerity and humility, one that no one in the guild had ever imagined witnessing from them.

A stunned silence swept across the hall like a wave. Even the rowdiest adventurers, those who usually reveled in chaos and noise, found themselves speechless.

Then, in perfect unison, their voices rang through the hall.

"We sincerely apologize!"

Belle blinked, momentarily taken aback. She hadn’t expected much after the events in the dungeon—perhaps some awkward avoidance or begrudging respect. But this? A full, public apology? That was beyond anything she had anticipated.

Kai crossed his arms, a smirk playing at his lips. "Well, this is new. Didn’t think I’d live to see the day Trinity Blade actually bowed their heads."

Garron, still bent forward, clenched his jaw but did not rise. "We have been arrogant. We disrespected not only you,, but the entire guild with our attitude. We looked down on others when we had no right to. Yesterday proved that."

Lena’s voice followed, strong despite the weight of her words. "We were reckless. Because of our overconfidence, we nearly lost our lives. If not for you and Kai, we wouldn’t be standing here today. That’s the truth."

Darin, usually the loudest, exhaled heavily. "We realize now that our strength was nothing but an illusion. We acted as if we were above everyone else, but in reality, we were just ignoring how vast the world is… how much stronger people out there really are."

The impact of their words settled over the guild like a thick fog.

Trinity Blade—the self-proclaimed strongest adventurers of Dawnstead, the ones who had once scoffed at those beneath them—were admitting their shortcomings for all to hear.

A low murmur rippled through the gathered adventurers. Some exchanged glances, stunned beyond words. Others shifted uncomfortably, recalling past encounters where Trinity Blade had dismissed them, ridiculed them. This was not just an apology to Belle and Kai—it was an apology to the entire guild.

Behind the main desk, Garrick stood with his arms folded, observing quietly. His sharp gaze held no trace of surprise. Perhaps he had seen this coming. Or perhaps, he had been waiting for it.

Belle studied the three before her. Their words weren’t empty. She could see it in the way their shoulders tensed, the way their breaths were measured, controlled. They had been shaken to their very core by what had happened in the dungeon.

She let out a quiet sigh. "Raise your heads."

The trio hesitated before finally straightening. Their gazes met hers, steady, unwavering.

"I accept your apology," Belle said simply.

A ripple of relief passed through them.

Kai, however, wasn’t about to let them off the hook so easily. "This is great and all, but don’t think a single apology is enough. You guys have a long way to go."

Darin nodded immediately. "We know."

Lena, turning her gaze toward the rest of the guild, spoke loudly and clearly. "To everyone here—we apologize for our arrogance. We don’t expect forgiveness overnight, but we’ll prove through our actions that we can change."

The weight of her words lingered in the air.

Some adventurers grumbled under their breath, skeptical. Others gave small nods of approval. But whether they accepted it or not, one thing was clear—Trinity Blade had taken their first step toward change.

Just as the tension in the guild was beginning to ease, the heavy double doors swung open with force.

The sound of armored boots echoed through the silent hall as two men in full plate armor strode inside. Their armor set adorned with the Dawnstead Knights’ emblem, their expressions unreadable.

The guild, already hushed, fell into an even deeper silence.

Belle’s eyes narrowed slightly as she exchanged a glance with Kai. Something was coming.

At the front was Gale Valtor, the Vice-Captain of the Dawnstead Knights. His silver hair, neatly trimmed, reflected the morning light seeping through the windows. His sharp green eyes scanned the room with a calculating gaze, taking in every face, every whisper. Though younger than most high-ranking knights, his reputation as a tactician and combatant was well-known.

But it was the man walking beside him that truly made the air in the guild feel heavier.

Roderic Lorne.

The Captain of the Dawnstead Knights.

Unlike Gale, Roderic was a man who bore the weight of countless battles. His physique—broad shoulders, thick arms lined with old scars—spoke of a warrior who had fought on the frontlines longer than most had been alive. His short brown hair, streaked with strands of gray revealing a face carved by experience. A heavy cloak draped over his polished armor, but the blade strapped to his hip was what caught the most attention. A greatsword—etched with runes, worn from use, yet still radiating undeniable power.

The guild hall had gone completely silent.

Few men could command such respect without speaking a single word, and Roderic Lorne was one of them.

Some adventurers stiffened, unconsciously straightening their postures. Others exchanged uneasy glances.

"Why is the Captain here?" someone whispered.

"They never send him for guild matters..."

Belle, standing near the mission board, narrowed her eyes. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but she could feel the weight of their presence. Something about this wasn’t normal.

Kai, beside her, scoffed under his breath. "Tch. Didn’t think the big dogs would show up personally."

Garrick exhaled heavily, rubbing his temples. He had been expecting visitors from the Knights, but not both the Vice-Captain and the Captain.

That meant this was serious.

Roderic’s heavy boots echoed as he approached Garrick, his expression unreadable. When he finally spoke, his voice was low and firm, carrying the weight of authority.

"We need to talk. Now."

A statement, not a request.

Garrick met his gaze for a long moment before nodding toward his office. "Alright. Follow me."

With a silent exchange of glances, the three men disappeared behind closed doors.

As soon as the door shut, the murmurs started again, now louder than before.

"What the hell is going on?"

"The Captain of the Dawnstead Knights doesn’t just walk into the guild like that."

"You think it’s about the dungeon?"

Kai crossed his arms. "No doubt. Word must've gotten out."

Belle remained quiet, but her mind was already running through the possibilities.

Inside the guildmaster’s office, the air was thick with tension. The walls, lined with old maps and bounty notices, seemed to close in around them as Roderic Lorne, Captain of the Dawnstead Knights, took a measured step forward. His heavy boots thudded against the wooden floor, a stark contrast to the near-silent presence of his Vice-Captain, Gale Valtor.

Garrick, seated behind his sturdy oak desk, folded his hands and studied the two knights before exhaling a slow breath. He already knew this meeting wasn’t going to be a simple discussion.

Roderic wasted no time.

“We received your report about the miasma corruption in the dungeon.” His deep voice carried a weight that made even the sturdy walls of the office seem smaller. “We need every detail.”

Garrick leaned back, his usual easygoing demeanor nowhere to be found. His eyes, sharp and knowing, met Roderic’s with an unspoken understanding.

“It’s exactly as I wrote,” he said grimly. “The dungeon is no longer a normal monster nest. Something has tainted it.”

Gale’s arms remained crossed, his expression unreadable. “Miasma isn’t something that should be appearing this close to a human settlement.”

“And yet, it has,” Garrick countered. “The adventurers who came back from that dungeon reported unnatural phenomena. Distorted mana flow, erratic monster behavior, and worst of all…” He hesitated, then leaned forward. “They are adapting.”

Silence stretched between them.

Roderic’s expression hardened. “Which means we’re dealing with something far worse than an anomaly. If left unchecked, this corruption could spread beyond the dungeon and into the surrounding areas.”

Garrick sighed, rubbing his temples. “The guild is halting all operations related to that dungeon until further notice. No quests, no exploration, nothing.”

“A wise decision.” Roderic nodded. “The Knights will conduct a full investigation. If this miasma spreads, it won’t just be a guild matter—it will be a town-wide crisis.”

Gale’s gaze sharpened. “If this poses a serious risk to Dawnstead, we may need to collaborate again—like during the last subjugation.”

Garrick grunted. “Yeah, I had a feeling it’d come to that.”

Roderic exhaled slowly. “We’ll mobilize our best knights, but we need adventurers with firsthand experience dealing with the miasma. Fighters who won’t crumble under its effects.”

Gale’s expression darkened. “You’re talking about Belle and Kai.”

Garrick shook his head with a wry smirk. “That girl just keeps getting involved in everything, doesn’t she?”

Roderic didn’t respond immediately. He cast a glance at the reports stacked on Garrick’s desk—documents detailing Belle and Kai’s actions in the dungeon. The sheer destruction, the speed, the precision…

Finally, he spoke.

“If she’s as strong as the reports claim, she might be the only one capable of handling what’s ahead.”

The room fell into a heavy silence. Gale frowned but didn’t argue.

The implications of Belle’s power were becoming clearer with each passing day. What she had accomplished in the dungeon wasn’t normal—it was something beyond what a typical adventurer should be capable of.

Garrick rubbed his chin, lost in thought. “We’ll need to plan this carefully. If the situation gets any worse, we might not just be dealing with a corrupted dungeon—we could be facing something far more dangerous.”

Roderic’s eyes darkened.

“Then let’s make sure it doesn’t come to that.”

While the guild was buzzing with tension and discussions about the miasma-corrupted dungeon, Belle and Kai had already left.

The two strolled through Dawnstead’s bustling town center.

Dawnstead was alive with its usual morning bustle, the town center a vibrant sea of movement and sound. The streets, paved with timeworn stone, echoed with the rhythmic clatter of carts rolling by and the lively chatter of merchants advertising their goods. The scent of fresh bread from the baker’s stall mingled with the rich aroma of sizzling meat skewers, creating a warm and welcoming atmosphere.

Belle and Kai walked at a leisurely pace, letting the energy of the town wash over them. It was a rare moment of peace—one without the looming threat of monsters, collapsing dungeons, or near-death experiences.

Kai stretched his arms behind his head and let out a satisfied sigh. "Man, it’s been a while since I’ve had a walk like this. No goblins, no insane traps, no death-defying piggyback rides—just fresh air and good scenery."

Belle raised an eyebrow, giving him an amused glance. "You’re never letting that go, are you?"

"Not a chance," Kai shot back, shaking his head. "That was the single most humiliating moment of my life. You have any idea what it’s like to be carried like a sack of potatoes? I’ll be having nightmares about it until I’m eighty."

Belle smirked. "You’re welcome, by the way."

Kai groaned, rubbing the back of his head. "Yeah, yeah… I guess I should thank you for not letting me die a dumb death. But still—never again."

Their banter carried them through the heart of the marketplace, where colorful awnings provided shade for an array of merchant stalls. A fruit vendor, an elderly beastman with large, rounded ears, waved them over with a grin. "Freshest apples in Dawnstead! Good for the body, great for the mind! Come, take a look!"

Kai, ever the opportunist when it came to food, snatched up a bright red apple and tossed a coin onto the vendor’s stall before taking a loud bite. "Mmm, not bad. What do you think, Belle?"

She reached for one as well, giving the vendor a polite nod before taking a bite. The crisp sweetness filled her mouth, and she had to admit—it was good.

"Not bad at all," she murmured, savoring the taste.

As they continued walking, Kai’s playful demeanor shifted. His expression turned more thoughtful, his gaze flickering toward Belle as if debating something.

"Actually, since we’re talking about crazy moments…" he started, voice tinged with curiosity. "There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while now."

Belle glanced at him, sensing the change in his tone. "Go on."

Kai’s usual smirk faded. "Back in the dungeon, when you one-shot that minotaur, what exactly was that? That wasn’t just speed or strength—it felt like something completely different."

Belle’s steps slowed slightly.

She had been expecting this question. It was only a matter of time before Kai—or anyone else—brought it up. What happened in the dungeon hadn’t gone unnoticed. It couldn’t be brushed off as a fluke.

She let out a quiet sigh, weighing her words carefully. "What do you think it was?"

Kai exhaled through his nose, his grip tightening around the apple in his hand. "That’s the thing—I don’t know. It wasn’t like any magic I’ve seen before. No chants, no casting circles, no elemental traces. Just… raw power."

Belle remained silent, her gaze fixed on the path ahead.

Kai studied her for a long moment before looking away with a half-smile. "You don’t have to tell me if you’re not ready. I get it—everyone has their secrets. Just know that whatever it is, you’re not alone in this."

Belle blinked, caught off guard by the sincerity in his voice.

She looked at him then, truly looked at him—not as the reckless swordsman who constantly got himself into trouble, but as someone who, despite his bravado, had a steady core. Someone who, in his own way, was offering his trust.

“That power,” she began, “is something I call Aura.”

Kai frowned slightly, the term unfamiliar. “Aura?”

Belle nodded. “It’s different from magic. While elemental magic manipulates external mana to create fire, ice, or lightning, Aura is an internal force. It’s the energy that exists within the body itself, separate from mana.”

Kai’s brows furrowed as he tried to process the distinction. “Internal energy? So it’s like a buff?”

“Not exactly,” Belle corrected, shaking her head. “Aura is more than just boosting my stats. Currently, it has two primary applications—Aura Sense and Aura Amplification.”

She let the words linger, giving Kai time to absorb them before continuing.

“Aura Sense allows me to feel the presence of living beings around me. It’s not just sight or hearing—it’s an instinctual awareness of everything in my surroundings. I can tell how strong someone is just by sensing the flow of their aura.”

Kai’s eyes widened slightly. “So you can basically gauge someone’s power just by being near them?”

“Exactly,” Belle confirmed. “The stronger the aura, the stronger the person.”

Kai let out a low whistle. “No wonder you always seem one step ahead in fights. That explains how you react so fast.”

Belle simply nodded. 

“Now for the second part—Aura Amplification.”

She lifted her hand slightly, flexing her fingers. “This is where things get more interesting. Aura Amplification lets me reinforce my body and attacks far beyond normal human limits. It enhances my strength, speed, and durability—pushing them past what magic reinforcement alone can do.”

Kai’s mind reeled as he recalled the moment Belle struck the minotaur. Her body had moved like a blur, and the sheer force behind her attack had been overwhelming, almost unnatural.

Belle continued, her voice steady. “When I used it against the minotaur, I focused all my aura into a single point—my fist. That’s why it looked like I completely overpowered it in one hit.”

Kai exhaled sharply, shaking his head in disbelief. “So you’re telling me you can amplify your physical abilities at will?”

Belle gave a small shrug. “It takes focus, but yes.”

Kai ran a hand through his hair. “Damn. No wonder the minotaur didn’t stand a chance. That thing was supposed to be a high-level dungeon boss, and you just crushed it like a training dummy.”

Belle didn’t respond, letting him process it.

After a long moment, Kai narrowed his eyes. “But here’s the thing—I’ve never heard of anyone using something like this before. Not in this kingdom, not in any adventurer’s stories. Where the hell did you learn something like this?”

Belle kept her expression unreadable.

She wasn’t going to tell him the full truth. Not yet.

Instead, she gave him a half-truth. “I just figured it out on my own.”

Kai blinked. “You… ‘figured it out’?”

Belle nodded. “It’s not something I was taught. It’s something I discovered through experience. Trial and error.”

Kai folded his arms, clearly unconvinced. “And you’re telling me no one else in the world knows about this?”

Belle shrugged. “Maybe they do. Maybe they don’t. But I’ve never met anyone who uses Aura the way I do.”

Kai’s look turned from skepticism to excitement. “Do you think I can use this Aura too?”

Belle glanced at him, taking in his eager expression. She let her gaze drift down, studying him from head to toe, as if evaluating him. Finally, she offered a noncommittal, “I don’t know. But you can try.”

Kai’s eyes gleamed with interest. “Can you teach me how?”

Belle smirked slightly. “Depends on how good you are.”

Kai studied her for a long moment before sighing in resignation. “Fine. Keep your secrets.”

Belle’s smirk deepened. “I will.”

Kai chuckled, shaking his head. “You really are full of surprises, aren’t you?”

Belle simply kept walking, her silver hair catching the morning sunlight as the two of them moved deeper into the marketplace.

But in Kai’s mind, one thought lingered like a stubborn ember refusing to fade.

Just how strong is she really?

End of Chapter 47

            


Chapter 48: The Dungeon Breaks


                Inside the guildmaster’s office, the strategy meeting between the guild and Dawnstead Knights continued. Garrick leaned forward, his fingers interlocked as he listened to Roderic’s report.

“We also sent our scout team to monitor the dungeon entrance before coming here,” Roderic stated, his sharp gaze settling on the guildmaster. “They’ve reported no movement from within at the moment, but that doesn’t mean we can let our guard down.”

Gale crossed his arms and nodded. “Considering Trinity Blade’s report, this isn’t a normal dungeon anymore. If they were right, we’re dealing with something entirely different.”

Garrick let out a deep sigh. “Their report is disturbing. If the stronger monsters from the deeper floors are now appearing on the upper levels, it means the natural balance of the dungeon is already breaking down.”

“That’s never supposed to happen,” Gale added, his brows furrowing. “Dungeons have strict floor hierarchies. Monsters are bound to specific depths, and they shouldn’t be able to move upward freely.”

“Unless,” Roderic said darkly, “the dungeon itself is changing.”

A heavy silence followed. The implications of those words were dire. Dungeons were living entities in their own right, their ecosystems self-sustaining. If one started changing beyond its natural order, the consequences could be catastrophic.

Garrick finally broke the quiet. “If we don’t understand how the miasma is affecting the dungeon, we can’t risk sending more people inside blindly.”

Gale exhaled sharply. “And there’s a worst-case scenario we need to consider.”

The room tensed as everyone turned to him.

“A dungeon break.”

The words hung in the air like a death sentence.

Everyone in the room knew what a dungeon break meant—a complete collapse of the dungeon’s internal structure, causing monsters to pour out uncontrollably into the surrounding area. It was a rare occurrence, but when it happened, the devastation was immense.

Garrick slammed his fist onto the table. “If a break happens here, Dawnstead will be in serious danger! That dungeon is too close to town!”

“Not just that,” Roderic added, his voice grave. “The presence of miasma makes it worse. If these creatures are already corrupted, they’ll be far stronger than normal monsters. Standard adventurers and even our knights will struggle against them.”

The weight of his words settled heavily over them.

Garrick leaned forward, his jaw tightening. “We need to assume the worst. If we can’t contain the monsters inside the dungeon, we’ll need to be prepared to defend the town.”

Gale turned to Roderic. “What’s your assessment? If it comes to it, how many knights can we mobilize?”

Roderic exhaled sharply, considering the numbers. “If we call for reinforcements, we can gather a force of around two hundred knights within the next few days. But that won’t be enough if we’re dealing with a large-scale monster invasion.”

Gale’s expression darkened. “Then we’ll need to coordinate with the guild. We’ll have to establish a defense line outside of Dawnstead and make sure we can hold off anything that tries to approach.”

Garrick nodded. “I’ll issue an urgent recruitment order. We’ll need all available high-ranking adventurers on standby.”

Gale’s gaze hardened. “We should also prepare for civilian evacuations if things start looking bad. We can’t afford unnecessary casualties.”

Roderic agreed. “We’ll draw up defensive positions around the town and establish safe zones in case of an emergency.”

Then, Gale hesitated before speaking again. “We also need to consider another scenario.”

The room fell silent as they waited for him to continue.

“What if we can’t stop them?”

A heavy silence filled the room once again, the weight of that possibility crushing down on everyone present.

Roderic was the first to answer, his voice grim. “Then we’ll have no choice but to request military aid from the capital.”

Garrick rubbed his temples. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. If the kingdom gets involved, things will get complicated. But we have to be prepared for anything. Furthermore, it will take about ten days for aid from the capital to get to Dawnstead.”

Roderic straightened. “For now, we need more information. We need to figure out why the miasma is appearing in the dungeon and how long we have before it gets worse.”

Gale agreed. “We should send a specialized team—not to fight, but to scout. We need to know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

Garrick nodded. “I’ll handle that. For now, we’ll prepare for every possible scenario. No one enters that dungeon until we have a solid plan.”

The meeting ended, but a heavy unease lingered in the air. They had a plan, but whether it would be enough remained uncertain. If the dungeon truly was on the verge of breaking, Dawnstead would soon face its greatest threat yet.

The air inside the guildmaster’s office remained thick with tension long after the meeting had ended. Gale, Roderic, and Garrick stood around the oak table, the weight of their decisions pressing down on them. 

Then, without warning, a sharp hum crackled through the magical transmission device at the center of the table—a crystalline sphere infused with mana, linked directly to the scout team stationed outside the dungeon. The normally steady glow of the device flickered erratically, pulsing like a heartbeat in distress. Something was wrong.

Garrick wasted no time, placing a firm hand on the device. “This is the guildmaster. Report immediately.”

The response came almost instantly, the voice on the other end rushed and panicked.

"This is Scout Team Alpha! Urgent report—something’s happening with the dungeon! The ground is shaking, and the dungeon entrance is glowing with a dark purple light! I repeat, the entrance is—!"

Static crackled through the device, followed by a deep, guttural rumble that sent a chill through the room. It wasn’t just an earthquake—it was something far worse.

Roderic’s expression hardened. “Purple light… That’s miasma. It’s reacting violently.”

The scout’s voice returned, frantic. “The air—it’s distorting around the entrance! The mana concentration is fluctuating wildly! It feels—wrong, like the dungeon itself is… shifting! Wait—!”

RUMBLE.

A thunderous explosion reverberated through the device, followed by screams and the unmistakable sound of cracking stone. Then came the inhuman roars.

“Monsters are—!” The transmission cut off abruptly.

A moment of heavy silence filled the guildmaster's office before it shattered into motion.

Gale moved. “No time to waste—this is a dungeon break! We need to act NOW!”

Gale was the first to act. He spun toward a knight stationed just outside the door. "Gather every available knight and assemble them here in the guild hall. NOW!" His voice was sharp, carrying the weight of command.

The knight saluted without hesitation. "Yes, sir!" He turned on his heel and sprinted away, his armor clanking as he rushed down the corridor.

Garrick, already anticipating the impending chaos, stepped forward with swift precision. His sharp gaze locked onto Alina, his trusted receptionist, who had been listening in from just outside the room.

"Alina! Sound the emergency summons! Every adventurer available must report immediately—we're calling an urgent briefing!"

Alina's breath caught, but she didn’t falter. She knew the weight of those words. "Understood!" Without another word, she turned and dashed toward the guild's main hall where the magical announcement bell stood.

Within moments, a deep, resonating GONG echoed throughout the entire Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild. The alarm bell was rarely used—only when a crisis threatened the town. The sound sent an immediate shockwave through the guild. Conversations halted. Drinks were left abandoned on tables. Dice games were forgotten mid-roll.

Adventurers, both seasoned veterans and rookies alike, froze in place for a split second before instincts took over. The atmosphere shifted from casual camaraderie to urgent concern as they scrambled toward the main hall.

Some came from the tavern, still gripping their tankards. Others had just returned from expeditions, their weapons still strapped to their backs, dirt clinging to their armor. A handful had barely risen from their bunks, rubbing sleep from their eyes as they hurriedly threw on their gear.

The guild hall filled quickly. Murmurs of concern and confusion spread through the gathering crowd.

Meanwhile, outside the guild, the Dawnstead Knights were already mobilizing. The city's streets, once bustling with ordinary life, buzzed with sudden movement. Knights in full armor rushed toward the guild, some fresh from their morning drills, others roused from their barracks. Training sessions were abandoned. Patrol routes were broken. Squads formed up in tight formations as captains barked out orders, directing them toward their designated positions.

Merchants and townsfolk, noticing the sudden change in atmosphere, peered out from their stalls and homes, whispering nervously amongst themselves. The sound of metal boots striking cobblestone filled the air, mixing with the hushed conversations of worried civilians.

Within minutes, Dawnstead was on the brink of full mobilization.

Back in the guildmaster’s office, the air was thick with urgency. Gale, Roderic, and Garrick wasted no time in discussing the next course of action. The echo of the emergency summons still rang in their ears, a grim reminder that the situation was deteriorating by the second.

“If the break has already started, we don’t have the luxury of slow planning,” Roderic said, his voice edged with tension. “Every moment we hesitate means more monsters pouring out into the open.”

Garrick nodded, his fingers drumming against the polished wooden table. “We need to organize our forces immediately. The guild’s adventurers will be divided by rank—C-Rank and D-Rank adventurers will form the first strike teams. E-Rank adventurers will focus on reinforcing defensive lines and aiding the town’s security.” He took a breath, his usual gruff demeanor carrying an added weight. “The lower ranks will be assigned to evacuation efforts. If the town falls into chaos, we’ll lose control before the battle even begins.”

Gale crossed his arms. “The knights need to establish defensive positions outside the town as well. If we don’t hold them back at the outskirts, we risk letting them spill into Dawnstead.”

Roderic nodded. “Agreed. I’ll personally lead the first deployment of knights. We’ll form a vanguard to intercept the monsters before they reach the roads leading here. However, we need information. Without knowing how many creatures have surfaced, we’re fighting blind.”

A brief silence settled over the room, only broken by the distant sounds of the growing commotion outside.

Garrick exhaled heavily. “The guild is going to be in an uproar once we announce this.”

As if to confirm his words, an outburst from the main hall sent a ripple of noise through the stone walls.

“WHAT?! A DUNGEON BREAK?!”

Shouts of disbelief and fear erupted as the gathered adventurers pieced together the situation from scattered whispers and hastily exchanged rumors.

Gale clenched his jaw. “Then let’s not waste time. We tell them now.”

Without another word, the three men strode toward the guild hall.

The moment they stepped into the main hall, the sheer intensity of the gathered crowd became evident. The adventurers were restless, eyes darting between one another as anxiety spread like wildfire. Some were still gripping their weapons, ready for a fight they didn’t yet understand. Others muttered amongst themselves, trying to make sense of the unfolding disaster.

Garrick wasted no time. He strode up the elevated wooden platform near the mission board and slammed his gauntleted fist against the surface, sending a resounding THUD that silenced the crowd.

“LISTEN UP!”

The room fell into a tense hush. Every adventurer, from grizzled veterans to wide-eyed newcomers, turned their attention to the guildmaster.

“As of this moment, Dawnstead is under emergency alert. We have confirmed a dungeon break is in progress. The dungeon has become unstable, and monsters are already breaching the surface!”

A ripple of alarmed gasps swept through the crowd. Some cursed under their breath; others exchanged uneasy glances.

"What?!"

"That’s impossible!"

"A dungeon break?! This close to town?!"

Gale raised a hand, silencing the outbursts.

Garrick’s gaze swept across the hall. “This isn’t like previous monster subjugation. The creatures escaping the dungeon are stronger, more aggressive, and possibly corrupted by the miasma that’s tainting the area.” He let his words sink in before continuing. “Make no mistake—this is a direct threat to Dawnstead. If we fail to contain the break, the town will be overrun.”

A heavy silence hung in the air, each adventurer weighing the gravity of the situation.

Roderic stepped forward, his armor glinting under the hall’s lantern light. “The Dawnstead Knights will take formation outside the town. Our primary goal is containment. We will not allow these creatures to reach the city walls.” His voice was calm, but the intensity in his eyes left no room for doubt. “However, we cannot do this alone.”

Gale took the floor next, his sharp gaze sweeping over the gathered adventurers. “This is where the guild comes in. We need immediate deployment. C-Rank and D-Rank adventurers—you will form the first strike teams and meet the knights at the frontline. E-Ranks, you will reinforce defensive lines and ensure no stragglers break through.”

A few murmurs rippled through the crowd, but Gale continued without hesitation. “F-Rank adventurers, your mission is just as crucial. You will aid in securing the town, ensuring that civilians are evacuated and protected.” His voice was unwavering. “This is not about personal glory. This is about survival. If we fail, there will be no town left to return to.”

A hush fell over the crowd once more. The reality of the situation had settled in. There was no room for hesitation or selfish ambition—only action.

End of Chapter 48

            


Chapter 49: The Weight of a Crowned


                The air inside the guild hall was thick with unease. The glow of lanterns flickered against the stone walls, casting elongated shadows over the tense gathering of adventurers and knights. The heavy scent of sweat and oil from polished armor mixed with the unmistakable sting of fear. Though no monsters had yet reached Dawnstead, the looming threat of the dungeon break had already settled deep into the bones of every warrior present.

At the front of the hall, Garrick’s booming voice echoed as he laid out the situation with grim precision. The gathered forces listened, their expressions ranging from grim determination to barely concealed dread. Among them stood Belle and Kai, their presence largely unnoticed until one voice shattered the steady rhythm of Garrick’s speech.

“Why don’t we just let Belle handle it?”

The statement cut through the air like a blade.

Heads turned. A murmur spread through the hall like ripples across a pond. The speaker, Gregan, a D-Rank adventurer, crossed his arms and stood firm beneath the weight of the shifting stares.

“She’s already proven to be far beyond any of us,” he continued, his voice unwavering. “If she goes in alone, she might be able to stop the dungeon break before it fully escalates.”

A wave of murmured agreement followed.

“Yeah, she soloed the Mana Titan during the last subjugation quest.”

“Didn’t she also rescue Trinity Blade, the strongest party in town?”

“Honestly, she might be stronger than the entire guild combined.”

Some voices were filled with admiration, others with desperation. The thought was tempting—one person, a single warrior, strong enough to stop a calamity. A solution that meant fewer casualties, less risk for them.

Belle’s arms remained crossed, but her fingers slowly curled into her sleeves. She kept her expression neutral, though a tightness formed in her chest. She had felt this before—this pressure, this expectation. The weight of countless eyes settling upon her as if she were something more than human.

Her silence invited more voices.

“She hasn’t even taken a hit in battle.”

“If anyone can do it, it’s her.”

“Better to risk one person than an entire town.”

It was that last statement that made Belle’s jaw tighten. Before she could respond, a loud smack echoed through the hall as Kai slapped Gregan upside the head.

“You idiot. That’s not how this works.”

Gregan winced, rubbing the back of his skull. “Ow! What the hell, Kai?”

Kai pushed himself off the support beam he had been leaning against, his usual carefree posture gone. He crossed his arms, his crimson eyes sharp with irritation. “You think this is some fairy tale where one overpowered hero magically fixes everything? A dungeon break isn’t just a handful of monsters—it’s an entire army pouring out at once. No matter how strong Belle is, there’s a limit to how much one person can handle at a time.”

His words carried across the room, cutting through the growing delusion. The murmurs died down as adventurers exchanged uncertain glances. Reality began sinking in.

Belle felt their gazes shifting between her and Kai.

For a brief moment, she considered speaking up—to tell them they weren’t entirely wrong. That she could handle it, that she had the strength to cut through whatever came out of that dungeon.

But that wasn’t the point.

She wasn’t a hero. And she didn’t want to be treated like one.

Then Garrick’s voice thundered through the hall, sharp and unyielding.

“ENOUGH!”

The walls seemed to shake with the weight of his command. The hall fell into stunned silence.

“You all should be ashamed of yourselves.” His words were slow, deliberate, carrying an undeniable weight. His piercing gaze swept across the room, filled with disappointment. “Are you seriously suggesting that we, as a guild, put all the responsibility on a single person while the rest of us cower in the background?”

No one dared to respond.

“Do you still call yourselves adventurers?”

The hush that followed was suffocating.

Garrick took a slow breath before continuing, his voice heavy with conviction. “Belle is strong, yes. She has abilities beyond what we expected. But that does not mean we will abandon our duties as adventurers. This is our town. This is our responsibility. We will not become cowards who rely on a single person to do our work for us.”

Shame crept into the expressions of some of the adventurers. The idea of Belle being the sole solution had been comforting—but it had also been selfish.

Roderic stepped forward, his authoritative stance reinforcing Garrick’s words. “If you think one person can handle an entire dungeon break alone, then you have no idea what a dungeon break truly is.” His steel-gray eyes locked onto the crowd. “Dungeon breaks don’t just stop once you kill the monsters at the entrance. The corruption runs deep. The monsters don’t just stop spawning. It will take a coordinated effort to suppress it before it spreads further.”

Gale followed suit, his voice cutting through the tension. “Even if Belle is strong, that doesn’t mean she should fight alone. If anything, we need to fight harder because she’s fighting with us.” His eyes narrowed. “Or do you all expect her to clean up every problem in this town while we sit around watching?”

A long silence followed. The reality of their suggestion had finally sunk in.

Gregan let out a slow exhale, rubbing the back of his head. “…You’re right.” His voice was quieter now, humbled. “That was a damn stupid thing to suggest.”

A few others who had initially agreed with him nodded, embarrassment evident in their expressions. The energy in the room had shifted. No longer was it desperation searching for an easy way out—now, it was a resolve.

Garrick nodded in approval. “Good. Now that we’ve cleared that up, let’s focus on the actual mission.”

He then turned to Alina, who had been standing by, watching the exchange with a serious expression.

“Are the emergency deployment lists ready?”

Alina straightened, her voice sharp and ready. “Yes, sir! I have assigned teams based on adventurer rank and combat specialty. We’ll be splitting forces into three groups: the Dungeon Suppression Squad, the Perimeter Defense Squad, and the Town Defense Squad.”

Garrick’s gaze hardened. “Then let’s go over the strategy.”

The meeting was no longer about finding an easy way out. It was about preparing for war.

The air inside the guild hall was heavy with tension as Garrick laid out the strategy, his voice firm and commanding. The adventurers and knights gathered around the quest board, which was now covered with the mission map, detailing the layout of the dungeon and its surrounding areas. Some leaning in with anticipation, others gripping their weapons with unease.

Belle stood near the front, arms crossed, absorbing every word. Kai leaned against a wooden pillar, his eyes sharp and focused. Around them, the guild’s finest warriors, mages, and archers listened intently, awaiting their assignments.

Dungeon Suppression Squad

Objective: Prevent the dungeon break from escalating further.

Personnel: C-Rank and D-Rank adventurers, elite knights, and specialized mages.

Tactics:


	Establish a defensive perimeter at the dungeon entrance.

	Prioritize eliminating high-threat monsters first.

	Investigate the source of the dungeon break and find a way to stop it.



Garrick’s finger traced a route on the map, outlining the primary objective. “This squad will be our first and strongest line of defense. The moment the dungeon break begins, high-tier monsters will pour out in waves. If they breach the perimeter, the town is as good as lost.”

The room remained silent, the weight of the mission pressing down on everyone present.

Perimeter Defense Squad

Objective: Ensure no monsters escape toward the town.

Personnel: E-Rank adventurers, knights, and archers.

Tactics:


	Form a barrier line between the dungeon and Dawnstead.

	Engage any monsters that manage to break through the Suppression Squad.

	Use mobility-based fighters to chase down any stragglers.



“Think of this squad as our insurance,” Garrick continued. “If the dungeon suppression fails, if a single monster gets past our front line, these fighters will be the last thing standing between it and the civilians.”

A murmur of unease spread through the crowd. Everyone knew what that meant. If the first wave failed, the second would be overrun in minutes.

Town Defense Squad

Objective: Protect the citizens and prepare for worst-case scenarios.

Personnel: F-Rank adventurers, healers, and guild staff.

Tactics:


	Set up evacuation zones and safehouses.

	Provide emergency medical aid to injured adventurers and knights.

	Maintain emergency communication between squads.



“If everything else goes wrong, this squad ensures the people of Dawnstead have a chance to survive,” Garrick finished. His voice was solemn. “But let’s make sure it doesn’t come to that.”

The room was quiet, tension hanging thick in the air. Everyone understood the stakes.

Then, a voice broke the silence.

“We have a suggestion.”

All eyes turned to Trinity Blade.

Garron, the leader of Trinity Blade, stepped forward, his expression grim. He ran a hand through his unkempt hair before speaking, his voice steady but laced with frustration.

“I’ll be blunt. After yesterday, we know exactly where we stand in terms of power. Belle and Kai are stronger than us. That’s undeniable.”

The admission carried weight, drawing a mix of reactions—some nods of agreement, others whispers of uncertainty.

Garron exhaled sharply. “That’s why I’m suggesting that Obsidian Dawn should be the ones leading the Dungeon Suppression Squad. They’re the best chance we have at making an impact at the source.”

A ripple of murmurs spread through the hall.

Garron pressed on. “As for us—Trinity Blade—we’ll take position in the Perimeter Defense Squad. We might not be able to clear the dungeon ourselves, but we can sure as hell act as the second line of defense. If any monsters break past the frontlines, we’ll be the ones making sure they don’t get anywhere near the town.”

His party members, Darin and Lena, nodded in agreement, their faces set with determination.

Garrick studied them for a long moment before giving a firm nod. “That’s… a reasonable strategy.”

Alina, who had been taking meticulous notes, stepped forward. “In that case, I’ll finalize the new formations.”

The decision cemented the new battle plan, and the atmosphere in the guild shifted. This was no longer about whether or not Belle should fight alone. This was about standing together.

Belle, however, remained silent. She could still feel the lingering gazes on her—some filled with admiration, others with expectation. They weren’t saying it out loud, but she could hear their unspoken thoughts. She would be the one to turn the tide if things went south.

She exhaled slowly. She never asked for that role. But if it came down to it… she would do what needed to be done.

Kai, sensing her unease, nudged her slightly with his elbow. “You good?”

Belle blinked, pulled from her thoughts. She smirked. “What, worried about me?”

Kai scoffed. “Nah. Just wondering if you’re getting tired of everyone looking at you like you’re some kind of goddess.”

Belle’s smirk faltered slightly as she glanced around the hall. Even after the discussion, people still whispered about her.

“I’m used to it,” she murmured.

Kai frowned but didn’t push the issue. He knew she was lying. Instead, he threw an arm over her shoulder with a grin. “Well, at least you’re leading the frontlines with me. Don’t slow me down, got it?”

Belle rolled her eyes, shoving him off. “You’re the one who keeps getting into trouble. I should be telling you that.”

Kai only laughed, and for the first time since the meeting started, Belle felt a bit of the tension ease from her chest.

Garrick turned to Gale and Roderic. “If there’s nothing else, we begin the operation immediately.”

Roderic nodded. “The knights are already assembled. We move out at once. It’ll take about half a day’s walk to the dungeon. We don’t have much time.”

Gale smirked slightly, his green eyes flashing with determination. “Let’s see how many of these monsters we can cut down before Belle.”

As the knights and adventurers began the final preparations, Dawnstead braced itself for the coming battle.

Meanwhile, deep within the dungeon, past the crumbling ruins and endless darkness, a crystal pulsed.

The dungeon core—a massive, crystallized mass of pure mana—sat in the heart of the labyrinth, its translucent surface flickering with erratic energy. The usual gentle hum of its magic was gone. Instead, the core throbbed, sending pulses of energy rippling through the chamber like the slow, rhythmic beat of a heart.

THUMP.

Cracks splintered across its surface, faint and jagged, like veins of spreading sickness. The air around it shimmered, thick with miasma, an unnatural fog twisting into dark tendrils that coiled and writhed like something alive. The corruption had taken root—feeding, mutating, growing.

THUMP.

The energy surges became more violent, resonating outward through the dungeon like an unholy heartbeat. The once-stable cavern trembled as dormant creatures stirred. Something was forming within the core.

Not just a monster. Something new. Something born from the very essence of the dungeon itself.

And soon… it would awaken.

End of Chapter 49

            


Chapter 50: First Blood


                The guild hall was a flurry of movement, a controlled storm of adventurers and knights making their final preparations before departure. The weight of the mission pressed on them, yet despite the tension, a sense of camaraderie wove through the air. Maps were checked and spread across wooden tables, the inked routes and formations scrutinized by captains and strategists of each knight squadron. The scent of metal, oil, and the faint bitterness of alchemical potions filled the hall, mixing with the subdued murmurs of warriors steeling themselves for battle.

Every soul present knew the magnitude of what they were about to face. A dungeon break wasn’t just another mission. It was an event that could tip the balance of safety for the entire region. Failure was not an option.

In the midst of the bustling preparations, a familiar trio strode toward Obsidian Dawn. Trinity Blade carried themselves with the ease of seasoned adventurers, their presence an anchor amidst the controlled chaos.

Darin, the fire mage, folded his arms across his chest, a smirk tugging at his lips as he eyed Belle and Kai.

“Well, if it isn’t our resident miracle worker,” he teased, his sharp eyes flicking to Belle. “Guess we don’t have to worry too much about this mission. You’ll probably be done before we even start.”

Belle arched a silver eyebrow at him. “You make it sound like I’m single-handedly clearing the dungeon.”

Garron, the stoic tank of the group, let out a low chuckle. “After what you pulled off last time? I wouldn’t be surprised.” His voice was deep, steady, a grounding presence amidst the lighthearted exchange.

Lena, the healer, shook her head and nudged Darin lightly with her elbow. “Come on, don’t jinx it. We’re all in this together, remember?” Turning her attention back to Belle, she gave a reassuring smile. “Just stay safe, alright? Both of you.”

Belle inclined her head, appreciating the sentiment, while Kai rolled his shoulders and stretched his arms.

“Same to you guys,” Kai said, his tone carrying a casual confidence. “I don’t want to have to come save your asses again.”

Before Darin could fire back, a powerful voice cut through the chatter like a blade through mist.

“Alright, listen up!”

Garrick, the guildmaster, stood at the center of the hall, his broad stance and commanding presence demanding immediate attention. His face, usually calm but stern, was lined with a deep-set seriousness that silenced the room.

“Communication with the scout team at the dungeon was lost an hour ago. That means they might be in serious danger. We don’t know if they’ve been wiped out, if they’re trapped, or if they’re barely holding on—but every second we waste is a second too long. We move out now. No more delays.”

A ripple of tension passed through the gathered adventurers and knights. The casual exchanges faded, replaced by grim determination. Armor clinked as straps were tightened, weapons sheathed and slung over shoulders. Boots thudded against the wooden floor as teams gathered in their designated formations. The atmosphere shifted; this was no longer preparation—it was the beginning of battle.

Kai adjusted the hilt of his katana at his waist, letting out a slow exhale. “Alright, let’s do this.”

Just as he took a step forward, Belle casually leaned toward him, her silver eyes gleaming with mischief.

“So, same as last time?” she asked, an unmistakable playfulness laced in her tone.

Kai blinked. “Huh?”

Belle’s smile widened. “You know, me giving you a lift.”

The memory of their last ‘transportation method’ flashed in Kai’s mind—specifically, the part where Belle had launched forward at a speed that made his stomach lurch and his brain temporarily forget how breathing worked. He turned to her, eyes narrowing.

“Not a damn chance.”

Belle tilted her head. “Aw, come on, it’ll be faster.”

Kai crossed his arms. “No.”

“You sure?” Belle leaned closer. “Or do you actually prefer a princess-style?”

“Kill me now. I'd rather die than do that again.”

Belle sighed dramatically. “Fine, fine. Guess I’ll see you there… eventually.”

With that, she crouched slightly, her body tensing like a coiled spring. In the blink of an eye, she shot forward, vanishing in a blur of silver and blue energy. A gust of wind rushed past, kicking up dust and rustling the cloaks of nearby adventurers and knights.

Stunned silence followed.

One of the younger adventurers let out a whistle. “Damn. And I thought horses were fast.”

Another knight muttered, “She just… disappeared.”

Kai exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “Showoff.” With a resigned sigh, he started walking, joining the rest of the adventurers and knights as they set off at a much more reasonable pace.

The wind roared past Belle’s ears, a fierce and untamed force that only heightened the thrill of her breakneck speed. Trees blurred into streaks of green, the ground beneath her barely visible as she propelled herself forward with inhuman agility. She was a silver blur against the wild landscape, a comet streaking toward its target—the dungeon.

But even as the rush of movement filled her senses, something gnawed at the back of her mind.

A shift in the air. A wrongness.

Her silver eyes flickered as she activated her Aura Sense, her instincts sharpening like a finely honed blade. Then, she saw them—dark figures moving ahead, cutting through the dense foliage. The rhythmic pounding of heavy footsteps and the sharp, guttural cries of goblins filled the silence of the forest.

Belle's body tensed, her feet digging into the ground as she skidded to a halt. A gust of wind burst outward from the sudden stop, scattering leaves and dust into the air. Her gaze locked onto the approaching creatures.

Goblins. And armored bears lumbering alongside them, their thick pelts shimmering under the waning sunlight.

Her brows furrowed. Something was off. This dungeon break was expected to have monsters corrupted by miasma pouring out in an endless tide of aggression and madness. But these ones… they were normal. Their auras were untainted, lacking the chaotic, sickly haze of corruption she had expected.

A goblin shrieked, breaking into a sprint toward her, its jagged dagger gleaming in its clawed grip. The others followed, brandishing crude weapons and howling like rabid beasts. The armored bears let out deep, resonant growls, their massive forms shaking the earth as they began their charge.

Belle flexed her fingers, rolling her shoulders. No need for magic. Not yet.

The first goblin lunged, dagger aimed for her throat. Belle sidestepped, her movements a blur. She grabbed the creature by its wrist and twisted sharply.

CRACK!

The goblin barely had time to scream before she drove her knee into its stomach, sending it flying backward. It slammed into a tree, its body going limp.

Two more goblins lunged at her from both sides. Without hesitation, she ducked low, sweeping one’s legs out from under it while grabbing the other by the face and slamming it into the dirt. The ground cracked beneath the impact, dust pluming upward as the goblin’s body twitched before going still.

A thunderous roar erupted from behind her. Belle pivoted just in time to see an armored bear barreling toward her, its muscles coiling beneath thick fur and plated hide. It was a living battering ram, its claws digging deep furrows into the earth with every thunderous step.

It swung a massive paw at her, the sheer force of it enough to turn stone to rubble. Belle didn't flinch. She twisted her body, allowing the attack to graze past her before planting a firm hand against the beast’s side.

Then, with a single pulse of raw energy—BOOM!

A shockwave exploded from her palm, rippling through the bear’s body. The massive beast was sent tumbling sideways, crashing into the underbrush with a deafening thud.

The remaining goblins hesitated. Their primitive minds scrambled to process what had just happened, their glowing eyes darting between their fallen allies and the girl standing before them, utterly unscathed.

Belle took a slow step forward, brushing stray strands of silver hair behind her ear. "Not feeling so brave now?"

One of the goblins screeched and charged in desperation. Belle sighed.

She met its attack head-on, grabbing its throat mid-air before slamming it down with enough force to make the ground tremble. A heartbeat later, she spun, bringing her foot up in a vicious arc that caught another goblin in the jaw, sending it soaring into the trees.

The final armored bear let out an enraged roar, steam huffing from its nostrils as it made one last, desperate charge.

Belle planted her feet. The moment it reached her, she shifted her weight, grabbed it by the fur along its back—and with a single, monstrous display of strength, flipped the entire beast over her shoulder.

The ground shook as the armored bear hit the dirt, its massive frame convulsing before going completely still. Silence settled over the battlefield. The only sound was Belle’s steady breathing.

She exhaled, rolling her shoulders. "That should do it."

Her gaze swept over the fallen creatures, her mind turning. These weren’t corrupted monsters. They weren’t mindless creatures driven by the dungeon’s taint. They had acted with a certain cohesion, an unnatural unity.

Her fingers curled slightly. “Something’s not right.”

But she couldn’t afford to linger. With one final glance at the carnage, Belle turned and disappeared into the forest, a silver streak racing toward the dungeon and the unknown threat that awaited her.

The journey had been swift, but as Belle neared the dungeon, she slowed her pace. Her sharp eyes scanned the surrounding area, noting the signs of battle—the ground was torn, scattered with weapons and the corpses of monsters. The smell of blood lingered in the air, mixing with the damp earth. The entrance of the dungeon loomed ahead, a jagged cavern mouth leading into utter darkness, exuding an eerie silence that sent a ripple of unease through her senses.

Her gaze swept over the fallen creatures. Goblins and armored bears—the same ones she had encountered earlier. Yet something felt off. Many of the bodies bore deep sword wounds, while others were scorched, likely from fire magic. Someone had fought hard to keep them at bay, but not all had been slain in time.

Then, a faint groan broke the heavy silence.

Belle's head snapped toward the source of the sound. Against the rocky terrain, slumped against the cavern wall, were three knights. Their armor was stained with blood, their bodies barely upright. Their breathing was ragged, their faces pale from exhaustion and injury.

One knight attempted to push himself up but winced, pain evident in his eyes. His voice was hoarse, barely a whisper. "Who—?"

Belle swiftly crossed the distance, kneeling beside them. Without hesitation, she retrieved a glass vial filled with a shimmering green liquid from her pouch and handed it to the struggling knight. "I'm from Dawnstead Adventurer’s Guild. Drink this. It’ll help."

The knight hesitated for a moment before accepting, taking slow sips. Almost immediately, his breathing steadied, some color returning to his cheeks. Belle pulled out two more potions and handed them to the others. They drank, visibly relieved as their pain dulled, their bodies regaining a fraction of their strength.

One of the knights let out a shaky breath. "We… we managed to hold them off, but some got past us."

Belle’s silver eyes darkened. "I ran into them on the way here. Took care of it."

The knights exchanged glances, clearly relieved but still wary. One of them spoke, his tone laced with exhaustion. "Then we owe you. But… if that was just the first wave…"

Belle followed his gaze toward the dungeon entrance. The eerie silence was almost suffocating. The air felt thick, heavy, as if something unseen was pressing against her senses. The deeper recesses of the dungeon were stirring, its unnatural stillness masking a building storm. A flicker of energy pulsed from within, like a heartbeat in the dark.

Her Aura Sense flared instinctively. There was something inside. Something waiting.

The others were still far behind. She had rushed ahead to ensure the scout team’s safety, but now she found herself standing at the threshold of something far more dangerous. A low hum, almost imperceptible, vibrated through the stone beneath her feet. The dungeon was waking up.

It was only a matter of time before the second wave emerged.

End of Chapter 50

            


Chapter 51: United


                The rhythmic crunch of boots against the dirt road filled the tense silence as the adventurers and knights advanced toward the dungeon. A cool morning breeze rustled through the trees lining the path, but it did little to settle the nerves of those marching into battle.

Over a hundred warriors moved in disciplined formation—rows of armored knights flanking the more lightly equipped adventurers. Despite the clear blue sky overhead, an uneasy heaviness clung to the air, an unshakable feeling that something had already gone horribly wrong.

It wasn’t long before the first signs of disturbance appeared. Birds took to the skies in erratic flocks, their frantic cawing echoing through the air like an alarm. Small critters scurried across the path, darting between the underbrush as they fled from the direction of the dungeon. Even larger beasts—deer, wild boars—bolted past the group, their eyes wide with primal fear.

“Damn… I’ve never seen the animals this restless,” Darin muttered, adjusting his grip on his staff. His usual cocky demeanor had faded, replaced with wariness.

“It’s a bad omen,” Lena added, her fingers tightening around her staff. “Something has them terrified.”

“A dungeon break will do that,” Garron rumbled, walking beside them with his massive tower shield strapped to his back. “Instinct drives them away from danger.”

Murmurs rippled through the adventurers and knights, the realization sinking in—whatever was in that dungeon was strong enough to unsettle even creatures not directly involved.

Kai, walking near the front, glanced toward Gale, who had remained quiet since their departure. “Think this means more monsters have started pouring out?”

“It’s possible,” Gale answered, scanning the treetops. His brow was furrowed in deep thought. “But the scout team would’ve signaled if it was a full-scale breakout. That is… if they still could.”

A heavy silence fell over the group. The thought of the scout team already falling to whatever lurked inside the dungeon left an uncomfortable weight in everyone’s chest. The knights exchanged glances, hands tightening around sword hilts, while some of the adventurers whispered among themselves.

“Either way,” Roderic spoke up, his voice firm, “we’ll find out soon enough. Stay sharp.”

The march continued, the rhythmic crunch of boots against the dirt road the only constant sound amidst the hushed tension. Overhead, the sky stretched wide and endless, but beneath its vast expanse, the adventurers and knights felt the oppressive weight of the unknown pressing down on them. The deeper they ventured, the more the forest around them felt... different.

Knights in the rear occasionally glanced over their shoulders, almost as if expecting something to come lunging out of the trees. The Perimeter Defense Squad, assigned to secure the dungeon’s surroundings, exchanged knowing looks—they wouldn’t be the ones storming into the depths of danger. Their duty was important, but it lacked the same adrenaline-pumping uncertainty that came with facing the heart of the dungeon itself.

A gust of wind rustled the leaves, sending a faint shiver down the spines of a few less-seasoned adventurers. Even the usual chatter that often accompanied large deployments was subdued, the weight of anticipation keeping voices low. And yet, amid that seriousness, a few couldn’t help but speculate.

“I gotta admit,” an adventurer in the middle of the formation said, nudging his companion. “I kinda wanted to be in the Dungeon Suppression Squad this time.”

“Oh?” His friend raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you say earlier you were fine with sticking to Perimeter Defense?”

“Well, yeah, but…” The adventurer scratched his cheek. “After seeing what Belle did during the last subjugation quest, don’t you want to witness whatever crazy thing she’s gonna do this time?”

A few chuckles spread through the group, though the tension in the air remained.

“Right? I swear, she took down that ogre like it was nothing. And now she’s heading straight for the dungeon alone. You just know she’s gonna do something insane.”

“Damn shame for us perimeter guys,” another adventurer sighed dramatically. “We’ll be stuck outside while all the action happens in the dungeon.”

A few knights exchanged amused glances, but before the lighthearted conversation could continue, a sharp voice cut through their chatter.

“You fools think this is some kind of spectacle?”

Gale’s tone was cold, each syllable laced with a quiet fury. The casual banter died instantly as the adventurers turned to face him. His emerald eyes burned with intensity, scanning their faces with barely concealed disdain.

“The safety of Dawnstead is at risk,” he continued, stepping forward. “This isn’t an arena match or some grand show for you to gawk at.”

The adventurers fell silent, shifting awkwardly under Gale’s gaze.

“Belle’s power isn’t something to cheer for. It’s something we rely on because we don’t have the luxury of failing.” His expression hardened, jaw tightening as his gaze swept over them. “If you think this mission is just another chance to be entertained, then you shouldn’t have come.”

The weight of his words settled over them, washing away any lingering excitement like cold water over a flame. Reality loomed over them once again—this wasn’t a game. Lives were at stake, and the person they were so eager to watch was the one carrying a burden far heavier than any of them could imagine.

For a moment, silence reigned. Then, someone swallowed audibly and nodded. Another murmured a quiet apology. One by one, their expressions shifted from idle curiosity to something more resolute.

Gale let the silence linger a little longer before turning his eyes forward once more. “Focus,” he said. “The real fight hasn’t even begun.”

And with that, the march pressed onward, the weight of unspoken understanding settling over the group as they moved ever closer to the dungeon.

The march had been steady, but as the road forked ahead, a weight settled over the adventurers and knights alike. They had reached the point where the Perimeter Defense Squad and the Dungeon Suppression Squad would split up.

The defensive unit would remain stationed closer to Dawnstead, acting as a final safeguard to ensure nothing from the dungeon break reached the town. Meanwhile, the suppression force would continue toward the dungeon itself, diving headfirst into whatever horrors awaited them.

Roderic took a step forward, turning to address the men and women who would be holding the line. “This is where we part ways. Dawnstead’s safety rests on your shoulders now.” His gaze swept over them, sharp and unyielding. “Hold your ground. Let nothing slip past you. We’re counting on you.”

The adventurers and knights assigned to perimeter duty gave firm nods, gripping their weapons tighter. “Understood!”

Gale, his emerald eyes gleaming with determination, stepped up beside Roderic. He was tasked with leading the Perimeter Defense Squad alongside their key unit—the Trinity Blade, an elite trio renowned for their strength and achievements in Dawnstead. With them, he would ensure no monster breached their defenses.

Roderic, on the other hand, would take command of the Dungeon Suppression Squad and press forward. There was no room for hesitation.

As the squads began shifting into position, Gale made his way through the crowd until he stood face-to-face with Kai. There was no amusement in his expression this time, no teasing smirk or playful banter. Instead, his face was set in a firm, serious mask.

“Kai.”

Kai blinked at him, taken slightly off guard. “What?”

Gale inhaled deeply before exhaling, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t be reckless.”

Kai arched an eyebrow. “Oh, come on. You’re really gonna give me the ‘be careful’ speech?”

“Yes.” Gale’s voice was sharp, but there was something else beneath it—something Kai couldn’t quite place. “I know how you are. You rush in without thinking, you overextend, and then someone else has to save your ass.”

Kai scoffed, rolling his eyes. “Thanks for the confidence boost, Gale.”

“I’m serious.” Gale’s voice dropped slightly, his words laced with an edge of something almost like concern. “We can’t afford to lose you. So don’t die.”

Kai’s smirk faltered for a brief moment. “…Yeah. I know.”

Gale studied him for a second longer, then gave a short nod before turning on his heel and walking back toward the perimeter group. His pace was steady, but there was a tension in his shoulders, as if he was forcing himself to walk away.

Kai exhaled through his nose, rubbing the back of his neck before shifting his gaze toward Roderic. “Alright. Let’s move.”

With that, the Dungeon Suppression Squad resumed their march toward the dungeon, the air around them thick with the weight of impending battle. The Perimeter Defense Squad remained behind, ready to hold their ground.

Back in Dawnstead, the air buzzed with a mixture of tension and determination as preparations for the dungeon break continued in full force. Although the main forces of adventurers and knights had already departed for the dungeon, those who remained were tasked with ensuring the town’s safety and stability in the coming days.

Near the town gates, several large medical tents had been set up, their canvas flapping slightly in the cool breeze. Inside, healers were already preparing for incoming wounded, setting out vials of healing potions, fresh bandages, and enchanted salves. The scent of medicinal herbs filled the air as clerics murmured soft prayers, their hands glowing faintly with healing magic.

A few F-Rank adventurers assisted in organizing the space, moving cots into place and stacking fresh blankets. A young cleric, her face taut with concern, turned to an older healer.

“How bad do you think it’ll be?” she asked, clutching a bundle of gauze.

The older healer sighed, tightening the wrap around her sleeves. “Dungeon breaks don’t end quickly, and we don’t know the full scale yet. We must be prepared for anything.”

In the marketplace, shopkeepers and craftsmen worked with swift efficiency, reinforcing their storefronts and boarding up windows. Blacksmiths hammered out last-minute weapons and armor for any late-prepared adventurers, while alchemists brewed additional potions, their cauldrons bubbling with mixtures of restoration and resistance elixirs.

Several knights had stationed themselves near the tents, prepared to help transport any injured adventurers or knights who could not make it back on their own. A stretcher lay ready, a grim reminder of the reality they were facing.

Not far from the medical tents, a series of supply tents had been erected with the help of both F-Rank adventurers and the townsfolk. Stacks of food, water barrels, and blankets were being arranged, ready to be sent to the adventurers and knights on the battlefield. A group of bakers and cooks worked diligently, preparing simple but nourishing meals that could be easily transported.

An elderly woman, wiping flour from her hands, smiled reassuringly at a young boy who was helping carry sacks of bread. “Every bit helps, child. Even if we’re not fighting, we can make sure those who are have the strength to keep going.”

Beside them, a blacksmith pounded away at a heated blade, sweat trickling down his face as he worked tirelessly to repair and reinforce weapons that had been brought in. F-Rank adventurers hustled about, some reinforcing armor with extra straps and others securing additional supplies onto carts.

Tension thickened in the air. Though Dawnstead remained untouched for now, the storm was coming. It was only a matter of time before the first waves of monsters would test the town's defenses. And when they did, Dawnstead had to be ready.

Despite the flurry of activity, worry still clung to the air like a heavy fog. Groups of townsfolk gathered near the guild building, whispering among themselves. Some feared the worst, their minds drifting to past tales of dungeon breaks that had gone unchecked and led to town-wide destruction.

Alina, the ever-composed guild receptionist, stepped forward, her voice steady but gentle as she addressed their concerns.

“Please remain calm, everyone,” she said, her gentle violet eyes sweeping over the gathered townsfolk. “The strongest adventurers and knights of Dawnstead have already mobilized. They are trained for situations like these, and they will do everything in their power to contain the threat.”

A middle-aged woman clutched her shawl. “But… What if they fail? What if the monsters make it here?”

Alina placed a reassuring hand on the woman’s shoulder. “We’ve taken every precaution to ensure that does not happen. The town’s defenses have been reinforced, and even now, our adventurers are working to create additional fortifications. This is not the first challenge Dawnstead has faced, and it won’t be the last—but we will endure.”

The warm glow of lanterns illuminated their anxious faces, flickering against the cool dusk air. At the center of it all, standing atop the wooden steps of the guild hall, guildmaster Garrick surveyed the crowd.

He let the tension settle for a moment before he spoke, his deep, commanding voice cutting through the murmurs. “Listen up, everyone.”

The crowd quieted immediately, all eyes turning toward him. He stood tall, a veteran of many battles, his presence alone a pillar of stability amidst the uncertainty.

“I won’t lie to you,” he continued, his gaze firm. “This dungeon break won’t be resolved in a single night. It may last for several days, depending on how deep the corruption runs. But know this—we are not helpless.”

He gestured outward, his hand sweeping across the scene before them. The medical and supply tents stood sturdy despite the wind, stocked with essentials. F-Rank adventurers worked tirelessly near the town gates, reinforcing the barriers that would serve as their last line of defense.

“Everyone here has a role to play,” Garrick declared, his voice unwavering. “Whether you’re fighting on the frontlines, tending to the wounded, or ensuring supplies reach those who need them, your efforts matter. Every action, no matter how small, brings us closer to victory.”

He took a slow, measured breath, letting his words sink in. His expression was grave, yet resolute. “We have trained for emergencies like this. The guild, the knights, and the adventurers—this is what we do. If we remain steadfast and work together, we will see this through.”

For a moment, the town was silent. Then, slowly, a ripple of nods and murmurs of agreement spread through the crowd. Fear still lingered in their eyes, but now, it was tempered with something stronger—resolve.

Meanwhile, just beyond the town gates, F-Rank adventurers were hard at work fortifying their defenses. Wooden carts were overturned and reinforced with sharpened stakes, creating barriers to funnel any potential threats into narrow kill zones. Heavy sacks of sand and stone were piled strategically, forming makeshift walls that could slow the advance of any creatures that managed to escape the dungeon.

A group of young adventurers, clad in basic leather armor, hammered additional wooden planks into place. The rhythmic clatter of hammers against wood mixed with the distant chatter of knights and blacksmiths preparing weapons.

One of them, a wiry young man with sweat dripping from his brow, paused to wipe his forehead. He glanced at his companion, a slightly older adventurer with a steady grip on his hammer. “Think this’ll be enough to stop a charging monster?” he asked, gesturing to the barricade.

His friend smirked, adjusting his grip. “Probably not. But it’ll at least slow ‘em down until the knights cut ‘em down.”

The two exchanged a brief chuckle before resuming their work. The tension was there, but so was a sense of unity. Even among the lower-ranked adventurers, there was an unspoken determination to protect the place they called home.

Further down the barricades, a group of veteran knights drilled formations, preparing for worst-case scenarios. Their squadron captain, a stern-faced man with graying hair, barked orders with precision. “Hold the line! No matter what comes through those gates, we stand our ground!”

Torches were mounted at key positions, ensuring visibility throughout the night. The town had faced dangers before, but when the knight arrived, the stakes would become higher. Every precaution was being taken, every effort made to turn Dawnstead into an impenetrable fortress.

The battle at the dungeon was only beginning. And here, within the walls of Dawnstead, the people would do everything they could to endure. This was not just a test of strength, but a test of resilience.

And Dawnstead would not fall so easily.

End of Chapter 51

            


Chapter 52: The Second Wave Massacre


                A deep tremor rumbled beneath Belle’s feet, the earth groaning as if something ancient and malevolent had stirred. Dust trickled down from the jagged rock formations surrounding the dungeon entrance, and in the eerie silence that followed, a single pulse of energy rippled through the air. It felt like the calm before a storm.

Then, the silence shattered.

A guttural roar erupted from the abyss, the sound so forceful it sent vibrations coursing through Belle’s chest. The dungeon’s entrance became a gaping maw as a monstrous horde surged forth like a living flood. The first wave had been merely a taste—this was the real assault.

Goblins, their sinewy bodies covered in filth and scars, charged wildly, their rusted blades glinting under the dim light. Their shrill screeches melded into a cacophony of violence. Kobolds slithered out in coordinated formations, their reptilian eyes glowing with cunning malice as they brandished jagged spears. Towering armored bears followed, their sheer bulk making the ground tremble with each step, their thick hides an almost impenetrable wall of muscle and fur.

Belle exhaled, shifting her stance. Her silver eyes hardened as she took in the overwhelming numbers. There were hundreds of them. But her heartbeat remained steady. This was not the time for doubt.

Aura Sense–Activate.

The world around her sharpened. Every flicker of movement, every subtle shift in air pressure, every pounding heartbeat—she could feel it all. The battlefield slowed in her perception, allowing her to react before the enemy even made a move.

The goblins struck first, lunging at her in a mad frenzy. Belle moved like flowing water, sidestepping a wicked dagger aimed for her throat. She caught the goblin’s arm mid-swing and used its own momentum against it, hurling the creature into two of its brethren. A kobold darted forward, thrusting its spear at her back, but she twisted, grabbing the weapon just before impact. With a flick of her wrist, the spear splintered in half, and a devastating knee to the kobold’s gut sent it crumpling to the ground.

A monstrous bellow echoed as one of the armored bears barreled toward her, each thundering step a prelude to destruction. Belle stood her ground, waiting until the last possible moment. Then she exploded upward, her fist driving into the beast’s underbelly with the force of a cannon. The massive creature skidded backward, its weight causing the ground to quake as it tumbled over its own kind.

But there were too many.

For every monster she felled, more poured forth, a relentless tide with no end in sight. The goblins swarmed, striking from all angles. The kobolds adapted, their movements more refined, their attacks more precise. The armored bears were slow but unstoppable, forcing her to weave and maneuver just to avoid being crushed under their massive frames.

Then she heard it. A scream.

Her gaze snapped toward the injured knights positioned further back. The monsters had shifted their attention. Goblins, sensing weakness, peeled away from the battle to descend upon the wounded warriors. One knight, barely able to lift his sword, raised a trembling hand in defense as a goblin leapt at him, dagger poised for the kill.

Belle moved before she could think. Her hand shot forward, a surge of energy racing through her veins. A burst of fire roared to life, a swirling inferno erupting from her palm. The searing flames engulfed the goblins in an instant, their shrieks of agony lost beneath the crackling blaze. The sudden heat forced the advancing monsters to recoil, giving her precious seconds to reposition herself between the knights and the horde.

But using magic had a price. The monsters noticed. They adjusted accordingly. Kobolds rushed her in droves, spears darting with deadly precision. Belle twisted and dodged, but a single strike found its mark, a jagged tip grazing her shoulder. A minor wound, but enough to remind her—she was not invincible.

Two armored bears charged at once, their sheer bulk tearing through their own ranks in their mad rush to crush her. Belle met them head-on, hands gripping the first one’s fur. With a mighty heave, she flipped the beast over her shoulder, its massive form crashing into the second bear with a bone-shattering impact. The resulting tremor sent dust and debris into the air, momentarily blinding the battlefield.

She inhaled sharply, scanning the chaos around her. Dozens of monsters lay defeated, their twisted forms littering the ground. But the horde had not slowed.

She clenched her fists. Her energy reserves were dipping, but she could not afford to falter.

Belle exhaled sharply, her breath coming in controlled but deliberate intervals. Despite her strength and speed, the unrelenting flood of monsters was taking its toll. Her silver eyes flickered between the enemies still standing and the injured knights behind her. The moment she hesitated, the tide would overwhelm them. She had no choice but to keep moving.

A pair of kobolds darted toward her, their jagged spears glinting under the dungeon’s dim light. Belle twisted her body to evade the first strike, the spearhead narrowly missing her ribs. In the same motion, she grabbed the wooden shaft and yanked the kobold forward, driving her knee into its snout. A sickening crunch echoed as blood splattered across the cold stone. Before its companion could react, she spun, using the broken spear as an improvised dagger, and drove it into the second kobold’s throat.

More monsters surged forward. Goblins with chipped swords, armored bears growling with primal fury, a fresh wave of kobolds coordinating their attacks. They weren’t mindless. They were adjusting, testing her limits. Belle narrowed her eyes.

Then, a roar unlike any before cut through the chaos. The dungeon trembled. From the abyssal darkness beyond the shattered entrance, something massive stirred. The remaining monsters momentarily hesitated, shifting their attention. Even Belle felt a cold sensation run down her spine.

A figure emerged—no, a beast. Towering over the others, a monstrous ogre lumbered forward. Its sickly gray skin was covered in deep cracks, pulsating with an eerie crimson glow. Thick, jagged horns protruded from its skull, and its yellowed fangs jutted outward in a permanent snarl. The sheer pressure it radiated was suffocating. Unlike the lesser creatures, this one exuded an unmistakable malice, a primal hunger.

Belle’s grip tightened. This one looked different from the ogres she fought before. This was the real threat.

The ogre let out a guttural bellow, and as if given an order, the remaining monsters charged with renewed aggression. The goblins shrieked as they sprinted forward, scrambling over one another to reach her. The kobolds moved in a pincer formation, their spears thrusting in from multiple angles. The armored bears, once lumbering, now moved with terrifying speed, barreling toward her like living battering rams.

Belle barely had a second to react. She ducked low, narrowly avoiding a swipe from an armored bear’s claws, then leaped backward, twisting mid-air to evade a kobold’s spear. As soon as her feet touched the ground, she shifted her stance, hands glowing with residual embers.

No more holding back.

Electricity crackled along her fingertips, intertwining with the residual flames still clinging to her skin. A surge of power pulsed through her veins. The air around her grew charged, heavy with impending devastation.

Then, she struck.

Belle lunged forward, her movements blurring with inhuman speed. She wove through the battlefield, her fists colliding with monstrous flesh, sending shockwaves through the ground. Each strike carried both fire and lightning—flames erupted with every impact, scorching through flesh and armor, while electric arcs danced between enemies, stunning them mid-attack. 

Goblins fell, their bodies igniting like dry parchment. Kobolds convulsed as lightning surged through their scales, dropping them where they stood. Even the armored bears faltered, their thick hides sizzling under the unrelenting assault.

The battlefield became a storm of fire and fury.

And then, she faced the ogre. The massive creature swung its colossal arm, aiming to swat her like an insect. Belle darted beneath the strike, rolling to the side as the impact shattered the ground where she once stood. She retaliated instantly, a bolt of lightning lashing from her palm, striking the beast’s chest. The ogre grunted, but barely flinched. The crimson glow pulsed along its body, absorbing the shock like a sponge.

Its resistance to magic was stronger than she expected. The ogre’s mouth twisted into a wicked grin, as if mocking her. It raised its arm again, this time bringing down a devastating fist. Belle leaped to the side, but the sheer force of the impact sent a shockwave outward, knocking her off balance.

The monster seized the opportunity. A second blow came before she could fully recover. She barely managed to brace herself as the ogre’s fist connected, sending her flying. She crashed against the tree, the impact rattling her bones. Pain flared through her side, but she forced herself to her feet.

I can’t afford to slow down. Not now.

The ogre stomped toward her, its steps shaking the very ground. Belle wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth, her silver eyes burning with renewed determination.

“I need more power.”

Belle took a deep breath, steadying her heartbeat. Then, she reached deep within herself—into the wellspring of energy that had always been there.

Aura Amplification—Activate.

The effect was immediate. A pulse of power surged through her veins, spreading outward like wildfire. Her silver eyes burned with renewed intensity as a faint, shimmering aura flared to life around her, distorting the air with raw energy. The dungeon trembled in response, as if recoiling from the sheer force she now radiated.

The goblins hesitated, their primal instincts warning them of the shift in power. But the ogre, undeterred, let out a guttural roar and charged.

Belle didn’t wait. In an instant, she moved.

The ground beneath her cracked as she launched herself forward, her speed now nearly impossible to track with the naked eye. The first goblin in her path barely had time to react before her fist shattered its skull in a single blow, its body crumpling to the ground. The second goblin tried to raise its rusted dagger—Belle twisted mid-air, delivering a spinning kick that sent the creature flying into a pack of kobolds, toppling them like dominoes.

A trio of kobolds lunged at her in perfect synchronization, spears aiming for her vital points. Too slow.

She twisted her body, slipping between the spears with unnatural agility. Her hands flashed—one grabbing a spear mid-strike, snapping it in half, the other delivering a palm strike to a kobold’s chest so powerful that it caved inward, sending the creature crashing into the dungeon wall with a sickening crunch. The last kobold barely had time to react before she drove her knee into its jaw, launching it into the air.

An armored bear barreled toward her, its thick hide an unbreakable wall of muscle and fur. But Belle wasn’t the same as she had been moments ago. As it lunged, she met it head-on, slamming her fist into its snout with enough force to send a shockwave rippling outward. The beast staggered, dazed. Before it could recover, she dashed beneath its massive frame, grabbed it by the scruff, and—with an inhuman display of strength—lifted it off the ground and hurled it into another incoming monster.

The battlefield was shifting. The once-overwhelming tide of monsters was now faltering under Belle’s relentless assault. The knights behind her, watching in stunned silence, could hardly believe their eyes. Was this truly the same girl who had become an adventurer recently?

Then came the ogre. It let out a guttural snarl, recognizing her power. Clutching its massive fist, it swung with terrifying speed—a single strike that could level trees, splinter boulders, and turn a lesser warrior into pulp.

Belle’s eyes flickered. She had to time this perfectly. The fist came down like a meteor, shattering the earth where she had stood mere moments ago. But Belle wasn’t there. She had already moved. Reappearing at the ogre’s side, she drove her fist into its ribs with enough force to send a shockwave blasting through its massive frame. The beast howled in agony, staggering, its grip loosening.

Belle crouched low, gathering every ounce of power into her legs, before launching herself upward with a single, explosive leap. She shot into the sky. The ogre barely had time to look up before she descended upon it like a falling star.

Her fist, wreathed in shimmering aura, collided with the ogre’s skull. The force of the impact created a shockwave so powerful that the surrounding goblins and kobolds were blown backward, their bodies tumbling across the battlefield. The ogre’s eyes widened in shock, its entire body convulsing as cracks spread along its thick hide. Then, with a final, guttural gasp, it collapsed, the ground quaking beneath its massive weight.

For a brief moment, the battlefield was utterly still. 

Belle exhaled, the glow of her aura flickering as she allowed the power to settle. Her heartbeat slowed, her body aching from the sheer exertion. But she had done it.

The second wave had been crushed.

The sun already hung low in the sky, casting long shadows over the rugged terrain as the Dungeon Suppression Squad pressed forward. At the head of the column, Roderic moved with purpose, his sharp gaze scanning the battlefield ahead. The scent of blood thickened in the air, a grim omen of the chaos that had unfolded just beyond their path.

Then, they saw it. The aftermath of a one-sided slaughter stretched before them—goblins and armored bears lay scattered across the ground, their broken bodies twisted in unnatural angles. Some corpses bore deep impact wounds, as if they had been struck by an immense force. Others had been crushed outright, flattened against the jagged stone floor of the battlefield.

The squad came to a halt, staring in stunned silence at the devastation before them.

“This… was all Belle’s doing?” one of the knights muttered, gripping the hilt of his sword with a mixture of awe and disbelief.

“She took care of this many already?” an adventurer whispered, his fingers tightening around his spear.

Roderic exhaled, his jaw tightening as he took in the sheer scope of the carnage. He had known Belle was strong from the reports—but this? This was beyond expectation.

“It’s not just the number of kills,” he said, his voice steady despite the unease growing in his chest. “Look how far these monsters made it from the dungeon. If she hadn’t stopped them here, they’d be halfway to Dawnstead by now.”

A heavy silence followed his words. The realization sank in, filling each member of the squad with a creeping sense of dread. Had Belle faltered—had she arrived even moments later—the town would have been under siege. The walls of Dawnstead, strong as they were, would not have withstood such an overwhelming horde.

“We can’t waste any more time!” Roderic barked, snapping the squad out of their stunned stupor. “We move faster! If Belle is fighting alone, she’s going to need backup!”

A surge of urgency rippled through the ranks. Armor clanked as knights adjusted their grips on their weapons, adventurers exchanged quick nods, and the entire squad pushed forward at an accelerated pace.

The uneven ground made for a treacherous march, the lingering corpses forcing them to weave through the battlefield carefully. The deeper they ventured, the more gruesome the scene became. The trail of destruction did not stop—it only grew more intense, the density of slain monsters increasing the closer they drew to the dungeon’s entrance.

It was clear now. Belle hadn’t been fighting in one place. She had been moving, striking with lethal precision, cutting down waves of enemies as she advanced. And even as powerful as she was, she was only one person against an army.

“She’s buying time,” a knight said under his breath. “She knew we were coming, and she held the line until we got here.”

A mixture of admiration and guilt flickered across their faces. They had been marching for hours, but Belle had been fighting for far longer, alone, against the unrelenting tide.

Roderic clenched his fist. Three more hours until they reached the dungeon. Until then, Belle would have to hold the line alone.

End of Chapter 52

            


Chapter 53: Arrival of Dungeon Suppression Squad


                Night had fallen over Dawnstead, cloaking the town in a veil of deep indigo and silver. The moon hung high in the sky, a silent guardian casting its cold light over the fortified walls that protected the town. Lanterns flickered in the wind, their flames swaying uneasily, as if sensing the tension that gripped the air. A biting chill rolled through the empty streets, rattling wooden shutters and sending dry leaves skittering across cobblestone pathways. The town was silent—eerily so.

At the gates of Dawnstead, guildmaster Garrick stood, his massive arms crossed over his chest, his expression carved from stone. His broad frame was illuminated by the torchlight burning in the sconces behind him, casting long shadows that danced across the sturdy iron-reinforced gates. His stance was unwavering, an immovable force standing against the unknown.

It had been half a day since the mobilization. Twelve hours of waiting, watching, listening. And yet, the horizon remained undisturbed. No plumes of smoke. No monstrous howls carried by the wind. No thunderous footsteps signaling an approaching horde. To the ordinary citizens behind these walls, life carried on without change. But Garrick knew better.

The silence was a lie.

His gut told him that the real battle was still ahead. Somewhere beyond these walls, beyond the torch-lit roads that stretched into the wilderness, warriors fought to keep the encroaching darkness at bay. The fact that Dawnstead remained untouched only proved that they were holding the line—for now. But how long would that last?

He let out a slow breath, mist curling from his lips in the cold air. The waiting was the worst part. He was no stranger to war, to the chaos of battle, to the screams and steel and fire. But this? This silent uncertainty gnawed at him. It was like standing at the edge of a storm, watching the black clouds gather, knowing that when the first drop falls, it will come as a deluge.

Still, he would not move. He would not waver. The people needed to see him here, steadfast and unshaken. Fear was an infection—one that spread rapidly if left unchecked. But courage, too, was contagious. If he remained strong, others would as well.

Behind him, the sound of shifting wood and clinking metal filled the quiet night. A group of F-Rank adventurers—fresh-faced, inexperienced, but determined—gathered near the supply carts. Their gear was minimal—simple leather armor, basic swords, wooden shields—but their hands were steady as they secured their cargo. Barrels of fresh water were hoisted onto carts, bundles of rations tied with thick rope, stacks of bandages and vials of healing potions arranged carefully beside them. Their expressions were a mixture of determination and unease.

A young adventurer, barely more than a boy, adjusted the straps of his backpack. His eyes flicked toward the distant road that led to the dungeon. "Do you think they’ll be alright? The ones fighting out there?"

"They have to be," another murmured, gripping the edge of the cart tighter. "If they fall… then we’ll be the ones standing between the town and whatever comes next."

A knight overseeing the operation stepped forward, clad in armor that gleamed faintly under the moonlight. His voice was calm, steady. "Move out. Stay close together and watch the road. Make sure these supplies reach the frontlines safely."

A hush fell over the group as they exchanged nods, steeling themselves for the journey. Then, with a collective breath, they pushed forward. The carts groaned under the weight of their cargo, wheels creaking as they rolled over the dirt path. The flickering glow of their torches bobbed in the darkness, shrinking as they disappeared beyond the gates, swallowed by the unknown.

Garrick watched them go, silent. His hand clenched into a fist at his side. The night was still peaceful. But it was a fragile peace—one that could shatter at any moment.

Night had stretched on, and the landscape around the dungeon was blanketed in darkness. The cold air carried an unsettling stillness, the kind that made every breath feel like an intrusion. At the entrance to the dungeon, the silence was oppressive, as though the world itself held its breath. The battlefield, once alive with chaos, was now eerily quiet.

The ground, which had been churned by the violent clash of monsters and magic, was now littered with the bodies of the fallen. Goblins, kobolds, and armored bears lay in grotesque positions, their twisted forms a grim testament to the carnage that had unfolded. Blood pooled in the cracks of the stone, staining it a deep, dark crimson. A few flies buzzed lazily above the corpses, but the air was too cold for their comfort.

Belle stood at the front, her silver hair shimmering faintly in the torchlight, her figure silhouetted against the yawning mouth of the dungeon. She was still as a statue, her sharp eyes scanning the horizon, ever watchful, ever alert. The three knights stationed with her were equally tense, their gazes flicking from the bodies around them to the looming darkness ahead. No one spoke, for what was there to say? The battle was over, but the quiet felt wrong. It was too still, like the calm before a storm.

Belle’s gaze was fixed on the dungeon’s entrance, as if she could pierce the darkness beyond. Her senses were honed, her awareness stretching out into the night. The winds whispered faintly through the trees, and the rustling of leaves was the only sound to disturb the silence. Her mind was sharp, alert, searching for any sign of movement, any subtle shift in the air that would indicate the next wave. But there was nothing. Just an oppressive quiet that settled over everything.

One of the knights, unable to stand the silence any longer, shifted his weight uneasily. His armor creaked as he glanced nervously at Belle. "Do you think it’s over?" he asked, his voice a low murmur that seemed too loud in the stillness.

Belle didn’t answer immediately. She narrowed her eyes and lifted her chin slightly, as though testing the air. Her senses were stretched taut, her skin prickling with the awareness of something just beyond her reach. The feeling was subtle, almost imperceptible, but it was there—a presence that lurked beyond the dungeon’s entrance, waiting.

"No," she finally replied, her voice a quiet murmur. "It’s not over. It’s just waiting."

Her words hung in the air, heavy with a sense of foreboding. She could feel it now, the pressure building just beyond the threshold. There was something stirring inside the dungeon, something more dangerous than what had already emerged. She knew it in her bones, in the pit of her stomach. The monsters were not gone—they were gathering, waiting for the right moment to strike again.

Then, just as the tension seemed to reach its peak, a flicker of light caught Belle’s attention.

At first, it was barely noticeable—a glimmer far on the horizon. Then another, and another. Slowly, the flickers grew into a procession of lights, advancing through the darkened wilderness. The glow of torches, like flames dancing in the night, illuminated the figures moving forward. Belle’s sharp eyes picked them out—knights, adventurers, all marching with purpose. And at the head of the column, Roderic strode, his armor gleaming in the torchlight, a figure of unwavering determination.

The Dungeon Suppression Squad had arrived.

As they neared, their march slowed, the rhythmic clanking of their armor becoming softer, more deliberate. The light from their torches stretched long across the battlefield, casting ominous shadows over the dead bodies scattered across the stone. The knights and adventurers, each one grim-faced and steely-eyed, stopped in their tracks as they took in the sight before them.

The bodies of the slain monsters, a once fearsome army, now lay motionless and broken.

Gasps of disbelief echoed from the ranks as they surveyed the scene. The scale of the carnage was staggering. Hundreds of monsters, killed with brutal precision. Some had been torn apart, others crushed with a force that seemed impossible. The brutal efficiency of the destruction left no room for doubt—it had been the work of one person.

"By the gods…" one of the knights muttered, his voice tinged with awe and disbelief.

"This… this was all her?" another adventurer asked, his tone barely a whisper.

Roderic, leading his squad, was silent for a long moment as his gaze swept over the battlefield. His eyes narrowed as he took in the gruesome scene—goblins with their skulls caved in, kobolds with their bodies split wide open, and armored bears that looked as if they had been struck by something far beyond human strength. His gaze shifted, falling on the solitary figure standing at the front of it all.

Belle.

She stood unmoved, her posture unshaken. The torchlight flickered across her silver hair, and her eyes, like cold steel, never wavered from the dark mouth of the dungeon.

Roderic exhaled sharply, his breath visible in the cold night air. His mind raced as he approached, his footsteps measured but quick. As he drew closer, he could see her—unharmed, untouched by the battle that had left such devastation in its wake. She had stood alone, fought alone, and yet, there was no sign of weariness, no signs of struggle. She was a force unto herself.

"You held this place alone?" Roderic asked, his voice steady but tinged with a note of astonishment. The words seemed to hang in the air, almost disbelieving.

Belle’s gaze didn’t shift from the dungeon. "The second wave is over," she said softly, her voice calm, almost detached. "But it’s not finished."

Her words sent a chill through the group. Roderic’s eyes flicked toward the dungeon entrance, his senses sharpening. The air felt heavier now, charged with an unseen presence. The silence that had once been oppressive now seemed to mock them, as if daring them to make a move.

He turned back to his squad, his expression hardening. "Secure the perimeter. Reinforce our position. This isn’t over yet."

The men snapped into action, moving quickly to set up defensive measures and fortify their position around the dungeon. Torches were placed strategically, casting long shadows across the battlefield as the squad worked in silence, preparing for whatever came next.

Belle remained where she stood, her body taut with anticipation. She clenched her fists, feeling the familiar hum of energy coursing through her veins. 

A familiar voice broke through the heavy air, laced with teasing confidence. “I see you put up a great show to welcome us.”

Belle’s lips curved into a sly smile as she turned to face the source of the interruption. She couldn’t help but feel a little lighter, the tension easing, even if only for a moment. Kai strode into view, rolling his shoulders after the long march, his eyes scanning the battlefield with mild amusement.

“Well, look who finally made it,” Belle said, her silver eyes gleaming mischievously. “How was the walk? Did you enjoy the scenery?”

Kai exhaled sharply, casting her a deadpan look. “If by ‘scenery’ you mean trudging through uneven terrain with a bunch of knights breathing down my neck, then yeah, it was absolutely delightful.”

Belle chuckled, stepping closer to him. “You know, if you’d let me piggyback you, we could’ve made it here faster.”

Kai shot her an incredulous look. “Absolutely not. I’d rather fight an entire army of ogres than be carried like some kid.”

Belle smirked. “Aww, are you saying you would have preferred the princess-style?”

“I’m not sure if I regret coming here or if I should have just joined the Perimeter Defense Squad,” Kai muttered, his eye twitching as he rubbed the back of his neck.

Belle laughed in amusement, the sound light and carefree, a brief moment of levity amid the grim surroundings.

Some of the knights overheard their banter and couldn’t help but chuckle quietly, the sound easing some of the weight that had settled over them. Even Roderic allowed himself the briefest of smirks before his usual stern composure returned.

But it didn’t last long.

“Enough chatter,” Roderic said, his voice cold and authoritative, cutting through the tense air. He shifted his gaze to the three knights who had fought alongside Belle, each of them bearing visible signs of exhaustion and wariness from the recent battle. “Report. What did you witness?”

The knights exchanged brief, unspoken glances before one of them stepped forward. His boots crunched against the uneven earth as he cleared his throat, his hand nervously adjusting the hilt of his sword. “Sir, the second wave was relentless. Goblins, kobolds, armored bears, and an ogre. Their numbers were overwhelming at first, but Lady Belle—” He hesitated, his voice faltering under the weight of what he had witnessed.

“Just Belle is fine,” Belle interjected smoothly, her voice casual but with an undeniable authority that brooked no argument. She didn’t turn her head, but the knight caught the glimmer of silver in her eyes as she spoke.

The knight paused, his eyes briefly darting to Belle before nodding with a touch of uncertainty. “Belle held the line alone. We watched, unable to intervene. She moved through them like a storm—her strikes were swift, precise. Her physical prowess was… extraordinary. She didn’t rely on magic at first, using only her bare hands to carve through the enemy. It wasn’t until we were wounded and the monsters began closing in on us that she unleashed her fire magic.” The knight’s voice faltered slightly, recalling the sheer devastation that followed. “The monsters—”

“Incinerated,” another knight added in a near-whisper. “It was like watching a wildfire sweep through a field. The flames didn’t just scorch the monsters. They consumed them entirely.”

Roderic’s gaze narrowed as he turned his full attention to Belle, processing the information in silence. The moonlight illuminated the faint shimmer of her silver hair, her posture unshaken even as the weight of the knights’ words hung in the air. “You did this… alone?”

Belle shrugged, her expression unreadable. “It wasn’t much. They were slow and disorganized.” She shifted slightly, running a hand through her hair as though it were the most casual thing in the world. “The magic came later, once I saw the wounded knights were in danger.”

Roderic absorbed the report carefully. His eyes flicked from Belle to the dungeon’s ominous entrance, the shadows stretching out like the jaws of some great beast waiting to devour them. His brow furrowed as the weight of the situation settled deeper. “You mentioned earlier that no miasma-corrupted monsters have emerged yet?”

Belle nodded slowly, her silver eyes reflecting the faint light of the torches. “Not yet. But when they do, the battlefield will change. It won’t be just about brute force anymore. The miasma will twist the monsters, making them stronger, harder to predict. The situation will become far deadlier.” Her voice held a note of finality, the quiet warning carrying more weight than any of the knights had anticipated.

Roderic exhaled sharply, rubbing his jaw as he processed her words. His gaze flickered over the dungeon’s entrance once more, as though trying to decipher what lay beyond. He knew the danger of miasma-corrupted creatures—their unpredictability, their overwhelming strength. They were a far greater threat than any normal monster. Yet, the squad had no choice but to proceed.

End of Chapter 53

            


Chapter 54: The Two-Man Squad


                “We still don’t know enough about this dungeon,” Roderic murmured, his voice contemplative. “How many floors does it have? What kinds of monsters lurk inside? How deep does the corruption run?” He glanced around at the gathered warriors, their faces grim. “We can’t go in blind.”

He paused, looking each knight in the eye as his tone shifted. “Here’s the plan: We’ll split into two teams. One team will enter the dungeon and locate the root of the dungeon break—most likely the dungeon core. Destroying it should stop the outbreak at its source. The second team will remain stationed outside. If more monsters pour out, your job will be to hold the line and eliminate as many as possible.”

Roderic’s gaze hardened, his voice lowering with intensity. “If the monsters break through and escape your designated perimeter, do not pursue. We cannot afford to spread ourselves too thin. The Perimeter Defense Squad near the town will handle any that slip past us. Our priority is to contain this disaster at its source.”

The tension was palpable. The responsibility hanging on their shoulders was immense, but there was no room for hesitation. Not now.

Belle, her arms folded across her chest, let the silence stretch for a moment as her thoughts churned. Her mind already worked through the logistics, analyzing the possibilities. She had seen the battlefield, felt the weight of the unknowns ahead. Every second mattered.

After a beat, she stepped forward, her silver eyes focused and unwavering as she addressed Roderic directly. Her voice, calm and precise, sliced through the rising tension. “I can give us a head start on gathering intel.”

Roderic raised an eyebrow, his interest piqued. “How?”

Belle’s expression softened slightly, the briefest of smiles tugging at the corner of her lips. “I have a way to map out the dungeon's layout, its energy flow. I’ll pinpoint where the core is and give us a clearer idea of what we’re dealing with.”

Roderic didn’t question her. “Then do it.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Belle closed her eyes, her body going still. The only sound was the crackle of the nearby torches and the wind stirring through the trees. As she exhaled deeply, a soft hum began to emanate from her, barely perceptible at first. But then, it grew, rippling through the air around her like a wave of energy, expanding outward from her body in invisible tendrils.

The world around her shifted.

Her senses stretched far beyond the physical, as though the dungeon itself unfolded in her mind. She could feel the subtle pulse of the mana that flowed through the dungeon’s walls, each thread of energy binding the structure together. The labyrinthine corridors, the hidden chambers, the creatures lurking in the shadows—all of it lay open to her.

Her brow furrowed slightly as she focused, following the faint currents of energy deeper into the dungeon. She felt the surge of power from below—the twelfth floor, where the flow of mana grew concentrated, like a swelling tide, pulling everything toward it. She knew what that meant.

Her eyes snapped open, her voice steady and assured as she spoke the words that sent a ripple of shock through the assembled knights.

“The dungeon has twelve floors,” she said, the weight of her statement settling over them like a heavy stone.

A murmur passed through the group, each knight reacting with a mixture of disbelief and concern. Twelve floors. That meant a deeper, more complex dungeon than anyone had anticipated. The stakes had just grown higher.

“There’s a heavy concentration of mana on the twelfth floor,” Belle continued, her tone unwavering. “That’s where the dungeon core probably is.”

Roderic’s expression shifted, his usual stoicism giving way to a harder edge as the implications of Belle’s report took hold. His eyes narrowed, and he turned toward his squad, his voice sharp and commanding. “Then that’s where we’re going.”

There was no hesitation now. No second-guessing. The dungeon’s core was their objective. They would face whatever awaited them in the depths, but there was no turning back.

Belle stood at the center of the group, her silver eyes reflecting the dim glow of the firelight as she gazed at the entrance to the dungeon. The haunting presence of the miasma-tinged monstrosities lurking within the dark depths gnawed at the edges of her thoughts. The weight of the upcoming mission bore down on her, but she wasn’t one to flinch in the face of danger. She wasn’t afraid. She’d seen beforehand how dangerous miasma corrupted beasts were during her stay in the Forbidden Forest.

As the others discussed their plans, Belle’s mind worked quickly, calculating every risk, every possible outcome. The dungeon was a volatile unknown, and they had very little information to go on. The creatures inside were corrupted by the miasma—twisted versions of their former selves. They were unpredictable, dangerous, and made more so by the very atmosphere they thrived in.

“I think we should send only Kai and me into the dungeon,” Belle suggested, her voice calm but firm, cutting through the air like a blade.

The words dropped into the tense silence like a stone into a still pond. The knights paused, turning their heads in her direction. Roderic, standing at the front of the group, narrowed his eyes as he processed what she had just said. The surprise was evident in his expression, though he quickly masked it with a guarded frown.

“What do you mean?” He asked, his voice level but tinged with a note of confusion. “The plan was to send a third of the suppression squad in to deal with the dungeon’s core. You’re suggesting we reduce that to just the two of you?”

Belle’s gaze didn’t falter. “Yes. The more people we send in, the more risks we’re exposing ourselves to. This dungeon—this mission—is unlike any we’ve faced before. The miasma-corrupted monsters are not only physically formidable but can distort the very environment itself. If we send in a larger group, we risk spreading ourselves too thin, and with the monsters’ unpredictable nature, we’ll have a higher chance of casualties. It’s better to keep the team small and focused.”

Roderic’s eyes flickered to the knights around him, each of them waiting for his response. The weight of Belle’s suggestion hung heavy in the air, and the rustling of the wind did nothing to ease the tension. He’d always prided himself on being a strategist, but this—this was something different. His instincts told him that Belle’s proposal was risky, but there was something in the calmness of her voice, in the conviction behind her words, that gave him pause.

“You’re asking me to trust that you and Kai can handle this alone,” Roderic said slowly, his gaze fixed on Belle. “You want me to risk the entire mission—without backup. That’s a dangerous gambit. We’re talking about a dungeon filled with creatures that could tear apart even the best of us. The miasma is a threat we barely understand. What if you’re overwhelmed? What if you can’t reach the core in time?”

Belle didn’t flinch. Her silver eyes remained steady, unwavering. She had anticipated these concerns, and had already weighed them in her mind. “I know the risks,” she replied softly, but there was an edge of steel in her tone. “But I’ve fought alongside Kai before. He’s more than capable. We can handle it. If we take a larger group in, we’ll be dealing with more than just the dungeon. We’ll have to watch out for each other, manage different people’s safety, and deal with the ever-shifting dangers of the miasma. The less we have to worry about, the more focused we can be. This is a surgical strike. In and out.”

Roderic’s gaze softened slightly as he glanced toward Kai, who stood leaning against a nearby tree, his usual carefree posture hiding the seriousness in his eyes. Kai had proved himself in battle more than once, and Roderic knew that Belle’s words weren’t just idle boasting. Still, the idea of sending just two people into the heart of the unknown, with no backup, unsettled him. His thoughts raced through the possibilities, each one more dangerous than the last.

“You’re putting a lot of trust in Kai,” Roderic said, his voice quieter now. He shifted his weight, taking a step closer to Belle, his expression less guarded. “I’ve seen his swordsmanship. The way he wields fire magic with such precision—it’s impressive, no doubt. But this is different. This isn’t just a fight. This is navigating an unstable environment. One misstep, one wrong move, and you could both be overwhelmed.”

“I understand that,” Belle replied, her tone still calm but now touched with a firmness that only those who truly knew her could detect. “But we can do this. Kai and I are a team. We’ve faced worse before. If there’s anyone I’d want beside me in a fight like this, it’s him.”

Roderic’s gaze shifted from Belle to Kai once more. The young man’s carefree demeanor hadn’t changed, but there was a glimmer of resolve behind his relaxed posture. Roderic had seen Kai fight. He had seen the way the swordsman’s eyes lit up in battle, the way he pushed forward even when everything around him seemed to be falling apart. Roderic’s instincts told him that they were more than capable—together, they could pull off what the rest of the knights might not.

“You’re sure about this?” Roderic asked, his voice low but steady. The question hung in the air, heavy with the weight of the decision he was about to make.

Belle’s response came quickly, without hesitation. “I am. We’ll reach the core. And we’ll destroy it. You’ll have my word.”

The air between them grew thick with the unspoken understanding that this plan—though risky—was their best shot. Roderic took a deep breath, his hand tightening briefly around the hilt of his greatsword. He knew what it meant to trust someone with a mission like this. It was a responsibility that could weigh heavily on any leader. But Belle’s conviction, her unwavering trust in Kai, and her sharp instincts convinced him to take the risk.

“You’re right,” Roderic said, exhaling slowly. “The fewer people in the dungeon, the fewer complications. We’ll focus on holding the perimeter while you and Kai handle the core. If anything goes wrong… we’ll be ready.”

Belle gave a small nod, her expression resolute. “We’ll keep you updated. And if anything changes, you’ll be the first to know.”

The weight of the plan settled over them, but there was no turning back now. Roderic motioned for the knights to prepare. The plan was set in motion, and the two of them—Belle and Kai—were about to step into the heart of the unknown.

Kai, who had been quietly listening to the exchange, pushed himself off the tree with a grin. “Come on, Captain. You should’ve heard about what we’ve done before. You can count on us.”

Roderic gave a reluctant but approving nod, his lips twitching in a barely-there smile. “I trust you both. Just… don’t make me regret it.”

With that, the camp buzzed with the preparations for the mission ahead, the air filled with a sense of anticipation and finality. 

Roderic’s eyes swept over the group one last time, his gaze lingering on each of his knights and adventurers, each face hardened with resolve. He could feel the weight of the moment pressing in on him. The air was heavy with the promise of violence, the ground beneath them vibrating with the restless energy of the unseen horrors lurking inside the dungeon.

He drew in a sharp breath, his hand tightening around the hilt of his greatsword, before his voice rang out, steady and commanding, but laced with a hint of the responsibility he carried. “Alright, everyone. You know your roles. Stay sharp, stay focused. We hold the line here, and we make sure those monsters don’t slip past us. The fate of this mission—and perhaps the town—depends on it.”

His words hung in the air, the gravity of the task settling over them like a heavy cloak. The knights and adventurers, stoic and battle-hardened, exchanged quick, knowing glances before falling into their assigned positions. The sounds of swords being unsheathed, the clink of armor settling into place, and the shuffle of feet as they took their places along the perimeter filled the tense silence. Everyone was preparing for the worst, knowing that the creatures inside the dungeon were not like anything they had faced before. 

Roderic’s focus shifted, and he turned to the two that would be heading into the belly of the beast—the ones who would be facing the dungeon’s core. His eyes softened just slightly as he looked at Belle and Kai, standing side by side, their expressions unreadable but determined. He could sense the weight of their responsibility, the knowledge that their mission would determine the fate of everyone involved. They were no strangers to danger, but this was different. This was uncharted territory.

Belle’s silver eyes met his, calm but resolute. She had an air about her—something unwavering, something that told Roderic that she had already made peace with the risks. She wasn’t a reckless adventurer seeking glory. She was a protector, someone who understood what it meant to stand between the chaos and the people who depended on them. There was no hesitation in her posture, ready for whatever lay ahead.

Roderic’s voice broke the silence, softer this time, as he addressed the two. “I’m entrusting this mission to you both. I know what you’re capable of. Just... be careful. This isn’t going to be easy. The dungeon is unlike anything we’ve faced before.”

Belle nodded solemnly. Her voice was quiet but unwavering as she replied, “We’ll make it through.”

Kai flashed a smirk, the fire in his eyes never wavering. “Don’t worry about us, Captain. We’ve got this.” He clapped Belle on the back, his usual cocky grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, but there was no masking the seriousness in his tone. “You’ll be the first to know if we need backup.”

Roderic met his gaze, a faint flicker of gratitude crossing his face before it hardened again with resolve. “I hope you’re right, Kai. Both of you, come back alive.”

With that, Belle and Kai turned toward the dark entrance of the dungeon, their backs straight and their steps synchronized. The atmosphere around them seemed to thrum with energy, the air crackling with a sense of impending doom. But neither of them hesitated. They had faced countless dangers together before, but this—this felt different. There was an unspoken understanding between them as they made their way to the entrance, each step bringing them closer to the unknown, each breath taken with careful determination.

The silence stretched, broken only by the rustling of the leaves in the wind and the distant, eerie sounds echoing from within the dungeon. Belle’s heart beat steadily in her chest, her silver eyes scanning the dark mouth of the dungeon that loomed before them. The flickering light from the torches lining the entrance cast long shadows on the ground, creating a strange sense of disquiet, as if the very dungeon itself was alive, waiting.

Belle’s voice was barely above a whisper as she spoke to Kai, her words steady and calm. “You ready?”

Kai’s smirk widened, and he pushed off from the wall, his eyes burning with that familiar spark. “Always. Let’s finish this. And thanks for trusting me.”

The two of them exchanged one last glance, a silent affirmation of the bond they shared—a bond that had been forged through battles. And as they stepped forward into the depths of the dungeon, the heavy weight of what lay ahead settled over them, but it didn’t stop them. They had a mission, and they were determined to see it through.

End of Chapter 54

            


Chapter 55: Rematch


                The moment Belle and Kai stepped inside the dungeon, a suffocating wave of miasma washed over them, thick and cloying like an unseen force pressing down on their shoulders. The stifling darkness of the cavern was broken only by the faint glow of eerie red eyes reflecting from the jagged stone walls. The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth, decay, and something more ominous—something unnatural.

Then, the ground trembled.

A monstrous horde stood before them, their grotesque forms shifting in the dim light. Twisted beasts of all shapes and sizes—fanged wolves with matted fur, reptilian creatures with razor-sharp claws, grotesque humanoids with deformed limbs—all of them crowding the entrance, snarling, hissing, and ready to break free from the dungeon’s confines. 

Their hunger was palpable, their claws digging into the ground as they tensed, waiting to strike.

Kai clicked his tongue. “Tch. Looks like they were just about to spill out into the open.”

Belle smirked, unshaken by the overwhelming number of enemies before them. “It’s good that they waited for us to come in.”

With a slow, deliberate motion, she raised her hand. Heat surged around her, and in an instant, a roaring inferno erupted from her fingertips. The flames swirled like a living beast, twisting and expanding in a deadly arc that engulfed the entire front line of the horde. 

The wave of fire roared through the cavern, consuming everything in its path. The monstrous shrieks of agony filled the dungeon as the creatures were instantly reduced to ash, their forms disintegrating before they could even take a step forward.

The entire wave of monsters was annihilated in an instant.

Only a few remained—those too large to be completely incinerated. 

Armored boars, their thick hide blackened and smoldering, stumbled forward, their charred tusks scraping against the stone floor. Massive ogres, their grotesque skin seared and peeling, let out guttural roars of pain, barely able to remain standing.

Kai didn’t let the opportunity slip past him.

In one swift motion, he drew his katana, the blade humming with latent energy. With a flick of his wrist, flames ignited along the steel, coating it in brilliant orange fire. 

His eyes sharpened, and in the next heartbeat, he dashed forward, his figure blurring with speed.

The first armored boar barely had time to react before Kai was upon it. His katana carved clean through its burned hide, slicing through flesh and bone with precision. The beast let out a strangled cry before collapsing in a heap.

Without missing a beat, Kai pivoted on his heel, bringing his blade around in a wide arc. The fire-infused strike met the nearest ogre’s midsection, cutting through its already weakened flesh. 

The creature howled, staggering backward before Kai delivered the finishing blow, a vertical slash splitting its chest open. The flames engulfed the wound, ensuring no regeneration would occur.

The last remaining monsters, already on their last legs, collapsed under the force of his final strike. 

The first floor was cleared in mere moments.

Kai exhaled, flicking the blood and ash off his blade before sheathing it with a satisfied smirk. “Not bad for a warm-up.”

Belle, already turning toward the deeper depths of the dungeon, glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t get comfortable. We’re not here to clear floors one by one.”

Kai quirked a brow. “Oh?”

Belle’s silver eyes gleamed in the dim light. “We’re running straight to the twelfth floor.”

Kai blinked, then let out a short laugh. “You’re serious?”

“Stopping to fight every wave is pointless. The dungeon will keep regenerating monsters as fast as we cut them down. Our goal is the core. If anything escapes, I trust the Dungeon Suppression Squad and the Perimeter Defense Squad to handle it.”

Kai stretched his arms, rolling his shoulders as he took a few jogging steps forward. “Fine by me. Let’s get moving, then.”

Without wasting another second, they bolted toward the stone staircase leading down to the next level. 

The air around them thickened, the presence of the dungeon growing more oppressive the deeper they ventured. Shadows danced along the walls, shifting unnaturally as though watching their every movement.

The moment Belle and Kai set foot on the second floor, the dungeon itself seemed to react to their presence. The thick miasma pulsed around them, distorting the air like a living entity whispering in the darkness. 

Then, the monsters surged forward.

The ground quaked beneath the stampede of grotesque creatures—warped beasts with glowing red eyes, their bodies twisted by the dungeon’s influence. 

Skeletal hounds with blackened fangs lunged from the shadows, their movements unnatural and jerky. Winged abominations circled above, their leathery wings slicing through the air, screeching hungrily.

Belle didn’t hesitate. With a flick of her wrist, she summoned a wall of fire that roared to life, a blazing inferno that stretched across the corridor like a burning curtain. 

The shrieks of the lesser monsters filled the chamber as they were swallowed by the flames, their charred remains collapsing into ash.

Kai darted forward, his katana gleaming in the fire’s glow. He moved like a shadow, cutting down anything that managed to slip past the inferno. 

A lizard-like beast lunged at him, jaws snapping, but Kai twisted mid-air, bringing his blade down in a perfect arc. The creature’s body split apart before it even realized it was dead.

They advanced without stopping.

Belle switched tactics as the next wave rushed in. 

Raising her left hand, sparks crackled at her fingertips, arcs of electricity coiling around her arm like living serpents. She thrust her palm forward, and in an instant, a jagged bolt of lightning erupted, cutting through the swarm ahead. The sheer voltage sent the creatures convulsing violently, their smoking bodies collapsing in twitching heaps.

Kai let out a low whistle as he cleaved through another beast. “You are not holding back, huh?”

Belle didn’t reply. Her gaze was already locked onto the next cluster of enemies forming in the distance. 

Another surge of flames roared to life. Then, another burst of lightning. 

Fire, then thunder. 

A relentless cycle of destruction as they carved through the dungeon’s defenses with ruthless precision.

The monsters barely had time to react. They were too fast. Too deadly.

Floor after floor, they tore through the opposition, their pace never faltering. The deeper they went, the more grotesque the creatures became. Limbs grew in unnatural places, eyes bulged and multiplied, and bodies stretched beyond their natural limits as if the dungeon itself were mutating its creations in real-time to stop them.

The experience was different from their last visit to the dungeon when they were sent by the guild to rescue Trinity Blade.

Yet, it was futile.

Belle’s silver eyes burned with determination as she pressed forward. The oppressive force that would have slowed others to a crawl barely registered to her. Her fire magic flared with even greater intensity, the heat warping the air as she incinerated wave after wave of enemies.

Kai, despite the growing resistance, remained undeterred. His footwork was flawless, his strikes precise. With each floor they cleared, his movements grew sharper, his katana slicing through enemies with effortless grace. 

He adjusted to the increasing difficulty with ease, never missing an opportunity to cut down anything that survived Belle’s initial attacks.

They were a force of nature—unstoppable, unrelenting.

The dungeon itself seemed to recognize their power. The walls trembled, the air hummed with an unnatural energy, as if the very structure of the labyrinth was growing desperate.

Then, at last, they reached Floor Seven. 

The shift in scenery was immediate and jarring. 

Instead of the damp, stone-walled corridors they had been traversing, they now stood in an open wasteland. 

The air was thick with dust, the ground cracked and barren. Jagged rock formations jutted out in random directions, stretching endlessly in all directions. A crimson sky loomed overhead, devoid of a sun or moon, yet still casting an eerie, unnatural glow.

Kai let out a low whistle. “Well, that’s new.”

Belle’s brows furrowed as she observed their surroundings. “This… doesn’t feel like it belongs inside a dungeon.”

Kai nodded. “Make sense. Each dungeon floor exists in its own isolated dimension. Some are simple tunnels, others… well, this.” 

He gestured to the vast wasteland before them. “There’s no telling how big this place is, but one thing’s certain—we need to find the staircase before the dungeon decides to throw something nasty at us.”

As if on cue, the ground rumbled beneath them.

A low, guttural growl echoed across the wasteland. 

Then another. And another.

From the horizon, massive silhouettes began to take shape, emerging from the thick, swirling miasma like wraiths. 

The hulking forms of minotaurs, but twisted beyond recognition. Their once-mighty frames were now bloated with corruption, black veins of miasma pulsing across their exposed muscles. Their horns had grown jagged and asymmetrical, their eyes glowing an eerie, unnatural red.

Then, they moved. 

The ground cracked under their monstrous weight as they charged, their hooves pounding against the barren earth like war drums. Their massive axes gleamed with a malevolent energy, their distorted roars shaking the very air.

Belle and Kai barely had time to react before the first one reached them.

Kai leapt back just in time as a corrupted minotaur brought its axe down, the sheer force splitting the ground where he had just been standing. The impact sent a shockwave through the area, dust and debris erupting into the air.

Belle’s flames erupted once more, but the moment the fire touched their bodies, the miasma surrounding them reacted violently, snuffing out the blaze before it could fully consume them. 

These weren’t ordinary monsters. The dungeon had adapted.

Kai clicked his tongue. “Figures.”

Belle’s gaze hardened. “Then we adapt, too.”

Electricity crackled at her fingertips as she thrust her palm forward. A massive bolt of lightning shot toward the nearest minotaur, but just as it struck, the beast let out a deafening roar. The miasma around it surged, dispersing the lightning’s force, causing it to barely flinch.

Kai exhaled sharply, gripping his katana. “Guess we’re doing this the hard way.”

The minotaurs charged again.

Kai met them head-on, his blade a blur as he weaved between their monstrous forms. Every strike was precise, aiming for their weak points, exploiting the smallest gaps in their armor. 

But these creatures were unlike anything they had fought before. Even when wounded, they pressed forward, their corrupted bodies refusing to succumb so easily.

Belle, shifting tactics, raised both hands, channeling her magic into something more concentrated. Sparks erupted around her as she drew the energy inward, refining it into something far more potent.

Then, she unleashed it.

A piercing lance of white-hot plasma erupted from her hands, slicing through the battlefield like divine judgment. 

The air itself screeched as the energy tore through the first minotaur, then the second, the intense heat bypassing their miasma defenses entirely. Their bodies convulsed, then crumbled into charred remains.

Kai wasted no time. With a final, flaming arc of his katana, he severed the head of the last remaining minotaur, the corrupted beast collapsing with a heavy thud.

Silence.

Then, Belle exhaled. “We need to move.”

Kai nodded. “The dungeon’s only going to get worse from here.”

A cold wind howled across the vast, desolate expanse. Belle and Kai stood at the edge of the barren wasteland, the seventh floor of the dungeon stretching endlessly before them. 

Belle closed her eyes, activating Aura Sense. Her awareness expanded outward, scanning the wasteland in search of the staircase to the next floor. But what she sensed instead made her breath hitch.

A deep, guttural roar shattered the silence once more, followed by another—and another.

Then, the wasteland responded. 

The ground trembled as a pulse of miasma rippled outward, slithering through the land like a living force. The corrupted energy coiled and churned, pressing against them like an unseen weight, chilling the very air. 

Then they appeared.

From beyond the jagged rocks, hulking figures emerged, their monstrous forms bathed in the crimson glow of their own corrupted energy. 

More miasma-corrupted minotaurs.

Their glowing red eyes locked onto Belle and Kai, filled with something beyond simple rage—a predatory intelligence. They did not move mindlessly like beasts. 

They watched. Calculated. Assessed.

Then, one of them let out a thunderous bellow. The roar ripped through the wasteland like an explosion, shaking the very ground beneath them. Dust and debris kicked up as the miasma surged in response.

They charged.

Belle's muscles tensed. Time seemed to slow as she analyzed the incoming threats. 

Five in total. 

Their movements were coordinated, their heavy footfalls shaking the earth as they bore down on them like a stampede.

Too fast!

She barely managed to sidestep as the first minotaur’s axe cleaved down, missing her by mere centimeters. The impact sent a shockwave through the ground, shattering the cracked earth beneath her. Rock fragments exploded outward, forcing her to shield her face as she leaped back.

Kai was already airborne. His katana ignited in brilliant flames as he twisted midair, bringing his blade down in a perfect arc aimed at the minotaur’s exposed neck.

CLANG!

The minotaur blocked it.

With unnatural speed, it raised its massive, spiked forearm, intercepting the strike. Sparks erupted as metal met hardened bone plating, the sheer force sending a vibration up Kai’s arms. His momentum was shattered. 

Before he could react, a massive fist shot forward—faster than he could dodge.

BAM!

Kai was sent hurtling backward. His body crashed into the ground, skidding across the dirt before he managed to flip himself upright. He hissed in pain, shaking out his stinging hands.

"Tch," he muttered, rolling his shoulders. "They're faster. Stronger."

No time for rest.

The minotaurs closed in. Their bodies pulsed with miasma, the corruption feeding their monstrous strength. They moved with terrifying efficiency, their coordinated attacks forcing Belle and Kai onto the defensive.

Belle thrust her hands forward, flames roaring to life in her palms. A torrent of fire erupted, surging across the battlefield like a fiery tidal wave, swallowing three of the minotaurs whole.

But they didn’t burn.

The miasma cloaking their bodies pulsed, absorbing the fire, suppressing its effects. The flames crackled harmlessly against their skin, unable to consume them. Their eyes gleamed with something chilling. 

Belle’s breath hitched. "Again with that defense."

One of the minotaurs lunged. 

Belle barely managed to flick her wrist, and lightning crackled in response. A jagged streak of energy shot forward, colliding with the minotaur’s descending axe mid-swing. The electricity surged up the beast’s arm, forcing it to recoil momentarily.

A brief opening—but only a fraction of a second.

"Kai!"

Kai dashed forward, a blur of speed, his katana burning with blue-hot intensity. This time, he didn’t hold back.

A rapid flurry of slashes tore into the minotaur’s exposed side, flames igniting upon impact. Deep gashes carved through thick muscle, burning away the flesh beneath.

The minotaur roared, staggering from the onslaught—but it did not fall.

The others attacked. 

A second minotaur swung its massive arm like a club, aiming for Kai’s exposed side. He twisted at the last second, barely avoiding a fatal blow, but the sheer force of the wind pressure sent him tumbling.

The third went for Belle, its blood-red axe cleaving downward. She raised her arms instinctively, and her flaming chains shot out, wrapping around the beast’s wrist, stopping the attack just before impact.

But the minotaur yanked.

Belle gasped as she was pulled off her feet, her body slamming into the ground with bone-rattling force. Her vision blurred for a moment as pain flared through her back.

Damn it—!

The minotaur raised its foot, ready to crush her beneath its hoof.

Summoning every ounce of strength, Belle thrust her hands forward just as the beast’s foot descended. A pillar of flame erupted beneath it, blasting the minotaur back just in time for her to roll away.

Her breathing was ragged. This was bad. They were outmatched.

Kai recovered, wiping blood from his lip. "We need to end this. Fast."

Belle forced herself to her feet. The remaining minotaurs loomed before them. But they didn’t charge this time.

They were changing.

Their muscles swelled. The red glow in their eyes intensified. The air around them became heavier, charged with pure malice. 

The dungeon was responding. It wasn’t going to let them pass.

Belle clenched her fists. "The dungeon is fighting back."

Kai exhaled slowly, rolling his neck. "Guess we’ll have to break through anyway."

Belle summoned her flames once more—but this time, they didn’t simply burn. They twisted, coiled, and slithered like living serpents, forming into chains of fire that lashed outward, constraining two of the minotaurs.

"Kai!"

Kai closed his eyes, drawing in a slow breath. His katana pulsed, flames intensifying into something beyond fire—something white-hot, pure, lethal.

He vanished. 

For a single, breathless second, the world froze.

BOOM.

The minotaurs froze in place.

Belle barely had time to register what happened before their bodies split apart, precise, burning slashes cleaving through them with impossible sharpness. A beat later, their massive forms collapsed. Flames erupted from within, consuming them entirely.

Belle exhaled, staggering slightly as her chains dissipated. She turned toward the remaining minotaurs.

"Two down."

Kai smirked, adjusting his grip. "Who's next?"

But the final minotaurs did not attack. Their glowing eyes narrowed. Their bodies pulsed with something darker.

The final round had just begun.

End of Chapter 55

            


Chapter 56: The Lightning Assault


                The ashen winds howled across the barren expanse of Floor Seven, scattering the remains of shattered stone and scorched earth. 

This was not a battlefield. It was a graveyard in the making, and the storm was just beginning.

The corrupted minotaurs stood like titans, their bodies bulging with miasmic mutations, thick black veins pulsating beneath their rough, armored hides. Their jagged horns shimmered faintly with unnatural red light. Even as gaping wounds tore across their torsos from earlier skirmishes, the flesh beneath writhed—reknitting itself with dark regeneration.

They weren’t simply surviving. They were evolving. 

And yet, in the face of towering monstrosities, one girl stood at the heart of the storm.

Belle.

Her silver hair whipped violently in the storm-churned air, dancing in rhythm with the static that coiled around her like a living serpent. Her stance was calm and still, almost serene amidst the chaos.

With a slow inhale, she lifted her arms outward. Lightning crackled to life, threading down from the heavens like divine threads seeking a conductor. 

And they found one. 

Her. 

Torrents of energy surged through her veins. Her skin shimmered with arcs of silver and blue, patterns of crackling light crawling across her arms, etching runes of raw power into the air itself. The storm was no longer above her. It was her.

The very moment she clenched her fists, the ground beneath her erupted, splintering into a crater as a shockwave exploded outward. 

She vanished. Only a thunderclap remained. 

In the blink of an eye, she reappeared beneath the belly of one of the minotaurs. Her fist, wreathed in coiled lightning, arced upward.

BOOM.

Her punch connected like a thunderbolt crashing into the heart of a mountain. Sparks exploded from the impact point, ripping through the beast's hide in crackling waves. The electric current raced through its body, painting its muscles in jagged streaks of light.

But the beast didn’t stagger. It turned its head slowly toward her—those burning, soulless eyes narrowing. 

Not in agony. But in recognition. 

It moved. Its colossal arm descended like a falling monolith, trailing miasma and wind. 

Belle twisted, barely escaping the impact as the minotaur’s fist cratered the earth, hurling boulders and debris into the sky. The land screamed beneath its strength, cracks spiderwebbing through stone like fractured glass.

Belle landed softly, skidding back across the jagged terrain, lightning still crackling from her heels. She looked up through the haze of dust, her breathing sharp but steady.

“It absorbed that… without flinching huh.”

Kai’s voice drifted in from the sideline, calm but tense. “So much for overwhelming it in one go.”

But Belle wasn’t discouraged. 

Her eyes narrowed with resolve. If one hit wasn’t enough—she’d break the limit. Her aura flared anew. The air shimmered with electric distortion as she ramped the output. The lightning coiling around her arms thickened, growing more feral and erratic. Sparks arced between her legs and the ground, ionizing the very air she breathed.

The next movement was invisible. 

A second burst of sound tore through the field as she shot forward again. This time, she struck the minotaur from the flank, slamming a crackling uppercut into the side of its knee. A deep, jarring tremor rolled through its leg, and this time it reacted—a slow shift in balance, its foot skidding a centimeter across the dirt.

Belle didn’t wait. She was already behind it, twisting her hips and unleashing a spinning kick to its side—lightning whips trailing behind her leg like comet tails. 

Another thunderous crash. The minotaur reeled slightly, its massive form teetering. Not much. But enough.

Belle’s teeth clenched. 

Still not enough. 

Her fists ignited again, energy building faster now. Each strike feeding into the next like a feedback loop, the storm inside her reaching new heights. The voltage was becoming volatile, her skin glowing like a live wire.

She moved faster. Her third strike slammed straight into its gut. The minotaur lurched, muscles twitching beneath its thick hide. A strangled noise left its throat—not a roar, not a grunt. A sound of instinctual alarm.

It finally felt that.

Then came the counter. 

The beast bellowed, swinging with a massive, sweeping arm. Belle ducked, pivoting to avoid the crushing blow, lightning trailing behind her like a scarf of fury. 

She didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. The energy surging through her needed to be released, and this beast was going to take every volt of it.

In a split moment—she saw it. Between the overlapping strikes and surging power, the constant barrage had ruptured something deep in the creature’s core. A fissure in the miasmic layer—just beneath the ribs, where the unnatural healing struggled to keep up.

A weakness.

Belle’s heart pounded. Her vision narrowed. 

This was her moment. 

Her body lit up as she unleashed every ounce of power she had. Lightning spiraled upward around her like a cyclone, warping the air itself. Pebbles and dust lifted from the ground, caught in the updraft of her energy. The storm had found its eye.

She let out a cry—not of rage, but of resolve, and launched forward one final time. Her fists became twin comets, streaking with blinding blue-white light as they zeroed in on the exposed core. 

The impact shattered the silence. 

A massive shockwave exploded outward, throwing debris across the battlefield like shrapnel. 

Kai shielded his eyes as wind and light surged outward in a violent sphere. The minotaur’s body arched as the voltage coursed through it, the electricity short-circuiting its miasmic regeneration. Its limbs spasmed, the red glow in its eyes faltering.

Belle didn’t stop. With a final breath, she twisted her body and launched a lightning-infused uppercut directly into its jaw. The blow lifted the beast—its full weight launched into the air.

Time slowed. 

The minotaur's body twisted as it sailed backward in a wide arc, the trail of blue lightning still clinging to its chest like veins of judgment. Then—it crashed, hard enough to shake the plateau, stone erupting around it in a pillar of dust and fractured earth.

Silence. 

Then a twitch. One. Two. And finally nothing. 

The corrupted flesh hissed, miasma spilling from ruptured wounds. The creature gave one last shudder—and collapsed into ash, disintegrating into the dry wind like a forgotten shadow.

Belle landed on one knee, her body trembling slightly from the release. Small arcs of lightning still danced across her arms, vanishing slowly into the air. She stood tall, her silhouette outlined in the dying stormlight.

One down.

Her gaze turned to the remaining two minotaurs. They stood still, unnaturally so—watching. Their eyes burned brighter now, unnerving in their focus. The pulse of miasma around them began to shift, the energy condensing, warping their frames.

Belle’s jaw tightened. “They're… learning again.”

A new ripple of pressure spread across the battlefield, the miasmic tide growing deeper, darker, as if the dungeon itself was responding to the fall of one of its guardians.

Kai stepped forward at her side, his katana wreathed in flickering flame. “Guess that means they’re next.”

Belle didn’t take her eyes off the two evolving threats. Her voice was calm. “Then let’s not give them time to adapt.”

The wasteland quaked beneath their feet as the two surviving corrupted minotaurs roared to the heavens—an earth-shattering, primal scream that shook the very air. Their voices echoed through the twisted skies, vibrating with fury and unholy strength. 

Darkness surged in waves. The miasma thickened, congealing into violent, black tendrils that snaked across the battlefield like sentient smoke. It wrapped around the beasts, fusing with flesh and bone, distorting their forms into something even more monstrous.

They grew. Muscles bulged unnaturally. Their massive arms ballooned with sinew and dark energy. Spines burst through their backs in jagged, obsidian arcs. Their horns elongated into wicked, saw-edged blades, pulsing with molten crimson light. Their veins glowed with lava-like heat, as if their blood had turned to fire. 

The dungeon was no longer just empowering them. It was transforming them into avatars of destruction.

Belle stood still. Her silver hair whipped around her in the gusting wind. Her eyes glinted like polished steel, unblinking, unfazed. But inside, her mind calculated every movement, every breath.

The left minotaur slammed both fists into the cracked earth with enough force to rupture the terrain. The ground split apart in a radial pattern, massive chunks of stone exploding upward. A wave of corrupted energy rippled through the land, turning the very earth black with decay.

The right one charged forward. But this time, it was no mere bull rush. Its entire body ignited—black fire surging from its limbs, horns, and back like a wildfire fueled by hatred. The very air shimmered around it, heat distorting the light into chaotic warps as it barreled toward them like a volcanic eruption on legs.

Kai clicked his tongue, lowering into a stance. His katana flared with heat, the blade engulfed in a roaring flame that crackled with anticipation.

“Well… that’s new.”

Belle didn’t answer. She vanished. 

A thunderous boom rang out as the earth shattered beneath her. In an instant, she was mid-air—lightning spiraling around her like a divine halo. Each step she took on the broken terrain left behind glowing scorch marks and spirals of static discharge.

The minotaur’s eyes widened. But it didn’t stop. It swung. The incoming fist was like a meteor, a wall of muscle and molten fire aimed to obliterate everything in its path.

Belle twisted, tucking in her limbs mid-air and spinning past the blow with barely a hair’s breadth to spare. Even so, the sheer force of the swing displaced the wind around her, buffeting her with shockwaves that sent a tremor through her bones. 

Too close.

Before she could recover, the second minotaur descended like a guillotine from above, both hooves crashing down toward her position. 

Belle launched herself backward with a pulse of electricity, flipping mid-air as the impact obliterated the ground where she’d just stood. Debris shot skyward in a burst of molten rock and corruption, filling the air with burning ash and stone shrapnel.

And then it charged again. The fire-juggernaut roared as it closed the distance, its horns lowering—flames trailing behind it like a comet of destruction.

Belle’s body tensed. Lightning detonated from her limbs as she propelled herself forward, fists glowing like stars being born. 

Their collision lit up the sky. Her punch met its armored chest with a resounding crack—only for the beast’s flaming fist to crash into her side in the same heartbeat.

BOOM.

A cataclysmic shockwave tore through the battlefield. Belle was launched like a comet, skimming across the ground, carving trenches in the stone until she finally caught herself mid-slide, slamming her palm into the earth and using her lightning to brake.

Smoke curled from her limbs. Her skin was scorched. Blood trickled from the edge of her lip. She winced. That one hurt. But the minotaur? 

It was still standing… barely. Its chest was glowing with chaotic lightning. The delayed reaction from Belle’s initial strike now surged through its insides, paralyzing its limbs mid-roar. Electricity spiderwebbed across its torso, locking its massive arms in place.

Belle narrowed her eyes and moved again. She became a streak of silver and light—blinding, fast and deadly. She appeared above the beast in less than a blink.

THUNDERCLAP.

Her fists crashed down like judgment, her entire body channeling the storm. Blow after blow rained down, each one timed perfectly, each one cracking the beast’s miasmic armor further.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

The last strike came from below. A crackling knee drove straight into its core. The force of it imploded the minotaur’s ribcage—lightning exploding out the back in a violent spear of divine energy.

Its roar died mid-throat. Its body fractured. Miasma bled from every crevice like black fire. In the next breath, it exploded into ash and shards of corrupted energy. 

Belle dropped to one knee, breathing hard, her skin steaming from the effort.

One left.

The moment she turned—CRACK!

The final minotaur's hoof came crashing down like a meteor. 

A direct hit. 

The ground collapsed. A plume of debris and fire erupted from the impact zone, engulfing her.

“BELLE!”

Kai’s shout echoed, rage boiling to the surface. His blade ignited into an inferno, the heat distorting reality itself. He stepped forward and vanished. 

A sonic boom followed. 

When he reappeared, he was above the minotaur, katana poised behind his back. Flames curled around the blade in a spiral vortex, forming the shape of a coiled dragon.

His eyes glinted like burning coals.

“Crimson Fang—Severing Sky.”

He struck. The air screamed as the blade cut through space itself. A flaming arc, brilliant and curved like a crescent moon, exploded across the battlefield.

SLAAASH.

The minotaur’s arm went flying, trailing fire and gore. It howled in pain, staggering. 

Just as the earth beneath it erupted.

BOOM!

A blinding streak of lightning shot upward. 

Belle. 

Her body was encased in radiant energy, her silver hair whipping violently around her as she shot out of the crater like a cannon. Her silver eyes glowing faintly in ethereal blue. Her palm struck the beast’s face.

A whisper, calm and absolute: “Discharge.”

The world turned white. Lightning obliterated everything in its path. A bolt of divine fury exploded outward in a sphere of annihilation, engulfing the minotaur, the battlefield, the skies themselves. The blast radius stretched for miles—scorching the land into glass.

When the light finally faded… There was only silence. 

No more footsteps. No more roars. Only scorched stone, flickering flames, and rising smoke.

Kai landed beside her, katana resting across his shoulders. He glanced at the battlefield, then smirked. 

“That…” he muttered, “was epic as hell.”

Belle stood, lightning still dancing around her fingertips. Her body ached. Her skin was marked with bruises, burns, and cuts. 

But the dungeon was not finished with them yet.

End of Chapter 56

            


Chapter 57: The Onslaught Begins


                The battlefield still burned. 

Cinders drifted lazily through the air like dying fireflies, weaving between coils of lingering smoke that curled across the cracked wasteland. The scorched earth pulsed faintly beneath their feet, as if the ground itself still remembered the chaos unleashed moments ago. 

Shattered rocks were strewn across the ruined plain, their jagged edges glowing faintly with Belle’s residual lightning. A deep silence had fallen—unnatural and tense—echoing with the absence of the monstrous howls that had once shaken the dungeon.

Belle stood at the center of the devastation. Steam hissed softly from her arms where the remains of the minotaurs’ black flames had kissed her skin. The soft crackle of fading electricity still danced along her fingertips, flickering like stars before vanishing into the ether. 

She exhaled slowly, a long breath escaping her lips as she finally allowed herself to relax. Her body protested the motion—every muscle felt heavy, worn from the intensity of the battle. The adrenaline had long since faded, leaving behind a dull ache that settled into her bones.

Her silver eyes surveyed the battlefield one last time. 

No movement. No miasmic resonance. No life. 

It was over.

Behind her, Kai let out a low whistle, the sound oddly loud in the quiet aftermath. He stood with one hand on his hip, the other casually wiping soot and sweat from his brow. The crimson glow of his katana had dimmed, the once-raging inferno now a few smoldering embers trailing lazily from the blade’s edge. 

With a quick flourish, he sheathed it in one fluid motion, the steel sliding home with a quiet SHHNK that echoed like the final punctuation of their battle.

“You know,” Kai began, his voice relaxed but laced with curiosity, “you could’ve ended that fight a whole lot sooner if you just used Aura Amplification.”

Belle didn’t answer right away. 

She was still shaking the residual numbness from her arms, small twitches of static trailing down to her palms. Finally, she rolled her shoulders and stretched her fingers, glancing at Kai with a faint smirk.

“And?”

Kai blinked. “What do you mean ‘and’?” He gestured toward the battlefield with both hands. “We nearly got pulverized by those meatheads. I’m still pretty sure that first one cracked a rib when it roared.”

Belle turned away, beginning to walk toward the far end of the wasteland. Her boots crunched against scorched gravel and fractured obsidian, the silence broken only by the sound of her steps.

“I wanted to test something,” she said simply.

Kai arched a brow, falling into stride beside her. “Test something? Against those things?” He tilted his head, eyes narrowing. “Because I was getting some real ‘training arc from hell’ vibes back there. And you’re telling me that was on purpose?”

Belle nodded once, her expression unreadable.

Kai scoffed in disbelief, rubbing the back of his neck. “Okay, now I’m really not following.”

They came upon the remnants of a collapsed wall—once a towering obsidian spire, now reduced to molten slag. 

Belle paused, her eyes drifting to her right hand. Thin arcs of electricity still curled between her fingers like restless snakes. She held it up, watching the faint glow flicker out.

“It’s true that Aura Amplification would’ve ended things faster,” she admitted. “But that’s the problem. It makes things too easy.”

Kai frowned. “...Too easy?” he repeated, like he was trying to make sure he heard her right.

Belle nodded again, slower this time. “When I rely on Aura Amplification, I don’t refine the rest of my techniques. I don’t learn to adapt. And worse—” she closed her hand into a tight fist “—it puts a massive strain on my body. Right now, I can’t keep it active for more than a few minutes without consequences.”

She turned to face him, her silver eyes calm, but intense. “If I burn out too soon before the real fight even begins… then I’m useless.”

Kai went quiet, his usual cocky expression shifting into something more thoughtful. The silence between them grew heavy—not uncomfortable, but grounded and real. 

He looked back toward the battlefield, the smoldering corpses of their enemies already fading into the haze.

Belle continued walking. “I need to improve everything else first,” she said. “My speed. My precision. My endurance. If I can’t push myself without leaning on Aura Amplification, then I’ll never reach the next level. The minotaurs… they were the perfect test.”

Kai gave a low, incredulous whistle. “So let me get this straight. While I was busy trying not to get flattened, you were casually running battle drills mid-fight?”

“Pretty much,” Belle replied.

Kai stared at her for a second, then shook his head and laughed. “You’re terrifying, you know.”

Belle smiled faintly. “And you’re just realizing that now?”

He grinned. “Fair point.”

The mood lightened for a moment as they walked, the sound of their banter slowly fading into the distance behind them. But the silence that followed was different this time—more focused and heavier.

Kai’s tone shifted. “Still… you should be careful. If you push too far and run out of energy when it really counts…”

Belle nodded solemnly. “I know. That’s why I need to do it now. While I still have the luxury of recovering.”

Kai’s smirk returned, though it was softer this time. “Well, if you're upping your game, then I guess I better keep up. Can’t let you hog all the glory.”

“Good,” Belle said, glancing at him with a small smile. “Wouldn’t want you falling behind.”

They shared a brief look—silent understanding between two warriors who’d just survived the storm together.

Then they continued forward. 

The corridor ahead was no longer lined with scorched stone, but twisted obsidian and glowing red veins that pulsed faintly beneath the walls, as if the dungeon itself was alive and breathing.

The miasma began to return. It rolled in like a silent tide, curling along the ground and rising slowly around their ankles. The air thickened. The warmth of their flames and lightning faded, replaced by a creeping chill that gnawed at the edges of their senses. 

The silence deepened, becoming oppressive—almost watchful.

Kai stopped walking, glancing warily down the corridor. “...Do you feel that?”

Belle nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

Something ahead was wrong. 

The walls whispered. The floor trembled with something faint—like the heartbeat of a sleeping giant buried far beneath the earth. 

But neither of them spoke the fear aloud. They just walked—step by step—toward the dark. Toward whatever waited at the bottom of this corrupted dungeon.

Outside of the dungeon, the sky bled softly from the deep black of night to the gentle gold of dawn, like a canvas being washed with light. The first rays of morning filtered through the jagged peaks of the mountains, illuminating the frost-bitten valley below in fleeting warmth.

There, nestled at the foot of the mountain, the Dungeon Suppression Encampment stood still—frozen in tension. Rows of tents and barricades lined the perimeter like silent sentinels, while over a hundred knights and adventurers stood poised in perfect formation, weapons drawn, breaths held.

It was too quiet.

Captain Roderic Lorne, clad in heavy yet expertly crafted silver and navy-blue armor, stood alone at the front of the formation. 

His cape stirred in the mountain breeze, and his steely gaze never left the yawning black maw of the dungeon’s entrance—a gaping wound in the earth, pulsing faintly with ominous miasma. He had felt it all night. Something inside was stirring. Watching and waiting.

His gauntleted hand tightened around the hilt of his greatsword. Behind him, seasoned warriors muttered prayers. Mages whispered incantations under their breath, their hands glowing faintly. Archers tested bowstrings. 

Every breath of wind that rustled the banners above felt like it could be the signal.

Then—the earth moved. 

A low, unnatural tremor vibrated through the ground, like the heartbeat of some slumbering titan awakening beneath their feet. The birds scattered. The horses neighed and kicked at the air in panic. 

The trembling grew—subtle at first, then violent.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

The dungeon mouth pulsed, and from its depths, an infernal roar tore through the air—a sound not of this world, layered and bestial, shaking the bones of every man and woman present. 

Roderic raised his greatsword high. “Positions! Formation Delta!” His voice thundered across the valley.

The knights slammed their shields into the soil, locking them into place. Spears lowered in unison like a thousand silver fangs. Mages moved behind the lines, forming circles of casting. Adventurers spread out to higher ground, archers nocking arrows with practiced precision.

From the darkness, a swarm of wyverns exploded into the sky—dozens of them, wings stretching wide, talons gleaming like obsidian blades. The dawn sky was shredded by their screeches as they spiraled upward, their scaled forms catching the sunlight, turning them into falling stars of death.

Roderic’s eyes narrowed. “Archers—loose!”

A storm of arrows arced upward, darkening the sky, meeting the wyverns mid-flight. Some found their marks—piercing wings, necks, underbellies. One wyvern let out a screeching death cry before plummeting to the valley floor in a bone-crushing crash.

But then came the tide. 

Goblins. Direfang wolves. Kobolds. Fell rats. Lesser drakes.

Monsters surged from the dungeon’s throat like a living avalanche, a black mass of snarling hunger and glowing red eyes. 

The ground quaked beneath their charge, and the very air grew heavy with the scent of blood and sulfur.

“Brace!” Roderic roared.

The front lines collided with the tide in an instant. 

A goblin leapt high into the air with an unnatural shriek—its cleaver raised overhead—but was met mid-leap by a knight’s spear, skewered clean through the gut. The goblin screamed, twisting, then exploded in a burst of sickly green blood.

Direfangs rammed into the shield wall with terrifying speed, their claws scraping against steel, their fangs snapping at throats. One knight was pulled down, screaming, dragged beneath the bodies and shredded in a flurry of fur and blood.

Roderic moved like a storm. His greatsword sang through the air, carving through three kobolds in a single swing. He twisted, driving his armored shoulder into a charging drake, knocking it off balance before impaling it through the throat.

Then, above—a wyvern dove. Fast and deadly. A blur of flame and shadow. Its maw opened wide, fire swelling in its throat. 

Roderic turned, slamming his blade into the ground. A shimmering wall of energy erupted upward—a barrier of radiant light that caught the wyvern’s fire breath mid-blast. Flames spilled over the shield like liquid hell, but the line held.

“Ice mages! Ground that beast!”

With a chorus of chants, half a dozen mages unleashed their spells. Icy spears erupted from the ground, impaling the wyvern’s wings mid-flight. It shrieked and spun out of control, crashing into the cliffside with an echoing screech that shook the mountains. Debris rained down as the massive creature struggled in vain, trapped under rubble.

But the monsters kept coming. Wave after wave, relentless.

Kobolds surged over the corpses of their kin, trampling fallen allies to reach the lines. Goblins wielding blood-rusted axes screamed curses in broken common. 

A squad of adventurers fell to a pack of fell rats that swarmed them like a plague.

Still, the defenders stood. 

One adventurer—a female lightning mage in red robes—stood her ground on the ridge. She slammed her staff into the earth, summoning a bolt of lightning that ripped across the battlefield, vaporizing a cluster of charging goblins. Her face was pale, her mana nearly spent, but she didn’t stop. Healers began to recover mages with fresh mana immediately.

A knight beside her shouted, "We need reinforcements! They just keep coming!"

The knights had formed a defensive bulwark against the horde, their shields interlocked, their spears lashing out like the fangs of a massive beast. The ground trembled as the direfang wolves continued to ram into them, attempting to break the line.

One knight let out a pained scream as a wolf’s claws raked across his shoulder, tearing through metal and flesh alike. He staggered, but before the beast could finish him, another knight drove his spear through its skull, pinning it into the earth.

Roderic sprinted forward, cutting through the battlefield like a force of nature. A kobold lunged from his blind spot, jagged dagger aimed for his ribs. Without breaking stride, he spun on his heel and brought his armored elbow down, shattering the creature’s skull against the ground.

A shadow loomed overhead—a wyvern diving straight for him. With inhuman speed, Roderic raised his greatsword, channeling mana into the blade. A crescent-shaped shockwave of energy blasted forward, cleaving the wyvern’s wing mid-flight. 

The beast screeched, spiraling out of control before crashing into the ranks of goblins below, crushing them under its massive frame.

The moment it landed, Roderic was already upon it. 

The wyvern roared, its serpentine neck lashing forward, fangs dripping with venom. Roderic dodged to the side and drove his greatsword into its throat, piercing through its spine. He twisted the blade and ripped it free, a gout of black blood spraying into the air as the wyvern collapsed in a heap.

The knights rallied around their Captain, pushing back against the encroaching horde.

“Push forward! We hold this ground!” Roderic bellowed.

The adventurers, positioned on the higher cliffs, unleashed a deadly rain of arrows, fireballs, and lightning strikes. 

A group of mages, their robes fluttering in the wind, raised their staffs and conjured massive spears of ice, launching them into the sky. The glacial projectiles impaled several wyverns mid-flight, sending their lifeless bodies crashing down upon the battlefield.

One adventurer, a dual-wielding rogue, dashed between the monsters with inhuman agility, slicing through goblins and kobolds with precise strikes. He leapt off a direfang wolf’s back, using it as a springboard to drive both of his daggers into a wyvern’s exposed eye socket, killing it instantly before rolling back onto the ground.

A berserker, clad in crimson-stained armor, let out a thunderous battle cry as he cleaved through multiple monsters at once with his colossal battle axe. His muscles strained as he swung with enough force to send kobold bodies flying through the air.

The battle was reaching its boiling point. Then, the earth rumbled again. 

Roderic gritted his teeth. He looked back toward the dungeon’s entrance. The miasma that spilled out from its maw had changed. It had deepened—thickened—become almost alive, as though something was pushing from within. 

Something was forcing the monsters out. Driving them. Hunting them.

His voice dropped to a grim murmur. “…Something’s coming.”

From within the dungeon’s depths, a new force emerged. A hulking figure, standing at least four meters tall, stepped into the light.

A Minotaur Warlord.

Its massive battle axe, easily twice the size of a human, dripped with fresh blood, its horns adorned with chains of severed skulls. 

The beast’s glowing red eyes locked onto the battlefield, and with a monstrous bellow, it charged.

"Brace for impact!" Roderic roared.

The monster slammed into the knight’s shield wall like a living battering ram, sending bodies flying like ragdolls. 

The squad reeled, struggling to recover as the Minotaur Warlord raised its axe, ready to carve through them.

But Roderic was faster. He surged forward, his greatsword clashing against the Warlord’s axe in a thunderous impact that shook the ground. 

The two titans stared at each other for a fleeting moment.

End of Chapter 57

            


Chapter 58: Clash of Titans


                The battle raged across the blood-soaked fields outside the dungeon, but in the eye of the storm, time seemed to hold its breath.

At the heart of the chaos stood two titans—Roderic Lorne, Captain of the Dawnstead Knights, clad in scorched silver and navy-blue armor and stained with ash and blood… and the Minotaur Warlord, a hulking monstrosity of muscle, bone, and miasmic rage. 

Nearly four meters tall, its blackened horns curled forward like a crown of death, and its glowing crimson eyes burned with savage intelligence.

Their gazes locked—no words, no taunts, just unspoken understanding. 

This would be a battle to the death.

A low rumble rolled through the earth. Then—it charged. 

The Warlord’s hooves cracked the ground with every thunderous step. Its battle axe—a grotesque slab of metal twice Roderic’s size—was raised high, shrieking through the air with enough force to split mountains.

“RRRAAAAAAUGH!!”

Roderic braced himself. 

His heartbeat slowed. The world faded into silence.

IMPACT.

The axe came down like divine judgment. But Roderic was already in motion. Flashstep. His body vanished into a blur, wind swirling in his wake. The axe obliterated the ground where he once stood, sending a geyser of rock and fire skyward.

The shockwave flattened nearby trees, scattering flames and debris across the battlefield. Dirt, rocks, and shards of bone exploded outward in all directions. Nearby adventurers were blown back like ragdolls, some tumbling across the field with cries of pain. 

The sheer force of the Warlord’s charge was enough to crater the earth beneath their feet.

Roderic reappeared behind the beast, boots skidding against shattered stone. His greatsword glowed faintly, humming with restrained energy. 

He exhaled once and lunged.

CLANG!

Steel met bone. 

His strike hit the Warlord’s side—ribs reinforced by bone plating like natural armor. Sparks danced from the clash, illuminating their grim expressions in bursts of gold. The Warlord snarled and spun with surprising agility. Its backhand struck like a boulder. 

Roderic blocked with the flat of his greatsword, but the sheer weight behind the blow hurled him backward. He flipped mid-air, slammed his blade into the ground, and dragged to a stop—feet plowing twin furrows in the earth. 

His arms trembled. Muscles strained. Every tendon in his body screamed under the pressure. The force wasn’t just physical—it was laced with corruption, eating away at his magical defenses. Sparks of golden light clashed violently with tendrils of shadow.

He wiped blood from his lip. 

Then, without hesitation—he charged again. 

The two titans clashed, again and again.

CLANG! BOOM! CRACK!

Steel met steel, magic met miasma, and every exchange shook the battlefield like thunder rolling through a storm-torn mountain. 

The Warlord moved with terrifying speed for its size. Its blows were not wild, but precise, trained, honed through a thousand battles. 

Roderic ducked under a sweeping strike—too slow. The axe grazed his shoulder, tearing through plate and flesh. Blood spattered across his cape, and he gritted his teeth, ignoring the pain. He retaliated with a spinning slash imbued with earth magic, aiming for the beast’s knee.

THWACK.

The blade connected, cutting deep—but the Warlord didn't even flinch. Instead, it roared, grabbed Roderic’s greatsword arm with one clawed hand, and hurled him across the field. 

Roderic smashed into a rocky outcrop with bone-breaking force. The impact sent cracks racing through the stone like spiderwebs. Dust rose. 

For a moment, he didn’t move.

A lesser man would’ve died. But Roderic was no mere man. His eyes snapped open, burning gold. A pulse of earth magic surged through his limbs, repairing cracked bones and stabilizing his body. He stood—bloody, battered, but unbroken.

The Warlord came again. A blur of rage. It unleashed a feral roar and slammed its axe into the ground—sending a shockwave of miasmic energy directly toward him. 

The very earth tore apart in its wake, a black surge of raw destruction barreling toward Roderic like a tsunami.

He raised his hand. “Granite Wall!”

Pillars of stone erupted from the ground, forming a dome around him just in time. The shockwave slammed into it, detonating on contact and sending cracks spidering through the magical barrier. 

Light flickered. The wall shattered.

But Roderic was already moving again. He burst from the smoke like a cannonball, his greatsword wrapped in a golden vortex, enhanced by earth magic. He leapt into the air, aiming a devastating overhead strike.

But the Warlord was waiting for him. 

With inhuman reflexes, the Warlord intercepted mid-air, slamming the haft of its axe against Roderic’s ribs. The captain howled as he was sent flying again, crashing into the ground and skipping across it like a stone on water. 

He skidded to a stop, coughing blood, his vision blurred. He was losing.

This monster… it was too strong. Too fast. Too durable. No matter how many wounds he inflicted, the Warlord fought like an unkillable god of war, its miasmic energy healing its injuries faster than they could accumulate. 

Roderic forced himself to his feet. His breath was ragged. His armor dented and cracked. His fingers trembled around the hilt of his greatsword.

“I can’t…” he muttered. “I can’t lose.”

He slammed his greatsword into the ground. A radiant light burst from the impact, golden runes spiraling outward in all directions. The ground beneath him glowed, and his body lifted slightly from the earth. The ambient mana around him shuddered, responding to the call of his soul.

“Knight’s Vow. Final Gate—Astral Resonance.”

Golden flames erupted from his body, swirling around him like a divine inferno. His blade ignited with celestial light, humming with ancient power—power drawn not from raw strength, but from every oath he had sworn. Every comrade he had fought beside. Every soul he had protected.

The Warlord roared in fury—and charged. 

But this time, Roderic didn’t brace. He vanished in a blur of light. Appearing just behind the Warlord, his blade was already mid-swing.

SLASH!

A glowing arc tore across the Warlord’s back, splashing blood and sparks into the air. The beast snarled, spun, and countered—only for Roderic to leap over the retaliatory blow, spin mid-air, and bring his greatsword crashing down onto the Warlord’s shoulder.

CLANG!!

The strike dented armor, cleaved flesh—but still, it wasn’t enough. 

The Warlord grabbed Roderic’s leg mid-air and slammed him into the ground.

Once. Twice. 

A third time. 

The earth broke beneath the force. 

Roderic grunted in pain, barely raising a barrier before the next blow came. But he wasn’t done. With a desperate roar, he channeled his magic inward, focusing everything into a single, final technique.

He burst free from the Warlord grip in a golden explosion and soared into the sky. His greatsword rose high above his head, gathering power.

“I won’t let you win!”

He descended like a comet. A shining meteor. 

The Warlord raised its axe for one final, all-consuming swing. And the two collided. 

A moment frozen in time.

BOOOOOOOOM!!!

A towering explosion of golden light engulfed the battlefield. A pillar of radiance shot into the heavens, splitting the clouds apart. The shockwave tore through the valley, sending waves of dust and energy surging in all directions.

When the light faded—the Warlord stood still. Its axe dropped with a metallic clang. A thin, glowing line split its chest from shoulder to hip. No blood. Just silence. 

Then—its body erupted into golden embers, disintegrating as it fell forward, crumbling into a burning crater.

Silence fell. Only the distant sounds of battle remained, as if muffled by the aftermath of a god’s wrath. 

Roderic stood at the center, his armor cracked, his blade chipped, but his back straight. He exhaled a long, steady breath, letting the golden light fade into flickering sparks.

Around him, his soldiers had frozen, watching in awe.

“Captain Roderic!!”

The cry sparked a rally. A wave of hope surged through the battlefield as the knights and adventurers roared to life, pressing their assault with renewed strength. 

Fire mages ignited the skies, archers loosed volleys with precision, and swordsmen carved through the enemy lines like a tide of vengeance.

And at the front—Roderic lifted his greatsword once more. His eyes focused. He turned to his men, his voice strong, unwavering. “We’re not done yet. Hold the line! Drive the rest of them back!”

His voice echoed like thunder, rolling across the broken battlefield like a divine call to arms. 

For a heartbeat, time seemed to hold its breath. 

Knights and adventurers turned toward the sound. Bloodied, bruised, battered—they lifted their gazes from the dirt, their weapons trembling in weary hands. Through the smoke and fire, through the haze of exhaustion and death, they saw him.

Roderic Lorne.

He looked like a war god incarnate. 

And in that moment, even the monsters paused. 

It started with a single step. Then another. He broke into a run. Sparks lit the air as the wind howled past him. Each stride carved a crater in the dirt beneath his boots. Magic flared violently across his frame, golden arcs snapping and sparking like thunder made manifest. He became a comet of divine fury.

“FOR DAWNSTEAD!!!”

The roar tore from his throat like a battle horn, and it set the battlefield ablaze. 

The ranks behind him moved. Knights screamed as they pushed forward. Adventurers rallied from the ground. Even the wounded found the strength to stand, clutching weapons with white-knuckled grips.

It began as a spark. Then it became a storm. 

Roderic leapt from the crater’s edge—and descended upon the horde like judgment itself. The ground quaked beneath his landing.

The monsters surged to meet him. Goblins shrieking with jagged blades, direfang wolves bounding on all fours, hulking ogres with maces the size of trees. They threw themselves forward with feral rage. 

It didn’t matter. Roderic cut them down like wheat before a flaming scythe. His greatsword cleaved through flesh and steel alike, arcs of golden light trailing each swing like celestial afterimages. 

Every strike cracked the air like lightning—rending armor, splitting hide, igniting monster blood into trails of flame.

A manticore dove from above, jaws open, tail arched back—its venomous stinger gleaming in the firelight.

CLANG—CRASH!

Roderic caught the stinger mid-air with the flat of his blade and twisted, ripping the creature off-course before plunging his greatsword through its skull in one fluid, brutal motion. 

Another wave came—dozens more. Too many to count.

“Stay behind me!” he bellowed, catching sight of a cluster of exhausted adventurers just regaining their footing. “I’ll carve the path! Just keep moving forward!”

Above, a wyvern screeched and dove—its massive wings blotting out the flames below. Its scales shimmered black, its mouth glowing with cursed fire.

Roderic didn’t look up. “Not today.”

He stabbed his greatsword into the ground and flung his hand skyward.

“Skybreaker!”

A stone pillar exploded from beneath the wyvern like a divine lance, impaling the beast through the gut and launching it skyward. The wyvern screeched in agony before crashing into its own ranks like a falling star—crushing a dozen monsters beneath its twitching carcass.

Roderic ripped his blade free and charged forward once more. 

“Push!” Roderic screamed. “Don’t let them recover! Break them! Break them all!”

He reached the final blockade—a corrupted siege beast, twisted and towering, dragging chains behind it, limbs like tree trunks, a maw of gnashing teeth. It stood like a wall—like the final trial.

Roderic didn’t hesitate. He leapt. A golden flare surged through his body, the last of his mana compressing into a single, perfect point. 

The battlefield went still. 

For a moment, all that existed was the golden light forming around his blade.

“Devastation Cross.”

He slashed. 

Once. Twice. 

Twin arcs of radiant energy crossed through the air in an X, striking the beast’s chest.

BOOOOOOOOM!!!

An explosion like a miniature sun swallowed the creature whole. Flames spiraled upward as if the heavens themselves had cracked open, and the beast was torn apart from the inside out—chunks of charred flesh and molten bone hurled across the battlefield. The shockwave flattened the nearby monsters. 

Then, silence. Only the crackle of fire and the ragged breaths of those still standing.

Roderic landed in a crater of molten earth, his armor blackened, his knees buckling. For a moment, he faltered. His bones ached. Mana reserves were nearly dry. Blood dripped from his fingers. 

But even then—he stood. 

Slowly. Painfully. 

One foot. Then the other. He raised his greatsword again. The flames around him reignited.

“We… don’t stop here.” His voice was low, gravel-throated. “We end it. All of it.”
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Chapter 59: Snowbound Siege


                The instant Belle and Kai emerged from the stone stairwell, the world transformed around them. This time they were swallowed whole by a storm of white.

Howling winds screamed like wailing spirits, flinging snow and biting shards of hail through the air with merciless fury. Flurries spiraled wildly in every direction, obscuring the horizon in a veil of white mist. 

The land before them stretched into a barren, frost-covered wasteland, vast and alien. Jagged ridges of glacial ice loomed in the distance like the skeletal remains of some ancient, forgotten beast.

Snow crunched beneath their boots. Ice clung to their lashes. A single breath was enough to bite the inside of Kai’s lungs. He immediately recoiled, hunching into himself. 

“W-What the—! It’s freezing!”

His voice was carried off by the wind. 

Belle didn’t respond right away. She stood there, silently observing the frozen expanse, her long silver hair whipping behind her like a banner. Her jacket fluttered in the storm, her skin exposed to the elements. And yet… she didn’t shiver. 

She exhaled softly. 

No fog. No steam. Just breath.

“…Huh.” Kai glanced at her and blinked through the storm. “…Wait. You’re not cold?” His teeth chattered as he spoke. “Belle. It’s—It’s gotta be below freezing! How are you not—?!”

She tilted her head and slowly raised one hand, letting the hail strike her bare fingers. Ice dusted her skin and melted on contact, vanishing instantly. 

She didn’t feel the sting. Not even numbness. The cold simply wasn’t there.

Her brows furrowed slightly. “…This isn’t normal.”

Kai’s voice trembled. “Yeah, no kidding.”

He dropped to one knee, cupping his hands together. A small flame flickered to life in his palms, a desperate attempt to generate heat. But the wind howled again—fierce and wild—and a cluster of hailstones bombarded the flame, nearly snuffing it out. 

He growled and fed more mana into it, trying to stabilize the flickering fire. Even with effort, the flame wavered like a leaf in a hurricane.

“This… isn’t going to last,” he muttered. “I can’t even hold a campfire spell in this weather. We’re gonna burn through mana just to stay alive on this floor.”

Belle turned toward him, her eyes narrowing slightly. 

She said nothing at first. But her gaze drifted to her own hands—where, just beneath the surface of her pale skin, faint blue lines of energy pulsed, barely visible in the light of the storm. They traced like glowing veins, branching in subtle patterns across her arms. 

Aetherion’s energy.

First the miasma in the Forbidden Forest. Now this. Another immunity.

“Extreme cold… doesn’t affect me,” she said at last, almost to herself.

Kai let out a sharp, disbelieving breath, half-chuckling and half-groaning. “Of course it doesn’t. You and your freak abilities.”

She smiled faintly. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“I didn’t mean it as one.”

Still, despite the sarcasm, there was admiration buried under his exasperation. Belle knelt beside him and reached out. Her fingers closed gently around his arm. Her touch was startlingly warm, like a hearth flame in a blizzard. 

Kai blinked in surprise, his shivering lessening slightly under her contact.

“No time to look for shelter,” she said softly. “Our goal is the twelfth floor. The longer we stay here, the more mana we waste. If we reach the core and destroy it, the dungeon will collapse. That’s our best shot.”

Kai looked up at her, his breath shallow. Then he grinned weakly. “Yeah. Save the world… freeze to death trying.”

Still, he took a deep breath and forced his stiff legs to move, standing beside her. They pressed forward through the frostveil expanse.

The storm did not relent. The snow grew deeper with every step. The terrain uneven and shifting beneath them, hiding jagged ice pits and concealed drops. 

Kai’s boots were soaked. The hail cracked against his jacket and scraped his skin. Every minute was a battle just to walk.

Belle led the way, cutting a path through the chaos. She moved like she belonged in the storm—untouched by its cruelty. 

Kai followed, but the gap between them widened with each step.

His breathing was getting worse. His hands were white. The fire he’d conjured was gone, and his arms hung limp at his sides. Then he stumbled.

Belle turned immediately, her eyes locking on him. “Kai.”

“I’m fine,” he muttered, lips pale. “Just… don’t stop.”

But she did stop. She stepped back toward him—just as the wind died for a single breath. And then the snow shifted. A silent, deliberate tremor passed beneath their feet. 

It wasn’t from the weather.

Belle’s expression hardened. “Movement. Ahead.”

Kai barely had the strength to lift his head. “Please don’t tell me—”

All around them, the snow began to rise. 

Not from the wind. From shapes—white-furred, low-slung bodies shaking off layers of frost and snow. Camouflaged perfectly against the terrain, these creatures had been lying in wait. 

Hunched shoulders. Gleaming fangs. Clawed paws pressing silently against the snow.

One… three… six… a dozen… two dozen… more still. 

Dozens of ambush predators, forming a loose circle in the storm. Belle’s eyes gleamed, her body subtly lowering into a battle stance. Sparks crackled along her fingertips—lightning magic, surging and ready.

“I’ll take the lead,” she said calmly. “Conserve your mana. Your job is survival.”

Kai tried to protest. “But—”

“I’m immune,” she reminded him, lightning pulsing from her hands. “You’re not.”

Then she took a step forward. 

The earth trembled. A low rumble passed beneath their boots, so faint it could’ve been imagined—until the wind suddenly twisted direction, howling with a pulse that wasn’t natural. 

It wasn’t just the wind anymore. It was a warning.

Belle stopped her step. 

Kai felt it too. His breath hitched as a sharp crack echoed through the sky above. The thick clouds overhead shuddered—then split slightly, as if something ancient had breathed. Shafts of ghostly blue light lanced down between the swirling storm, illuminating the ice plains in fragments.

“…The hell?” Kai muttered, squinting through the storm. “The wind… it changed.”

“No,” Belle murmured, her silver eyes narrowing. “The storm is awakening.”

The clouds sparked again—tracers of lightning arcing in broad, elegant spirals across the sky. Not random bolts. Patterns. Almost like they were forming a sigil. Then they paused, hovering in place like coiled serpents, crackling, waiting.

Then the world went still. And from the silence, a faint crunch of snow. 

Belle’s head snapped to the side. 

Too late for words. Too late for warning. The first predator struck.

It lunged from a snowdrift like a ghost—silent, white-furred, muscles rippling beneath its icy hide, its maw wide with rows of serrated teeth.

Belle moved on instinct. Her body turned, arm snapping forward, and a compressed fireball—dense and sharp as a bullet—exploded from her palm and struck the beast mid-air.

BOOM.

It detonated in mid-lunge, steam and scorched fur bursting outward as the creature was flung sideways into a ridge, motionless. Smoke rose.

Kai’s eyes widened—but barely had time to react before something burst from below. A predator had tunneled beneath the snow and erupted underneath him, jaws snapping upward.

“Shit—!”

His katana flew up defensively, just in time to block the beast’s maw. But the impact sent him flying backward. He hit the snow hard—hard enough to make the world spin. Cold needles bit into every inch of his skin. The breath left his lungs. 

He rolled once, twice, then lay still, blinking against the haze creeping at the edge of his vision.

Too cold. Every breath he took hurt. His mana was draining fast—used to generate even the slightest warmth. His hands refused to move properly. His fire magic flickered to life weakly—just enough to light the edge of his blade.

But that weak flame… it barely pierced the swirling wind. 

The predator stalked toward him again—eyes glowing like frosted embers.

Move.

His legs screamed in protest. 

Get up.

He forced himself up just in time to meet the next strike—parrying with the last of his strength and slicing across the beast’s flank. Blood misted the air. 

But it wasn’t enough. Another came from the left. Another from behind. 

He was surrounded.

“Damn it…”

“Focus on the cores!” Belle’s voice rang out through the gale. “Strike the veins!”

Kai swung desperately, cutting one down, but another pounced. And in that instant—CRACK-KOOM!

A bolt of pure lightning streaked through the snow, slamming into the beast mid-pounce. The explosion of energy shattered the air in a blast of steam and light, reducing the creature to scattered embers.

Belle strode forward. Hair whipping like silver fire, eyes glowing faintly with a dangerous light. She raised one hand. Lightning danced between her fingers, humming like a song of war. In the other—flames curled up her arm, vibrant, living.

The predators paused. Even they felt it—the pressure in the air. The change. 

Belle stepped forward again. 

One of the larger beasts leapt at her. 

She didn’t flinch. In a fluid, dancer-like spin, she ducked beneath the strike and unleashed a thunderclap burst of lightning into its underbelly. The impact sent the creature skyward before it crashed down, convulsing, lightning crackling from its corpse.

Belle didn’t stop moving. She swept her arm forward, igniting the snow in a crescent-shaped wall of fire that engulfed three more of the approaching predators. 

They screamed, ice armor melting as the flames consumed them, steam billowing high into the sky. But it wasn’t over.

The storm roared. Above them, a bolt of magical lightning arced down—not like natural lightning. It struck the ground and left behind a glowing crystal spire, jagged and pulsing with unstable magic. 

It hummed, then pulsed—sending out waves that made Kai’s vision blur.

“Belle!” he shouted. “That thing’s draining mana!”

Belle’s eyes flicked toward it. 

Then to the left—where the ground fractured. A chasm split open across the expanse, swallowing a snowbank—and two unfortunate beasts along with it. 

The terrain itself was falling apart.

“The floor’s becoming unstable,” Belle called out. “We have to keep moving!”

Kai could barely stay upright. The snow reached his knees now. Each step was a battle. His katana felt heavy. His fire had almost died. And the cold… it was inside him.

One of the beasts slammed into his ribs from the side, tackling him into the snow. He didn’t get up. He couldn’t. The world went white. His vision blurred. But just before the cold claimed him—a hand reached out. 

Warm. Solid. Familiar. 

Belle’s.

She pulled him up, eyes fierce. “Stay with me.”

He grabbed her wrist, trembling. “I-I can’t keep this up… Belle…”

“You don’t have to,” she said.

She turned. Behind her—the blizzard roared, and the beasts gathered once more. Dozens of them now. Maybe more. 

But Belle stood tall. Her flames and lightning converged—glowing brighter, spinning around her body like twin storms caught in orbit.

She raised both hands. With a thunderous roar, she slammed her palms together. 

A shockwave of combined elemental magic burst outward in every direction—fire spiraling into lightning, lightning dancing with flame, a cyclone of raw destructive power that tore through the battlefield like a divine storm.

Beasts were incinerated in waves. The snow boiled. The wind fled. The crystal spires cracked under the weight of the spell and shattered into shards. 

For one instant—all was light.

Kai stared, breath stolen—not from cold. But awe. 

She stood alone in the center of devastation, the storm parted around her like a curtain. Snowfall stopped midair. 

The sky itself hesitated.

“…She’s…” Kai whispered.

A gust of wind passed. Belle turned her head slightly, silver eyes glowing.

“I’ll carve a path,” she said quietly. “Stay close.”

The spiral storm of fire and lightning thinned, its violent energy unraveling like threads torn from the fabric of the world. 

For a few precious seconds, there was silence.

BOOM.

A distant echo rolled across the frozen plains like thunder given form. All around them, the snow was scorched black and glassy where lightning had fused it. 

Predators lay strewn across the ice—still twitching, still steaming—some split open by arcs of energy, others frozen mid-scream with bodies half-incinerated. It was carnage. A war zone born of elemental wrath.

Kai breathed heavily, every inhale scraping his throat like knives. His legs buckled, knees dipping into the snow, katana still clutched in a death grip. 

And then the wind changed again. Low and deep. 

Then—a rumble. 

It wasn’t the weather anymore. It was footsteps. Not soft, not stealthy like the first wave of predators. These were deliberate. Each impact thudded like a war drum against the earth. 

beyond the fogged horizon, they emerged. Larger. Colder. Stronger.

Juggernauts.

They weren’t ambushers. They weren’t scouts. They were enforcers—behemoths plated in glacial armor, their muscles rippling beneath thick white fur like creatures carved from icebergs and nightmares. Frost clung to their massive antlers, which shimmered faintly with crystalline veins of magic. And their eyes… Burning. Cold. Merciless.

“...Second wave incoming,” Belle muttered, her voice low—almost reverent.

Kai’s breath hitched. His limbs trembled from a mix of fatigue and cold. He’d been hanging by a thread for the last few minutes. But now? He was dangling over a cliff. 

Belle stepped beside him, scanning the oncoming beasts. Her silver hair blew wildly in the blizzard, yet her expression remained carved from steel.

Kai’s voice cracked. “I-I don’t… I can’t fight those.”

“No,” Belle agreed. “You can’t.”

He blinked. Looked at her.

“We’re running,” she said simply.

Before he could speak, her eyes fluttered shut.

Aura Sense—Activated.

A wave of invisible awareness exploded outward from her body, brushing against the very world itself. It filtered through the wind, snow, mana and beast. Her senses extended past the howling blizzard, painting the battlefield with echoes of life and death. The magic storm itself pulsed in her mind’s eye, and through the madness, a single path gleamed like a lifeline.

“Staircase,” she said softly. “Nine hundred meters. Southwest. Beneath a collapsing ice shelf.”

Kai winced. “C-collapsing?!”

She didn’t answer. Because the first juggernaut was already charging. With a cry like splitting mountains, it barreled forward—its antlers aglow, paws shattering ice beneath each gallop.

Belle moved first. Lightning surged down her arm and exploded from her palm—a concentrated rail-bolt aimed straight at the monster’s chest. 

The blast hit with full force. A shockwave tore through the snow. But the beast didn’t fall. It shrugged it off.

Belle’s eyes narrowed. “Magic resistance...” She turned. “Aim for the legs.”

Kai growled, dragging himself to his feet. “Then we break their foundation.”

And so they ran. 

The storm had become a wall. Snow ripped through the air like shrapnel. 

Belle ignited the ground beneath her with miniature flame bursts, each one launching her faster as she dodged low and spun beneath the juggernaut’s swiping claw. A second bolt of lightning—this one angled—crashed into its foreleg. It stumbled.

Kai followed behind her, his katana engulfed in flickering flame. He leapt and slashed horizontally across the weakened limb.

CRACK.

The beast roared and fell to one side, crashing like a falling tower. 

They didn’t stop. They couldn’t. 

Another monster came from the left—its antlers slashing like blades. Belle ducked under the strike, then thrust both arms out and conjured a horizontal firewall that split the battlefield. The beast screeched as the flames enveloped it, but they were already past.

Behind them, monsters howled. Ahead—the earth shook.

CRACKKKKK.

A roar shook the sky. One of the largest juggernauts, twice the others' size, rammed the ground with its forelegs. Ice cracked outward in a spiderweb pattern. Entire slabs shifted. The ice shelf began to tilt. The path to the staircase—the only way out—was breaking apart.

Kai’s eyes went wide. “It’s falling! The entire thing’s—!”

“I know!” Belle snapped.

Her magic surged like a tidal wave. She threw one hand forward—flames erupted beneath the shelf, destabilizing its edges on purpose. With her other hand, she launched a precision lightning strike into the cliff wall.

BOOM.

The resulting force chain-reacted across the fault lines. The shelf tilted, but instead of crashing straight down, it slid sideways—avalanching into a nearby ravine. Chunks of ice the size of buildings tumbled past them, shaking the world as they fell. Steam hissed. Shards rained down like glass knives. 

But the path—was open.

“GO!!” Belle roared.

Kai pushed past his pain, sprinting with everything he had left. He slid down the freshly formed slope like a falling leaf caught in the wind. 

Belle followed, spinning midair to launch a chain fire-blast behind her, which caught two lunging monsters mid-pounce and detonated them in a cloud of flame and ice shards.

The staircase appeared ahead—a jagged spiral carved into the cliff face, lined with frost and runes that pulsed with dim blue light. 

Kai collapsed against the wall the second they reached it, coughing violently. His arms dangled uselessly. His katana dropped from his fingers.

“Belle… I-I… I thought that was it…”

Belle didn’t reply. She stood facing the battlefield, eyes blazing, body outlined by the last flickers of flame and lightning still crackling around her. 

Above, the storm wailed like a beast denied its prey. The juggernauts howled in rage, unable to cross the gap fast enough. Their glowing antlers and burning eyes vanished into the white fog.

Kai looked at her—really looked—and felt something twisted in his chest. 

She wasn’t even breathing hard. Snow landed on her shoulders. Melted instantly. The storm had tried to break her. But it failed. 

She just turned away and started walking down the stairs—into the darkness of Floor Nine.

End of Chapter 59

            


Chapter 60: The Miasma Sentinel


                The storm's deafening roar dimmed as Belle and Kai descended the stairwell, its fury muffled behind the thick stone walls of the frozen corridor. Each step they took felt like moving deeper into the belly of a monstrous, slumbering beast. 

The chill in the air clung to them, biting at their skin, but it wasn’t enough to erase the heat of the battle still smoldering within them. The echoes of their last escape reverberated in their minds—raging beasts, deadly clashes, a world threatening to tear them apart.

Kai stumbled behind Belle, his breath a sharp, ragged rasp, trailing her like a ghost in the wake of his exhaustion. His every movement was slow and deliberate, the weight of the cold and the strain of the fight anchoring him to the ground. 

His limbs felt as if they were made of stone, numb and unresponsive. He staggered, his katana slipping from his hand, the clang of metal against stone nearly drowned by the thudding of his own heartbeat.

He crumpled to the floor. The force of the fall wasn’t one of defeat—it was the body simply no longer capable of holding itself up.

He slid against the stone, coming to a rest with his knees pulled to his chest, his body trembling in ways that no amount of grit could fight off. His skin was pale, and his lips were now a shade of blue that could’ve rivaled the frostveil expanse they had just escaped. 

His breath came in desperate gasps, and his voice was a hoarse rasp, barely audible over the pounding of his pulse.

“Damn it… so cold…” His words barely formed, lost under the shiver that wracked his frame. “I can’t… feel my hands…”

Belle crouched beside him, a rare flicker of worry shadowing her usually composed features. Her silver hair, wild and windswept from their earlier dash, fell around her face in a soft halo. The warmth of the fire she conjured seemed to shine brighter in contrast to Kai’s raw condition. 

She didn’t speak immediately. Instead, she studied him—the way his body trembled, the way his hands shook uncontrollably, his breath coming too shallow, too fast.

“You should’ve said something sooner,” Belle said, her voice softer than Kai had ever heard it, though it still carried that sharp edge of responsibility she always wore like a second skin.

Her hand extended toward him, palm open. In an instant, a fire blossomed in her hand—a calm, steady warmth that radiated with a soothing, welcoming heat. It was the warmth of a campfire, comforting, constant, and all-consuming. It contrasted starkly with the harsh, bone-chilling cold that seemed to seize Kai's very soul.

She held it out to him, and Kai, without thinking, reached for it. His hands, stiff and numb, hovered near the flame, shaking as if afraid of it.

“H-Holy hell… that’s warm…” Kai muttered under his breath, his voice rasping from exhaustion. 

His fingers moved closer, trembling, desperate for the warmth that might save him from the cold’s relentless assault. “You weren’t kidding… You’re really not cold at all, huh…”

Belle didn’t answer him immediately. Instead, she focused on the fire, watching it flicker and dance in the palm of her hand, casting its soft glow over her features. Her eyes never left it. 

“No. It doesn’t affect me. Not the cold. Not even the windburn or frostbite.”

Kai let out a dry, humorless laugh, his voice cracked. “Of course not. You’re a freak.”

Belle’s lips curled slightly into a faint smile, her silver eyes gleaming in the low light. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

Kai’s smile was weak, and though his exhaustion remained, a flicker of something softer, more human, shone through the weariness in his gaze. “I guess it’s not...”

The smile faded as quickly as it had come, and a long, uncomfortable silence settled over them. 

Kai’s hands gradually warmed, the sensation returning as the fire’s heat seeped into his fingers, but the relief was only temporary. His eyes fluttered closed, and when they opened again, the weariness was still there—weighty and suffocating.

“Just for your heads up, as we’re heading to the dungeon core…” Belle’s voice broke the silence, and her tone became unusually serious, even for her. “You’re not going to follow me into the final floor.”

Kai frowned, his brow furrowing in confusion. “What do you mean I’m not?”

Belle’s gaze flickered to the floor, her lips tight, and she shifted slightly. “I’m sure the final floor will be dense with miasma… maybe even the floor before it. And I know humans can’t survive within miasma, that’s why you won’t be following me.”

She said it as if the facts were already a foregone conclusion, but there was a heavy weight in her words that hung in the air between them. 

Kai’s lips parted in disbelief, his voice hoarse from both the cold and the surprise. “Belle, don’t tell me that you are…”

Belle’s eyes met his. There was an intensity there—a quiet certainty. A piece of the puzzle she had kept hidden until now.

“I’m immune to miasma,” she said, the words plain, simple, and resolute.

Kai blinked. The revelation hit him like a slap in the face, and for a moment, he could only stare at her, speechless. The storm of thoughts in his mind collided, each one harder to grasp than the last.

“How do you know that?” His voice was low, disbelief thick in the air.

Belle hesitated. It was only for a moment—an imperceptible pause—but it was enough for Kai to sense that this was something deeper. 

“I haven’t told anyone about this,” she began, her gaze softening. “But I’ve survived in the Forbidden Forest… for days.”

Her words hung in the air like smoke, curling around them both.

Kai’s eyes widened. “You’ve been in the Forbidden Forest? But that’s…”

“I know,” Belle interrupted, her voice quiet but certain. “Nobody could ever find their way there. And even if they could… no one would be able to venture deeper. It’s where the miasma is the most concentrated in the world. Humans can’t last long there.”

Kai struggled to comprehend this, the implications swirling around him. “Did the guild know?”

“Of course not,” Belle answered, her eyes never leaving his. “I just told you. You’re the first to know about this.”

Kai paused, his mind racing. He wanted to ask more, to push her for answers, but there was something in her gaze that stopped him—a quiet understanding that whatever this was, whatever was happening to her, was something she couldn’t fully explain yet. But it was real.

“Wait, more importantly…” Kai leaned forward, still struggling to make sense of it. “Why were you even in the Forbidden Forest in the first place?”

Belle exhaled slowly, her voice taking on a quieter, more serious tone. “I’m not sure what’s happening to me… or what power I have. But I’ll tell you when the time’s right. Right now, we need to stop this dungeon break. The longer we’re here, the more dangerous it is on the surface.”

A long silence followed. 

The fire crackled softly in her hand. The air around them was still heavy, thick with the weight of the fight they had just survived—and the ones still to come. 

Their bodies were battered, their energy drained, but there was no time for rest.

Belle’s eyes swept over Kai once more. His arms were raw from the cold, his boots soaked through, and yet, he was still here. Still standing. They both were.

“Don’t burn yourself out,” she said gently, her hand settling on his shoulder with a firm, reassuring pressure. “I’ll take the lead from here.”

Kai nodded slowly, his breath steadying, his eyes clear for the first time in what felt like forever. “Yeah… sounds good.”

Belle’s gaze turned ahead, her silver eyes sharp, focused once more. 

There was something in her stance—an unspoken readiness that sent a chill down his spine, one that had nothing to do with the cold.

“They know we’re coming,” she murmured, her voice steady and composed, but there was an undercurrent of tension, of something deeper stirring.

Kai frowned. “Who?”

“Whatever’s waiting on Floor Nine,” Belle replied. “The moment I activated Aura Sense… something noticed. It only lasted a second, but it felt like… pressure. Like we’ve already been marked.”

Kai groaned under his breath, the exhaustion crashing back over him. “Great. And here I thought Floor Eight was the worst it could get.”

Belle extinguished the fire in her palm, the embers flickering out into nothing. She extended her hand to him, helping him to his feet. The moment he was standing, she turned toward the path ahead.

“Be ready,” she said, her voice low, but the weight of her words hanging heavy between them. “This was just the storm before the real storm.”

They shared a brief, weary glance—tired, yes, but united. And without another word, they descended into the dark depths once more.

As they stepped onto the stone platform of Floor Nine, the descent ended with a sickening silence. 

No sound of shifting gears. No echo of wind. Just a quiet so profound it felt alive—pressing against their ears, their lungs, their thoughts.

The space before them opened into a colossal cavern. 

And yet, the moment they set foot inside, it felt wrong. The air turned heavier, as though they had walked into the lungs of some slumbering beast. The weight wasn’t physical, not entirely—it was emotional, psychological. 

Fear. A raw, primal dread that clutched at their chests and squeezed. 

Kai staggered slightly, sweat already beading on his brow. “What the hell is this place…”

The chamber was vast—an underground cathedral of jagged, obsidian stone. Towering pillars of black crystal reached down like claws from the ceiling. Pools of murky, violet liquid dotted the cracked terrain, swirling slowly like they were breathing. A thin fog coated the ground, faintly luminescent with sickly green threads weaving through it.

Then came the sound. Not a growl. Not a roar.

CLICK... CLICK... CLICK...

The slow tapping of something sharp against stone echoed behind them.

Belle froze. Her Aura Sense pulsed violently, warning her of something her eyes hadn’t yet seen. A flare of instinct struck her spine like lightning.

“Move—!” she hissed.

Too late. With a distortion in the air—like reality itself had twisted—a grotesque form unfolded from the darkness behind them. 

No warning. No buildup. 

One second, nothing. The next—a nightmare.

It was tall, maybe three meters, but hunched grotesquely like a marionette with snapped strings. Its body was twisted, fused from what looked like dozens of different beings. Bone protrusions jutted out like armor, and one of its arms had split open and morphed into a gleaming blade—raw, jagged, and humming with miasma.

A distorted shriek erupted from its throat like the grinding of metal over bone. 

The blade came down. Belle's aura erupted like a detonation, silver-blue energy surging around her form. Her body turned on instinct alone. 

Time slowed.

With a scream of muscle and force, she slammed her leg into Kai’s side, hurling him out of the way. He tumbled across the stone floor, barely conscious of her voice shouting. 

“Kai, get back!”

The blade sliced through the space they’d just occupied—air hissing as it was torn apart. 

Belle bent backward, just narrowly dodging, then kicked against the edge of the descending blade itself. The impact sent her flipping through the air, redirecting the force of the strike.

She landed in a crouch, boots skidding across the uneven floor, her breath sharp and cold. 

The creature was gone again. Vanished. Evaporated into the darkness like it had never been there.

“What the hell was that?!” Kai gasped, staggering to his feet.

Belle’s eyes narrowed, scanning the cavern, her Aura Sense actively reaching out like a web to trace any movements. Her muscles remained tense, ready for the next strike, her body coiled with anticipation.

“It’s hunting us,” she said coldly. “And it’s intelligent.”

Kai shook his head, struggling to clear the fog in his mind from the adrenaline. “What was that thing?”

Before Belle could answer, a familiar shift in the air warned her of another imminent attack. 

She turned instinctively, her eyes flashing ethereal blue as she relied on her heightened senses to detect the next movement—but it was too late.

A second slash came from her blind spot, so fast it left a trail of air behind it. 

Belle barely managed to react in time. She pivoted on her heel, her aura flaring with a shockwave of power, but the creature’s blade sliced across her side before she could fully avoid it. 

The air crackled with dark energy as she kicked off the ground, barely escaping the full force of the strike.

Another boom echoed as the creature landed a few meters away, now fully visible. 

It rose from the shadows like a phantom of death. Its form was even more grotesque in the open light. Bones jutted from its back like broken wings. Thick tendrils of black smoke curled from its joints. Its skin—or what remained of it—was riddled with pulsing, violet veins. 

And then there were the eyes.

Not two. Not four. 

Nine. 

Each glowing red, scattered unnaturally across its head, shoulders and chest—some blinking in erratic patterns, others locked directly onto Belle. It was like looking into a hive of hatred and madness. 

Its very presence warped the air, twisting light and sound. Each of them seemed to have its own sense of awareness, its own sense of sight, like the beast had a dozen different vantage points at once.

It was not just a beast. It was cursed.

Kai’s heart skipped a beat as he saw the full extent of the creature. “That’s... not just a monster.”

“This is… a miasma creature, a sentinel.” Belle murmured. “It’s been corrupted beyond repair. Its senses are enhanced by the miasma. As if it was born from the miasma corrupted dungeon itself.”

“Then what do we do?” Kai asked, voice tight with fear.

Belle’s expression hardened. "We fight, Kai. This thing’s not just strong—it’s aware. We’ll have to outmaneuver it."

The Sentinel’s mouth opened—rows of uneven teeth grinding together. Then it screeched. A sound that pierced through bone and reason. 

The ground beneath it cracked as it dashed forward again—faster than before, barely visible to the naked eye.

“Move!” Belle shouted, and the two of them dashed in opposite directions, each hoping to confuse the Sentinel’s awareness.

But even as they moved, the Sentinel was already on them, its blade reconfiguring as it charged in a burst of speed. 

Belle’s mind raced, tracking every shift in the Sentinel’s movement with her Aura Sense, her body already reacting before the beast even made its move.

Her eyes flashed. Her energy crackled. 

Belle gathered her elemental magic, preparing to counter with an explosion of fire and lightning—but the Sentinel, as if sensing her thoughts, vanished once again.

It was no longer just a matter of strength. The Sentinel had become too aware of them. It was reading them, anticipating every move.

The fight was only beginning—and they had no idea just how much more dangerous it would become.

End of Chapter 60

            


Chapter 61: The Dance of Death


                The cavern was deathly still. No wind. No echoes. 

Only the slow, rhythmic drip of violet liquid falling from the jagged stalactites above, each drop splashing into the shallow pools below with unnatural reverberation—like a heartbeat in the dark.

KSSHH… DRIP… DRIP…

The Sentinel reappeared from the shadow. Standing with malice as the crimsons eyes all over its body moving relentlessly, searching for its target. Calculating.

A single drop of water struck the stone floor. 

The Sentinel moved. 

Not with footsteps. Not with sound. It blurred. 

One moment it was standing still, the next it was on them, a living nightmare propelled by otherworldly speed. 

Its weapon—a long, curved blade fashioned from obsidian and bone—sliced through the air in a wide arc, aimed with terrifying precision. The screech it produced was inhuman, like metal shrieking against bone, and it pierced the silence like a banshee’s wail.

Kai froze. His instincts screamed. His heart thundered in his chest, each beat louder than the last. But his limbs felt too heavy. Too slow. 

The blade was too fast. Too close. 

He couldn’t react in time. He was going to die.

"KAI!"

A soundless explosion ruptured the air. A shockwave of pure silver-blue energy shattered the heavy air in a flash of blinding light. 

From the corner of his eye, he saw her. 

Belle. 

She was a comet of divine fury. Her form cracked the air with raw momentum as she launched forward, a streak of glowing light that split the darkness. Her aura ignited like a second sun, rippling with silver-blue lightning and wind-slicing force. 

Time seemed to fracture for a moment.

CLAAANG!

Her foot collided with the incoming blade mid-strike—an impossible interception. The shock of impact detonated in a pulse of kinetic energy that sent shards of stone flying and kicked up a storm of dust and mist. Sparks danced through the air like fireflies.

The force of the deflection sending the corrupted weapon veering wildly off-course. 

Kai blinked, and in that instant, Belle was already moving again. She grabbed his wrist with bone-snapping strength and pulled as hard as she could. 

The world became a blur as his feet left the ground. He barely had time to register the motion before his back slammed against the cavern wall, stone cracking behind him. 

Pain exploded through his spine. His breath left his lungs in a strangled gasp. He slumped. Dazed. Vision swimming.

But Belle stood between him and death. She didn’t look back. Not once. Her eyes were locked on the Sentinel, her silver irises glowing with a draconic fire that seemed almost… inhuman.

The Sentinel hissed—a guttural, glitching growl that echoed from the shadows. It crouched low, talons digging into the stone, blade twitching in anticipation. Its eyes—too many—opened across its chest and shoulders, glowing red like stars bleeding in the void.

The Sentinel’s blade flickered. 

One instant, it stood motionless—an obsidian statue cloaked in malice. The next, it vanished, leaving only a void in the air. 

The shriek of metal cleaving wind screamed out as the blade reappeared mid-swing, a black arc cutting toward Belle’s throat like the judgment of a wrathful god.

Time slowed. 

Belle’s breath caught. Her body moved—not from thought, but instinct. She twisted, the world tilting on its axis as she bent backward, the deadly edge passing so close it whispered across her skin, severing a single strand of silver hair. The strand spiraled downward in slow motion, catching a glint of the glowing cavern light.

Then her counter came. 

She didn’t wait for the blade to finish its arc. She invaded its momentum. Her fist rocketed upward, encased in crackling blue lightning that danced with feral life. 

The air snapped. Her knuckles connected with nothing. The sentinel was gone. It contorted, its body bending at an impossible angle. Its ribcage folding inward, joints snapping sideways like a marionette possessed. It slid under the punch with grotesque grace, rising behind her like a reaper made of smoke and bone.

But Belle had already anticipated the dodge. Mid-air, she rotated, her spine coiling like a spring. Her other hand ignited—fire, bright and hungry. 

"Burn."

With a roar, a stream of crimson flame erupted from her palm. The inferno spiraled outward in a searing cone, lighting up the entire chamber in a blaze of crimson and gold. The heat was suffocating—intense enough to melt steel, intense enough to blacken the stone beneath their feet. The miasma recoiled, hissing violently as it evaporated under the sudden blaze.

A heartbeat of silence followed. 

Then—SLICE.

A shadow moved through the fire and cut it. Effortlessly. The flames parted as if sliced by divine command. 

From the heart of the inferno, the Sentinel emerged, completely unscathed—its armor glistening with absorbed heat, the miasma writhing around its form like sentient chains. Its many eyes shimmered with faint amusement.

Then it attacked. 

Not one strike. A thousand. It became a cyclone of blades. A storm of calculated death. 

One, two—six, twelve—impossible to count. 

The Sentinel blurred into a vortex of curved blades and shifting limbs, each strike flowing into the next with terrifying rhythm. It was art. A dance of slaughter without hesitation. 

And Belle met it head-on.

She became a tempest. Her legs spun, twisted, danced through the chaos. Sparks exploded with every parry, each block sending shockwaves through the cavern walls. 

Her hands moved in perfect synchrony—redirecting, dodging, absorbing the impact with her aura-hardened limbs. She weaved between slashes like wind between the trees, like lightning slipping past thunderclouds.

Every collision was a clash of titans. Stone shattered beneath their feet. Lightning arced across the walls. Fire trails followed Belle’s steps, marking her movement in burning lines that painted a deadly mural into the cavern floor.

From the sidelines, Kai watched in stunned awe, his entire body frozen. His fingers clenched the hilt of his katana until his knuckles turned bone white. 

This wasn’t just a fight. This was something else. A battle between beings who had transcended what humans could comprehend. 

Even with all his training, all his instincts, he couldn’t follow them. His eyes could barely keep up with the motion. Each time he blinked, they had exchanged a dozen strikes.

But even without Aura Sense, he could feel it. The tide was shifting. 

Belle’s movements were sharper—yes—but also strained. Her shoulders tensed with every swing. Her feet skidded slightly wider with each dodge. 

The Sentinel was studying her. Adapting. It had no emotion. No fatigue. Only purpose. And it was pressing harder.

Belle’s eyes narrowed. Her aura flared again, silver-blue light spiking like lightning—but it was unstable. Jagged. Uncontrolled. 

She tried to push it higher—but her body wouldn’t listen. That burst of draconic power she’d used back in the Forbidden Forest—the one that had annihilated the mutated beasts in one cataclysmic wave—it still eluded her. It had come in desperation. Instinct. 

Now, when she needed it the most… nothing.

The Sentinel saw the hesitation. It struck. Its blade screamed through the air. 

Belle's aura-flared, boots skidded hard across the stone floor, sparks flying beneath her heels. She barely stabilized before her knees buckled, a hiss escaping her lips. Her left arm throbbed violently—a deep gash trailed crimson from shoulder to wrist. 

Not fatal. But that wasn’t the point. It wasn't trying to kill her. It was measuring her.

The Sentinel stood motionless a dozen meters away, cloaked in stillness. Its obsidian body shimmered under the ambient purple glow of the dungeon's miasma-tinged light. Long, blade-like arms hung at its sides like a twin guillotine, each edge glistening with a thin line of red. 

Its many eyes—scattered across its head, shoulders, even its chest—whirred and pulsed, synchronizing like the rhythm of a warped heartbeat.

CLICK. CLACK. CLICK.

The eyes blinked in unison. A threat evaluation. A recalibration. A predator adjusting its kill pattern.

Belle breathed, slow and sharp. Her aura flickered and shimmered around her like a living veil, silver streaks laced with subtle ethereal blue pulses. But it wasn’t enough. Not against this. 

The wound on her arm stung. Not because of the cut, but because of the intent behind it. The Sentinel had chosen not to sever her limb. It could have. But it wanted her to adapt… so it could learn.

“It’s not just fighting,” she muttered under her breath, silver eyes narrowed. “It’s evolving mid-fight.”

A blur. A flash. The Sentinel vanished from its place.

Belle’s instincts screamed. 

She ducked low as a blade ripped through the air above her, fast enough to split the wind in two. Another strike followed immediately, from behind. She twisted, raising her forearm just in time.

CLANG!

The shockwave blasted her back five meters, her boots dragging twin lines through the floor as she fought to stay upright.

Before she could recover, the Sentinel was already upon her again. It didn’t move like a swordsman. It didn’t even move like a living being. It flowed like code—angles and equations stitched into a combat form. 

It twisted in midair, rotating its torso unnaturally, and brought both blades down in a scissor-cut meant to decapitate.

Belle leapt straight up. The blades cleaved stone where she had stood—an explosion of rubble erupted around them, shards slamming into her legs mid-air. Pain flashed through her nerves as she used a burst of her fire magic to push herself into a backward somersault. 

She landed—barely—on her feet. One boot slipped. She caught herself. A second too slow, and she’d be dead. Her thoughts whirled like the blades she was dodging. 

Think faster. Move faster.

The Sentinel blurred again. 

Belle ducked into a slide, then twisted her hips into a mid-spin, launching a bolt of fire-imbued lightning from her fingertips toward its flank. 

The blast cracked against its armor and bounced off. It didn’t even flinch. One of its many eyes rotated 180 degrees mid-motion, spotting her counterattack, and the rest of its body responded faster than thought. 

It retaliated with a sweeping kick—an obsidian-like leg moving at near-invisible speed.

BOOM!

The impact threw her across the chamber like a ragdoll. She slammed into a pillar, stone crumbling around her. Dust choked the air. Her ribs screamed. 

For a moment—just one heartbeat—her aura flickered. Her hands trembled. She dropped to one knee, coughing hard, blood staining her lips. She looked up. The Sentinel stood untouched. 

Untouched and unbothered. But not idle.

Its body emitted a low hum, and its wounds—what few scratches and dents she had managed—began to knit shut. 

Black tendrils of miasma surged and spiraled, enveloping the damage and rebuilding it in seconds. Each healing pulse seemed faster than the last. More efficient. As if her attempts at damage were improving it.

“This thing,” she breathed, “it's... adapting even to pain.”

It wasn’t just faster. It wasn’t just smarter. It was getting stronger every time she fought it. Every successful strike took a complex chain of feints, distractions, redirections—and even then, the wounds were shallow. 

The Sentinel blocked most of her blows before they even fully formed. She couldn’t out-muscle it. Couldn’t out-think it. She couldn’t win like this.

Unless… 

A moment passed. 

Belle stood again, one arm limp at her side, the other clenched into a trembling fist. Sweat trickled down her jaw. Her breath came in short, uneven bursts. Her aura shimmered, flickering like a dying star. But her eyes burned with clarity.

“This fight… isn't just about winning anymore,” she whispered. “It’s about outpacing the impossible.”

Not in body. In everything. 

Her thoughts raced. 

Aura Sense worked by processing energy signatures—reading intention, flow, momentum. But at this speed, the window of time between recognizing an attack and reacting to it was too narrow. She needed more than reflexes. 

She needed—overdrive.

The idea clawed into her mind. 

She could use Aura Amplification to amplify her body, further strengthening all of her physical strengths and reactions. Focus it on her limbs, her strikes, her senses. 

But if she could push past the safety limits—compress and overload the aura into her entire system all at once, at the cost of stability… She could become faster. 

Fast enough to match the Sentinel. Maybe even outpace it.

But—it was dangerous. 

No control. No restraint. It could destroy her from the inside. 

It was an untested theory. Things could go wrong. And in this high stake fight a little mistake could cost her entire life. Her nerves might burn out. Her body might shut down mid-fight.

Or worse—she could lose control entirely.
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Chapter 62: Transcend the Limit, Overdrive!


                The Sentinel moved again with another strike—this one aimed for her knee. She blocked, her aura flaring bright—but the shock traveled up her leg, nearly snapping it backward. 

The Sentinel spun and swept its blade across her midsection. Belle twisted just in time. Her boots slid over the slick, uneven stone, sparks flaring beneath her heels as she pivoted on instinct. 

Her heel snagged on a ridge. She staggered. 

And in that heartbeat—the blade fell.

She ducked, the weapon carving a clean arc through where her skull had been a blink ago. The force of it split a nearby stalagmite clean in two, the top half crashing down with a seismic crack behind her.

Another slash whistled toward her—low, fast and precise. 

She jumped, flipping backward into the air, her body arching through space like a dancer suspended mid-spin. Her hand flared with aura. 

She blasted the ground below with an energy burst—BOOM—the concussive force catapulted her sideways, limbs tucked, body rotating as dust and debris exploded upward around her.

The Sentinel was already there. 

It didn’t move like a person. No weight. No delay. Just raw motion. Its many eyes flickered with ghostly light—cold and calculating. Two blades came from opposite sides, like jaws closing in.

Belle twisted, aura bracers flaring with blue light. She caught one blade—but the other grazed her side, slicing open her jacket and skin in one chilling stroke. 

Blood sprayed. Red streaked through the air, catching the dim violet haze of the miasma. Her breath hitched. Pain bit deep—but she didn’t stop. 

The Sentinel landed, blades retracting into its limbs with a hydraulic hiss. Its neck twisted, vertebrae clicking with mechanical precision as it watched her bleed. 

The gash on her ribs pulsed. Her breathing came faster. She rolled her shoulder, stance low. Her arms trembled now—not from fear, but from exhaustion. From overuse. From the creeping toll of pushing too far, too fast, for too long. The heat of her own aura was beginning to burn her skin from the inside.

The Sentinel wasn’t slowing. It was still evolving. 

Its next move was a blur. No, less than a blur—a cut in space itself. One moment it was still, the next—a blade came for her throat again. 

Belle dropped to a knee, ducking low. 

Another swing came from above. 

She threw her bracers up just in time.

CLANG. 

The shockwave exploded out. A wall of pure force smashed into the cavern around her, cracking stone, shattering spires. Dust poured from the ceiling like rain.

Belle’s teeth ground together. Her aura cracked at the edges. She felt her knees buckle beneath the weight of the impact. Her bones screamed in protest. 

The Sentinel pushed harder. Its blade hissed down toward her heart. No time to dodge. So she let go. Gravity took her. She fell, twisting her torso mid-drop so the blade sliced only a shallow line across her collarbone. The pain was sharp, but shallow. Not fatal. 

She slammed her fist into the stone mid-fall. Aura surged down her arm and detonated with a thunderous boom—a shockwave erupted beneath her, hurling her backward in a high arc across the battlefield.

She crashed against a spire. The jagged edge struck her shoulder. White-hot agony lanced through her arm. 

She tumbled, landed hard, skidding across the ground until she came to a stop near the edge of a crumbling ledge. Her body screamed. But she stood. 

Slow. Unsteady. Bleeding. But upright.

Across the cavern, the Sentinel turned. Its movement was slower now—measured. Studying her again. Blades retracting. Eyes blinking. Analyzing. Waiting. 

Belle spat blood, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “So that’s how it is…”

Kai stood frozen at the far edge of the cavern, knuckles white around the hilt of his katana. He tried to take a step forward.

“Don’t,” Belle said without looking at him, her voice low but firm. She raised her hand, fingers trembling. “You’ll die the moment you move.”

Her voice held no doubt. 

Kai stopped. His brows furrowed, frustration cutting across his face like a knife. Not because he was scared. But because he couldn’t help her.

Belle exhaled. Her arms dropped slightly. Her body trembled with every breath. Her legs threatened to give way beneath her. Her aura flickered, unstable. Fractured. 

She had pushed beyond her limits. There was no more room for finesse. No more tricks. 

The Sentinel had seen everything. Every angle, every pattern, every possibility. It didn’t fight like a swordsman. It fought like a system. 

Predictive. Adaptive. Inevitable.

There was only one option left. She had to outpace its calculations. 

If it could read her moves before she made them—then she had to move faster than thought itself. Faster than even her own aura had ever carried her before.

She looked down at her hand—bloodied, split, twitching. 

“Damn me,” she whispered. 

Her aura surged faintly, no longer wild and blazing—but dense. Like coiled lightning. It was time to transcend her limit. 

No more restraint. Just speed. Raw, terrifying and unfiltered speed.

Her aura began to spiral inward. Instead of flaring outward like fire, it twisted tighter around her form—like storm winds wrapping around the eye of a hurricane. 

The ground beneath her began to fracture. Stone cracked. Dust lifted in a slow, trembling dance. Her muscles seized. Her bones ached. Her skin began to steam.

If I screw this up, my body will tear itself apart.

But if she didn’t push past her limits, she wouldn’t survive. And neither would Kai. 

Her silver eyes lifted to the Sentinel, now hesitating. 

Its eyes blinked erratically. It couldn’t read her anymore. Because what stood before it… was changing.

Her aura didn’t roar. It hummed. 

A deep, pressure-warping thrum like the world itself was holding its breath.

Kai’s eyes widened. “Belle… what are you—?”

She whispered: “Aura Amplification: Overdrive.”

And she vanished in an instant. 

A sonic boom cracked through the chamber like thunder. The shockwave pulverized the stone where she’d stood, throwing Kai backward against the cavern wall. 

The Sentinel stumbled. 

But it was too late. She reappeared behind it—already mid-kick.

The blow connected—directly between its shoulder blades. 

An explosion of blue-white energy erupted on impact, sending the monster flying like a cannonball. It slammed into the far wall with a sound like a meteor striking earth, carving a deep trench in the rock, sparks and miasma spewing in every direction.

Belle landed in a crouch, her hands spread, knees bent. Steam poured from her body like fire meeting frost. Her aura glowed—unstable and wild. 

Every breath was a struggle. But she stood.

The Sentinel dragged itself from the rubble, its frame twitching. Its armor cracked. Miasma poured like blood. And for the first time—it hesitated. 

Belle vanished again. A flash. A streak. A pulse. She reappeared above it—leg cocked, eyes glowing silver-blue with fury.

Another strike—a spinning axe-kick that crashed into its chest with bone-shaking force. Cracks spread across its torso. 

The Sentinel tried to counter—blades shot out—but she was already gone. 

Another flash. Another strike. 

A burst of flame in the shape of a dragon’s maw collided with its side—BOOM—incinerating the limb it raised in defense.

Then lightning. 

Then raw aura. 

Each hit was perfect. Each one was devastating. 

She wasn’t just fast. She was untraceable. Unstoppable. 

Her body was breaking down—yes—but her will burned hotter than the flames erupting from her own veins. 

Then she vanished again.

CRACK.

Belle’s foot collided with the Sentinel’s back in a thunderclap of raw force, launching the distorted monstrosity like a missile across the cavern. 

The impact was so devastating that the distant wall buckled, rock cratering under the pressure. A shockwave rippled through the chamber, kicking up a violent tempest of shattered stone, fractured spires, and swirling dust that momentarily obscured the battlefield in a cloud of chaos.

The Sentinel struck the far wall with a sound like a meteor crashing into earth. The stone cratered on impact—fracture lines spiderwebbed outward like a shattered mirror. 

It didn’t cry out. It didn’t bleed. 

But its jagged, inhuman frame spasmed unnaturally. Damaged.

Belle didn’t wait. Before the dust had even settled, she blurred forward—nothing but a streak of silver-blue light cutting through the haze like a comet. Her aura left an afterimage trailing behind her, rippling with unstable energy as she closed the distance in a heartbeat.

She struck. A blinding flurry of fists, elbows, and knees—each blow a miniature explosion, faster than the eye could follow. 

Her fist drove into its ribcage—metal cracked. Her elbow crushed the joint of its wrist, sending one of its jagged blades flying end over end into the darkness. She twisted under a counter strike, appearing beneath it, and launched a brutal uppercut laced with compressed aura.

BOOM!

The Sentinel was hurled upward, limbs flailing, its multiple eyes flickering with disarray as its systems tried to recalibrate.

Belle spun mid-air, vanishing in a blur—reappearing above the Sentinel. Her hand reeled back, glowing white-hot, compressed aura swirling violently around her arm like a cyclone trying to burst free. 

KA-THOOM!

She slammed her fist down.

A point-blank detonation erupted at the moment of impact—light and force colliding in a blinding burst. 

The Sentinel was driven downward like a meteor, smashing through layers of rock, disintegrating the ground in its descent. 

Shockwaves rolled through the cavern, fracturing stone pillars and throwing debris in every direction.

Silence followed. Dust choked the air. Static crackled from residual energy, dancing like lightning across Belle’s silhouette. 

Across the battlefield, Kai stood frozen—wide-eyed, stunned. He hadn’t even been able to follow half of what just happened.

Belle landed hard, one knee down, boots grinding across splintered stone. Her shoulders heaved with each breath, silver hair tousled and clinging to her sweat-soaked face. Her body was screaming. 

The Overdrive was taking its toll. Muscle fibers torn. Ligaments frayed. Blood streamed from her nose and down her lip. Her aura—once brilliant and surging—now flickered violently, like a flame in a storm. 

But she stood. She refused to fall.

The rubble shifted where the Sentinel fell. 

A low, unnatural hiss filled the air as tendrils of miasma snaked upward from the crater like smoke rising from a dying fire. 

The Sentinel rose again. Cracked. Burned. One arm hung limp and useless. Several of its many glowing eyes had shattered. But not all of them. 

The creature’s ruined body began to regenerate—flesh and foreign metal reforming in tandem as miasma pooled into its wounds, drawn in like water to a sponge. 

The injuries hissed and bubbled as they were stitched together by shadowy tendrils, reweaving armor, ligaments, and even the glinting points of new blades. The remaining eyes flared—rapid pulses of red light. Faster. Brighter. Smarter.

Belle’s eyes widened slightly. 

It’s even learning from that?!

The Sentinel wasn’t just surviving—it was adapting. A hunter designed to kill anything, no matter how powerful. Now it was learning how to counter Overdrive.

Belle wiped the blood from her mouth, exhaling slowly. 

“Come on, then,” she muttered.

The Sentinel lunged forward without warning. The air split as its blades blurred into motion—dozens of them, moving like a storm of silver lightning. 

This time, Belle didn’t dodge. She met the assault head-on. 

What followed wasn’t just combat—it was war.

The chamber lit up with bursts of clashing aura and screeching metal. Sparks rained down like molten stars. The floor gave way beneath their feet, shattering into fragments, forming trenches and craters with every collision. 

Belle ducked a slashing arc, countered with a spinning kick—only for the Sentinel to snatch her leg mid-air and hurl her into the cavern wall.

CRASH.

Stone cracked and collapsed from the impact, but Belle twisted mid-flight, hit the ground in a roll, and rebounded with momentum. Her aura flaring. Teeth gritted. Screaming back toward the enemy. 

She feinted high—then went low, her fist skimming the floor before arcing upward. 

But the Sentinel read it. It dodged.

She twisted in the air and hurled a blade of refined aura from her palm, a crescent of pure energy produced by the compressed force that sliced through the dark. It grazed the Sentinel’s side—cutting deep—but the attack flickered as it passed through the miasma, dissolving before it could finish the job.

“Tch,” Belle clicked her tongue. 

Even her strongest attacks were deteriorating in the corrupted air. It was healing too fast. Even with Overdrive, she wasn’t winning. Not really. 

Unless…

Her eyes sharpened. She watched carefully—the way the miasma responded, pulled inward around its wounds. It wasn’t just ambient—it was being channeled. The tendrils didn’t disperse randomly. They all flowed toward a single point—a convergence.

There’s a core.

It wasn’t just healing passively. It was using the miasma—drawing it to a specific center like a magnet. A target. 

Her mind cleared and focused. She pushed the pain aside. She leapt into the air, higher this time, dodging a spinning blade that carved straight through the afterimage she left behind. 

The Sentinel tracked her mid-flight, eyes glowing—but she didn’t hesitate. She descended like a comet, aura burning wildly around her. Not toward its arms. Not the eyes. Straight for the torso, where the miasma flowed thickest.

She roared. “HAAAH!!” Her fist hit like divine judgment.

CRACK.

And for the first time—the Sentinel screamed. 

Not with a voice. Not with words. But with a deep, inhuman frequency that pulsed through the stone like a sonic quake. The very walls vibrated. Loose rubble levitated, then shattered from the sheer resonance. 

Its eyes flared out of sync. Its blades swung wildly—erratic, no longer coordinated. It was reeling.

Belle didn’t let up. 

Her aura erupted again—pure silver-blue, burning so bright it painted the cavern in false daylight. Every fiber in her body screamed. Every second brought her closer to collapse. 

One more hit. Her energy surged. She gathered it all into one final strike. Compressing it into her core, letting it explode outward like a dam breaking.

She screamed: “DRIVE BREAK—!!”

But before she could finish—the Sentinel reacted. 

Its remaining blades snapped inward—spinning in perfect unison—forming a shield wall, a spiraling cocoon of blackened steel and dark energy. It spun faster and faster, a sphere of death that throbbed with power.

Belle struck. 

BOOM!

A titanic shockwave exploded on impact. 

The light of her Drive Break collided with the black cocoon like the sun slamming into a black hole. Rubble flew. Air rippled. The cavern trembled. 

But when the dust cleared—Belle stood there, panting, swaying on her feet. Her knees nearly buckled. 

The cocoon had cracked. But not shattered. Through the fractures, she could see it—the core, pulsing still. Alive. Smarter. 

And now angry.
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Chapter 63: Break the Algorithm


                The scream wasn't a sound. 

It was a reverberation, a thunderous tremor that rippled through the very marrow of the cavern. It echoed in the stone, in the miasma, in the blood of every living thing nearby. The air vibrated—not just around them, but within them.

Kai, stationed far at the perimeter of the battlefield, reeled back with a strangled gasp, as if his lungs had been squeezed by an invisible vice. He dropped to one knee, a hand clutching his chest. His wide eyes locked on the center of the storm—on her.

“Belle…?”

The Sentinel convulsed. 

It wasn’t a simple shift or tremor. It was as if something inside it was trying to tear its way out. The gaping wound Belle had carved into its chest—once a clear victory—now split open further with a grotesque crack, spilling torrents of pitch-black mist that hissed as it hit the ground. 

The miasma thickened instantly, spiraling into serpentine coils that wrapped around the monster like living shadows. The temperature dropped. Mana flickered like dying embers. The cavern dimmed as though the world itself was recoiling.

Belle’s knees nearly buckled. Her Overdrive flared, desperate to stabilize her faltering body. Muscles trembled. Her breath came in short, searing gasps. 

But her eyes—sharp and silver—never wavered from the beast.

“That hit should’ve…” she whispered, voice tight. “It should’ve done more.”

The Sentinel twitched. 

Then… it changed. 

A grotesque metamorphosis began, bones snapping in unnatural rhythm. Armor plates peeled back like molted skin, clattering to the floor with a metallic rain. Its limbs stretched—no, lengthened—growing leaner, sharper, more agile. 

The bulbous clusters of tiny crimson eyes blinked shut. And in their place, four enormous ones snapped open. They burned like molten rubies, each one focusing on Belle with unblinking hunger. 

Miasma swirled inward, no longer a fog but a living shroud of energy, wrapping around its body in a cloak that pulsed with corrupted life. 

It was no longer a sentinel. It was an executioner.

And then—it vanished. 

Belle’s instincts screamed. Her Aura Sense flared to life, but even then—nothing. 

No presence. No signature. Not even a whisper.

CLANG!!

A blinding flash. Steel slammed against her back. Only her honed reflexes—trained under near-death pressure—allowed her to twist just in time. 

She was sent hurtling, skidding across the battlefield, gravel and blood trailing behind her. She hit the stone hard, rolled twice, and came up in a crouch. Her shoulder screamed. Her ribs burned.

Her eyes narrowed. “It’s… faster than me now?”

The Sentinel didn’t blur. It skipped, blinking through space like a corrupted memory trying to keep up with reality. Its movement broke logic—phasing, repositioning, attacking with surgical precision.

A flash to her left—blade. 

She ducked too late. A red line split across her cheek, the sting delayed by half a second. 

She spun to retaliate—parried one strike—only to be caught by the follow-up feint. The blade grazed her arm, her jacket shredded, blood blooming in the air like crimson petals. 

It wasn’t attacking wildly anymore. It was testing her. Analyzing her. Adapting.

The Sentinel had evolved past mere combat. It was learning her rhythm, matching her pace, and adjusting its tempo until it could end her with a single, flawless stroke. 

Belle’s aura faltered for a breath. Her body screamed. Her Overdrive flickered on the edge of collapse. Every move she made had to be perfect now. No margin. No hesitation.

Another blink—another strike. 

She dodged, barely. Blade to the left—countered. Blade from behind—blocked by the flat of her forearm. Pain shot up her bones like lightning. 

It was relentless. 

She launched her counter: a flurry of jabs, kicks, and bursts of focused aura. One strike grazed its side again—there! The core was still vulnerable! But the cloak sealed it again. 

Instantaneous regeneration. 

She couldn’t afford to waste energy anymore. The only path to victory now was a single, decisive blow.

A voice rang out—raw with fear. 

“BELLE!! GET OUT OF THERE!” 

Kai screamed from across the cavern. 

She didn’t answer. She didn’t even look. 

If she ran, it would hunt him next. 

She clenched her fists. Blood dripped from her fingertips. She was the one it wanted. 

Her silver eyes burned. 

Then I’ll just have to be faster. Smarter. Deadlier.

Belle closed her eyes. Not to retreat. But to focus. To see. 

The Sentinel’s cloak. The rhythm of its attacks. The moments between each blink. 

There’s a sequence… she finally realized. 

Every adaptation costs it something. Each reposition…

Her aura surged again, flaring silver-blue, though now tinged with hints of red. 

One last plan. One final opening.

The miasma howled around her. The Sentinel blinked into existence—blade aimed at her heart. 

Belle moved first. She lunged—not toward where it was—but toward where it would be.

CLANG!!

The Sentinel struck. But she was already turning with it, spinning inside its guard. Her elbow connected—THUNK—driving into its side. She didn’t stop. Her palm ignited with burning aura. She released it point-blank.

BOOM!

The cloak split. Shreds of miasma peeled away like smoke in the wind. The core gleamed again, pulsing violently.

She aimed to strike. But the Sentinel responded instantly. A blade erupted through her shoulder, spearing clean through.

“AGH—!”

White-hot pain tore through her. She gritted her teeth, twisting off the blade in a burst of sheer force and willpower. Her boot scraped the stone—backflip—narrowly avoiding the follow-up slash meant for her neck. 

She landed in a crouch, bleeding, panting, shoulders heaving. But her eyes… still burning. 

She had seen it. The pattern. The pause. The brief flicker of delay after it repositioned. 

There was still a chance. 

Not brute force. Not attrition. But with precision and prediction. 

She steadied herself, ignoring the blood dripping from her arm, the heat searing her lungs. 

The Sentinel’s four crimson eyes fixed on her—blazing with intent. And it charged again. 

Belle lowered her stance. Lightning surged across her aura. Her hands trembled.

She exhaled. “…Alright then.” She lifted her head. “Let’s end this—properly.”

The silence was absolute. 

Not the silence of peace—but the silence before a god falls.

Cracks spiderwebbed beneath Belle's boots, the stone straining under the sheer pressure of her leaking Overdrive. Sparks danced around her like fireflies, flickering in sync with the raw lightning coiled inside her veins. 

Her breath came in ragged pulls, steam curling from her lips in the freezing air. Her legs trembled. Her body screamed. 

Her aura flickered like a dying star. But she stood tall. Because falling now meant losing everything.

Across the battlefield, the Sentinel limped forward, dragging one of its blades against the ground. Sparks hissed beneath its feet. Its movements—once elegant and surgical—had devolved into stuttering bursts. 

It was breaking down, its frame pulsing with unstable energy, its core visibly cracked and leaking tendrils of corrupted miasma.

Its eyes twitched erratically—dozens of them blinking at different intervals, desperately scanning for a pattern that no longer existed. 

It was still adapting. Still calculating. Still learning. 

Belle narrowed her eyes, her fingers twitching as blue lightning crawled down her arms.

"You're fast," she said hoarsely. Her voice echoed in the cavern, distorted by the reverb of her overloaded aura. “But you rely on predictions.”

The Sentinel’s head tilted—just slightly. Like a puppet responding to a final command. 

Recognition. Analysis. Anticipation. 

Belle smiled, a slow, dangerous grin through the blood trickling down her chin.

“Problem is…” She shifted her stance—low, loose, chaotic. “…you can’t predict chaos.”

She moved. 

A burst—no, a detonation of motion. Not with rhythm. Not with form. Her body flowed like lightning given shape, erratic and impossible to read. She zig-zagged through the battlefield in a blur of afterimages, her presence flickering like a broken signal. 

Her first strike came from the left. But before it landed, she twisted mid-air, contorting like a wind-caught ribbon, flipping behind the Sentinel to drive an elbow toward the back of its neck.

CLANG!

It blocked—barely. 

She didn’t stop. She spun, using the deflection to hook her leg around its own, throwing it off-balance.

FLASH!

A vertical column of lightning exploded beneath her feet as she vaulted upward with a scream, dragging an aura blade through the Sentinel’s side. Blue sparks sprayed like a geyser as metal hissed and split. 

The Sentinel staggered, shrieking—a broken, glitching cry like corrupted audio played backward. 

Its retaliation came immediately. It lunged—a blur of metal and death. Four arms moved at once, each slashing with a different rhythm. Blades screamed through the air, slicing through the fog like razors. Its speed defied logic, its angles impossible.

Belle’s instincts flared. She ducked. Slid. Twisted through the chaos. 

A blade grazed her ribs—another singed her shoulder. She parried the third—and narrowly avoided the fourth with a backflip that exploded the ground beneath her. She planted her hand midair and launched herself forward.

CRACK!

A lightning-charged uppercut collided with the Sentinel’s jaw, sending it crashing into the stone wall with a seismic impact. Dust erupted. The cavern shook. 

But Belle didn’t pause.

“RAAAHHH!!” 

She dashed in, fists wreathed in spiraling aura, and unleashed a flurry of blows—fists, kicks, aura spikes, feints—dozens of strikes per second. Each impact left shockwaves behind, carving craters into the floor. 

The Sentinel roared, blocking with all four arms—but Belle was already moving, already twisting.

Then came a feint. A flicker of movement to the right. And then she struck from the left, channeling all her weight into a spinning, two-handed overhead strike aimed directly at its core. 

But the Sentinel twisted. Its last blade rammed straight through her shoulder.

“AGHHH—!”

Her scream tore through the cavern as the weapon plunged deep, but she grabbed the blade with bare, bleeding hands. 

Her aura surged. Her Overdrive screamed in protest. Her body was breaking. 

“NOT. THIS. TIME!!”

She twisted the blade aside—shattering it—and launched herself straight into the sky, lightning bursting beneath her like a thunderclap. High above the battlefield, she flipped once—twice—arms crossing above her head as energy gathered, coalescing into a spiraling vortex of lightning and raw aura.

“BREAK—”

She descended.

“—THE—”

Faster. 

The wind screamed around her. Time itself seemed to slow. 

The Sentinel raised its arms, all remaining weapons poised. 

Belle’s eyes locked on the glowing core.

“…ALGORITHM!!”

She struck. Both fists—crossed—smashed into the core in an X-shaped arc.

BOOOOOOOM.

An explosion of energy erupted like a sun being born underground. The cavern lit up in blinding blue. Lightning speared out in every direction, tearing through walls, ceilings, everything. A sonic shockwave split the world. The ground cracked, split, and rose from the force. 

And at the center of it all—Belle stood. 

Her hands were embedded in the Sentinel’s core. Its body began to fall apart in slow motion, like broken code dissolving into the air. 

The light dimmed. One by one, its eyes went out. The cloak of miasma evaporated. And then—it collapsed.

The Sentinel crumpled into ruin, a heap of metal and corrupted magic, flickering once—and then going still. 

Silence fell once more. The silence of victory. 

Belle dropped to one knee, her arms scorched and trembling, her aura barely holding its form. Blue sparks still danced across her back, fading like dying embers. She could barely breathe. Her vision blurred. Her heart pounded. 

From across the shattered battlefield, Kai stumbled forward, his expression a mix of awe and horror. “…Belle…” he whispered.

She didn’t turn around. Didn’t need to. 

She stared at what remained of her opponent—the perfect machine, the algorithmic hunter, reduced to silence and ash. Her voice came soft—quiet—but laced with steel.

“…Your mistake…was thinking this was a game of numbers.”

Her eyes flared one last time, lightning dancing in silver irises.

“This was never about data.” She turned, finally.

“It was about will.”

End of Chapter 63

            


Chapter 64: The Unseen Flame Part 1


                The battlefield still crackled with the echoes of violence. Ash drifted down like snow, settling over the fractured stone floor. The metallic stench of burnt mana clung thick in the air, heavy with ozone and miasma. 

The husk of the fallen Sentinel remained still on the ground. Its once-majestic armor was shattered, scorched black and leaking flickers of corrupted light.

Kai staggered through the haze, boots crunching softly over broken debris. His breath came fast and uneven, chest rising and falling beneath the flickering glow of damaged runes. Each step sent a dull ache up his leg, but he ignored it. His eyes were only on her. 

Belle hadn’t moved from where she knelt.

Her aura—normally so vivid, so fluid and alive—now stuttered like a flame struggling against wind. Dim, fractured, sparking in brief pulses around her trembling form. Silver hair hung limp over her face, the tips charred. 

Her jacket was torn through the shoulder where miasma-tainted blade had struck her. Blood—dark, almost black in the corrupted light—seeped through the fabric, dripping quietly onto the floor.

Kai dropped to his knees beside her. “Belle—!”

He reached out, but stopped short of touching her, unsure if even that would cause her more pain. 

She stirred, just barely, turning her head. One silver eye cracked open, dull with exhaustion. “…Still breathing,” she rasped, lips tugging upward in a faint, tired smirk.

It was meant to be humor. It hit him like a punch to the gut.

“Yeah, barely,” he muttered, voice low and sharp with worry. “You look like hell.”

Belle gave him a sideways look, one brow twitching, and he could practically hear the unspoken ‘I told you not to jinx us.’ He exhaled sharply—more of a scoff than a laugh—and reached for his belt pouch. 

His fingers trembled slightly as they brushed against the vials stored inside. He found the one he needed—a Grade-B Recovery Potion, its liquid swirling with vibrant emerald light—and yanked the cork free with his teeth.

“Here. Drink slowly.”

He lifted it to her lips. 

She didn’t argue. The potion went down in small, painful sips. Her throat worked with effort, each swallow followed by a grimace. The taste was bitter and acrid—like hot iron and wilted herbs—and it burned going down. 

Almost immediately, her body jerked slightly in his arms as the magic surged into her bloodstream. But instead of relief, her aura flared violently—then sputtered.

Kai tightened his grip on her as her body tensed. “Easy. Easy.”

Although she was immune to miasma, the miasma lingering in her wound still resisted the potion’s magic. Healing clashed with corruption, and the result was slow—painful. 

He could feel it in the way she breathed, each inhale strained and shallow. The backlash from Overdrive hadn’t faded either. Her aura was splintered, pieces of it flickering out like dying embers.

She coughed once—a harsh, ragged sound—then slumped slightly, exhausted. Her hands twitched in her lap. She looked down at them. The glow around her fingers was faint, scattered, like cracked porcelain veined with dim light.

“…Not gonna be much help for a while,” she whispered, more to herself than to Kai.

Kai stared at her for a long moment. 

She wasn’t someone who admitted weakness easily. Hell, she usually walked away from fights like she was untouchable. Always the one to pull him out of trouble. 

But now… Now she was still, and broken, and just barely holding herself together.

Something cold and heavy settled in Kai’s chest. “…Then rest,” he said quietly. He adjusted his grip on his katana, thumb brushing the hilt out of habit. “I’ll take point from here.”

Belle’s eyes flicked to him. “You?”

There was no malice in her tone. No mockery. Just surprise. 

But Kai didn’t flinch.

“I have to.”

Not because she told him to. Not because he was the strongest. But because no one else was going to protect her. And he wouldn’t let her fall here. 

Not now. Not ever. 

Silence settled between them. Then—soft, almost imperceptible—a sound behind them. 

A whisper in the fog.

Belle’s eyes narrowed. “Kai—”

A pulse of black mist erupted from the broken Sentinel’s remains. It coiled upward like smoke, thick and fast, twisting unnaturally as it rose. Where the miasma touched metal, it fused to it. Where it touched the shattered limbs, it molded around them. 

Kai stepped in front of Belle on instinct, blade at the ready.

The miasma surged again—more focused this time. It wrapped around the fallen pieces of the Sentinel and the shadows clinging to the walls. The corrupted energy began to condense, form taking shape like flesh being sculpted out of mist and machine.

Two, no—three shapes emerged from the fog. 

Twisted amalgamations of metal and shadow. Each roughly humanoid in form, but warped—arms too long, faces half-covered by fragments of the Sentinel’s mask. Their joints jerked unnaturally as if strung on invisible wires, and their eyes glowed with dull crimson light.

Shades.

But not like the ones before. They were born from the remains of the Sentinel. 

A defense mechanism. 

The dungeon had recognized Belle as a threat—and these were its last guardians.

Each one turned its head toward her. 

Kai felt the shift in their presence. They weren’t after him. They were after her. He gripped his katana tighter, taking a slow breath. 

Behind him, Belle stirred weakly, already trying to rise—but her hand trembled. She couldn’t fight. She couldn’t move. Not yet. Her aura was still weak.

Kai stepped forward. One foot. Then another.

“…You’re not touching her,” he muttered. His voice was quiet. But it cut through the fog like fire.

The katana slid free with a steely whisper—a flash of heat igniting along the blade’s edge. Fire coiled up the steel in rippling patterns, dancing like a living thing across its surface. 

In the eerie dimness of the cavern, it lit Kai’s silhouette in flickering orange, casting a long shadow behind him.

The first Shade lunged. No hesitation.

A blur of shadow and metal, limbs jerking at impossible angles, moving like something trapped between puppet and machine. Its mouth didn’t open, but a distorted shriek—like static grinding against metal—ripped through the air.

Kai didn’t blink. He stepped forward to meet it, fire flashing in a crimson arc.

Steel met claw.

Sparks erupted from the impact, and flame hissed across the Shade’s arm, burning a searing trail into its corrupted alloy. But it didn’t slow. The thing twitched, absorbing the blow with unnatural force. 

Kai’s boots slid back a few meters across the cracked stone, leaving black streaks in the soot.

Then came the second Shade.

From the right. Fast. He pivoted instinctively, katana swinging low.

The strike connected—just barely—scraping across the creature’s chest. Fire licked at its form, charring flesh and plating. But not deep enough. The blow didn’t stagger it.

And the third was already behind him.

He turned. Too slow. Claws raked across his shoulder. His jacket tore open with a sharp snap. A splash of red hit the floor.

“Ghh—!”

The pain flared hot and sharp across his back. He stumbled, but forced himself into a low roll, twisting just as another claw slammed down where his head had been. The floor cracked beneath the impact.

Kai landed in a crouch, katana still in his hand, flame sputtering.

His breath came hard and fast, shoulders rising and falling. Blood trickled down his arm.

“They’re not strong,” he muttered under his breath. “But…”

They’re fast. And worse—relentless.

The three Shades moved with no pattern. No rhythm. Each twitch and step was erratic and unnatural, like strings being yanked by different hands. Yet… somehow they worked together. Two would feint. The third would strike. 

They weren’t aiming to overwhelm him. They were trying to bypass him.

His eyes darted back—just in time to see one of the Shades break off from the fight, sprinting toward Belle.

She still knelt, barely upright, aura in tatters.

The Shade's limbs flailed unnaturally as it moved—part scuttle, part glide—like a corrupted beast lurching forward on instinct.

“Not happening.”

Kai moved.

One step. Two steps. His fire exploded behind him with the force of his leap.

A streak of flame carved through the air as he intercepted, spinning into a wide arc mid-dash. The katana came down like a meteor, flame trailing behind it.

The Shade twisted mid-air, contorting its torso with a bone-snapping crack. Kai’s blade missed its core by centimeters, slicing through a mechanical arm instead. The severed limb spun away, burning.

The creature skidded back, one knee dropping to the floor.

But there was no time to press.

The remaining two Shades attacked in perfect synchronicity—one leaping from above, the other dashing low.

Kai saw both. Barely.

He ducked beneath the frontal swipe, twisting his body and driving the katana upward into the attacker’s chest. Flame surged.

The creature wailed—an electronic shriek of pain—and convulsed as the fire seared through it. Kai gritted his teeth, twisting the blade deeper.

Too late. The third landed behind him, claw raised.

IMPACT.

A jagged claw slammed into his back, hurling him forward with bone-rattling force. His vision exploded with white stars. He hit the ground hard—skidding, tumbling, metal clattering. His katana clanged against the stone a few meters away, spinning to a stop.

Kai lay still for a moment, breath knocked out of him. Blood dripped from his lips, staining the stone beneath his cheek.

Belle’s voice reached him. Faint and strained.

“Fireball.”

A burst of heat erupted nearby. The impact shook the ground lightly as the Shade approaching her was blasted back, smoke trailing from the charred edges of its cloak.

Kai’s eyes refocused. He saw the opening and moved.

He surged through the haze, grabbing his katana as he passed it, flame re-igniting with a hiss along the blade’s edge. The fire flared brighter—hotter—burning wild with his rising will.

His feet barely touched the ground. He was there—in front of the stunned Shade—before it fully recovered.

One heartbeat. Kai’s sword flared white-hot as he swung upward into a blinding arc.

“Crimson Fang: Flash Step.”

The blade cleaved cleanly through the Shade's core—burning through metal and shadow in a radiant, fiery slash. The creature didn’t scream. It simply disintegrated. Black mist and burning fragments scattered like ash. The light faded.

Kai landed in a crouch, blade outstretched, fire flickering in the stillness. He exhaled. Slow. Measured.

“I’ve told you… You are not touching her.” He muttered with a serious expression.

Then—the atmosphere shifted.

The remaining two Shades stopped moving. 

For a breathless second, the air was still. Then they both convulsed, limbs jittering, sparks flying from exposed joints. Their bodies twisted violently, reshaping—becoming sharper.

Kai’s brows furrowed. “…They’re evolving?”

The Shades weren’t just attacking anymore. They were strategizing.

Red static pulsed across their limbs like twitching tendrils of lightning—syncing. Each flicker of corrupted code brought a new refinement in their movements. More efficient. More ruthless. As if they were evolving right in front of him.

Kai’s jaw clenched. His breaths came sharp, each inhale scraping against scorched lungs. The air was no longer just heavy—it was suffocating. Saturated with corrupted energy, it made every motion feel like he was wading through molten lead.

His fire flickered weakly at first—but when he stepped forward, it surged again, flaring in defiance. 

He would not fall. Not now.
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Chapter 65: The Unseen Flame Part 2


                The Shades moved. Faster than before.

A streak of corrupted motion cut left—too fast for the eye to track. Kai caught the glint of claws and pivoted, dragging his blade up in a desperate arc.

CLANG!

Sparks erupted as steel clashed with corrupted claws. The impact jolted his bones, rattling down to his very soul. The other came from behind. He twisted but too slow. The claws slashed across his back. Not deep. But enough.

Blood splattered in a crimson arc across the stone. 

Kai grunted, stumbling forward—but he didn’t fall. He refused to fall. He spun on his heel, katana sweeping a wide arc laced in fire. The heat warped the air, leaving a shimmering trail behind the blade.

One Shade ducked. The other leapt over it.

Damn it—

They landed, synchronized, one on either side of him. A pincer.

Kai leapt straight upward by instinct. Claws scraped together beneath him. He flipped in the air, twisting mid-flight, flames surging from his boots like afterburn. His katana slashed downward.

WHOOSH!

A diagonal strike carved the space between the two Shades. One was nicked—just a scratch. The other twisted and retaliated. Too close.

Kai raised his arm to guard, and the claw raked across his forearm. Blood welled up. He dropped to a knee. Chest heaving. A bead of sweat slid down his temple, mingling with blood.

Still… he rose. Again. And again.

His vision blurred, but his will sharpened.

He could see Belle from the corner of his eye—still weak, still recovering, silver hair clinging to her sweat-drenched skin. She was watching him. Every moment. Every motion.

He couldn’t lose here. 

Not when she was behind him. Not when she had always stood ahead.

The Shades circled.

One Shade lunged low, a blur of limbs and claws.

Kai stepped forward into the strike, his katana cleaving downward in a perfect arc. It connected—steel slicing through corrupted flesh and plating.

A static-laced shriek echoed. The creature staggered, stumbling into a roll. But the second was already there—flanking, faster.

Kai turned just in time.

CLASH.

A furious series of blows followed. Steel against claws. Flame against darkness.

CLANG. CLANG. CLANG.

Each strike was more vicious than the last.

He blocked. Deflected. Dodged. But the pressure was relentless. It was like holding back a collapsing mountain. His knees buckled under a heavy swipe. The ground cracked beneath his boots. A blaze of flame burst around his heels to stabilize him.

His body screamed. Muscles burning. Lungs aching. The fire on his blade began to flicker.

He pushed forward—recklessly. He caught the Shade mid-sprint with a low slash across its legs, knocking it into a spin. But its twin was right behind—descending from above like a missile.

BOOM.

The impact landed squarely on Kai’s raised blade. The floor exploded, fragments of stone launching outward in a storm. Kai grunted, nearly collapsing under the pressure, blade trembling in his grip.

They pressed the assault.

A claw sliced for his side—he twisted again, too slow this time. Blood sprayed. A shallow cut, but deep enough to hurt.

The attacks were too fast. Too relentless. 

He couldn’t keep this up. But behind him—he sensed her movement.

Belle. 

Pushing herself upright. One arm trembling. Her eyes wide, silver strands falling across her face.

“No.” His voice cracked with force, despite the pain. “Stay down.”

She froze. Surprised. Not by the command—but by the tone.

There was something in it. Something she’d never heard before.

Kai stood tall, chest heaving. His side bled freely, yet he didn’t waver. The fire on his blade dimmed—but still burned.

“I’ve got this,” he said.

No hesitation. No doubt. Just fire.

The Shades regrouped—circling him like wolves.

He inhaled deeply. Then, a whisper—meant only for her. Like a confession.

“…You’ve always been the strong one.”

One Shade lunged. He sidestepped, slicing across its chest—a shallow wound. He flowed into a second strike, parrying the other’s claws.

“I’ve always admired that about you. That calm… that strength… the way you never break.”

He ducked low, spinning. Fire surged around him in a spiral as he slashed upward.

“No matter how bad it gets. I always enjoy fighting with you.”

Blocked. Parried. Slashed. A dance of fire and steel.

“And me…?” His tone dipped.

“I just... keep getting in the way. I’m the guy who rushes in. The guy you always have to save. I feel like I’m a deadweight to you.”

His eyes narrowed.

“Of course I know my own limits, and you are always the one that is doing the heavy lifting. I’m not gonna complain about that.”

The flames on his katana pulsed—brighter.

“But not this time.”

He planted his feet. Eyes locked on the nearest Shade.

“I’ve never said it… but sometimes… when I watch you fight… I wonder…”

He leapt forward—shoulder-first into the Shade, knocking it off balance.

“...if one day… you’ll leave me behind.”

The words spilled like blood—honest and raw.

A claw shot past him—not at him—at her.

Belle.

“NO!”

FWOOM.

A wall of fire erupted from Kai as he shot forward, closing the distance in an instant.

Not magic. Just raw willpower made of flame.

He crashed into the Shade mid-sprint. His katana ignited—molten red, the steel glowing white-hot. They clashed, claw against steel, sparks flying like stars. He held the Shade back with both arms, muscles screaming.

“…That’s why I’m done just tagging along!”

He roared, fury and pain mixing into one.

“I’m done waiting to be carried!”

He threw the Shade back, dragging a trail of heat through the air. 

He raised his katana high. The flames twisted—no, spiraled—around him like a dragon’s breath, forming a vortex of crimson light.

And with a scream that split the cavern—he struck. The katana crashed down. A pillar of flame erupted from the point of impact—scorching, blinding, divine.

The Shade blocked. But it wasn’t enough. The force hurled it backward—slamming it into the cavern wall with a thunderous shockwave. Stone cracked. Metal shattered. Sparks scattered like fireflies in a hurricane.

Kai stood. Panting. Bloodied. Unmoving. But unbroken.

Behind him—Belle didn’t rise. 

She knelt there. Silent. Staring. Her eyes wide—not with fear. Not with worry. But with something deeper.

Trust. Pride.

“…You idiot,” she whispered.

And then, she smiled.

Kai didn’t hear her. He couldn’t. His focus was at the front. The battle wasn’t over.

The Shades were regrouping—eyes brighter, bodies twitching.

The Shades hissed—joints clicking, corrupted metal twitching with eerie precision. Their arms stretched into grotesque blades, serrated and shifting, dragging along the cavern floor with a high-pitched screech like nails across glass.

A tremor passed through the stone beneath them.

They were evolving again.

Their outlines flickered—blending with the shadows, warping like corrupted holograms. Even the faint glow of the crystal-lit cavern seemed to recoil from their presence.

But amidst that darkness—Kai stood.

His katana hung loosely at his side, tip grazing the ground. Fire still coiled around the blade, low and steady, like a beast crouched—waiting.

He didn’t glance back at Belle this time. He didn’t need to. She was still behind him and she wouldn’t go anywhere anytime soon.

He could feel it. Her gaze. Her trust.

“…Come on,” he whispered, his voice low and calm.

He brought his katana up, the blade catching a faint shimmer of light as he turned the hilt, letting the fire slither across its edge.

“Give me everything you’ve got.”

The Shades moved. But not recklessly.

They circled. Faster than before.

The sound of their movement was like metal gliding over stone, echoing unnaturally, as though they were warping reality itself with every step. One disappeared from sight for a full second before reappearing above him in a silent arc.

Kai reacted on instinct. He pivoted—blade rising in a parry that met the descending claws with a thunderous CLANG. The shock rattled up his arms, steel crying out in protest. Sparks exploded in all directions like a dying firework.

He twisted his body, letting the force carry him into a counter-strike—only for the second Shade to intercept mid-swing, claws intercepting his motion with surgical timing.

They were moving as one now. No gaps. No hesitation.

A flurry of attacks rained down. Steel against claw. Claw against flesh. Motion blurred—too fast to track with the eye.

Kai deflected the first. Dodged the second. Blocked the third. The fourth got through—ripping a shallow gash across his thigh.

He staggered, his foot skidding back.

“Gh—damn… still not enough—!”

A voice rang out. Clear and steady.

“Kai!”

Even through the whirlwind of noise, he heard her.

He glanced back—just a flicker.

She was still down on one knee, hand pressed to the stone, but her gaze—focused, bright alive.

“I’m going to teach you something,” she said, not shouting, but the weight in her voice pierced the chaos. “You need to listen. Now.”

“Belle—kinda got my hands full!”

“You have to trust me.”

A Shade lunged—Kai turned mid-air, barely rolling aside as its claws scraped a trail into the stone behind him.

Belle’s voice reached him again.

“Listen, everyone has an aura. It’s part of your life force—the essence that makes you you. That’s how I detect things using Aura Sense. It’s not just mana. It’s deeper. Denser.”

Kai grimaced, blocking another strike.

“I don’t… I don’t get what that means!”

“You don’t have to understand it. You need to feel it!” she urged. “Start with your mana—focus on it. Trace it through your body!”

“I am focused—!” he shouted, blocking two strikes in quick succession, his blade shaking under the pressure.

“No,” she said. “You’re focusing on the fight. I need you to focus on yourself.”

The world seemed to slow.

He backed up a step—just enough breathing room to listen. He inhaled—sharply. Sweat poured down his face. Blood trickled freely from half a dozen cuts.

And yet—he searched. Inside.

He’d always known how his mana felt. It burned like wildfire when he fought. A roaring engine in his chest.

“Good,” Belle said. “Now listen carefully.”

“Within that mana… there’s something else. Another presence.”

“A presence?”

“It’s subtle. Deeper than your nerves. A weight… a hum… like your will given form. Look for it.”

Kai concentrated, sweat rolling down his temple. But now he searched beyond that. Deeper. Beneath the flame.

And found—a hum.

Faint. Subtle. Like a distant drumbeat beneath the skin.

“What is this…?”

“Your aura,” Belle said. “It’s the part of you that doesn’t waver.”

But the moment he felt it—another Shade pounced.

He reacted too slow—caught a claw across the shoulder.

“Ghh—!”

Blood sprayed. He staggered.

“Damn it—I almost had it—!”

Belle’s voice rose again. Calm. But firm.

“You’re getting close! Stop thinking so much!”

Kai dropped into a low guard, blade ready.

“Easy for you to say—you’re used to this freaky aura stuff!”

“I wasn’t. Not at first. My world was different. But you have it too, Kai. Everyone does. You just need to acknowledge it.”

He swallowed thickly.

“Acknowledge it…”

The Shades charged again.

He dodged one. Parried the second.

But even as they attacked, he dug deeper. He searched within the mana—not the heat, not the flow. But that faint hum beneath it. That steady beat that wasn’t his heart. Something heavier. Primal.

And suddenly—he felt it. A tremor in his chest. Not pain. Not magic.

Will.

“Wait—”

His eyes snapped open.

“—there it is—”

He reached it. Held onto that sensation.

The moment he did—a faint glow sparked from his body. Flickering like a dying ember. It wasn’t bright. It wasn’t stable. But it was there.

“Belle—!”

She smiled faintly. “I can’t believe you did it that fast.”

“Now isolate it. Separate it from your mana. It’s like tuning a string… shift the frequency. Let it become your weapon.”

He gritted his teeth, focusing everything he had.

Alright Kai, you’ve seen this before. You’ve seen hundreds of times how Belle did it.

His mana flared—resisting at first, unstable—but then bent, twisted, merged. The ember became a stream. Flowing. Alive.

FWOOOM.

His blade burst into a new flame. 

But this fire didn’t just burn. It distorted. The air around the katana shimmered like glass on the verge of shattering. Tiny sparks floated off, twisting mid-air like embers caught in reverse gravity.

The Shades paused.

For the first time, they hesitated.

Kai lifted the blade.

His expression—clear. His stance—perfectly grounded. His aura—whispering power.

“I’m not faster than Belle,” he murmured. “Not stronger than her…”

He narrowed his eyes.

“But now—I can see you.”

End of Chapter 65

            


Chapter 66: The Unseen Flame Part 3


                The first Shade lunged.

Kai sidestepped, smoother than before. His blade flicked up—not just meeting the attack, but slipping through its motion, like slicing across water. A diagonal arc of glowing heat seared across the Shade’s chest.

It reeled back—screeching.

The second came in—a blur of claws.

But Kai felt it. The shift in pressure. The drop in sound. The flicker of murderous intent. He moved a heartbeat before it struck. He turned and stepped inside the attack. He drove his katana upward with a precise, burning cut across the torso.

Two strikes. Two clean hits.

A grin spread across his bloodied face.

“…This time…” he whispered, flames spiraling up his katana like a hungry spirit.

“…I’ll be the one protecting Belle.”

From behind, Belle watched—eyes wide, lips parted. But not in shock. Not in fear. 

In awe.

“…There he is,” she breathed.

The Shades let out a metallic roar, contorting in pain—but also rage. Their bodies shifted again, claws fusing into something thicker. Heavier. Like cleavers.

And Kai—he charged. His body blurred forward like a comet. The ground cracked beneath his feet. A trail of fire exploded in his wake.

The two forces collided—fire and shadow—claw and katana.

The cavern rumbled—a deep, bone-vibrating groan that rolled across the stone walls like the breath of a sleeping giant.

Faint embers swirled through the air, casting glimmers across the jagged stone floor. Belle's aura still shimmered faintly behind Kai, her silver eyes reflecting the fire ahead. The very air was thick—tense with anticipation, charged with unseen power.

Before them, the Shades reformed—fractured silhouettes of corrupted metal and writhing shadows. Their bodies glitched, twitching, as if trying to adapt to Kai’s newfound rhythm. 

Their claws extended, jagged and warped like blades drawn from the void. Their eyes, twin dots of seething crimson, burned brighter than ever.

And yet—Kai stood tall. Battered. Bleeding. But no longer broken.

His body trembled, knees threatening to give out. But the flame wrapped around his katana flickered steadily—held not by magic alone, but by sheer will. A will that refused to be extinguished.

Around his body, a faint red aura shimmered—barely more than a flicker, but alive. Unstable. But real.

“…C’mon,” he whispered, exhaling steam from his lips. “Let’s finish this for real.”

One heartbeat. Two.

Then they moved.

The Shades surged in from opposite angles—one a blur of black lightning, the other a spinning mass of claws and hatred.

But this time, Kai didn’t flinch.

He exploded forward in a burst of speed, his red aura flaring faintly. The cavern ignited with heat. He ducked beneath the first slash, embers swirling behind him like comet trails, and slammed his blade upward in a fiery arc.

CLANG—SSSKRRT!

A gash tore through the first Shade’s torso. Sparks and glitched particles burst from its core.

The second lunged.

But Kai twisted mid-air, the world slowing around him, his body moving with unnatural clarity. He saw it—the subtle twitch before the swipe. The buildup of corrupted energy.

And he struck.

“RAAAAAAH!!”

His katana screamed with flame as it met the Shade’s claws, the impact sending a shockwave rippling through the cavern, cracking stone and shattering debris. His aura surged—unstable, flaring wildly—and for one blinding moment, it was as though a sun had ignited in the dark.

The Shades shrieked—a mechanical distortion, angry and desperate.

Kai landed hard, rolling through the scorched dirt, only to rise again in a seamless motion.

“…I’m not the same guy you fought a few minutes ago,” he growled.

His eyes burned with fire. With resolve.

Above, a crimson cyclone began to form around his katana—wild and barely contained. His aura flickered erratically, like a storm about to break.

Belle watched, eyes widened.

“…He’s drawing more power than his body can handle.”

Still, she didn’t stop him. Because in his flame—she saw it.

Conviction.

The first Shade charged again, faster now, twitching and glitching as if rewriting its own code mid-attack.

Kai didn’t back down. Instead—he stepped into the strike.

His katana clashed with its claw, and he spun, redirecting the force. His blade danced, every movement flowing like fire in the wind. He struck low—then high—then flipped over its head in a somersault and slashed downward.

“CRIMSON FANG: HELLFIRE!”

The explosion of flame ripped across the battlefield, engulfing the Shade in a spiral of red-hot fury. Its form began to fracture—glitches tearing across its body like glass under pressure.

It let out a strangled, warped scream.

BOOM!

It detonated in a shockwave of dark static and ash.

One remained.

The stronger one. The alpha.

Its mask-like face cracked open to reveal a cluster of shifting red lenses, each spinning and refocusing like a camera adjusting its target.

And its new target—was Kai.

Kai gasped, staggering. His aura sputtered. He was nearly out.

The last Shade rushed forward, faster than any previous strike. Kai’s body moved on instinct—but it wasn’t enough. The Shade feinted, dipped low, and slashed his ribs clean open.

“GAAAH—!”

Blood sprayed across the cavern floor.

He flew backward, slammed into a wall, and dropped to one knee—barely breathing.

“D-Dammit…”

His vision blurred. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t even lift his blade.

The Shade closed in.

Belle took a step forward—but froze. Her aura still recovering. One wrong move, and she’d collapse. She clenched her fist, teeth grinding.

“Kai—!”

His fingers twitched. Memories flashed.

Training. Arguments. Laughter. The first time Belle called him hopeless. The first time she smiled at him. Every reckless mistake. Every time she pulled him back from the brink.

And now… he could feel it. That flicker again.

His will. Buried deep within his burning mana.

“I’m not done.”

His aura erupted. A pillar of red flame shot upward, twisting into the shape of a dragon’s maw. His katana ignited, pulsing with unstable energy.

“NO ONE—gets past me!”

His feet dug into the ground. His body screamed in protest. But he moved anyway. 

One final time.

He shot forward—faster than before.

The Shade attacked—but Kai anticipated it. He didn’t see the move. He felt it.

Aura burned from his soul like wildfire unleashed. His blade crackled—no longer just with magic, but with his very spirit.

“CRIMSON FANG: SEVERING SKY!”

His katana cut upward in a single, perfect arc.

SLAAAAAAASH—!!

Time froze.

The Shade staggered. Its form glitched violently. Eyes flickering.

Then—it shattered. Disintegrated into black mist.

Silence returned to the cavern. The only sound was Kai’s panting breath.

His knees buckled. He dropped his katana—flame extinguishing with a hiss—and collapsed to one knee.

Footsteps echoed softly behind him. 

Belle approached, her jacket swaying gently. Her silver eyes locked onto him—proud, unreadable, warm.

“Well…” She knelt beside him, her voice soft but teasing.

“You did it.”

Kai blinked at her, dazed. “I… did?”

“You brought out your aura. Even if it was just dumb luck.”

“H-Hey… that’s not fair,” he muttered.

Belle smiled faintly. “You won on your own. That counts for something.”

She paused. Then added, quieter:

“…And your resolve. It was real. I saw that. That’s what made the difference.”

Kai looked away, face turning red beneath the dirt and blood.

Belle stood, stretching with a slight wince. “Also—just so you know… I never thought of you as a deadweight.”

His eyes widened. “You… didn’t?”

She turned and gave him a little smirk.

“Nope.”

Then—

“I always thought of you more like a puppy.”

Kai blinked.

“…What… A puppy?!”

“Y’know, energetic, kind of a mess, always running into danger without thinking—needs to be rescued every five minutes.”

“H-Hey!! That’s slander!”

She chuckled.

Kai groaned, dragging himself to his feet. “And here I was thinking I looked cool for once.”

Belle tilted her head. “You did sound cool for a second.”

“Oh?”

“…Until you said, ‘This time I’ll be the one protecting Belle!’” she mimicked in a low, dramatic voice.

Kai’s soul visibly left his body.

“I—okay, I take it back. I regret everything.”

She laughed.

He turned away, red-faced. “Y’know what, next time you fight the Shades, I’ll be the one hiding behind a rock.”

“You’d still end up charging in anyway,” she said casually.

“…True.”

They stood there for a moment—scorched cavern, ashes of the Shades fading into sparks around them. The battle was over. But something had changed.

Kai had taken his first step toward something greater.

And Belle… smiled quietly.

Because maybe—just maybe—she wouldn’t always have to carry the burden alone.

Kai glanced at her. Her profile was calm, but something about it felt… off.

That’s when it hit him. Her words. “My world was different, is it?”

He blinked slowly, heart catching in his throat. The question formed before he even realized he was speaking.

“…Back there. You said… your world was different.”

Belle didn’t answer at first. The silence stretched. Too long. It was unintentional.

Kai turned to her more directly now, brows slightly furrowed. “What did you mean by that?”

Belle inhaled sharply—but quietly. Like a breath she didn’t mean to take. A moment of hesitation that betrayed more than she wanted.

Her eyes met his. Not sharply. Not with deflection. 

But with something softer. Vulnerable.

“…I meant exactly what I said.” She looked away for just a heartbeat, her voice almost too calm, as if rehearsed.

“I’m not from this world.”

The words fell like stones into water.

Kai froze. His breath caught.

“…What?”

“I mean it,” she said, more softly this time. “Not this continent. Not another kingdom. I mean not from this world at all.”

Kai's lips parted, but no sound came out. His mind scrambled to form logic where none existed.

“You’re saying… like, another realm?” he asked, still uncertain. “Another continent across the sea? Another dimension? Or…?”

Belle gave him a ghost of a smile—tired, knowing. “I’m saying I’m not from Eldoria.”

The name of their world. Spoken aloud like it was a foreign word on her tongue.

“I’m from a place that doesn’t have magic. No monsters. No miasma. A world of cities, lights, machines… and rules.” Her voice trembled just faintly, barely perceptible. “A world where dungeons like this exist only in video games and manga.”

Kai stared at her like she was speaking another language. Which, in a way, she was.

“I don’t… I don’t get it,” he muttered. “You’re saying you're—what? From another dimension?”

Belle’s gaze didn’t waver. “That’s one way to put it.”

Kai’s jaw clenched. He wanted to ask more—demand answers. But something in her expression told him this wasn’t easy for her. That she’d kept this locked away for a reason.

And for a moment, just a moment, all the pieces he hadn’t understood before began to click into place.

Her unfamiliar tactics in battle. Her strange terminology. Her knowledge of things she shouldn’t know. And that look in her eyes—the one that sometimes stared too far into the distance.

“…You’ve been carrying this the whole time?” he asked, voice quieter now.

Belle nodded. “I didn’t think it was necessary to let someone know, plus I didn’t really understand why I’m here yet.”

Kai’s hands clenched at his sides.

“Oh, and I think Garrick might already be suspicious about this.”

“Wait… Garrick?” his brow frowned. “Our guildmaster? How did he—”

CRRRRRRRRACK!

The cavern trembled.

A sharp, violent quake suddenly ripped through the ground beneath them.

Belle’s head whipped around. “What—”

BOOOOM!

A deafening rupture echoed as the ground began to shatter. Cracks spiderwebbed across the floor like lightning strikes, glowing faintly red from deep below.

The walls groaned. Dust rained from the ceiling.

“Kai—!” Belle shouted.

“I see it!” he yelled back, grabbing her wrist without thinking.

The platform beneath them split apart like breaking glass. Then—the floor gave way.

They dropped—falling into an abyss of darkness and unknown.

Chunks of rock and debris tumbled around them like meteorites. The wind howled. The light above vanished as they fell deeper and deeper.

Belle twisted mid-air, holding Kai close, her eyes glowing faintly—concentrating, calculating.

“We’re not done yet,” she said under her breath, just before a blinding red light burst from below them.

Something was waiting at the bottom.

Something corrupted. And dangerous.

End of Chapter 66

            


Chapter 67: The Abyssal Heart


                Two days had passed.

The sun had long ceased to shine in its usual warmth. Thick black clouds loomed over the battlefield, casting the world in a perpetual twilight. No birds sang. No winds blew.

Only smoke…and the cries of monsters echoing across a ravaged wasteland.

Once, the clearing surrounding the dungeon had been lush—verdant meadows kissed by sunlight, home to fluttering mana butterflies and whispering breezes. Now, it resembled a graveyard carved into the crust of the world.

Scorched earth. Shattered trees. Ashes and blood.

Crater upon crater had formed from explosion spells and colossal impacts. Scattered along the edges were weapons—bent, broken, abandoned. Shields embedded in the soil, swords cracked down the middle. Some were still clutched in the hands of the fallen.

The once-glorious banners of the Dawnstead Knights now lay half-torn, fluttering limply on their poles.

And still… the monsters came.

Wave after wave.

Grotesque beasts, twisted by dungeon miasma, poured from the entrance without end. Some crawled. Some flew. Some bellowed so loud they shook the bones in the soldiers’ chest.

And waiting for them—was the wall. The last wall.

The Dungeon Suppression Squad.

Knights and adventurers.

Some veterans. Some barely more than hopeful youths. All standing shoulder to shoulder, bloodied and sleepless, eyes red with fatigue but never turning away.

Their armor was no longer shining. It was dented, scorched, and covered in ichor. Their faces were smeared with dirt, soot, and sometimes their own blood.

Yet they fought. They endured.

The clang of steel against claw was relentless.

Spells lit up the dusk like fireworks—bursts of flame, blasts of lightning, walls of ice—each cast draining the user, but buying just a little more time.

And beyond the defensive lines, just past a field of hastily raised barricades and fortified walls of mana stone, sat the command post.

Or what remained of it.

A massive canvas tent, stitched from weather-resistant beast hide, was tethered to the fractured ground by glowing rune spikes. One side collapsed from a beast’s charge earlier that morning. Healers had used a levitation enchantment to prop it back up.

Even now, the inside was chaos.

Dozens of cots lined the interior, filled with the wounded.

Some groaned softly, feverish and pale. Others lay still—too still. The stench of blood was masked only partially by pungent herbs and the metallic tang of enchanted tools.

White-robed clerics and healers worked non-stop, circles under their eyes like bruises. Mana crystal lanterns hummed faintly, flickering from overuse.

A soft chant rose—a healer invoking a greater restoration spell. Green light spread over a knight’s body, sealing jagged wounds. The knight didn’t even scream. He just stared at the ceiling, eyes empty.

At the tent’s entrance, a pair of young adventurers stood silently, faces drawn tight.

One of them, a brown-haired boy with a makeshift sling around his arm, kept his eyes fixed on the dungeon entrance in the distance. A never-ending fog oozed from its mouth—thick, like it was alive. Dark and ominous.

“…It’s been two days,” he murmured, voice cracking from dehydration and sleeplessness. “Still no signal. No word. Not even a flare.”

The other—an older girl, face smeared with dried blood, armor hanging loose on her frame—paused from sharpening her blade.

“You mean the two who went in alone?” she asked quietly. “The silver-haired girl and the guy with red hair?”

The boy nodded.

Silence lingered between them.

Then, slowly, he said what neither of them wanted to say out loud.

“…We should’ve heard from them by now. If they were alive.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “With the monsters still coming… doesn’t that mean they failed?”

The words hit like a hammer. A bitter truth given form.

From a few paces away, someone shifted.

Heavy armored boots clanked against the stone floor as Captain Roderic Lorne stepped into view.

He looked like a man carved from battle. His once-polished armor was battered and blackened, dried blood streaking across the silver plating. His dark blue cape was half-torn, caked in dirt. His gauntlet trembling slightly from magical exhaustion.

But his eyes—those steel-gray eyes—were steady. Unyielding.

He had heard the conversation. But he didn’t speak right away.

Instead, he looked toward the dungeon entrance in the distance.

He stared for a long time, as if trying to pierce the veil of smoke and shadow with his will alone.

“…They’re still alive.”

The words were soft. But certain.

Both adventurers turned to him.

The boy blinked. “H-How do you know?”

Roderic exhaled slowly, like a man carrying a weight too great to share.

“Because I’ve seen what both of them are capable of.”

His voice was hoarse. Worn. But resolute.

“That girl—Belle. She’s not someone who breaks easily. Not even in the face of something impossible.”

He looked down, almost smirking faintly. “And Kai… that reckless bastard’s too stubborn to die. Even if he has to crawl back with broken bones.”

He turned then, slowly walking toward the outer barrier where other knights were preparing for the next wave.

He paused at the edge of the ward.

“…Until they return,” he said without turning back, voice now steel. “We hold this line. We hold this ground. No matter what.”

A low rumble rolled across the earth just then.

A tremor. Subtle, but deep.

Several soldiers looked toward the dungeon entrance. The mist was thicker than before. Darker. And something about the air—it had changed. 

Charged. Heavy. Breathing.

Roderic’s eyes narrowed.

“…Brace yourselves,” he said, gripping tightly onto his greatsword.

While the storm of steel and shadow tore through the battlefield around the dungeon, a second battle played out in quieter desperation several kilometers to the west.

This was not the center of the storm—but the last barrier before the eye could swallow everything.

The Perimeter Defense Squad had been stationed here. 

Not to win. But to hold. To delay. To protect the sleeping town of Dawnstead, just visible in the distance—blissfully unaware of how close their end truly loomed.

The land surrounding them was scarred by earlier clashes. 

Fields that once fed families were now torn up with claw marks and craters. Fences reduced to splinters. Trees broken in half. Ditches filled with black blood and the dismembered bodies of monsters—some smoldering, others still twitching.

Makeshift barricades lined the road leading into the town. They were crude: overturned carts reinforced with rune-scorched logs, enchanted pylons flickering with defensive spells, and wall segments hastily crafted from magic-fused stone.

Each barrier bore the signs of survival, not victory.

At the center of it all stood Vice-Captain Gale Valtor, a man carved by discipline and fire.

His normally pristine armor was dented and stained. His once-flowing blue cape hung in tatters, the wind barely moving it. One eye was bloodied shut, a gash traced from temple to cheekbone, caked in dried crimson.

His other eye, however—sharp and burning—remained locked ahead.

His blade was out. Not sheathed since the morning.

A faint tremor ran through his sword arm—not from fear, but from overexertion. Spell backlash, muscle fatigue, and sheer adrenaline carved into his body like poison. But he stood.

At his flanks were the Trinity Blade—Dawnstead’s strongest adventuring party.

Garron Von, the iron wall. A beast of a man with arms thick as tree trunks, wielding a tower shield that bore dozens of claw marks. His armor creaked with every breath, dented but never broken.

Lena Fayne, the team’s healer and guardian. Pale, steadfast, surrounded by a gentle aura of icy mana. Her enchanted bulwark glowed faintly at her side, rimed with frost that shimmered in the dim light.

Darin Cale, the mage—lean, his black sleeveless combat jacket burned at the edges, staff in hand. His eyes darted constantly, reading the battlefield like a living equation.

All three of them bore wounds. Scratches, bruises, burns.

But none of them wavered.

A shrill howl pierced the silence.

Gale turned his head.

On the eastern ridge, another wave emerged—ogres, twisted and hunchbacked, their skin blotched with sickly veins. Behind them, hellhounds, their bodies wreathed in flickering green flames. Their eyes glowed like dying stars.

A collective breath passed through the defenders.

“Positions!” Gale barked, raising his sword high. “Shield wall—lock! Casters—back row! Don’t let them breach the line!”

Boots thundered into place. Blades lifted. Spells were readied.

Then—the impact.

The monsters slammed into the barricade with the force of a siege ram.

Wood splintered. Shields cracked. The clash of weapons was deafening—a storm of screaming metal and roaring flesh.

“Push them back!” 

Garron roared, slamming into an ogre shoulder-first and sending it crashing into a pylon.

“Keep the mages covered!” 

Lena shouted, raising her staff while casting healing mist to the surrounding adventurers and knights.

Darin’s voice rang out as he cast a volley of explosive glyphs, each detonation flinging monsters back like broken dolls. 

“Clear left flank! I need five seconds—!”

“Then we buy you ten!” 

Gale growled, cutting down a hellhound that had leapt toward the formation.

But just when it seemed they might stabilize the line—the earth shuddered.

Not a surface tremor. 

No—this came from below. Deep. Primeval.

Gale stumbled mid-step, his boot skidding over cracked stone. Around him, others lost balance. Weapons dropped. A few fell to one knee.

Even the monsters—those mindless, frothing horrors—froze.

Their snarls quieted. Their claws hesitated mid-slash. Their glowing eyes blinked, confused.

The world paused. Like the breath of something ancient being drawn inward.

BOOOOOM.

A seismic wave exploded from the direction of the dungeon.

The very air warped, the sky above the mountains shivering like disturbed water. Smoke and mist rose in spiraling patterns—unnatural, almost alive.

Birds scattered from the trees. Horses whinnied in panic back in the town stables.

Even the monsters recoiled, some whimpering. Their heads turned eastward, toward that cursed dungeon mouth—as if hearing a call only they could perceive.

“What in the gods’ names was that…?”

Lena whispered, lowering her staff, breath ragged.

Darin stared toward the mountain pass, his eyes wide. 

“That wasn’t a normal tremor. That was—”

He stopped. Because he didn’t have the words.

“…It came from the dungeon.” 

Gale said flatly. His voice wasn’t loud. But everyone heard it.

And then—the monsters changed.

As if triggered by that pulse, they suddenly howled and lunged—not with strategy, but with frenzy.

They surged like a tidal wave, shrieking in chaos, clawing over each other, no longer held back by fear or pain. Something inside them had snapped. 

Instinct screaming. Obey. Kill. Destroy.

“They’re going berserk!” Garron yelled. “ALL UNITS—FORM TIGHT!”

The frontline collapsed inward into a tighter formation. Spells flew. Shields locked. Voices shouted in overlapping commands.

And in the center of it all—Gale gritted his teeth, parrying another strike with a snarl.

But a cold pit had settled in his chest. Not fear. Not doubt.

A realization.

Something inside the dungeon had shifted.

The ground at Floor Nine gave way beneath them like a crumbling illusion.

Belle didn’t even have time to scream.

One second she stood on solid stone. The next—she was falling. Darkness swallowed them whole, faster than thought, deeper than fear. Cold air rushed past her skin like the breath of some ancient beast exhaling from the earth’s bowels.

There was no bottom. Only descent.

IMPACT.

The world jolted to a stop.

A sickening thud. Air blasted from her lungs as her body collided with something unyielding—stone, maybe, but colder than ice and slick with unseen moisture. Her limbs sprawled in awkward angles. Dust, debris, and shattered echoes scattered through the void… and then, stillness.

A silence so deep, it hurt.

Not the kind of quiet that came after a storm. 

This silence was alive. Pressing in. Listening. Waiting.

Belle’s fingers twitched against the floor. Her ears rang with a dull pressure. Her silver hair spilled across her face like silk, tangled in grit and fragments of stone. Every muscle ached, but her body—miraculously—was intact.

She blinked.

The darkness didn’t lift. It pressed in, heavy and unnatural.

And then—a groan.

“Kai.”

Her eyes snapped wide, focus slamming back into place.

“Kai!”

She scrambled upright on shaky arms. The air was thick. Heavy. Each breath felt like inhaling oil and ash. Her heartbeat pounded—slow, thunderous. She crawled across the jagged floor, slapping away dust and shards of broken rock until—there.

Kai lay on his side, unmoving.

Belle rushed to him. 

His skin was pale, bordering blue. His chest rose in shallow jerks, like each breath had to fight against invisible chains. Sweat beaded along his brow, but his lips were chapped and faintly violet. He looked... drained. Like something was siphoning the life straight out of him.

“Kai, no no no—look at me!” Belle shook him gently. “Come on, open your eyes.”

He stirred, barely. His eyes fluttered half-lidded, unfocused. A strained cough escaped his throat—wet and sharp. A trace of crimson lined the corner of his lips.

She froze.

Then—her blood ran cold.

The air. The haze. It wasn’t fog. It wasn’t mist.

Miasma.

Thicker than anything they had encountered on the upper floors. So thick it was visible—tendrils of violet-black vapor slithering through the air, coiling like serpents, curving unnaturally as if drawn toward them.

She knew about this from Garrick back at the guild.

Humans and all living beings couldn’t survive in saturated miasma zones. Long exposure even to small doses of miasma would also cause irreversible damage to the body. Not unless they were protected by specialized relics or enchantments. 

And even then—barely.

But she was still breathing. She’d always known that she was immune to miasma after spending days in the Forbidden Forest, where miasma is the most concentrated in the world.

She tore open her pouch, hands fumbling against the buckle. A vial of high-grade healing potion emerged, gleaming faintly with golden shimmer. Carefully, she cradled Kai’s head and tilted the liquid to his lips.

“Drink. Please. You’ve done enough stupid heroic things for one day, so drink the potion.”

His lips parted slightly. Some of it went down.

The glow dimmed almost immediately. The potion’s magic… was fighting the miasma. Not purging it. Just delaying it. The healing was slow.

“Damn it…” She gritted her teeth.

Then—her gaze lifted.

Something loomed ahead of them.

Not a wall. Not a doorway.

A structure. No—a heart.

Suspended in the air, held aloft by thick obsidian roots that pulsed with sluggish, red glow—the Dungeon Core.

It was enormous—easily the size of a carrier—shaped like a jagged crystal wrapped in chains of shadow. Every few seconds, it pulsed with a dull red light… like a heartbeat. The sound was low, muffled. Like hearing your own pulse underwater.

And every beat pulled the miasma inward.

Like it was breathing.

Belle stood slowly, knees trembling. Her aura was screaming now, flaring up and down her spine like static. 

This floor wasn’t just full of miasma.

It was the source.

End of Chapter 67

            


Chapter 68: Will of the Dungeon


                A pressure began to rise in the chamber.

A presence. Not sentient. Not intelligent.

Just aware. Watching. Waiting.

BOOOOOM.

The first pulse of raw energy hit like an earthquake. A ripple of violet shock surged out from the core, distorting the air around it.

Belle staggered back, shielding Kai with her body as dust lifted off the floor in concentric rings.

It wasn’t mana. It wasn’t miasma either.

It was something primal.

Her draconic blood flared, reacting violently. Her eyes shimmered with threads of silver-blue light. Her instincts screamed in warning.

Something inside this core… was awakening.

Above ground. Across Dawnstead, townsfolk could feel the sudden chill in the air. Warriors and monsters alike paused in their battles. The sky warped slightly—like ripples across a mirror.

Captain Roderic and the Dungeon Suppression Squad felt it first as they were the closest to the dungeon.

A ripple down Roderic’s spine. Not fear. Recognition.

He turned sharply toward the dungeon entrance.

“The hell was that…?” he whispered.

Vice-Captain Gale and the Perimeter Defense Squad fighting kilometers away from the dungeon, covered in blood and dust, looked up from the chaos. 

“Did you feel that pressure?”

“It’s coming from the dungeon.” Gale muttered. “Something just woke up.”

Back below at Floor Twelve.

The second pulse hit like a hammer made of gravity.

CRACK.

The wall behind Belle shattered as the shockwave sent her flying. She twisted midair, wrapping herself protectively around Kai as the two were flung across the chamber like ragdolls.

Stone. Dust. Collapse.

They crashed hard—tumbling into a hidden corridor, deeper still.

Light flickered—dim torches long dead reigniting with blue flame as if reacting to their presence.

Belle landed on her side, gasping. Her back screamed in pain. Something warm trickled down her shoulder. But her arms stayed locked tight around Kai.

His breathing was slower now.

Almost nonexistent.

“No… Kai, don’t—don’t you dare—!”

She knelt beside him, brushing damp hair from his face. Her fingers trembled, silver-blue energy beginning to flicker faintly across her veins.

Her gaze lifted.

The chamber around them was small, circular—more like a shrine than a room. Glowing runes crawled across the walls like scars, faint and ancient, humming in time with the core’s pulse.

They had been brought here—to Floor Twelve—straight from Floor Nine. 

Each floor of the dungeon was supposed to exist in its own pocket dimension and can only be connected through a predetermined path. Their fall had defied this logic.

“…The dungeon wants us here,” Belle murmured, voice barely a whisper.

Her eyes narrowed. “It’s growing…”

She turned to Kai again, placing her hand on his chest.

She didn’t care if the dungeon wanted to awaken.

She would not let it take him.

Not while she still drew breath.

The pressure on Floor Twelve was suffocating.

Not just heavy—but oppressive, like the weight of an unseen giant pressing down on Belle’s chest with every heartbeat.

The miasma was no longer just a toxic mist. It had become a presence—aware, slithering through the cracks of the ruined chamber, crawling into every breath, every pore, every thought. It whispered at the edge of her mind, like a thousand unseen voices chanting in a forgotten tongue.

Kai lay motionless, crumpled against a jagged slope of stone. His lips had turned a deeper shade of blue. His chest rose and fell in shallow, irregular patterns. Every second that passed wasn’t just a countdown—it was a curse ticking toward finality.

Belle knelt beside him, her knees scraping against the stone floor. Her fingers pressed desperately to his chest, feeling the erratic rhythm of his heart beneath the fabric of his torn jacket. It was faint. Sluggish. Like a flickering candle in a storm.

Her own breath hitched.

He was dying.

And this time, she didn’t know if she could stop it.

She had given him the best potion she had—high-grade, pure, expensive. One drop could heal gashes and shattered bones. And yet here… in this place… it was barely keeping him alive. 

The miasma swallowed its magic like a starving beast, draining its essence before it could mend his wounds.

Belle clenched her teeth, a helpless fury coiling in her chest.

“No good… it's not enough,” she whispered through grit teeth, voice trembling with desperation. “I have to buy him time.”

Her mind raced, darting between combat spells, utility magic, emergency kits. Nothing was built for this—nothing was made to fight the dungeon’s final breath.

But one thought flared in her mind. 

Risky. Reckless. But necessary.

She stood.

Her silver eyes flared with light. Mana surged through her veins like liquid lightning as she inhaled deeply, ignoring the sting in her lungs. She threw both hands forward with a sharp cry:

“Burn.”

The magic exploded from her like a dam breaking.

A vortex of flame erupted around her, howling as it expanded. Fire whirled in a violent spiral, searing away the miasma in a hundred-meter radius. For a moment—just a moment—the haze cleared. The air tasted cleaner. The suffocating grip loosened.

Kai’s chest rose sharply as he gasped.

Oxygen-starved lungs sucked in cleaner air, and color fluttered faintly back to his cheeks.

Belle’s heart leapt—but her victory was short-lived.

Even before the last flame flickered out, the miasma began to slither back. Thicker. Faster. Like it had been enraged by her defiance. It coiled along the floor and ceiling, pulsing with the dungeon’s own heartbeat.

Belle staggered, her mana flaring dangerously low. Her fingertips tingled with numbness.

“I can’t keep this up…” she muttered, panting. “I’ll burn myself dry before I even start with the core.”

That was when it happened.

The core pulsed.

Not a light. Not a glow.

A sound. A heartbeat.

But not from any living thing.

The crystalline mass suspended above the black pit lit up—deep crimson veins pulsing like arteries feeding something ancient and hungry. With every pulse, the entire chamber shook. Dust rained from the fractured ceiling. Obsidian roots curled tighter around the orb like a cage—or a womb.

Then came the second pulse.

Stronger. Heavier. Deeper.

A wave of force swept through the chamber like a soundless shockwave. Belle dropped to one knee, instinctively shielding Kai. The floor cracked beneath her feet.

The miasma twisted in midair, drawn toward the core in thick strands like ink pulled down a drain.

“It’s devouring it…” she breathed. “No… It’s absorbing everything.”

And then—the core growled.

It wasn’t sound. It wasn’t even a vibration.

It was a feeling that crawled through the marrow of her bones, whispering to her very soul.

Belle's breath caught. Something buried in her draconic blood shivered in response.

“This isn’t mana,” she whispered, heart pounding in her chest. “This isn’t even miasma anymore. This is… something that shouldn't exist.”

She looked back at Kai.

His chest had begun to falter again. The brief reprieve was fading.

And that left her no choice.

She rose, power sparking across her limbs. Flames and lightning danced in tandem—wild, unstable. Her silver eyes narrowed into slits.

“Damn it,” she whispered, every word a blade. 

“I’m ending this.”

She blurred forward—feet cracking the ground beneath her as she launched herself at the core.

A fiery slash carved through the air, trailing behind her like a comet’s tail.

BOOOOM—!

The attack struck the core directly.

A burst of light—and a hollow, metallic clang.

A barrier shimmered into existence, absorbing the full force of her assault. Sparks scattered across the chamber. The core remained untouched, pulsing like an indifferent god.

Belle didn’t stop.

She attacked again—and again—flames, lightning, fists, roars of elemental fury.

BANG! CRACK! BOOM!

Nothing. Not even a dent.

The barrier pulsed with each impact, mocking her. As if the core was laughing—amused.

Then came the third pulse.

And this one did not ripple. It detonated.

BOOOOOOM.

An eruption of raw force blasted outward like a cannon shot.

Belle was thrown like a ragdoll, her back slamming into a cracked pillar that exploded on impact. Her vision whited out as she crumpled to the ground, blood dripping from the corner of her mouth.

The core… began to change.

The red glow turned black—like dying embers swallowed by ash. Jagged cracks formed across its surface, leaking streams of obsidian light. The roots holding it began to tremble and twist, writhing as if something within was waking up.

And from the broken stone behind Belle, something shifted. Ancient runes carved into the walls began to glow—symbols older than the dungeon itself. The chamber was more than just the heart.

It was a cradle. A prison. A gateway.

Belle pushed herself up slowly, eyes wide with realization—and dread.

“This place…” she whispered. “It wasn’t just protecting the core.”

“It was containing it.”

The silence that followed was absolute.

Then—cracks began to form in the walls.

The air shifted.

Not gradually—but violently, like the world itself had taken a sharp breath in.

A sudden silence fell across the chamber—thick and unnatural. The kind that makes even the bravest hold their breath.

Then the torches lining the ancient stone walls snuffed out, one by one. Not flickering… erased. Swallowed by an invisible force. The last ember dimmed like the final heartbeat of a dying god.

The room plunged into blackness. And then the cold came.

Not a winter’s chill. No, this was something deeper. 

A deathly cold, the kind that seeped into your bones and made your soul recoil. 

Belle’s breath turned visible, white vapor curling from her lips as frost bloomed across the cracked tiles at her feet.

The stone walls moaned.

Veins of red light crawled through them like arteries pumping blood through a decaying body. Chunks of stone peeled away, as if the dungeon itself was shedding an old, broken skin. The entire chamber groaned—a creature in metamorphosis.

In the center, the core began to rise.

Slowly. Elegantly. Then faster.

It floated upward, spinning with increasing momentum. A howling wind swirled around it—no source, no exit, only chaos. The miasma it had devoured now burst outward, spiraling in furious cyclones of black and violet, wrapping around the core like a living shroud.

Thunder cracked from within the storm.

The swirling mist thickened into a cocoon—dense, seething, alive. It pulsed with a heartbeat that did not belong in this world. Every pulse sent ripples through the floor. Small stones levitated. Mana distorted. 

Belle felt her own aura twitch in rejection, as if something inside her knew what was coming—and feared it.

From within the cocoon, red light began to leak.

Thin at first—lines glowing between the cracks like magma pushing through fractured earth. Then the sound came.

Screaming.

Not voices. Not creatures. But the very air. The room screamed in protest. The dungeon screamed, as if trying to hold back its own heart.

Then—chains.

Massive, ghostly chains erupted from the void above, coiling tightly around the cocoon. Each one forged from glowing sigils and ancient runes, inscribed with warnings in long-dead tongues. They wrapped tighter, trying to suppress whatever slumbered within.

But it was too late.

The cocoon convulsed.

And then—SNAP!

The chains shattered like glass. Shards of spectral steel spun through the air, vanishing before they touched the ground.

A deep, resonating howl tore through the chamber. The cocoon split open.

And from it…

It descended.

Floating at first—then landing with a thunderous impact that cracked the floor like an earthquake. Dust and red mist burst outward in a perfect circle.

The monster had been born.

Malraketh.

A name Belle didn’t know. But somehow, her draconic blood reacted in terror.

The creature towered over her—at least three times her height. Its silhouette alone was enough to drown out the fading light.

Its body was a grotesque blend of nightmare and machine: chunks of corrupted armor fused with obsidian crystal, jagged and asymmetrical. Pulsing veins of molten red energy snaked across its form, glowing like the arteries of a fallen god. 

Beneath the armor, the shadows twisted unnaturally—as if a living void squirmed inside its shell.

Its face—or what passed for one—was a skull-like helm fused into its flesh. A single, vertical eye burned at the center of its head—reptilian, unblinking, filled with malice beyond reason. From its crown rose a fan of jagged horns, spiraling like the blades of a guillotine.

Its wings unfurled.

Not wings in the natural sense—fractured mana, torn from reality itself, arcing in jagged black frames where feathers should be. They shimmered with a flickering distortion, like broken glass reflecting a world that didn’t exist.

Every movement of the beast leaked raw energy—unstable, toxic, wrong.

It didn’t just exist in this world. It defied it.

The creature raised a massive clawed hand—each digit a blade. And the room… responded.

The dungeon groaned like a living beast, then obeyed its master.

CRACK!

Black spikes erupted from the floor, surging toward Belle like spears.

She rolled aside, still dazed, her limbs screaming in protest. The spike missed her by centimeters—but the wall behind her exploded as another followed through. Debris rained down. Dust filled her lungs.

She coughed, eyes watering, blood trickling from her brow.

This wasn't just a normal dungeon boss. This wasn't a monster.

This was the will of the dungeon itself.

An avatar of corruption, born from centuries of devoured life, shaped by the malice of fallen adventurers, forgotten sacrifices, and ancient curses.

“You…” Belle whispered, voice shaking, “You’re the reason this dungeon’s breaking apart…”

Malraketh turned its burning eye on her.

The floor beneath it fractured with each step. Its presence was gravity, its movement doom.

Then it roared.

Not a scream. Not a bellow.

A symphony of suffering.

The walls fractured. The runes around the chamber ignited in red flame. A ring of miasma surged outward in a dome.

She stood slowly.

Bloodied. Bruised. And very much alone.

But her silver eyes did not waver. Her heartbeat steadied—not because she wasn’t afraid. But because she was.

And she chose to face it anyway.

The final battle… had begun.

End of Chapter 68

            


Chapter 69: Malraketh


                A deep rumble whispered across the plains.

It began almost imperceptibly—like the distant growl of a coming storm. But there was no thunder, no lightning, no rain clouds on the horizon. The skies were clear…

Until they weren’t.

The clouds above the dungeon shifted.

At first, it was subtle—wisps circling unnaturally. Then, as if pulled by an unseen force, they twisted inward, spiraling like a celestial vortex above the blackened stone maw of the dungeon’s surface.

A heavy stillness settled over the land.

"RRRRRRAAAAAAAAAUUUUUUUUUGGGGHHHHHHH—!!!"

The sound tore through the world like a divine judgment.

A soul-rending roar, impossibly deep and vast—echoing not just through the air, but through stone, flesh, and spirit.

It didn’t sound like a beast. It sounded like something ancient, something buried and betrayed, woken before its time.

The earth convulsed. Cracks spiderwebbed through the soil. Trees bent under the weight of an invisible force. Rivers briefly reversed their flow as the very laws of nature faltered.

On the battlefield above, hundreds of adventurers and knights froze mid-motion.

No command was given. No retreat sounded.

They simply… stopped.

Because the roar wasn’t just heard. It was felt.

A crushing weight pressed down on their chests, their skulls, their minds—like something massive had stepped into their reality and decided to look directly at them.

The younger ones dropped first. Some clutched their heads, screaming. Others collapsed into fetal positions. Blood dripped from the ears of those closest to the epicenter.

A group of mages trying to stabilize a protective barrier burst into chaos as the formation fractured, the lines of mana rejecting them violently.

Farther out, near the ridge overlooking the dungeon, Roderic felt the quake ripple through his boots. He staggered, planting his greatsword into the soil to keep from falling. Beside him, a knight coughed blood, trembling.

A scout dropped to his knees, eyes wide, whispering through cracked lips.

“W-What the hell is that…”

The roar ended.

But the silence that followed was worse.

Not the calm before a storm. No, this was the stillness after a god had opened its eye.

The monsters on the battlefield reacted first.

Dozens of them stopped mid-charge—snarling, twitching, suddenly aware that they were no longer the apex predators here.

Some of them turned, yelping, retreating back into the trees like whipped dogs. But others… others began to convulse. Eyes rolled back. Veins bulged beneath their skin, glowing with unnatural red light. They began to scream—and then charge, faster, harder, like puppets on frayed strings.

“They’re going mad,” gasped a cleric, backing away.

“They’re being… commanded,” muttered another knight.

Roderic tightened his grip. His instincts screamed at him, years of battle telling him this was no longer a fight they could win by strength alone.

He looked toward the dungeon’s entrance.

He could feel it. 

It was… pulsing. Breathing.

Further out, near the town of Dawnstead, the Perimeter Defense Squad was holding the final line. Led by Vice-Captain Gale Valtor and supported by the Trinity Blade and the other adventurers and knights, they had just repelled another wave of monsters when the ground jerked violently beneath them.

Gale’s blade sparked as it clashed with a charging beast, but even mid-strike, he felt it.

His muscles locked. His heartbeat missed a step.

He stumbled backward, landing hard against a barricade as the tremor rolled beneath him. His men surrounded him, weapons raised—but even the strongest among them looked pale.

The wind howled unnaturally.

The clouds continued to swirl above the dungeon, casting wide shadows across the countryside. It looked less like weather and more like the eye of a storm birthed by magic itself.

“I don’t like this,” muttered Lena, blood running down her cheek. “This isn't just pressure. It’s like something’s… inside our minds.”

Monsters nearby began to screech in unison, echoing the roar they’d just heard. Their bodies twisted unnaturally, as if reshaped by some unseen architect. 

The sky flickered with black lightning, and the air itself began to hum—a low, vibrating tension that set teeth on edge and made hearts race with dread.

The tremor reached the town two seconds later.

A low boom rolled through the earth, subtle yet undeniable. The cobblestones trembled. The wooden signs swayed. Windows cracked in rhythmic patterns, like glass flinching at the roar's memory.

Inside the guild hall, a crystal orb used to monitor dungeon stability flared—first white, then orange, then a pulsing, bloody red—before it exploded. Shards flew across the room like shrapnel. Screams followed.

Staff hit the floor, one casting a warding spell seconds too late. The room flooded with residual mana backlash.

Garrick, the guildmaster, stared at the smoking remains of the orb. His lips moved, but no words came out at first.

And then, in a whisper that silenced the room.

“…This is no longer a dungeon break.”

Back at the dungeon frontline, Roderic recovered, glancing across the battlefield as the wave of mental pressure ebbed.

The monster horde had gone unnaturally quiet.

No screeches. No charge. Just silence—and then the slow, unified sound of clawed feet dragging forward, eyes glowing red, marching toward the defenders with deadly coordination.

“It’s like they’re being… feared,” a knight breathed in horror.

Roderic gritted his teeth, lifting his blade.

“This is war.”

And somewhere deep below, a silver-haired girl prepared to face the end.

The silence was unnatural.

The miasma that once choked the chamber like a living fog had now receded, sucked entirely into the crimson-pulsing dungeon core—which no longer hovered in stillness.

In its place now stood something else.

Malraketh.

A name that did not belong in mortal tongues. A thing that should have never existed.

Where the dungeon core had once hovered now stood a nightmare sculpted from fear and madness. 

Towering over the chamber like a mountain clad in molten armor, Malraketh’s grotesque body was a horrific synthesis of jagged obsidian plating and sinewy flesh, stitched together by glowing lava-veins that pulsed with corrupted energy.

Four arms extended from its torso—two massive obsidian blades, jagged and pulsating with heat, and two clawed limbs that dragged the floor like scythes. Across its massive shoulders, spines jutted out like broken swords stabbed through skin.

And in the center of its chest—embedded deep within a gaping, armor-framed cavity—was the fused dungeon core, beating with a deep crimson light like the exposed heart of a dying star.

Belle’s breath hitched.

This wasn’t just the boss of the final dungeon floor. 

This was the dungeon incarnate. A fully awakened anomaly.

“No… this thing isn't a guardian anymore,” she muttered, her voice trembling with quiet realization. “This is the dungeon itself. It’s alive.”

Behind her, a soft cough broke her focus.

She turned sharply.

Kai lay crumpled near the collapsed wall, blood smeared across his tunic, eyes barely open beneath furrowed brows. His body was slick with sweat, skin too pale, but his chest still rose with effort. The miasma might have receded, but its damage lingered like poison in his veins.

Belle knelt beside him, her fingers trembling as she reached toward his heart. Silver sparks danced along her fingertips as she activated her Aura Sense, her pupils narrowing with focus.

Life—dim, but there.

She pressed her palm to his chest, exhaling in relief.

“You’re still in there…” she whispered. “You’re still fighting.”

A flicker of flame appeared at the edge of his lips—a small puff, barely visible. Even unconscious, his magic had not abandoned him.

“Just stay here,” she whispered, brushing a lock of hair from his face. “You’ve done enough. Leave the rest to me.”

As she stood, her eyes locked onto the abomination before her.

Malraketh hadn’t moved yet—but the pressure in the air was growing heavier by the second. 

The ground trembled under its weight, not from steps, but from sheer presence. Its eyes—six of them—blinked open one by one, gleaming with unnatural light. Red. White. Violet. Their gaze swept across the chamber before settling directly onto her.

A chill spread down her spine. Every instinct screamed at her to flee.

She clenched her fists.

Her silver hair caught the rising wind. Sparks of lightning flickered across her skin. The air around her shimmered, mana swirling in agitation. Fire and lightning curled together around her arms, licking her sleeves like living serpents.

Malraketh moved.

It took one step—BOOM—and the entire dungeon shook. Cracks split across the floor, light spilling from beneath the stones like blood from a wound.

Its claws flexed. Its blade-arms hummed, resonating like tuning forks forged in hell.

Belle’s eyes narrowed. She could feel it now.

There was no mana flow. No elemental current. 

This creature—this thing—didn’t use the world’s magic.

It devoured it.

Mana fled from its presence, recoiling like a frightened animal. Even her draconic energy flared erratically, flickering at the edge of control.

“This thing… it’s a rupture,” she murmured. “A hole in the laws of nature. A calamity born from everything this world rejects.”

Malraketh raised one of its blade-arms and slowly pointed it at her. 

Not in a rage—not in wild instinct—but like a being passing judgment.

The atmosphere screamed.

Cracks of red lightning tore across the walls. Pressure thundered across the chamber in waves, crushing stone and air alike. The heartbeat of the dungeon quickened, the rhythmic thud shaking her bones.

Belle stepped forward. No hesitation. No fear.

“If you’re the heart of this dungeon,” she said, her voice calm despite the chaos. “Then I’ll be the one that stops it.”

Her foot ignited.

The ground behind her exploded as she launched forward like a silver bolt of divine wrath.

Fire and lightning spiraled in her wake, a vortex of energy weaving around her arms as her aura surged—flaring in perfect harmony, fused into a spiraling spear of destruction.

She crashed into Malraketh’s barrier with a deafening blast.

BOOOOM!!

The chamber shook. Light blinded the space. Dust erupted into a storm.

But when the blast faded—Malraketh stood unmoved.

The barrier had held. Not a single scratch on it.

Belle skidded backward, boots carving trenches into the stone. 

It didn’t even flinch…

Malraketh responded with a roar—a cataclysmic soundwave that cracked the ceiling above. 

And then, it moved.

With shocking speed for something so massive, it lunged—one claw sweeping out in a brutal arc.

Belle’s body moved on instinct, flipping high into the air, dodging by mere centimeters. The claw shattered the floor beneath her, leaving behind a glowing crater of molten stone.

She landed hard, sparks skidding around her boots, and dashed again before the second strike landed.

A blade-arm came down, and she met it with a parry of fire-infused force, redirecting the blow just enough to avoid being cleaved in two.

Her arms shook. Bones rattled. But she was still standing.

A breath. That was all Belle took.

Just one slow, deliberate inhale as her boots scraped against the scorched floor, the broken remnants of ancient stone groaning beneath her.

Another breath.

She centered herself. Fire flickered along her skin like a second pulse, lighting her pale features in a crimson glow. Sparks danced at her fingertips. Static crackled along her spine.

Malraketh didn’t move. It didn’t speak. It didn’t breathe.

But it watched.

Belle exhaled.

“Don’t rush, this isn’t like the Sentinel fight.” Her voice barely a whisper. “Observe. Learn. Adapt.”

Then she launched. A blur of flame.

Her form split the air in a flash of heat—Fire Magic: Searing Lance—a spear of molten fire lancing from her hand, trailing a crimson arc toward Malraketh’s exposed shoulder joint.

A perfect opening. A calculated strike.

And yet—the monster bent.

Not ducked. Not dodged. Bent.

Its upper torso folded backward, joints flexing in impossible angles, like obsidian wrapped around liquid steel. The lance cut through where its shoulder should have been—and exploded against the far wall, igniting it in a cascade of fire and shrapnel.

Belle’s eyes narrowed.

That wasn’t instinct. That was prediction.

She took one step back—and the ground beneath her exploded.

A black claw, wider than her torso, came down like a guillotine from above.

She threw both hands up, summoning in an instant: Lightning Veil.

A dome of crackling energy flared into being just in time.

The impact was nuclear.

Electric arcs shrieked across the room, stones shattered, and the floor collapsed beneath her from the sheer pressure. Belle flew backward like a missile, smashing through rubble, dust and flame swallowing her entire form.

Pain bloomed across her ribs. Her vision danced.

But her feet hit the ground—hard—and she skidded, crouching low, silver hair trailing sparks behind her.

No hesitation. No retaliation. Just speed.

She darted again, lightning flaring to life around her legs—a hybrid burst that turned her into a streak of flickering red and blue.

She spun mid-charge, launching a roundhouse kick infused with lightning. The thundercrack that followed shattered three nearby pillars.

Malraketh raised one arm—and caught her leg mid-spin.

Steel met stone.

Its grip was vice-like, each claw digging into her flesh through her thigh-high stocking.

Her instincts screamed.

She detonated the lightning in her leg.

The shockwave blew her free in a crackling burst, and she flipped backward in the air, sparks trailing from her limbs, landing hard in a crouch.

Blood dripped from her calf. Her breathing was heavier now. Controlled—but strained.

Malraketh didn’t pursue.

It stood still. Watching. Waiting.

Like a chess master across the board.

It’s not just strong. It’s intelligent.

She rose slowly, wiping a trace of blood from the edge of her lips. “You're reading me.”

A vibration hummed through the chamber.

She tensed.

Malraketh raised both blade-arms high—and slammed them into the ground.

The earth screamed.

Red lines etched themselves into the floor around Belle in concentric circles. The stone glowed like molten metal being branded into place. A rune. A trap.

Her eyes widened.

She launched herself skyward just as the entire platform exploded upward in a geyser of flame and stone. The explosion was a living beast—twisting, snarling, hungry.

The heat seared her boots even mid-air. She spun, redirected with a burst of fire from her heel, and landed near the ruins of a broken column.

A blur to her right. She turned.

Too late.

A claw whipped for her head.

She ducked—barely—feeling the wind slice over her scalp.

She rolled beneath the swing, came up on her feet, and struck back with a flaming palm—straight into Malraketh’s chest.

CLANG.

No impact. No recoil.

The fire sank into the obsidian surface like water on lava—absorbed, neutralized.

Belle’s mind raced. It’s still learning. Adapting.

It had taken her fire magic—and it wasn’t even phased.

Malraketh’s head tilted slightly. That same eerie, mechanical grace.

Almost like it was… amused.

And then—it disappeared.

Belle’s pupils shrank.

She spun—instinct—and caught the blade-arm between her braced forearms.

The force of the blow cracked the ground beneath her feet. Dust and magic erupted outward in a shockwave.

Her arms buckled. Sparks flew. She was launched backward, crashing through debris like a cannonball, embedded halfway into the far wall.

Agony lanced through her back. Blood in her mouth.

She staggered forward, her boots dragging through the rubble.

And yet her eyes burned. Unwavering.

“You’re not using your full power…” She panted. “Yet you’re this strong.”

It had tested her elemental range. It had baited her into patterns. It had set traps—pre-placed, rune-sealed, timed perfectly with its attacks. It wasn’t just fighting her.

It was measuring its opponent.

And Belle had been doing the same.

She rose fully, posture firm. Her right arm blazed with fire. Her left sparked with lightning.

Switching again. Alternating. No rhythm.

She vanished.

A streak of flame—then lightning.

She feinted high—then dropped low. Flame Drive to the left—Lightning Shift to the right—then behind.

STRIKE.

Her elbow cracked against Malraketh’s spine.

A dent. Just a small one.

But this time—it left a mark.

Malraketh recoiled slightly. Only for a moment.

It whipped around, claws lashing like serpents.

Belle backflipped, landing low, panting. Bruised. Bleeding.

But smiling. 

“Got you.”

Fire roared in one hand. Lightning screamed in the other.

The fight was no longer a storm of chaos.

It was a dance of tactics. Reflexes. Precision.

A duel not of brawn, but calculation.

And Belle was just getting started.

End of Chapter 69

            


Chapter 70: Fury In the Abyss


                The silence that followed was deafening.

Dust and mana shimmer clung to the air, flickering like fireflies caught in a tempest. The battlefield was a graveyard of shattered stone and dancing embers, the smoldering aftermath of elemental warfare. 

A scorched column collapsed in the distance with a deep groan, sending cracks spiderwebbing across the floor like veins in a dying beast.

Malraketh's obsidian form glided across the ruined terrain like a silent harbinger, its presence warping the air around it. The creature moved as if reality bent in deference—its steps smooth, near weightless, yet carrying the gravitas of ancient power. 

Its molten eyes, glowing like furnaces beneath a jagged helm, locked onto Belle with a gaze that radiated something more than primal hunger. Intelligence. Purpose. Patience.

Belle straightened from her crouch, the flickering light casting dancing shadows across her tattered jacket. Her breath escaped in a slow, foggy exhale. Mana coiled around her body like a living force—twin elemental energies manifesting with violent grace.

Fire curled around her right arm, writhing like a coiled serpent eager to strike. Lightning surged across her left in jagged arcs, splitting the air with rhythmic crackles. 

Crimson and cerulean light bathed the battlefield, clashing and weaving around her like war banners of elemental fury.

“I know you can be hurt,” Belle said, voice low and measured. Her tone wasn’t just defiance—it was calculation. 

A calm declaration of war. 

“So come on... show me what you really are.”

Malraketh responded—not with words, but with action.

It lunged, soundless yet thunderous, moving not as a beast but as an executioner. 

Its obsidian limbs barely brushed the stone, twin blade-arms dragging behind like guillotines etched in shadow. Sparks hissed from the floor where they passed, leaving trails of molten stone in their wake.

Belle’s eyes narrowed.

She launched forward in response, her body becoming a blur of lightning and intent. The ground detonated beneath her boots, arcs of pure energy flaring in her wake.

She met the charge.

In a blink, she pivoted mid-motion, unleashing a fiery spinning heel-kick aimed at Malraketh’s jaw. The flames wrapped around her leg burst outward, a crescent of inferno howling with momentum.

Malraketh raised its arms in a cross-guard. Steel met flame.

The resulting shockwave shattered the silence. A fiery explosion rippled outward, hurling dust and debris in all directions. The floor cracked beneath them, force radiating in concentric pulses.

Belle flipped over Malraketh in the same motion, her hand igniting in flame. She launched herself midair with a burst of combustion—flinging a storm of small, rapid flame bullets at its back.

Each bolt struck true.

Each fizzled. Absorbed.

She landed and barely ducked as one of Malraketh’s blade-arms came down like divine judgment. The ground exploded beside her, stone erupting upward like a volcano of shattered debris.

Belle rolled, skidding across the floor. She fired a lightning burst from her palm, redirecting her momentum sideways. She slid along the edge of a broken column, eyes wide with revelation.

It’s not just tough. It’s learning.

Even her irregular fire patterns were being countered. 

Malraketh wasn't just adapting. It was evolving.

The monster shifted again, gliding into a new stance. Its body lowered, and the air around it thickened like syrup.

Runes formed in mid-air, spiraling around its form in ancient, blood-red geometry. 

The temperature dropped. The mana in the room responded—not like prey, but like it had recognized a predator.

Belle’s instincts screamed.

“Another trap—?!”

But this wasn’t like before.

The runes pulsed. The light warped. Everything—sound, movement, even time—seemed to stretch and collapse toward Malraketh’s core.

Mana Drain Field.

Belle’s heart stuttered.

Her flames dimmed. Lightning flickered.

Not entirely gone, but dulled—like trying to cast through a void.

Malraketh surged forward, no longer gliding, but cutting through the space with raw, unfiltered aggression.

Belle barely had time to react. Her hands flew up—Aura Shield—manifesting a silver-blue dome of protection around her.

Then came the impact. A soundless explosion.

Not heard, but felt—a tremor of pure force that rattled the dungeon. The shield cracked like glass under a hammer. The ground beneath Belle's feet fractured into splinters.

The next thing she knew, she was airborne. Thrown through her own barrier.

Her vision spun. Pain lanced through her ribs. 

She twisted midair, coughing blood. Her jacket tore open across one shoulder. She grabbed a tumbling stone mid-flight, hurling herself sideways and away from the epicenter.

She landed in a crouch, boots skidding along the wall before she flipped down to the cracked floor again.

Smoke and dust consumed the chamber.

Her eyes locked forward.

A shadow moved through the haze.

Malraketh. Still standing.

Its blade-arms now glowing faintly with molten energy. Runes still hovering like a spectral crown.

And something else—its body had changed. Again.

Heavier plating along its chest. Reinforced joints. Sharper angles where there had once been seams.

Belle wiped the blood from her lip, glaring.

“You’re not just a dungeon boss,” she murmured. “You’re a system... a living algorithm. A weapon designed to outlast anything.”

The pieces were falling into place.

“You’re not like the Sentinel… You’re the final version… No, the ultimate form.”

Malraketh tilted its head, slow and deliberate. 

Recognition—or mockery?

And then, it opened its mouth.

A distorted chorus echoed out—mechanical shrieks layered with guttural howls.

Belle’s aura surged in response. Her silver-blue eyes glinted like twin blades.

She slammed her palms together. 

Aura Amplification—Activate. 

Her entire body ignited with power. Sparks arced across her limbs as fire and lightning swirled together, spiraling into a volatile dance.

Crimson flame. Cerulean lightning.

They twined into a helix, unstable and brilliant—raw mana burning white-hot at its center.

“Try predicting this—”

She vanished.

A sonic boom tore the air as she launched forward, a missile of light and fury.

Malraketh reacted instantly, blades raised.

But Belle feinted—twisting low, rolling beneath the strike. Her hand touched the floor.

The spell detonated.

A column of fire and lightning erupted skyward, consuming both of them in a storm of divine retribution. Stone melted. Runes cracked. The very dungeon screamed.

Malraketh roared.

A genuine sound. Its first.

And when the light faded—Belle knelt on one knee, panting. Her gloves were scorched to the elbow. Her fingers trembled. Every nerve was aflame. Her breathing ragged, heartbeat erratic.

But she smiled.

Because for the first time—Malraketh bled.

A fracture glowed across its chest, molten light seeping through a jagged crack. Its body twitched, shuddering from the blow. The runes around it stuttered, flickered.

It was still alive. Still dangerous.

But no longer invincible.

Belle smiled through the blood and sweat.

“You bleed. Just like everything else.”

Malraketh stared.

It finally released its limiter.

A flash of crimson energy erupted from its core. The runes along its body ignited one by one like veins pulsing with hellfire. Its damaged blade-arm began to reform—not heal, but reshape, evolving into a jagged, spear-like weapon covered in writhing glyphs.

The pressure in the room tripled.

Belle’s legs buckled slightly from the raw force pressing down on her body. Her aura flared instinctively in response, but it wasn’t enough.

She braced herself.

A single pulse rang out.

Deep. Resonant. Ancient. Like the tolling of a forgotten war bell echoing through the veins of the earth.

The entire chamber fell still.

And then… the runes carved into Malraketh's colossal frame ignited.

First a faint shimmer—then a searing, blood-red blaze. The etchings across its body pulsed like veins channeling magma, each beat growing louder, brighter, until the chamber was bathed in ominous crimson light.

Its chest split open with a sound like stone grinding against bone, revealing more of the pulsing crimson core. A chaotic vortex churned within: black like the abyss, red like molten wrath, and something older, a pale white energy that shimmered like fragmented starlight—an ancient code written before time.

The air shifted. Heavier and thicker.

A low hum emerged—subtle at first, but quickly swelling into a cacophony of overlapping whispers, like a thousand voices speaking in unison from behind a veil. 

Reality fractured around the monster, splintering at the seams, unable to contain the form that now stood reborn in its true warform.

Belle felt it immediately.

That pressure. Crushing. Suffocating. Alive.

She took a single step back, her boots scraping against the stone. Lightning instinctively danced along her arms, her aura surging in protest.

“This pressure…” Her voice was barely audible. “It’s heavier than before… no—it’s evolved.”

Malraketh’s silhouette shifted—its form tightening, plating folding in and locking with mechanical precision. The bulk that had once made it sluggish was gone. What stood before her now was an apex predator in mechanical skin—streamlined, symmetrical, and lethal.

Where there had once been brute mass, now there was design. Purpose. Murderous intent forged into elegant, alien efficiency.

Its right arm terminated in a jagged halberd that crackled with kinetic distortion. Its left morphed into a glyph-scythe whip, rotating in impossible segments like orbiting blades held together by shifting arcane patterns.

The rear arms bulked out, support limbs reinforced with crimson-threaded musculature beneath dark, chitinous metal. The very air distorted around them.

A new stage. A new predator.

Malraketh hadn’t just adapted. It had transcended.

And then—it moved.

Not just fast. But beyond fast.

A blink. A shift. A flicker of space shattering like glass—the halberd came down in a vertical arc.

Belle barely twisted away, pure instinct guiding her movement. The blade carved into the ground with an earth-tearing roar, sending a radiant shockwave ripping through the chamber like a heartbeat made of razors.

Veins of glowing red ruptured outward from the impact—chasing her like bloodthirsty serpents.

She threw up a shield of pure aura in desperation.

The wave struck.

BOOM.

The force launched her like a ragdoll, slamming her into a fractured obsidian pillar. The stone cracked. Her lungs emptied.

“GKH—!!”

She dropped to one knee, coughing blood, the taste of iron mixing with panic. Her aura sputtered, barely reconstituting itself under the atmospheric weight.

But there was no time to spare.

Malraketh vanished—a blur of afterimages and space displacement, blinking forward in chaotic, non-linear bursts.

It wasn’t teleporting. It was breaking the rules as if reality was bent by its will.

A sharp snap of air—it reappeared behind her.

The glyph-whip spiraled mid-flight—an ethereal buzzsaw, rotating with unholy precision.

Belle ducked and rolled, lightning sparking from her feet as she phase-stepped sideways—a half-second late. The whip grazed her shoulder, slicing through her jacket and burning into her skin.

“Tch—!” 

Pain flared. The scent of scorched fabric and blood filled the air. 

“Too fast… Didn’t even see it move…”

She spun mid-air, hand flaring with twin energies—lightning and fire.

“Twin Burst!”

A spiraling, unstable fusion orb screamed through the chamber, aimed straight for its exposed core.

Malraketh tilted—just slightly.

The attack grazed past it, impacting the wall behind with a deafening blast—stone and flame erupting in a roaring vortex.

But Malraketh was already in motion. It lunged forward, halberd swinging in a wide arc.

Belle raised an aura shield again—but the blade shattered it on contact.

Steel met bone.

The halberd carved across her ribs—blood fanning out mid-spin as she was thrown across the chamber.

She hit the ground hard, rolling, bleeding. 

She pushed herself up, breath ragged, lightning flickering weakly around her arms.

She looked up—and Malraketh was already raising its arms.

Above them, glyphs ignited—dozens, spinning and interlocking in sacred geometries.

Spell Matrix: Rain of Collapse.

The ceiling fractured.

From above—divine lances of compressed crimson light tore downward in random patterns, each one exploding on impact with apocalyptic force.

The dungeon became a kill box.

Belle’s instincts screamed.

She ran—lightning surging through her muscles, pushing her beyond the limits of flesh.

Spear after spear slammed into the ground behind her, each one a miniature nuclear blast that shook the floor, pillars collapsing in a chain of destruction.

She kicked off a broken wall, flipped mid-air, and narrowly dodged a glyph-spear that carved a trench meters from her back.

She rode a bolt of lightning across the room, launching herself like a comet as explosions danced across the walls.

A single spear grazed her leg. Burned flesh. Pain. 

She screamed, but kept moving.

She reached the far end of the chamber, falling to her knees, breath torn from her lungs. Her body trembled—not from fear, but overload.

Her mana reserve still pulsed within her—but the atmosphere, the weight of this space, was draining her simply for existing.

She gritted her teeth, one eye closing against the pain.

Across the room—Malraketh emerged from the smoke of destruction.

Its eyes locked onto her, glowing with an unreadable intelligence. 

It was analyzing. Calculating. Preparing to strike again.

End of Chapter 70

            


Chapter 71: Power Unleashed


                Belle’s breaths came in shallow, ragged pulls—her chest heaving with every second. Her frame trembled, not from fear, but the sheer strain of maintaining her form. Blood trickled from a cut above her brow, trailing along her cheek and dripping onto the cracked obsidian floor.

Electricity crackled at her feet, forming arcs of white-blue lightning that danced in erratic spirals. Her silver eyes locked onto her target—unblinking, blazing.

“…One chance,” she whispered, more to herself than to anyone else.

She closed her eyes. 

Exhale.

The world seemed to pause.

BOOM.

With a thunderclap that ruptured the silence, Belle vanished.

A jagged shockwave split the ground beneath her as she launched like a human lightning bolt—trailing streaks of incandescent energy that tore through the air in her wake. The chamber howled with roaring winds as stone debris was flung backward from the pressure of her takeoff.

On the far side, Malraketh stood still—monolithic and calm, its black-and-crimson armor gleaming in the dim dungeon light. Its single red core pulsed slowly, like the heartbeat of a dormant god.

The construct’s head turned—an infinitesimal tilt with recognition and calculation.

It raised its halberd and bent its knees ever so slightly. The surrounding glyphs spiraled faster. 

It saw her. It understood. And it waited.

Belle closed the gap in a flash, right arm pulled back, magic and aura coalescing into a fiery spiral around her fist. The heat distorted the air. Her scream echoed through the dungeon, primal and sharp.

“RRRRAAAAAAHHH!!”

Flames exploded around her fist, swirling like a hurricane of fire and fury. Her punch screamed forward, aimed dead center for Malraketh’s core.

A feint.

Mid-dash—just milliseconds before impact—Belle shifted. 

She discharged lightning from her left boot, twisting her trajectory. 

Time seemed to slow. 

Her form pirouetted in the air, twisting through a hair’s breadth gap between the halberd’s slash and its bracing stance.

To normal people’s naked eyes—it looked like a flash of silver weaving through a web of death.

She spun, angling to the left, her body parallel to the floor—eyes sharp, calculating. Fire and lightning coiled together as her momentum snapped forward.

Her fist drove toward Malraketh’s left flank.

“NOW—!”

The strike landed like a divine meteor. Fire erupted. 

The sound—a thunderous, high-pitched explosion, followed by a blastwave that tore up the floor in a massive arc behind them.

Malraketh staggered, caught unprepared.

Cracks spiderwebbed across its shield plating.

For a second—a single second—it reeled.

But that was all.

The dormant rear arm, hidden beneath its cloak-like miasma wing, snapped forward like a machine possessed. 

A barrier burst into existence, absorbing the brunt of the blow—but barely. 

It groaned. Sparks flew as the barrier cracked.

Then came the counter.

WHAM.

A piston-like fist exploded into Belle’s abdomen.

Everything stopped.

The air left her lungs in a choked gasp. Her body arched around the impact, bones groaning under the pressure. The floor beneath her cracked again from the shockwave alone as her body was launched backward across the dungeon like a comet set loose.

She didn’t skid. She just flew backward.

But before her momentum even stopped—before she could crash into the far wall, Malraketh blinked.

A flash of glyphs. Space bent.

It was beneath her again.

This time it crouched low—core glowing, knee pulled back.

An uppercut.

CRAAAACK!

The knee slammed into her midsection with inhuman force. 

The sound—like stone shattering beneath a landslide. Her body launched skyward at breakneck speed.

She burst through the dungeon ceiling like a cannonball.

One floor. Two. Three.

Each level crumbled as she passed like a falling star in reverse, debris spiraling in her wake like volcanic ash from an erupting mountain.

Everything blurred.

Pain exploded in her ribs. Her vision trembled, black spots dancing across her field of view. Her ears rang. Her mind screamed.

"Focus—damn it—focus!"

She channeled her aura around her chest and arms, barely managing to regain control mid-ascent. Her breath was erratic. Blood dripped from the side of her mouth.

But before she could orient—Malraketh was already below her.

Its core pulsed once. 

Then the glyphs aligned—dozens spinning into formation, forming an array of rotating circles beneath its feet.

Spell Matrix: Void Ray Ignition

A singular, piercing beam of compressed energy burst forth from the glyph array—spiraling red and black, laced with fractal patterns of corrupted light.

Belle instinctively threw up an Aura Shield, funneling all her remaining aura into it. A prismatic sphere of silver and blue encased her, vibrating violently from the strain.

BOOOOOOOOOOM!

The beam hit.

The stone wall around the dungeon evaporated as it was hit by the immense energy of the beam.

Her shield cracked immediately.

The force of the blast overwhelmed her defenses and launched her even higher, through the very first floor of the dungeon, through a collapsing ceiling, and finally—into the open air.

The open sky greeted her with no warmth—just cold wind, gray clouds, and distant thunder.

Blood smeared her lips. She tried to breathe.

Pain. Searing. Unrelenting.

“Move… MOVE!” she screamed in her mind.

Her aura flared wildly, struggling to re-stabilize, forming a turbulent shell of silver energy around her as she hovered mid-air—barely conscious, reeling.

But then—the sky dimmed.

Malraketh’s shadow loomed above her.

It hadn’t simply followed her. It had predicted her launch arc.

And now—it descended. Like a god of destruction.

A fist the size of her torso, wreathed in glyph-light and kinetic force, came down in an unstoppable vertical strike.

KA-THOOOOOM!

It struck.

Belle’s body cratered downward.

She plummeted, faster than freefall—driven by the force of that blow—descending like a fallen star.

Below, the earth screamed.

BOOOOOOOM.

A colossal explosion rocked the battlefield as she slammed into the surface. 

Dust, stone, and energy erupted into the air. The shockwave rippled out in concentric waves, knocking adventurers, knights and the dungeon beasts alike off their feet.

A massive crater formed at ground zero—jagged, scorched, still crackling with static and residual magic.

For a moment, there was only silence.

Then the wind blew.

Ash and smoke drifted upward, casting long shadows across the battlefield.

A knight dropped his weapon. His mouth hung open in mute horror.

“Wh… What was that…?”

“Something… something just fell.”

Adventurers near the rim of the crater stared, dumbfounded, trying to process what they had just witnessed. 

Some staggered to their feet. Others didn’t move.

Standing not far away from the crater was Roderic. His greatsword was held firmly in his hand, swinging towards the nearby monsters. He saw the impact. 

“Belle?!”

The smoke still lingered—thick, molten, and oppressive. It clung to the earth like a shroud of death, a haunting aftermath of Belle’s violent impact. 

Everything near the crater was scorched, shattered, or warped by the sheer magnitude of energy she had unleashed. The air crackled with residual static, shimmering with displaced mana, like the battlefield itself refused to settle.

The crater she had carved into the ground yawned wide, jagged like a god’s claw had raked through the land. Its center was lost to the veil of swirling ash and glowing embers, the eye of a storm that had yet to pass.

And then—a sound. Not a roar. Not a scream.

A hum.

Low. Deep. Ancient. Mechanical. Like the earth itself had drawn breath and whispered of war.

The skies above darkened for a heartbeat.

Malraketh descended.

A corrupted being born from the dungeon’s will and miasma, cloaked in silence more terrifying than thunder. His warform dropped from the heavens like judgment incarnate, limbs relaxed, posture loose—yet there was no mistaking the kill-switch precision in the way he carried himself. His eyes—those six crimson lights—cut through the smog like dying suns, emotionless, unblinking.

The moment his feet touched the battlefield—

BOOOOOM.

The impact was apocalyptic.

A second crater bloomed next to the first, deeper, more violent. The shockwave screamed outward like a living thing—warping the terrain, splitting stone and earth into molten fragments. Chunks of the battlefield launched into the sky like missiles. The trees beyond were ripped from their roots. 

The ruins shook. The air screamed.

Nearby adventurers and knights were flung like ragdolls—some tumbling through the dirt, others struck by flying debris. Shields buckled. Magic barriers shattered like glass. An entire squadron was reduced to crawling, shielding themselves from the pulse that should never have existed on this plane.

“W-What the hell is that thing…!?”

“My legs… I can’t… I can’t feel my legs—!”

“That’s not a monster… that’s not alive—!”

No one knew what it was. 

But every soul felt it. The presence. The weight. 

A gravitational pull of death that turned instincts to ice.

They had all felt fear before. But this…this was dread.

From the molten heart of the first crater, something stirred.

A flicker of orange. Then two. Then a dozen.

Tiny fire orbs—like embers with purpose—appeared slowly through the smoke. Each glowed with a soft hum, pulsing like hearts ready to strike.

Then—they moved.

Homing fire bullets.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The fire bullets burst from the smoke like hornets, spinning, spiraling, hunting. Their trajectories curved like guided missiles, aimed directly at Malraketh’s skull, chest, and limbs—critical zones.

Malraketh reacted instantly.

Crimson lights in its eyes narrowed. Its halberd-arm twitched.

And then—it vanished.

A blur—inhumanly fast. Its silhouette flickered several meters to the side, just as the bullets passed where it had stood. 

It didn’t dodge—it dissected. The halberd split the air in impossibly tight arcs, cutting down bullets mid-flight, redirecting the rest with microscopic foot pivots and razor-thin dodges.

But the fire bullets weren’t random.

They curved back. They adjusted. They followed.

Because they were being guided.

From within the smoke—a voice.

“That… really hurt… damn it.”

A sharp exhale. Grit. Fury.

The fog erupted—not cleared, not dispersed—but shattered like a pane of glass under a hammer.

Belle emerged. And she was different.

Her aura didn’t just glow—it roared.

Waves of blue and silver lightning spiraled around her in wild arcs, tearing through the dust with serpentine grace. Her body radiated with compressed energy, her skin marked by faint glowing circuit patterns. 

Energy circuits pulsed faintly under her arms, down her legs—her entire being a living battery of wrath.

Her silver hair whipped violently in all directions.

Aura Amplification: Overdrive.

Her eyes—normally cold and calculating—now burned. Not with rage. But with purpose.

She vanished.

The moment Malraketh slashed down the final bullet, she reappeared in front of it.

Her aura warped the air. Her fist was drawn back, wrapped in spirals of silver flame and lightning. Space bent around her arm as she thrust forward.

“RRRAAAAAH—!!”

Malraketh reacted.

Its arm shot forward—instantaneous glyph burst at its elbow, the magic circles flaring in crimson lines. A killing strike to meet hers.

Fist met fist.

CRAAAAAAAAAAAAAACK—!!

A blinding shockwave exploded.

A ring of light expanded in every direction, flattening terrain and launching broken earth into the air like geysers. 

For a full second, nothing existed but white. Sound disappeared. Air collapsed. Vision blurred.

Then—they moved again.

Strike. Counter. Dodge. Block. Slash. Slam.

They blurred.

To the untrained eye, it was like watching ghosts—flickering between frames of reality. Red and blue streaks traced their paths. Halberd met fist strike. Flame met glyph. Lightning wrapped around steel.

Every hit cracked the earth. Every clash lit up the sky.

And still, Belle fought harder.

Overdrive pushed her body to the brink—every breath a firestorm, every step a sonic boom. She danced around Malraketh with unpredictable speed, her aura exploding with each attack. She used not just strength, but instinct—reading, reacting, outmaneuvering.

And still—Malraketh adapted. A warform of perfect combat construct.

Each of its movements became faster. Smoother. More brutal. 

Every dodge tightened. Every attack became more refined. 

It was learning from her. It was evolving.

Still—she didn't stop.

“Keep pushing—”

“More pressure—”

“Don’t give it time to reset—!”

She screamed inside her mind as her limbs numbed, skin blistering from aura overload.

Because this wasn’t just a fight. This was defiance.

And below, far behind the battle—the soldiers watched, mouths agape.

“That’s Belle…?”

“What is happening here? Isn’t she supposed to be in the dungeon?”

“What is that thing she is fighting?”

“Look—look at her body—she’s burning up—!”

Indeed, cracks of aura-laced energy began to rupture along Belle’s arms and legs—like lightning was trying to tear through her skin. Blood mixed with silver light.

She was still hanging onto her power, fighting on par with Malraketh’s monstrosity strength for now.

But Overdrive couldn’t last forever.
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Chapter 72: Devour and Transformation


                The sky didn’t just crack. It screamed.

A piercing, high-pitched howl tore across the sky as pressure and heat warped the atmosphere. Every impact between Belle and Malraketh wasn't just heard—it was felt, like nature itself was wincing under the weight of their blows.

BOOM! BOOM!

Belle’s foot collided with Malraketh’s shield-arm, the strike laced with a spiraling coil of silver lightning that exploded outward in a jagged burst. The very air cracked like shattered glass, sending spiderwebs of electrical energy through the clouds above.

She didn’t stop.

Twisting in mid-air with impossible grace, Belle vanished—blinked—leaving only a shimmering afterimage behind. 

She reappeared on Malraketh’s blind side, arm pulled back, a fist wreathed in spiraling fire.

A punch—no, a warhead—landed clean against Malraketh’s side, the impact cratering the battlefield anew. A burst of fire erupted outward in concentric circles, vaporizing the ground beneath their feet. The shockwave carried for kilometers, rolling over trees like a hurricane.

And yet—the warform did not fall.

Malraketh slid back, plowing a trench in the earth with its heels. Steam hissed from vents along its spine and joints. Warning glyphs ignited in a cascade of crimson around its limbs. Glowing red sigils pulsed like heartbeat sensors as it raised its head.

Its eyes narrowed.

Belle landed hard, boots skidding through gravel. Her breath was ragged, her limbs heavy—but her stance didn’t break. 

She was exhausted. But alive and burning.

Her aura flickering high and low, indicating the amount of strain she had put on her body while maintaining the Overdrive state.

Malraketh launched.

It streaked across the battlefield like a cannon round, its shield-arm now shifted into halberd, its movements now silent—eerily efficient. 

In a blink, it closed the distance. The weapon was a blur, its edge vibrating with kinetic glyphs and quantum precision.

Belle ducked. Barely.

The halberd sliced through the air centimeters from her head, severing strands of her silver hair in its wake. She countered with a rising uppercut, elemental fire surging along her knuckles.

CLANG!!

The blow connected—only for Malraketh to catch her arm mid-strike. Its grip was like an iron vice.

Belle’s eyes widened—just as Malraketh spun, slamming her into the ground.

CRACK.

The crater deepened. Dust billowed. The force knocked magic from the air itself. Even the ambient mana recoiled.

Belle coughed, blood spattering the ground.

But before Malraketh could finish the follow-up—Belle was already gone.

She rebounded from the block with a flash of lightning, exploding backward mid-spin, the soles of her feet trailing silver streaks as she flipped into the air.

And without wasting a breath—she extended both hands and hurled a barrage of compressed fire spheres, each one glowing like miniaturized suns, exploding outward like volcanic buckshot.

Malraketh stood still.

The warform made no effort to evade. It faced the incoming barrage with silent contempt.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

The blasts collided with its torso, blanketing the warform in a wave of flame, smoke, and seismic force. A firestorm engulfed it entirely—embers screaming into the air like wailing spirits. A wall of heat pulsed outward, blinding the battlefield for a heartbeat.

Then silence.

From the heart of the inferno—it stepped forward.

Malraketh emerged, wreathed in flame, its body still glowing red-hot from the assault. Sections of its black armor had been scorched and cracked, lines of molten metal dripping from the impact zones.

But it had not faltered.

Its core expanded, a low-pitched hum rising into a haunting mechanical crescendo. Steam hissed from vents along its spine as they opened like wings, releasing bursts of white-hot pressure. And then—runes activated.

Crimson arcane sigils pulsed to life along its body, like veins of living energy, etching their way across its limbs and chest with malevolent grace.

It vanished.

Belle’s instincts screamed.

She twisted with lightning reflexes—just as Malraketh reappeared beside her, its full halberd now reborn and raised high, slashing horizontally with annihilating force.

CLANG!!

The halberd met Belle’s forearm shield, a barrier of her own aura flaring up just in time. But the impact was like being hit by a falling star.

BOOOOOM!

Belle was hurled across the battlefield like a blazing comet.

She crashed, skipping across the ground—stone rupturing beneath her like a plowed field of ruin. 

Each bounce carved trenches into the earth until she flipped upright, skidding to a halt with her boots scorching against the stone, sparks flying.

She exhaled hard.

Sweat streamed down her brow, catching the faint glint of lightning still dancing across her skin.

A thin gash ran along her lip, and blood trailed down her chin. Her jacket was torn at the shoulder. Her hands trembled from the raw force behind Malraketh’s last blow.

But her eyes—her eyes were alight with defiance. Silver-blue, pulsing like twin stars.

A roar from above.

Malraketh had launched itself into the air, its ascent shattering the sound barrier with a blast of force. 

Now it descended like a crimson meteor, halberd blazing with unstable energy, its form cloaked in spiraling red lightning and burning glyphs.

The sky turned red.

For a moment, it felt like the sun itself had been torn from orbit and hurled toward them in wrath.

Belle reacted instantly. She threw her arms wide, eyes flashing.

A colossal sphere of crackling lightning surged around her like a storm’s eye—then she plunged it into the ground.

KRAK-KOOOOOM!!

From the earth erupted a towering lightning spike, a geyser of divine fury, surging straight up to meet Malraketh’s descent.

They collided mid-air.

A blinding detonation.

The resulting explosion shattered the battlefield.

A ripple of force expanded outward in a sphere of light and heat—the dungeon walls nearby crumbled. Trees were bent with invisible force before they disintegrated into ash. Water from broken underground reservoirs vaporized instantly. 

Nearby monsters never had the chance to flee—they were vaporized instantly.

Even the most powerful mages in the area were forced to shield themselves, their spells unraveling under the overwhelming spiritual pressure. Barrier magic flickered. People screamed. Dust storms consumed the field.

Then—all that left was silence.

As the smoke cleared, the battlefield was a scorched ruin. Cratered and broken. Blackened with ash and lined with glowing veins of molten stone.

The scent of ozone, fire, and steel thickened the air.

From across the field, through the shimmering haze—Belle emerged.

Her aura flared wildly, but it was weaker now—flickering between silver and blue, her energy fluctuating from the strain. Her shoulder was bruised, her knuckles bleeding. Her breathing was ragged.

But Malraketh rose.

From the opposite end of the crater, the warform stood tall, its silhouette crackling with unstable energy.

Cracks ran through its armor now—deep fractures across the chest, glowing with internal sparks. Its core still pulsed—but faster now. Louder. 

It was under stress. And yet—it was still evolving.

A low, guttural hum resonated from deep within Malraketh’s core—subterranean and primeval, vibrating through the stone and the marrow of every being present. 

It wasn't just a sound. It was a warning. An omen. A death knell disguised as a whisper.

The crimson veins pulsing through Malraketh’s armor began to flicker erratically, glitching—first between red and black, then into something deeper, something void-like, a hue that devoured the light around it.

The battlefield died.

The air grew thicker. 

Magic stopped flowing. 

Mana threads unraveled and dispersed into dust. Even the wind dared not move. The silence was suffocating, a prelude to calamity.

From the shadows beneath Malraketh’s frame, they emerged.

Black tendrils.

Dozens of them. Perhaps hundreds. 

Jagged and wiry, like the arms of something ancient that should never have been awakened. They erupted from its back and shoulders, whipping and twitching as if alive. 

They didn’t move with logic—they moved with hunger.

They blurred, phased, flickered in and out of reality—tendrils made of pure miasma, not smoke or substance, but void-solid, leaking through dimensions like poison bleeding into water.

Then, they struck.

With a hellish screech, the tendrils pierced through the battlefield, zigzagging through the corpses and the broken remnants of still-living monsters.

The monsters shrieked, sensing death too late.

The tendrils impaled them, lifted them into the air like marionettes, twisting their bodies into grotesque angles—arms twitching, jaws locked in silent screams.

They crumbled. 

One by one, their bodies disintegrated into obsidian ash, their essence pulled backward through the tendrils like liquid being siphoned through straws. 

Their life force can be seen with naked eyes—white wisps of soul-stuff—flowing into Malraketh’s core.

Each death was a bell toll. Each soul was fuel.

The miasma around Malraketh thickened—no, it compressed. The light bent toward it, distorted and consumed. Its body shook violently, like it was struggling to contain something vast.

Then came the scream.

A piercing, metallic howl—inhuman and unholy. It tore through the sky like the cry of a dying star. 

The ground quaked. Trees in the distance cracked at the trunk. Eardrums bled. Even the strongest adventurers and knights staggered, clutching their heads.

Malraketh’s body began to split apart.

Armor plates cracked and shifted, rising like jagged plates of obsidian tectonics. Deep within, new runes pulsed, glowing with ancient, forgotten language—malignant scripture that shouldn't exist in this world. 

Its spine twisted, expanded—its limbs grew longer, more angular, monstrously sleek.

Its halberd didn’t fall—it melted, fusing into its right arm, reshaping into a jagged bladed cannon that shimmered between reality and ether.

A second core cracked open in its chest—an orb of black-red energy, pulsing irregularly, like a dying heart that refused to stop beating.

Then the wings unfurled.

Not feathered. Not mechanical.

But six wings made of pure miasma, jagged and vast, trailing oily darkness as they expanded. They hissed through the air, bending space around them—gravity itself seemed warped.

Its face elongated, reshaping into something draconic yet artificial—a predator’s skull forged in machine metal and fury. Eyes like furnace coals—empty, wrathful, calculating.

The devouring was complete.

Without warning—it vanished.

Belle blinked—and Malraketh was already there. Right in front of her. Closing the distance in an instant.

BOOOOOOM!

An explosive shockwave detonated just from its appearance, sending shards of broken earth in every direction. She had barely raised her arms before the hit landed.

THWAAAAAM!

A devastating blow to her forearm—caught mid-block. 

Even in Overdrive, the force sent bone-shattering reverberations through her frame. Her body twisted mid-air like a ragdoll, flung back with meteoric force.

But Belle wasn’t done.

She twisted, grit her teeth, eyes sparking. Lightning coiled around her limbs, fire blazed through her core—she flipped mid-air and launched herself back with a burst of flame, countering with a lightning-infused spin-kick, slamming down toward Malraketh’s exposed flank.

But it didn't dodge.

It caught her kick mid-air. And threw her.

She skidded across the battlefield like a comet, crashing into broken stone, carving a shallow crater. Dust exploded upward.

She emerged a moment later, aura crackling, face bloodied but burning with fury. Fire and lightning twisted around her fists like gods of war.

She launched forward again. 

This time faster. Sharper.

Flame-dashes. Lightning-feints. A flurry of attacks so fast it became a blur of afterimages, punches, kicks, aura spikes, mid-air propulsion spells, feint teleports—the kind of movement no normal being could even track.

But Malraketh could.

It parried her strikes one by one, using only its bare arms and cannon-blade. Its moves were mechanical—eerie—adapted perfectly to her rhythm. As if it had already calculated every possibility.

CRACK—!

A counter-strike. A devastating elbow to her ribs.

Her breath left her in a single bloody gasp. The world spun sideways. She crashed into the rubble, carving a ten-meter trail. 

Her ribs—fractured. Her aura—flickering violently.

She pushed herself up, coughing blood, teeth clenched.

But Malraketh was already above her—its leg glowing, aimed down at her.

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

An axe-kick crashed down like a meteor.

Belle barely had time to cross her arms before the impact.

CRAAAAAAAAAAASH—!

The ground shattered into a crater. Dust mushroomed skyward.

Belle’s body was embedded into the ground—broken stone crushing her back, pain lancing through her nerves. 

Her Overdrive aura glitched. Lightning fizzled. Fire sputtered.

She tried to move—but nothing.

Her muscles spasmed from magical recoil. Her vision was static. Her limbs twitched but didn’t obey.

Her aura collapsed. The light went out.

The battlefield grew quiet.

Malraketh loomed over her, unmoving—its wings spread like a curtain of death. Both of its cores hummed in tandem—one with stolen souls, the other with something darker. Something alien.

Belle's silver eyes, once so sharp and defiant, dulled. Her fingers twitched weakly, then stilled. Her body was full of bruises and wounds.

Darkness finally took her.

And the world stopped breathing.

Across the battlefield, the adventurers, the knights, the mages—all stared in stunned, soul-crushing silence.

Roderic stood, his hands trembling, his eyes watching with disbelief. 

“Belle… there’s no way…”

The silver-haired girl who wielded three elemental affinities which was ever known to be only wielded by the Archmage of Legends, the girl who single-handedly destroyed the Mana Titan during the large scale subjugation quest, the girl who rescued Dawnstead’s strongest adventuring party from death door and the girl who the entire town had put their hope on to stop the dungeon break… 

Had fallen.
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Chapter 73: Falling Star


                A cold wind swept across the scarred battlefield, brushing past crumbling stones, severed roots, and the flickering remnants of magical wards. 

All around, the gathered adventurers and knights stood in heavy silence, their armor rattling faintly in the dying breeze. 

Time felt as though it had stopped. The world had narrowed into a single, terrible moment—frozen in fear and disbelief.

Malraketh loomed at the center of it all.

The creature’s shadowy form crackled with volatile energy, its twin cores pulsing like malevolent hearts trapped within metal and mist. Shattered light from the fading sky reflected off its smooth, obsidian frame. Wings of shifting darkness spread behind it, blotting out what remained of the sun. 

It stood over Belle’s broken body, unmoving but not idle. 

A quiet menace lingered in the air, like a blade waiting to fall.

Then came the voices.

Soft at first, disbelieving.

“…She lost…?”

“No… that’s not possible. That thing is stronger than her?”

“I thought… she was our last hope…”

Muttered despair rippled through the ranks. The realization that Belle—the girl who had held her own against the impossible—was now lying crumpled in the dirt was like a fracture spreading through glass. 

It wasn’t just her body that had been struck down. It was their hope.

A grizzled knight dropped to one knee, not from pain, but the weight of helplessness. A young adventurer beside him clutched his staff so tightly his knuckles went white, lips trembling.

“She… she’s not moving…”

“No one can get close,” another whispered. “We’ll die before we reach her.”

Malraketh moved.

It was a slow, mechanical motion—its arm rising with inhuman precision, the cannon embedded within glowing to life. 

A low hum began to vibrate through the battlefield, the sound unnatural, like the scream of something buried beneath the earth. Arcane runes flickered along the cannon’s length. The very air seemed to vibrate in dread anticipation.

A knight stepped forward instinctively, only to freeze in place, paralyzed by the monstrous pressure exuding from the creature. 

They hesitated. 

They wanted to get Belle out of there, but their feet couldn’t move. They understood the power difference. They knew it would be like a mouse entering a lion’s den.

“She… she won’t survive another hit…”

Malraketh adjusted the cannon slightly, locking its aim with precision upon Belle’s unmoving form.

The core within its chest flared—red like molten hatred.

KRA-KSHHH—!!

A streak of red fire tore across the battlefield, a searing arc of light that cut through the haze like the wrath of a vengeful god. 

The beam of heat and flame hissed as it split the air, aimed directly at the side of Malraketh’s charging cannon.

Malraketh’s head snapped toward the incoming attack. 

In an instant, the energy gathering at its cannon’s tip faltered. With a smooth, reactive motion, it pivoted, retracting the firing sequence as its blade-cannon twisted to deflect the fiery arc.

The two forces collided.

BAAAAAAAANG—!!

An explosion of heat and pressure burst outward, engulfing the immediate area in swirling embers and fractured light. The ground cracked beneath the shockwave. Miasma peeled away like smoke caught in a gale.

And through the dissipating flames, a voice rang out—raw, furious, and defiant.

“GET THE HELL AWAY FROM HER, YOU UGLY BASTARD!”

A figure burst forth from the wall of heat—his silhouette sharp against the burning haze.

Kai.

His crimson ponytail whipped violently in the wind, like a banner soaked in flame and fury. His eyes—usually sharp with mischief—now burned with singular purpose. His clothes were scorched, his knuckles bloodied, but he didn’t waver.

He ran straight at Malraketh with reckless speed, katana already sliding back into its sheath. Fire trailed behind him, coiling like a living serpent.

And then—he vanished.

SHHHHHK—!

A streak of light cut through the air.

“Crimson Fang: Iai—!”

In a single, explosive motion, Kai drew his blade, unleashing a blazing crescent of fire that cracked the very ground beneath him.

Malraketh raised its arm to block.

CLAAANG—!!

The impact rang like thunder. Sparks showered the battlefield as the two forces clashed. 

The force of the slash sent Malraketh skidding several meters back, claws digging into the earth to stabilize its weight. Its wings fluttered to stabilize itself.

Kai landed hard, crouched low, katana steaming in his grip. His chest heaved as sweat dripped down his temple.

Behind him, chaos reawakened.

“Healers!”

A familiar shout—firm and commanding.

“NOW! Get to the girl!”

Roderic.

The Captain of Dawnstead Knights stormed onto the field, greatsword already drawn, a force of will given form. His silver and navy-blue armor glinted beneath the fading sunlight, tainted with some scratches and scorched marks. 

His voice cut through the confusion like a warhorn, galvanizing the mages and clerics stationed behind the frontlines. White robes moved in a flurry as healers rushed forward, weaving holy incantations, pushing past the wall of fear to reach Belle.

Roderic joined Kai’s side, skidding to a halt, panting.

“Kai!” he barked. “What the hell happened down there?! Where have you been?! What is that thing?!”

Kai didn’t look at him.

His eyes were locked on Malraketh, who had now righted itself and stood once again.

“Sorry, it took me a bit to climb my way back out,” he spat. “I could’ve been here sooner if I was stronger.”

Roderic’s brow furrowed. 

“Explain.”

“We fell into the final floor in the dungeon, miasma was everywhere, dense. The air was suffocating. I was too weak to help her. The miasma was choking me, even the potions barely worked. But when that thing left the dungeon… it took the miasma with it. I could finally breathe again. Heal. Move.”

Roderic clenched his jaw. 

“Then what is that thing?”

Kai's expression hardened.

“That thing… is the dungeon. A full manifestation of the core itself. It absorbed all the miasma inside.”

He gestured toward Malraketh with his blade.

“This is what happens when a core becomes sentient. But its form was different when it first manifested.”

Roderic’s eyes widened. 

“A sentient core…? That’s not supposed to be possible.”

Kai’s expression darkened. 

“Well, it is now.”

He looked down at the ground—at the cracks left by his own attack.

“And by the time I got back up here… she was already on the ground.”

Roderic turned toward the healers. They had formed a circle around Belle, radiant light pouring into her chest and limbs, desperately trying to repair what they could. 

Her silver hair was matted with dirt and blood. Her skin looked pale. Fragile.

Malraketh moved again—its cannon hissing with renewed energy. Its wings slowly unfurled, casting a great and terrible shadow over them all. The core at its chest beat faster—an ominous rhythm that echoed across the battlefield.

Kai stepped forward, flames sparking across the length of his katana.

“We need to keep that thing busy for a while.”

Roderic looked at Kai. “What do you mean?”

“If we leave that thing, it is going to kill everybody here.” Kai answered with seriousness on his face.

Roderic turned his head towards Belle again.

“But even Belle can’t defeat it, what chance do we have?” 

Kai gave him a crooked, battle-worn grin. 

“We don’t have to defeat that thing. We just have to stall it.”

Roderic blinked. “Until what?”

“Until she gets back up. And when she does, she’s going to turn that garbage into scrap metal.”

Roderic raised his greatsword beside him. He smiled softly. 

“Then what’s the plan?”

“Don’t die.” 

Just two words came out from Kai’s mouth.

Roderic laughed softly, shaking his head. “You always were a reckless bastard.”

Kai smirked. “You know me. Besides, she had been pushing herself too hard since we entered the dungeon. Let her nap as much as she wants.”

The miasma began to shift again, thickening. 

Malraketh’s body shimmered, shifting slightly, as if preparing to adapt once more.

And yet, the two men stood tall—one bathed in fire, the other in steel.

“Alright… let’s do this again…”

Kai’s voice was low, barely audible, like a prayer lost in the roar of distant thunder. His fingers tightened around the hilt of his katana, knuckles white beneath leather gloves. His eyes narrowed, pupils sharp with focus.

“Feel its presence… separate it from the mana…”

He exhaled. A sudden stillness overtook him—like the calm in the eye of a hurricane.

FWOOOM.

His aura ignited—a roaring blaze of crimson flame enveloping his body in a pillar of heat. 

The ground beneath his feet cracked, steam hissing from fissures that opened beneath his boots. His hair whipped wildly behind him in the updraft, glowing embers swirling like fireflies caught in a storm.

The katana in his hand radiated molten heat, its edge quivering with restrained energy. The air shimmered, bending and warping around him like a mirage.

Across the field, Malraketh stood still as death. Unmoved. Unblinking.

An obsidian titan.

Roderic stepped forward beside Kai, armored boots thudding heavily into the earth. A subtle hum surrounded him—the afterglow of an enhancement barrier layered by the rear guard mages. The sigils on his greatsword pulsed rhythmically with mana, their glow deepening as he tightened his grip.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” Roderic asked without turning.

Kai smirked, a faint trail of smoke curling from his lips.

“Doesn’t matter. Ready or not—we’re the only ones who can buy time.”

The atmosphere thickened. Every heartbeat echoed like a drum. The very air vibrated with tension—a fragile, volatile pressure on the edge of detonation.

BOOM.

Malraketh vanished.

The ground where it had stood exploded from sheer force.

“—Left!!” Kai shouted.

He moved before the sound even finished leaving his mouth.

Malraketh reappeared in a blur of motion, its blade-cannon cleaving through the air with impossible speed. A deep wail of pressure followed in its wake, like steel crying out under strain.

Roderic pivoted hard, greatsword swinging to intercept.

CLAAAAANG!

The impact shook the earth. Sparks burst like fireworks, blinding in their intensity. 

Roderic was thrown back like a cannonball, armor scraping across stone as he tore through the battlefield. A crater opened where he landed.

“Gkh—!!”

The echo of that blow hadn’t even faded—and Kai already vanished in a flash of fire.

“CRIMSON FANG—FLASH PIERCER!!”

He reappeared above Malraketh, mid-air, katana stabbing down with a focused spiral of flame trailing behind him like a meteor’s tail. The sheer heat distorted everything in its path.

CLANG.

The katana met Malraketh’s armor—and stopped.

Didn’t even scratch it.

The shock from the clash surged through Kai’s arm like a lightning bolt.

“What the hell—?!”

WHRRRRR—CHUNK.

Malraketh’s cannon rotated and discharged point-blank.

BOOOOOM—!!!

The resulting shockwave tore across the battlefield, a nuclear blast of kinetic force. 

Kai was launched like a ragdoll, his body slamming through two pillars of jagged stone before tumbling into a heap of dirt and dust.

"KAI!!” 

Roderic’s voice thundered as he recovered, leaping toward Malraketh with a roar. His greatsword came down with divine fury.

Only for Malraketh to catch it. With one hand.

The high-pitched grind of metal-on-metal echoed like screaming spirits. Sparks erupted.

WHOOOM!!

A single beat of Malraketh’s corrupted wings released a cyclonic blast, hurling Roderic like a ragdoll across the field. 

He smashed through the debris, bouncing off stone, coughing blood as he hit the ground in a pile of cracked armor.

From across the field, Kai groaned.

Steam hissed from his scorched jacket. His skin was scraped raw, blood trickling down his cheek and arm. His katana trembled—both from impact and his weakening grip.

“…Damn it…”

But even through the haze of pain, a spark reignited. Not on his blade—but within his core.

A small flame. Then two. Then a roaring torrent compressed to a pinpoint.

His eyes flared open.

Fire coiled around his body—not wildly, but tightly, precisely. It flowed like molten steel, not flame—not rage—but discipline.

His stance shifted. Feet grounded. Blade aligned. Breathing slow. 

A swordsman—not a brawler. Not a wild beast.

“Crimson Fang: Ember Phase.”

Malraketh tilted its head in eerie stillness.

Kai disappeared.

He moved like a flashfire, weaving left, right, low, high. He dashed across the field, each step a burst of sparks. 

Malraketh's sensors couldn't trace him. 

Kai feinted a strike.

WHAM!

From behind—Roderic appeared, blood running down his temple, but eyes burning.

“Heaven’s Divide!!”

He brought the greatsword down with the force of an earthquake. The glowing runes exploded in golden light.

BOOOOOOOM!!

The ground beneath them gave way.

Malraketh staggered, pushed back half a step. The first mark—a single dent in its armor.

It stared down at the damaged shoulder. Its core pulsed.

Then it moved. Faster than ever before.

Kai barely registered it.

A blur—Roderic’s chest caved inward as Malraketh reverse-kicked him, sending his body hurtling into a cliff. The entire cliff cracked under the force.

“GAAAAAAAAAH—!!”

Kai dashed in with a furious X-slash, flames spiraling outward.

It landed—but once again, it failed to penetrate. The fire danced harmlessly across its obsidian skin.

Malraketh’s blade shifted into a short-edge form—cutting faster, cleaner.

SLASH.

Kai was clipped across the arm. Blood sprayed.

He winced, flipping backward, rebalancing. His breaths came sharp and shallow.

Malraketh’s core began pulsing.

Kai’s eyes widened. 

“No time to dodge—!”

The cannon aimed straight at him.

CLANG.

A massive tower shield crashed in front of him, planting into the ground like a wall. The incoming energy beam collided with it.

BOOOOOOOOOM—!!!

The beam split on impact, shearing off in two directions. The ground around them scorched black, smoking, cratered beyond recognition.

Kai blinked in shock.

Standing between him and death—shield planted firmly, armor smoking—was Garron.

His shield arm trembled, legs bent under the pressure, but he didn’t move.

“…That was one hell of a shot.” 

Garron grunted, glancing over his shoulder. 

Kai stared—then grinned through bloodied lips.
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Chapter 74: Embered Defiance


                The roar of displaced wind echoed across the battlefield as the smoke cleared, unveiling a broken landscape littered with ash, debris, and shattered stone. 

The sky above had begun to shift, a swirling blanket of clouds pulling toward the heart of the chaos like a storm answering a silent summons.

“…Garron?” 

Kai’s voice was hoarse, filled with disbelief.

The massive figure stood like an iron bulwark, his tower shield half-buried in the ground where it had absorbed the full brunt of Malraketh’s energy cannon. Steam hissed off the melted edges. His armor was cracked at the joints, and blood ran from a fresh gash across his shoulder, but he was standing. He had endured.

Behind Garron, two more figures stepped forward from the veil of dust and fire.

The first, with red short hair, a long staff in hand crackling with faint sparks—Darin, whose loud and brash nature was nowhere to be seen now, replaced by the hardened poise of a seasoned mage.

The second, her battle robe whipping in the breeze, blue sash wrapped around her waist—Lena, eyes sharp with focus and resolve, hands already radiating soft arcs of healing magic.

Trinity Blade had arrived.

“…We made it in time,” Lena murmured, voice low but determined.

Darin scanned the wreckage of the battlefield. 

“Gods… this is worse than we thought.” His gaze fell on Kai. “You look like hell.”

Kai was too stunned to respond at first. 

“What are you guys doing here? I thought you were stationed at the perimeter with the defense squads.”

“We were,” Darin replied grimly. “Until the world... shifted. I don’t know how to explain it exactly. One moment the frontlines were overwhelmed with monsters—the next moment, they just… stopped coming. Then we felt it.”

He tapped the side of his temple.

“A pulse. A wave. Like something ancient and furious just woke up in the depths of this dungeon and screamed without sound. It hit us like a wall of pressure. It made my spine go cold.”

Lena nodded. “It was centered here. There was no doubt. So we came. The outer perimeter is holding, barely—but whatever's happening here... this is where it ends.”

Garron’s head turned, his eyes narrowing toward something half-buried beyond the smoke and rubble.

He saw her.

“…Belle.”

Kai followed his gaze and felt a sinking weight drop in his gut.

Belle lay crumpled among the ruins—half-covered in dust, her body limp, silver hair stained with soot and dried blood. Her limbs were still. Her aura was dim. Clerics and healers were pouring mana into healing her.

Darin’s breath caught in his throat. 

“No way… that girl? She’s—?”

“She fought it alone.” Kai said quietly. “She stood her ground while the rest of us were out of the fight.”

The silence that followed was crushing. No one needed to ask what kind of power it must’ve taken to bring her down.

Garron turned to Lena, speaking just one word.

“…Go.” 

He didn’t need to say more.

Lena broke into a sprint, robe trailing behind her like a wing. The battlefield blurred past her—craters, broken weapons, trails of flame—all as she raced toward Belle. Her boots slid against the broken stone as she dropped to her knees beside her.

The healer she replaced sat slumped, utterly drained, barely able to breathe. 

Lena caught Belle’s wrist, felt a faint pulse.

“She’s alive,” she whispered.

She placed both hands over Belle’s chest, her fingers glowing with layers of frost healing magic. 

“But her body’s in shock. She forced her limits too far—whatever power she tapped into, it pushed her beyond what a human should handle.”

Soft waves of light began to pulse through Belle’s body—slow at first, then steadier, pushing the damage back cell by cell.

Stay with us, Belle. Don’t go dark now. We need you.

Back near the center of the battlefield, the others regrouped.

Kai’s expression had hardened. He looked at the monstrosity looming in the distance, its mechanical frame twitching unnaturally as if recalibrating its senses.

It had paused—but only for a moment.

CRUNCH.

A mound of collapsed stone shifted violently. From beneath it, a familiar armored gauntlet punched free.

Roderic rose with a low groan, his dented armor groaning with every movement. One arm hung uselessly at his side, his cloak torn in half.

“…Guess I’m not dead after all,” he muttered, wiping blood from his jaw with the back of his gauntlet. 

“Goddess, I’m too old for this.”

A gust of wind swept past.

From the ruins behind him, another figure strode forth—his silver and dark blue armor gleaming faintly under the corrupted sky, his sword engraved with intricate patterns resting on his shoulder.

Gale Valtor.

Vice-Captain of the Dawnstead Knights. Calm, relentless, and deadly.

“You’ve lasted longer than I expected, Kai,” he said, his tone neutral but firm. 

“I see you didn’t disappoint. Good work for staying alive.”

Kai gave a pained grin, half pride and half defiance. “Nice to see you too, Gale…”

Gale didn’t smile.

His eyes locked onto Malraketh, narrowing with deadly focus. “What is that thing?”

“A goddamn nightmare,” Roderic muttered.

Gale got into an offensive stance.

“We’re not beating that thing in a head-on assault, aren’t we?” 

“No, we don’t,” Kai rumbled, stepping forward beside them. 

“We buy time. We hit it from every angle. And we wait… for Belle to wake up.”

Gale turned, his gaze flicking briefly toward Belle, then back to his team. He didn’t speak a word. His grip tightened around his sword. Furious.

Malraketh stirred.

The corrupted titan let out a low-frequency hum, its voice like bending steel and cracking earth. Its cannon retracted with a sharp hiss of vacuum, and in its place—twin blades emerged from its arms, screeching into form.

Its wings snapped wide. Dust and ash exploded outward like a detonation.

Lena called out from the rear, “She’s stabilizing—but still unconscious. I’m keeping her body from shutting down, but I don’t know how long I can stall it. You’ll need to give me time.”

“Then let’s give you time,” Gale said simply.

Garron slammed his tower shield into the ground, his boot carving a glyph circle into the dirt. Runes burst to life beneath his feet, rising around him like glowing threads.

A protective barrier dome expanded outward, shielding the center group with shimmering light.

“Formation,” he barked. “Darin, you’re with me. We hold the front. Kai, Roderic—take the left wing, hit hard, move fast. Gale, rotate with me and cover the right. If it locks on to any one of us, break its focus. We rotate. We adapt. Don’t let it focus its fire on one of us too long.”

Darin let out a breath, gripping his staff. 

“This thing’s way above my pay grade.”

“You’re not getting paid,” Garron grunted.

“Oh right. Then let’s not die here.”

Roderic moved up beside Kai, slinging his battered greatsword across his shoulder. 

“You still good to fight?”

Kai lifted his katana, its blade now coated in a tighter, pulsing flame. 

“Not really. But when has that ever stopped me?”

Malraketh’s core pulsed. Its wings flexed like blades slicing the wind.

The clouds above twisted harder—light dimming as if the sky itself recoiled from the clash to come.

Then—it charged.

The ground shattered under the force of its sprint.

And with it, the entire squad burst into motion. Blades clashed with metal limbs, spells tore through corrupted air, barriers flickered as they held under immense strain.

No one fought alone. 

Every movement, every strike, every breath—they weren’t trying to win. They were stalling fate itself.

And somewhere behind them, a silver-haired girl fought in silence—between the waking world and the abyss—gathering herself for the moment she would rise again.

The world held its breath. And hope… trembled on the edge of awakening.

The battlefield had become a storm of ruin and fire.

Malraketh’s rampage cracked the land like an angry god tearing through creation. Its obsidian armor glinted with blood and magic under the fading light, eyes burning like twin suns forged from hatred. Its every movement sent tremors through the earth, dust rising in waves as if the land itself recoiled from its presence.

And then—steel met void.

Roderic charged forward like a war anthem made flesh, his once-polished armor now charred and dented, a testament to countless battles. He didn’t hesitate. With a furious cry, he drove his greatsword upward to meet Malraketh’s descending arm-blade.

BOOM!

The impact cracked the air. A tidal shockwave exploded from the clash, sending shattered rocks and swirling dust high into the sky. 

For a moment, it looked as though the world had gone silent—then the echoes roared back like thunder rolling through a canyon.

Roderic’s legs shook. Blood trickled from the edge of his mouth, but he didn’t falter. 

Then Gale appeared—a flash of wind and metal. 

He didn’t charge blindly. He moved like a ghost, flanking from the side, blade dancing with surgical grace. He targeted seams, joints, and vents between the beast’s living armor. 

Sparks flew as steel bit into the exposed flesh beneath, each strike an attempt to unmake the indomitable. Yet the miasma lingering around the beast began sealing each gash within seconds.

“It’s healing too fast,” Gale hissed, his voice low and sharp as he flipped away from a retaliatory claw swipe. “We’re playing chess with a hurricane.”

On the left, Kai and Darin exploded into motion.

Kai, his eyes burning with firelight and fury, weaved between Malraketh’s strikes like a living flame. Every arc of his katana left searing afterimages, his flames roaring with righteous vengeance.

“I’ve got your opening, Darin!”

Darin responded with a focused chant, channeling molten lances through controlled spell circles. 

“Combustion Pattern—Pulse Three!” 

His voice resonated with arcane energy as twin explosions detonated near Malraketh’s flank.

Malraketh snarled, staggering for the briefest second as the heat singed its exposed tissue. 

Kai surged in, fire trailing from his feet as he leapt and slammed his katana into the weak point.

“Burn!”

BOOOOOOM. 

A fiery shockwave erupted. The attack pushed Malraketh back a step—but only one. The creature roared in fury, swiping at Kai with a blade wide enough to split a house in two.

“Get back!” 

Roderic barreled in to intercept, clashing steel with the beast once more, the resulting impact shaking bones.

And holding the center, the unshakable shield—Garron.

His taunt activated, constantly drawing Malraketh attention onto himself while indirectly creating openings for the others to strike.

Runes etched into the earth around his stance pulsed with earthen light. His tower shield radiated layers of magic, glowing like a bastion of hope against the darkness. 

Malraketh’s cannon charged and fired—a streak of void energy screaming toward the group.

CLANG!

Garron caught the blast head-on. His shield cracked, the recoil sending him sliding back, boots carving trenches in the ground. His arm trembled. Blood dripped from his fingertips.

“Shield’s weakening…” he muttered, then roared over the din, “Don’t let it root itself! Force it to move—NOW!”

Above them, streaks of elemental icicles rained from the sky—Lena’s support magic bolstering their strength and speed, ice-infused barriers occasionally flickering into place to absorb the worst of Malraketh’s retaliation. 

But Belle remained unconscious, still cradled in Lena’s protective ward, her breath faint but stable.

Farther out, past the cratered terrain and beyond the smoke, a cluster of adventurers watched in paralyzed awe.

Gregan, the D-Rank adventurer who had once arrogantly suggested Belle to go alone, stood frozen. His shield hung at his side. His face was pale, his voice nearly lost to the wind.

“…Should we… leave it to them?” he asked, his voice barely a breath. “I mean… what can we even do against that thing?”

Silence.

Then, a gruff voice cut through the tension—an older adventurer, scarred and weary. 

“That’s rich, coming from you again. Few days ago you wanted the girl to fight alone. She did. And now she’s down… while they’re bleeding to protect your sorry hide.”

Gregan flinched. “I-I didn’t mean it like that—!”

“You’ve got no shame,” someone else snapped. “You didn’t lift a damn finger, and now you want to wait this out again? She bought us time with her life. And what did you do?”

Others murmured—angry, ashamed, scared. Then, a voice rose—clear and commanding.

A tall, red-haired female mage stepped forward. 

“We don’t have to throw ourselves into its maw—but we’re not helpless either.” Her hands glowed with power. “All mages, form up in rows! Shield bearers up front! Tankers—protect our backs! Warriors, hold the flanks! Everyone else, focus on support and suppression fire!”

A grizzled knight nodded in approval.

“We’re not as strong as Belle or Trinity Blade. But we’re not cowards either.”

It was the spark.

Like iron drawn to a forge, the scattered adventurers snapped into motion. A formation took shape.

Shields overlapped, forming a solid front. Behind them, mages began casting—arcane circles lighting up the smoke, illuminating the ruins with colors of fire, lightning, ice, and wind. 

Healers whispered chants, their magic flowing into the wounded. Buff spells arced forward like comets, latching onto Roderic, Gale, Kai, Garron, and Darin.

“Support the vanguard!” the lead mage barked. “They need speed, shielding, and cover! Use staggered spells to break the monster’s footing! Keep their flanks clear—buy them a second, even half a second. That’s all they need!”

From behind the shield wall, coordinated spellfire erupted.

Fireballs traced Kai’s slashes, doubling the force of his strikes. Wind currents sharpened Gale’s cuts and boosted his dashes. Precision lances of light pierced the darkness alongside Darin’s combustion barrages.

“Shield wall, rotate on my signal!” came another command as the tankers braced, pushing forward to hold the line even as explosions rocked the battlefield.

Even Gregan found himself lifting his shield, uncertain but trying. He joined a formation of tankers shielding the mages and healers behind them from stray attacks.

Garron looked back, eyes wide with surprised pride. “They’re with us...?”

Kai grinned, eyes wild. “Heh. Took ‘em long enough.”

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Garron grunted as a reinforcement barrier shimmered over his shoulder. 

“Don’t waste it. Push harder.”

Roderic and Gale rotated left and right like twin blades of a scissor, drawing Malraketh’s attention in opposing arcs.

“I see a weak point—left joint!” Gale called.

“On it!” 

Kai surged forward, katana blazing, striking as a trio of fireballs slammed into Malraketh’s side from behind him—courtesy of the adventurer mages.

CRACK!

Malraketh staggered back—its left shoulder joint shattered open by Gale’s precise call and the magic-fueled strike that followed.

The battlefield roared—not with panic—but with determination.

Still, Malraketh adapted fast.

Its wings flared, sending shockwaves in every direction. Blades spun, cannons fired in a sweeping arc, forcing the front line back. 

Garron absorbed another shot, but this time even he buckled, shield arm trembling.

“Barrier’s down! I need a moment!” Garron gasped.

“Cover him!” 

Gale and Roderic moved in immediately, tanking the brunt of the beast’s retaliation.

Another barrage of magical fire burst from the rear line.

Then, as if fate were watching, late reinforcements burst through from the south A second wave of knights, lances raised, charging with war cries.

“For Dawnstead! Push forward!”

The energy surged. Shields locked tighter. Magic flared brighter. Even Gregan, trembling but resolved, stepped in front of a healer with his shield raised.

And just like that—the tide began to shift.

They still weren’t winning. But they weren’t losing anymore.

And in the middle of it all, Lena looked down at Belle, her healing nearing completion. Belle’s eyelids twitched. Her fingers clenched.

“…Almost time,” Lena whispered, eyes narrowing.

Hope hadn’t died.

It was rising.
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Chapter 75: The Chances That Never Arrive


                DRIP.

A single drop of water fell.

It echoed—not sharply, but as a distant chime, like a memory trying not to fade. It rippled across an invisible surface, concentric rings spreading slowly into the abyss. Time lost all meaning.

Belle floated—suspended in nothing.

There was no sky. No floor. No sound. No breath. Only stillness. 

Her body, or what was left of it, glowed faintly with soft, silver light. It pulsed slowly, like the heartbeat of a star, dimming with every second.

Her long silver hair drifted weightlessly around her, suspended like ink in water. Fingers slack. Limbs outstretched. Her jacket fluttered softly in a current that didn’t exist.

She was alone.

Her eyes—half-lidded, distant—gazed into the void.

“Where… am I?”

The words echoed through the emptiness, like thoughts too heavy to disappear. They circled back to her, muted, familiar. She blinked slowly, as if awakening underwater.

A breath escaped her lips.

“Right… I remember.”

Fragments of reality returned, sharp and blurred all at once:

—The smell of burning stone.

—The roar of a monster born from miasma.

—The pain. The blood. The cold.

“I got… beaten.”

“The dungeon break… I couldn’t stop it.”

The words fell like stones into a deep well.

She didn’t cry. She didn’t scream.

There was a strange serenity here, in this place of silence.

Her heart should have ached. But instead—it was just… quiet.

“Why?”

The question rose, barely a whisper.

“Why am I trying so hard?”

The void rippled around her, as though listening.

“This world… Eldoria… it’s not my home.”

She turned slowly in the weightless dark, the faint light of her soul shimmering like fireflies on water.

“The people, the places… they’re strangers. I don’t know them. I never asked for this.”

More memories surfaced from Earth:

—The fluorescent hum of classroom lights.

—The gentle patter of rain on windows.

—Lumine’s voice reading to her under a blanket fort.

—Empty desks at school, always beside hers.

—Late nights with fantasy novels she didn’t used to read, not until...

“I’m not strong,” she whispered. “I wasn’t… anything.”

She wasn’t a fighter. Not a warrior. Not some chosen one with ancient bloodlines. Back then, she couldn’t even run a full lap around the school field without gasping for air. She couldn’t even react to a volleyball flying towards her.

So how?

“How am I fighting like this?”

Images slammed into her:

—The sharp crackle of fire magic bursting from her hands.

—A perfect dodge of an incoming strike with instinctual grace.

—A showdown with the Cyber Dragon.

“None of this should be real.”

“It should only exist in stories.”

Her voice trembled now. Human. Fragile.

“So why does it feel like I’ve done this before?”

“Why do I care so much?”

The final whisper was not just doubt—it was sorrow.

“What… is my purpose?”

And then—a ripple.

Not from the void. But from within.

Like something deep inside her soul stirred… and pulled her downward, inward, backward—through layers of memory.

Earth — 5 Years Ago

The beeping of a heart monitor hums softly in the background. The room is washed in pale morning light, filtered through sterile hospital curtains. The scent of antiseptic was all over the air. 

Belle, small and pale, lies under white sheets, her forehead damp with sweat from a lingering fever.

She was twelve.

A fever had wracked her body for days. 

Her limbs felt like they were wrapped in sandbags. Her silver hair sticks to her face, her eyes half-lidded in exhaustion. The world around her is blurry. She remembered waking in a haze, throat dry, her sister’s voice calling her name over and over.

“Belle… Belle, can you hear me? Please… just wake up, okay?”

Lumine.

Still in her high school uniform. Dark circles under her eyes. Holding Belle’s hand like it was a lifeline.

Belle remembered her sister’s warmth—the tears she tried not to let fall.

She had never seen Lumine cry before.

Lumine had been visiting her everyday without fail, sometimes with warm food tucked into her bag, sometimes with a silly doodle of a cat knight she drew in class just to make Belle laugh. 

Days passed. The fever broke. Belle was transferred to recovery.

It was there, in the pale pink hallway of the children’s ward, that she met Aoi.

A girl a year younger. Bedridden since birth.

She had a soft voice, big brown eyes, and an imagination that could swallow the world.

“You’re Belle, right? The nurse told me about you. I heard you have a drawing of a cat knight.”

Belle blinked, caught off guard by the girl's gentle voice. The sterile white of the hospital room blurred behind her—like a dream just out of focus.

The girl stepped closer, clutching a thick, well-loved fantasy book to her chest. 

The cover shimmered slightly beneath the overhead light, worn edges framing an illustration of a winged dragon breathing starlight over a warrior’s blade.

“My name is Aoi,” the girl said with a quiet smile, as if sharing a secret. “Nice to meet you.”

She didn’t wait for permission. She sat lightly on the edge of Belle’s hospital bed, like she’d done it a hundred times before. As if the room—and Belle—were already part of her world.

“Do you like fantasy stories too? Dragons? Magic?” she asked, eyes sparkling. “We can talk about it. If you want.”

Belle hesitated.

Fantasy?

It wasn’t really her thing. It was Lumine’s. She liked logic puzzles. Detective stories. Science shows and quiet documentaries that explained how things worked. 

The real world made sense. Fantasy didn’t.

Too loud. Too far-fetched. Too… silly.

But Aoi didn’t speak like she was talking about fiction. Her voice held the weight of belief. Of something real.

“There’s this world,” Aoi continued, flipping open her book, eyes wide with excitement, “where the sky is green, and the clouds hum like lullabies. Magic comes from your feelings, and the stronger your heart, the stronger your spell!”

She laughed, soft and breathy, like it took effort.

“The main character? She’s not brave. Not at first. But she wants to be. And that’s what makes her strong. Even if she’s scared… she still stands up for what matters.”

Her hands curled over the pages, protectively.

“One day, I’m going to read every fantasy novel in the world. All of them. Then maybe… maybe I’ll meet a real dragon too.”

Belle didn’t respond. Not at first.

She just listened—half out of politeness, half out of curiosity. 

Aoi’s world was so vividly colored, so filled with hope and wonder, it was hard not to be drawn in.

She returned the next day. And the day after that.

It became a routine. Between IV drips and muted heart monitors, Belle found herself waiting for the sound of Aoi’s slippers shuffling down the hall. 

Sometimes, Aoi brought new books. Other times, they reread old ones—her voice filling the small space with tales of flying cities, enchanted forests, cursed knights redeemed by love.

When Lumine wasn’t there, Aoi was.

And somehow, Belle found herself caring. Not just about the stories—but about her.

Until one day… Aoi stopped visiting.

The night before Belle’s discharge, she peeked into Room 402.

Aoi was asleep, curled beneath her blanket like a storybook character between chapters. Tubes in her arm. 

The Starglass Chronicles lay open on her lap, its spine cracked from overuse. A small drawing rested near her pillow—two stick figures of Belle and Aoi riding a wide-winged dragon, their arms outstretched, their faces beaming with joy.

Belle smiled.

Then the nurse stepped in.

“Belle… what are you doing here?”

She blinked, startled by the tension in the nurse’s voice. 

“I came to read with Aoi.”

The nurse looked at her for a long moment, expression unreadable.

Then a single tear welled in the corner of her eye.

“Aoi needs to rest tonight, Belle. She’s not getting better. Her body’s too weak.”

Belle froze.

Aoi had been sick since birth. Her condition was terminal. 

She had spent most of her life in this hospital. She had never had friends. Never went to school. Never visited a theme park, or picked out her own clothes. 

She just stayed here. Reading books her parents occasionally brought, escaping into stories.

Belle was her very first real friend.

She didn’t remember walking to Aoi’s bedside—but suddenly, she was there, sitting quietly, hand wrapped around hers.

She didn’t say anything at first. She couldn’t.

When Aoi opened her eyes again, she smiled like nothing was wrong, Belle couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“Doesn’t it make you angry?”

Her voice cracked.

“That you never got the chance to live out your dreams?”

Aoi looked at her, tilted her head slightly. Eyes tired. Skin pale. But glowing.

“No,” she said gently. “Because I got to imagine it. And that’s enough for me.”

Belle stared at her, disbelief and heartbreak twisting in her chest.

“But you…”

Aoi reached up, weakly, brushing Belle’s cheek with trembling fingers.

“If you ever get the chance, Belle… don’t waste it. Don’t just imagine it.”

“Live it. Fight for it. Protect it.”

She smiled—gentle, radiant, eternal.

“Make it matter.”

Belle cried that night. She didn’t know why it hurt so much.

The next day, she came back. Lumine was with her, holding her hand.

But Room 402 was empty.

No books. No drawings. No Aoi.

Just a quiet bed. A half-open window. And on the nightstand, the final page of Starglass Chronicles, carefully marked with a single pressed flower.

No goodbye. No final smile. Just silence.

Aoi had passed away that morning.

Belle stood frozen in the doorway until Lumine pulled her into a hug. 

No words. No explanations.

The memory folded around Belle like a warm mist—soft, suffocating, yet strangely comforting. It draped over her skin and sank into her bones, as if the past itself refused to let go.

The silence in the void was profound. Not empty, but full—with echoes of forgotten voices, whispers of yesterday, and the fragile weight of dreams that never had the chance to bloom.

Belle floated motionless in that nothingness, the vast, starless dark pressing in on her from all directions. She didn’t know how long she’d been drifting—minutes, hours, years. Time didn’t seem to exist here. Only feeling did.

And right now, she felt everything.

Her heart ached. But not in the way it used to—not with sorrow or hopelessness. Not the kind of ache that made you collapse. No… this one was steady. Sharper. Clearer.

Like standing in the cold after a long fever. Like remembering someone you tried not to forget.

“…Aoi.”

Her voice was quiet, yet it cut through the void like a blade through still water.

“You never got the chance.”

Her fists trembled at her sides, her body suspended between stardust and shadows. Her breath caught—there’s no air here, not really—but she exhaled anyway. Words flowing from a place far deeper than lungs.

“But I did.”

She looked down, as if she might somehow see the world beneath her feet. That forest cloaked in fog. The blazing sky. The faces of the people who had saved her… who she’d saved. Who still needed her.

“I’ve been thrown into a world you would’ve loved, Aoi.”

Her voice wavered. The tears came before she could stop them—silent, silver streaks that rise into the air like droplets in reverse, fading into the infinite dark.

“A world of magic… of danger… of stories.”

She closed her eyes.

And heard Aoi’s voice. That soft, steady whisper etched in her soul.

“Magic comes from your feelings… and the stronger your heart, the stronger your spell.”

Belle pressed a hand to her chest.

Aetherion’s core pulsed beneath her chest—its soft hum syncing with her heartbeat. The light was faint at first, like the glow of an ember buried beneath ash. But it grew stronger. Warmer.

Her other hand clenched. Her nails bit into her skin. She felt the rawness of her own doubt, fear, anger… and love. 

All tangled together. All hers.

“This world…” she murmured, voice shaking, “it isn’t just some dream.”

“It’s brutal. Unfair. Full of pain and chaos. Full of monsters. Of blood and silence and fear.”

Her shoulders rose with every word.

“But it’s also full of hope.”

A spark flickered in the dark.

Belle lifted her chin.

“It’s full of people worth fighting for.”

The void stirred. No… trembled.

A low hum thrummed through the emptiness around her, as if the void itself was listening. As if it, too, remembered.

Her eyes opened slowly.

Where there had only been darkness, light now began to creep in. A shimmer. A fracture. Like a star on the edge of breaking through a blackened sky.

Aetherion’s core flared brighter against her chest, and blue light—etheric, circuit-like—spreaded outward like veins made of lightning and memory. They pulsed in tandem with her breath, coiling around her arms, her legs, her spine.

With every beat of her heart, the space around her fractured further. Thin cracks spiderwebbed outward through the dark, glowing like starlight seen through shattered glass.

She inhaled deeply. The pain remained. But it didn’t paralyze her. It grounded her.

“I’m not done,” she whispered. “Not yet.”

A promise surged up, not just from her lips, but from her very being.

“I made a promise, Aoi.”

A final crack splitted the void, blinding blue light pouring through its seams. It swallowed the blackness whole, replacing it with something vast. Something alive.

“Keep watching over me, Aoi. This time… I’ll make it matter.”
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Chapter 76: Awaken


                Steel clashed against shadow, and the battlefield descended into pure chaos.

The cries of war and the roar of magic ripped through the torn landscape. The sky overhead churned with dark clouds, as if the heavens themselves recoiled from the devastation below.

At the rear, a desperate formation of mages huddled together, protected by a battered line of adventurers and knights. Their shields cracked and groaned under the relentless onslaught.

The mages’ voices rose in unison, casting layers of barrier and fortification spells, desperately bolstering the frontline forces with borrowed strength and fleeting courage.

At the vanguard, Roderic was a force of nature. His greatsword became a silver storm, carving arcs through the air with unrelenting precision. Gale battled fiercely, his wind-infused blade dancing with furious grace, though each of Malraketh’s savage strikes drove him back meter by meter.

Garron, the living wall, braced his tower shield against monstrous claws, each impact sending violent tremors through the earth. Beside him, Kai flashed like a comet, flames coiling around his katana as he weaved through the battlefield, slashing through the monster with burning fury.

Darin, his staff a blazing beacon of radiant magic, unleashed volley after volley of fireballs, his voice hoarse from constant shouting.

“Hold the line! Push forward! We need to hold that thing at bay!” he roared, blood dripping from a gash across his cheek.

For a moment—a fragile, fleeting moment—it seemed they could turn the tide.

But then—

BOOM.

A deafening shockwave exploded from Malraketh’s monstrous cores, an eruption of corrupt power that shattered the sky.

The ground buckled. Trees split apart. The very air cracked with violent energy.

An invisible hand of annihilation slammed into the defenders.

Gale was hurled through the air like a broken doll, slamming against a jagged boulder. Garron crashed into the earth, leaving a crater where he fell. Kai slammed into a twisted, dying tree, the bark shattering like brittle glass. Even Roderic, the mighty Roderic, was blasted backward, his greatsword slipping from his fingers as he skidded across the battlefield.

Cries of pain and despair rang out as knights and adventurers alike were tossed aside like leaves in a hurricane.

When the dust settled, the battlefield was silent.

A heavy, suffocating stillness fell over the land. Dust hung like a veil. Groans echoed weakly through the choking haze.

Malraketh stood alone at the center, towering, its corrupted wings spreading wide, its silhouette a monstrous blot against the ruined sky.

And yet—even it paused.

Because something else was coming.

A pressure, alien and overwhelming, descended upon the battlefield—a weight so immense it pressed against the heart and soul of every living being present.

Not Malraketh’s malice.

Something greater. Something primal.

The mages, still alive, faltered mid-spell. The adventurers and knights gripping their broken shields froze, wide-eyed.

Malraketh’s monstrous head tilted ever so slightly, a flicker of unease glinting in its abyssal eyes.

Through the dust, a figure moved.

Slowly. Deliberately. Unbent. Unbroken.

Each step was a declaration.

A figure wrapped in a shimmering aura of impossible power, the very fabric of reality bending around her presence.

Belle.

Her silver hair, once matted and torn, now flowed like a banner of defiance.

Blue, ethereal circuit-like veins traced intricate, glowing patterns across her arms and legs, pulsing like the heartbeat of a living machine. Her silver-blue eyes, now slit like a dragon’s, burned through the fog of war with an inhuman brilliance.

The air itself shimmered around her, vibrating with raw, untamed energy. The dust parted at her approach, fleeing her like shadows before the dawn.

The wounds that had marred her body were gone. Instantly healed.

In their place, a radiance—a terrifying, beautiful vitality—as if death itself had been denied.

Lena, standing among the rear guard, her hands trembling, whispered as if afraid to believe.

“...Belle…?”

Kai, battered and bloodied, wiped blood from the corner of his mouth. He saw her—truly saw her—and a slow, reckless smile curled across his face.

“Hah…” he breathed, a chuckle escaping his lips despite the pain. “Took you long enough, rookie…”

Even Malraketh took an instinctual step back, its wings twitching, sensing the ancient, cosmic force now walking toward it.

Darin blinked up at her, dazed, his voice a reverent whisper.

“I… I don’t even know who’s scarier anymore. That monster…” He swallowed hard. “Or her.”

The battered warriors turned, one by one, all eyes drawn irresistibly to the girl who should have been broken… who instead strode forward as if she were the reaper of gods.

Belle walked past Garron, who could only gape at her.

Past Gale, who winced and muttered a low curse under his breath.

She stopped before Roderic, who struggled to rise on one knee, his greatsword trembling in his hand.

He looked up at her, stunned, almost in awe.

“…Belle…?”

For a moment, Belle said nothing.

She smiled. Soft. Calm. Certain.

“Sorry for being late.”

Her voice was clear and steady. It cut through the chaos like a blade of light.

The ground beneath her feet shimmered. Magic itself seemed to gather around her, drawn like moths to a flame, orbiting her in faint spirals of stardust.

Then her smile faded, her gaze sharpening as it turned toward the battlefield ahead.

Malraketh snarled, the earth quaking beneath it.

Belle’s silver-blue eyes narrowed, and in them burned a fire fiercer than any flame.

“Roderic,” she said, voice soft yet unyielding, “I need a favor.”

He blinked, still processing.

She tilted her head slightly, silver strands falling across her brow.

“Get everyone away from the frontline.”

Roderic stared at her as if she had lost her mind. 

“What…?”

Belle turned her head, and for the first time, he saw the full, terrifying glow of her dragon-slit pupils.

“I’m going to get serious now.”

A low hum filled the air. The earth trembled beneath her feet. The sky dimmed as if the heavens themselves dared not look.

A gust of wind curled around her, lifting her silver hair like a halo. The glow from her body intensified, cracks of blue lightning arcing around her.

Belle took a step forward. And with that single step, the very battlefield tilted.

The earth responded. The sky wept static. Reality itself seemed to hold its breath.

Her voice, calm and resolute, carried across the battlefield.

“This time…”

Another step. A pulse of silver-blue energy exploded outward, rattling shields and cracking stone.

“I will win.”

Malraketh roared in defiance—but even its voice was swallowed by the rising storm around her.

The earth had gone still. The wind stopped. 

Above the broken battlefield, the skies churned—dark clouds swirling like a vast maelstrom, crackling with violet lightning. 

This was it. The final battle.

Roderic and Gale exchanged a glance as they herded the remaining adventurers and knights back, away from the crumbling frontlines.

"Are you sure we are leaving her alone?" Gale asked, his voice tense, edged with doubt.

Roderic didn’t answer immediately. His gaze was fixed ahead, at the lone figure standing between them and the abyss.

When he spoke, his voice was low but certain.

"Did you see her eyes?" He turned slightly, his lips pressed into a grim line. "Those aren't the eyes of a human anymore."

"They're the eyes of someone who's crossed the boundary of mortal limits. She’ll definitely win."

Gale fell silent.

Across the battlefield, Malraketh spread its vast wings, wings that blotted out what little light remained. Its molten, eldritch eyes narrowed, not in anger… but in an almost primal terror.

Belle raised her hand, almost casually.

The ground responded first. A deep, resonant crack.

The battlefield fractured in spiderwebs around her feet, mana-drenched earth unable to withstand her awakening any longer.

Then came the aura—a tidal wave of blue and silver, surging outward in an expanding hurricane. The air twisted and screamed. Space itself seemed to shudder under her presence.

Lightning spiraled around her arms like living serpents. Her silver hair whipped violently behind her, a streak of starlight in the storm. The glowing blue circuit-like veins across her skin blazed with raw energy, moving and shifting like a celestial pattern.

Above her, the storm clouds parted. A single pillar of light pierced down, illuminating her like a chosen avatar of the gods.

Aura Amplification: Overdrive—Activated.

No more drawbacks this time. No more limits.

Her Draconic Heart throbbed inside her chest, each beat harmonizing with the world around her. Instantaneous regeneration. Infinite mana replenishment. A body and spirit that no longer obeyed mortal rules.

"Come," she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper, but it thundered across the battlefield like the pronouncement of a divine sentence.

"Let’s finish this."

Malraketh bellowed—a guttural, otherworldly roar that shattered what remained of the nearby trees.

Then, it lunged.

Reality itself ripped open behind Malraketh, dark rifts trailing its movements. Its corrupted blade screamed downward with the force to split a mountain.

Belle moved. No—vanished.

A pulse of light and she was already above it, twin fireballs blazing in her palms.

BOOOOOOM!!

The heavens caught fire as twin pillars of flame plummeted down, swallowing Malraketh in an apocalyptic inferno. 

The power output of these fireballs was at least twice… no—maybe triple or even more of her usual fireball. The shockwave flattened the ground for hundreds of meters, turning stone and earth into molten slag.

Smoke billowed upward, a churning tower that swallowed the sky.

But before it could even clear—FLASH. Belle reappeared behind the smoke, a lightning spear in hand.

She hurled it.

It tore through the haze like a comet, piercing Malraketh's shoulder with a deafening crack of ruptured magic barriers. Chunks of corrupted armor exploded outward.

Malraketh screeched, reeling back—but Belle was already there, a breath ahead of it.

It fired retaliatory blasts from its blade cannon, blackened energy spheres howling toward her.

They passed through her.

Only afterimages.

She blurred forward again, so fast the world seemed to lag behind her movements.

Appearing in front of Malraketh, Belle planted her foot and spun—delivering a roundhouse kick to Malraketh’s face. 

The sheer kinetic force distorted the air, and Malraketh was hurled across the battlefield, crashing through ruined trees and shattered stones, leaving a deep trench in the earth.

It wasn’t able to predict her, it wasn't able to react to her. Belle was now moving too fast.

From the safe line, the adventurers and knights stared, slack-jawed.

"She’s… overpowering that monster," one of them whispered, hardly believing his own words.

"She’s even faster and stronger than during the subjugation quest."

Garron's eyes widened.

"The subjugation quest…" he muttered, realization dawning.

That unspeakable event. The hidden mission no one dared to explain.

"We were surrounded…," one knight said quietly, voice hoarse with memory. "Overwhelmed by monsters twisted from the Mana Overload."

"And she…" another whispered. "She fought them alone. She saved us all when no hope remained."

Darin let out a guilty chuckle. "Guess we have our answer now… and honestly? Even knowing it, I wouldn't have believed it if I didn't see it with my own eyes."

Their eyes turned back to the battlefield. To the girl who was no longer a mere broken girl, but a force of nature.

Malraketh roared, digging its claws into the earth to halt its sliding momentum. From the shadows beneath its feet, the darkness itself writhed—black tendrils exploding upward toward Belle like vipers seeking to devour.

Belle didn’t retreat. She launched herself forward.

Red sigils blinked to life around her in a perfect orbit—homing fire missiles.

With a casual flick of her wrist, the missiles moved, chasing over the black tendrils coming her way.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Each impact vaporized the tendrils mid-flight, detonating with precision.

Before the smoke of the last missile faded, Belle was already moving—warping through the air like a living bullet.

She appeared right in front of Malraketh’s stunned face, her fist drawn back, wrapped in a spiraling vortex of silver-blue energy.

KRA-KOOOOOM!!!

Her punch struck Malraketh square in the gut.

A sonic boom rippled out in a perfect sphere, flattening the ground for hundreds of meters. 

Malraketh’s body bent around her fist. For a moment, reality itself seemed to fracture like glass around them.

The monster was launched, a helpless projectile, crashing through multiple layers of battlefield wreckage, leaving behind an apocalyptic trail of destruction.

Belle floated down to the shattered ground, landing lightly on her feet as the cracked earth rippled beneath her touch.

Her aura surged even higher, her Overdrive state now entering a second, terrifying stage. The very fabric of the world could barely contain the energy storm forming around her.

She exhaled slowly, her dragon-slit pupils narrowing.

"I have a promise to keep." 

Her voice was calm, resolute, utterly unwavering. She stepped forward once, the ground trembling.

"And you are in the way."

Above her, the swirling clouds opened once again—and this time, the light that shone down wasn't pure white. It was the same silver-blue as her aura.

As if the very heavens had recognized her as their champion.

End of Chapter 76

            


Chapter 77: Burning Star


                From the dust and rubble, something stirred. 

The ground rumbled again—deeper this time—like the growl of a slumbering titan awakening. Cracks spiderwebbed violently across the battlefield, splitting stone and soil alike, as plumes of miasma hissed upward, darkening the already torn sky.

Chunks of broken earth floated unnaturally, twisting in midair, suspended as if gravity itself had given up.

Malraketh rose.

A towering, grotesque shadow against the storm-wracked heavens, its massive frame pushed through the debris with a sound like mountains grinding together. 

The once-formidable armor that adorned its body was shattered and blackened, vast fractures crisscrossing its surface. 

In the center of its chest, a massive crater burned, smoldering with ember-like veins where Belle’s previous blow had landed, exposing the thrumming, corrupted core within.

Malraketh exhaled—a slow, guttural hiss—and from the split-open core, a flood of black miasma spilled forth like living tar.

The miasma wasn't just repairing Malraketh—it was mutating it.

Tendrils of darkness coiled around the cracks, knitting flesh and armor anew with grotesque precision. New armor plates sprouted like cancerous growths—gnarled, jagged, and more terrifying than before.

Where it had once been merely monstrous, now Malraketh had evolved into something more powerful.

Its molten crimson eyes reignited, flaring hotter, sharper, seething with hatred. With a roar that shattered the skies, it declared its unwillingness to fall.

A new transformation. A desperate rebirth.

Across the ruined plain, Belle stood her ground.

The silver-blue aura surrounding her burned brighter, spiraling into a furious cyclone around her body. Her long silver hair whipped violently in the storm, jacket snapping like a banner in a hurricane. She stood there, silent, motionless.

Her hand slowly rose into a fighting stance. Fingers curled tightly into fists that crackled with barely-contained power.

Her sharp silver eyes narrowed.

"Tsk. It’s the miasma again." She whispered, a wry smile tugging at the corner of her lips. 

"Guess I have to tear it faster than it could recover."

The earth exploded as Malraketh lunged, a black streak tearing toward her with a speed that defied its monstrous bulk. Its newly mutated blade-arm swung, trailing a maelstrom of miasma behind it—a blow powerful enough to cleave mountains.

BOOM.

The very air warped.

Belle didn't blink. 

The instant before impact, her body moved in a blur, slipping through the attack like water through broken fingers. Her hand caught the blade mid-swing—barehanded. An impact that sent a shockwave outward, shattering the ground for kilometers.

The blade cracked under the pressure.

And then, with a dancer's grace, she pivoted—spinning sharply—her boot crashing into Malraketh’s side like a silver guillotine.

CRACK.

Malraketh howled as it was sent hurtling, a streak of black and red, across the battlefield.

But Belle was faster.

She flashed into the air above the tumbling monster, body spinning, gathering energy into her palm. Fire and lightning compressed into a searing sphere, the energy vibrating with a banshee's wail.

Time seemed to freeze.

Belle’s silhouette, framed against the raging, broken sky—her silver-blue aura flaring like the wings of a mythic dragon—was the last thing Malraketh saw before the sphere descended.

BOOOOOOM.

The world turned white.

A pillar of fire and plasma punched downward, splitting the heavens, blasting a hole through the ground so deep it reached bedrock. 

The resulting shockwave roared outward like a living hurricane, flattening trees, flipping mountains, and sending every watching adventurer and knight sprawling helplessly to the ground.

The battlefield became an inferno.

But Belle didn't stop.

She dived into the inferno like a silver ghost, her form weaving through the maelstrom with impossible precision. 

Malraketh, burned and broken, thrashed within the hellstorm, lashing out blindly with black tendrils that whipped and stabbed toward her.

Belle twisted midair—an elegant pirouette of death—dodging the strikes with inhuman grace.

Fire-missiles erupted from her fingertips, homing in on the tendrils and detonating them in spectacular bursts. Each movement she made sent ripples through the flames, each strike hitting with the force to tear craters into the land itself.

She appeared above Malraketh’s skull, gathering a spear of pure lightning in her palm.

With a deafening roar, she hurled it downward.

The spear slammed into Malraketh’s head, sending arcs of blinding electricity spidering across its body, illuminating its inner skeleton through its cracked armor.

Malraketh screamed—a sound of primal, bone-deep agony.

Staggering, it dropped to one knee, smoke and steam pouring from its ruined frame.

But even then—it refused to die.

It planted one massive claw into the ground, dragging itself back to its feet. Its core pulsed violently—blood-red and furious. 

And then it exploded.

A massive dome of pure miasma surged outward in a last, desperate bid to engulf everything in its path, obliterating all that lived.

Belle’s eyes sharpened.

She crossed her arms before her body as the miasma wave hit. 

Unlike the others, she was immune. 

She took a deep breath—steady, unshakable—and her aura exploded outward, a silver-blue star burning against the black tide.

She advanced through the storm.

Every step she took was faster, heavier, shattering the earth beneath her feet. Every strike she landed chipped away at Malraketh’s new armor faster than the miasma could heal it. Sparks flew with each impact, a staccato symphony of destruction.

Belle flipped backward into a crouch, silver-blue eyes locked onto Malraketh.

The monster, barely holding together, stared back—its body cracked and bleeding miasma from a thousand wounds.

Belle's fists clenched tighter.

Silver-blue energy spiraled violently around her, coalescing into massive ethereal wings behind her, a phantom dragon rising in her aura’s wake.

She whispered, almost lovingly, "It's time to end this."

The air screamed as she launched forward.

The ground beneath her detonated, sending massive slabs of rock into the air. She moved like a living comet—unstoppable, devastating—a trail of silver-blue energy tearing through the battlefield.

Her fist collided with Malraketh’s chest in a titanic impact.

Malraketh reacted instantly, crossing its mutated arms into monstrous shields to protect its core.

The clash rattled the world.

Shockwaves rippled outward in concentric rings, blasting apart what little remained of the battlefield. Trees were uprooted. Mountains cracked.

The shields cracked—but they held. Its molten eyes glared at Belle, defiant even as its body crumbled under the strain.

But Belle didn’t flinch. 

"...It's over," she said, her voice low, calm and absolute.

Then came the follow-up.

A second explosion detonated behind her—the residual energy Belle had left in her trail, a silver-blue comet path that twisted the very fabric of space. The compressed force howled forward like a hurricane unleashed, slamming into Belle's back and supercharging her strike beyond mortal limits.

Her voice roared through the battlefield, cutting through the rising storm.

“OVERDRIVE BREAK: METEOR!!”

The force doubled. The air itself split.

Her punch—no, her very will—became an unstoppable meteor strike, a living embodiment of destruction and power. The shields Malraketh desperately formed screamed under the pressure, fractures spider-webbing across them in an instant.

CRACK. CRAAACK. SHATTER.

The shields disintegrated in a howl of broken magic, leaving Malraketh's vulnerable core utterly exposed.

Belle's fist slammed into it with a sound that was less an impact and more a cosmic event—like a mountain being split by a god’s hand.

CRRRRAAAAAAAASSSSSHHHHHH!!

The dungeon core ruptured violently, splintering into a thousand shards of burning red light. For a frozen moment, the entire world seemed to hold its breath.

Then the explosion came.

A titanic blast ignited from the broken heart of the monster, swallowing the entire battlefield in an all-consuming dome of white-hot energy. A roaring sun was born from Malraketh’s death throes, expanding outward with cataclysmic force.

The very earth was peeled away in layers. The clouds above were shredded into ribbons. Mountains in the distance shook from the force of the detonation.

The shockwave thundered across the land, flattening trees, tearing through hills, and forcing even the distant armies of adventurers and knights to brace or be hurled away like rag dolls. Many were thrown back, their weapons and capes flapping wildly as they watched in stunned awe.

It was the end of Malraketh.

A long, agonizing moment passed where only roaring winds and blinding light existed. And then, slowly, the radiance dimmed. The winds settled. The dust cleared.

And from the heart of the devastation, only one figure remained—standing amidst the ruins.

Belle.

Panting lightly, wisps of steam rising from her body, fists still clenched with residual heat. Her silver hair flowed in the soft wind, ethereal under the twilight sky. Cracks of blue energy danced faintly around her form like dying embers of a once-raging inferno.

The ground around her was a shattered wasteland. Scorch marks radiated out like a massive sigil burned into the earth.

Before her, the remnants of Malraketh—twisted fragments of black armor, molten slag, and corrupted flesh—crumbled into ashes, dissolving into the miasma-laden air.

The once-terrifying creature was no more.

Belle slowly exhaled, breath misting into the cooling air. Her silver-blue eyes, still glowing faintly, softened as she lowered her arms.

Victory.

But it wasn't just victory—it was triumph. 

A battle fought not just with strength, but with soul. A battle that would be remembered for generations.

The watching adventurers and knights, who had been paralyzed with fear only moments ago, now stared at her in open wonder. Many dropped to one knee instinctively, overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of what they had witnessed.

A silence fell over the battlefield. Not one born of fear. But one born of awe.

And then—from somewhere among the ranks—a single voice rose. 

A cheer. Then another. And another. 

Until the battlefield erupted into a roaring ovation, the sound rolling across the broken plains like thunder.

Belle didn’t react immediately. She simply closed her eyes for a moment, feeling the weight of it all—the exhaustion, the pain, the rush of adrenaline still coursing through her veins.

She opened her eyes again, lifting her head to the ruined heavens above. The clouds, broken by the explosion, revealed the first stars beginning to twinkle in the night sky.

She smiled softly—briefly—before her knees finally gave out and she dropped into a crouch, steadying herself with one hand on the scorched ground.

A voice cut through the plain.

The first to move was Lena.

Without hesitation, she sprinted across the broken ground, her boots kicking up dust and broken debris. She didn’t slow down until she collided with Belle, wrapping her arms tightly around her from behind.

"You idiot," Lena whispered, her voice trembling with emotion. "That scared the hell out of me..."

Belle blinked, startled by the sudden warmth pressing against her back.

Lena quickly pulled away, grabbing Belle by the shoulders and spinning her around to inspect her, her hands running over Belle’s head, her arms, her torso. Checking for wounds, for blood, for anything.

"Are you hurt?!" she demanded, her icy–blue eyes wide with fear, yet warming. 

"Do you need healing?! Say something—!"

But Belle only smiled—a soft, serene smile—and shook her head.

"I'm fine," she said gently, her voice carrying a warmth that soothed Lena’s frantic heart.

In truth, with the awakening of her Draconic Heart, her body was already self-repairing at an extraordinary rate. Tiny cuts had vanished. Bruises had faded. Even the deep strain Overdrive once left was gone without a trace.

It was as if her very essence had transcended beyond human limits.

Lena stared at her for a long second, then exhaled deeply, shoulders sagging with relief.

"Gods above," she muttered, wiping at her eyes before Belle could notice.

Heavy footsteps crunched over the broken earth.

Kai and Darin arrived next, still a bit out of breath, faces lit with disbelief and admiration.

"What the hell was that power?!" 

Darin blurted out, tossing aside whatever pride he normally clung to. His usual cocky demeanor was nowhere to be seen. He looked at Belle like she was some legendary hero sprung from the pages of a myth. 

"That was... insane! That was awesome!"

Belle chuckled lightly, feeling the tension ease from her shoulders.

Kai stepped forward, his crimson hair ruffling in the faint breeze, concern evident in his sharp eyes.

"That was Overdrive, wasn’t it?" he asked carefully, searching her face. 

"Are you... okay?"

He remembered vividly the last time Belle had unleashed Overdrive—how it had nearly torn her apart from the inside. Afterward, she couldn’t even lift a finger without wincing.

But now? She stood there like an unshakable monument. Stronger. Wiser. Different.

Belle gave him a knowing look and nodded once, a silent assurance that this time was different.

A small smile ghosted across Kai’s lips. He didn’t say anything else—he didn’t need to.

Behind them, standing a little apart from the group, Roderic and Gale watched the reunion unfold.

The seasoned Captain and his Vice-Captain bore similar expressions—relief, and a touch of awe.

"I guess this is the first time you’ve seen her fight seriously?" 

Gale said lightly, folding his arms across his broad chest, his gaze never leaving Belle.

Roderic nodded slowly, his expression grim but respectful.

"Yeah," he said. "Now I see what you meant in your report during the subjugation quest."

Gale gave a dry chuckle, a rare softness in his usually sharp demeanor.

"Oh no," he said with a grin. "This was far more interesting than the subjugation quest."

The two knights shared a silent agreement: Belle wasn't just strong. She was something the world had no real name for yet.

A living legend in the making.

The survivors—knights and adventurers—began to gather around, forming a loose circle. Many had seen death flashing before their eyes when Malraketh roared. And yet, here she was. 

She had not just survived the impossible—she had overcome it.

Belle looked around, her heart twisting strangely at the sight. 

She hadn’t fought for recognition. 

She had fought because she had to—because if she hadn’t, no one else would have survived.

A part of her wanted to laugh. Another part wanted to cry.

Instead, she just closed her eyes briefly, feeling the soft weight of the moment settle onto her shoulders.

End of Chapter 77

            


Chapter 78: Another Tomorrow


                The night draped the battlefield in a heavy, solemn stillness. Only the crackling of fires and the hushed murmurs of the survivors stirred the darkness.

All across the scarred land, fires had been lit—small beacons of defiance against the ruin left behind. 

Around them, figures moved with quiet urgency: healers weaving between groups, laying glowing hands on the wounded, while others gathered the fallen and built makeshift shelters for the night. 

The tang of blood, ash, and magic still clung thickly to the air, but against it all, there was a profound sense of life.

They had survived.

Belle sat near one of the larger fires, the amber glow casting soft shadows over her face. A thick blanket, hastily thrown over her shoulders by a fussing Lena, hung loosely around her. Belle didn’t need it—her Draconic Heart was already healing any remaining damage—but she didn’t refuse it either. In moments like this, small gestures mattered more than words.

She watched the scene before her in silence—healers kneeling, adventurers laughing with relief, some weeping softly as the reality of survival set in. 

Her silver-blue eyes reflected the flames, thoughtful and distant.

She had given them this.

A future that only hours ago seemed impossible.

Kai sat beside her, silent, arms resting on his knees, his usual playful demeanor replaced by something quieter. He would toss glances at Belle every few minutes—subtle, checking, just making sure she was really there.

He knew she was strong. But even the strongest deserved someone to watch over them.

Nearby, Darin had gathered a crowd of rookies, dramatically retelling the battle with all the exaggeration of a seasoned bard. His arms flailed wildly as he reenacted Belle’s final strike against Malraketh, adding sound effects and describing her like some mythical heroine from a forgotten legend.

The rookies watched, wide-eyed, drinking in every word.

Belle couldn’t help but smile a little at the sight. It’s not just the scene that made her heart tickle, it’s how Trinity Blade had changed since the dungeon break ordeal.

It had been three days since the fall of Malraketh and the end of Dungeon Break.

The streets of Dawnstead were alive once more. Stalls had reopened with the scent of fresh bread and spices wafting through the air. Children chased each other through alleyways as parents watched with relief, laughter slowly filling the spaces once haunted by fear. Blacksmiths hammered steel, taverns bustled with gossip, and life resumed with a fragile normalcy.

The sun was just beginning to crest the eastern wall of the town as Belle and Kai walked side by side, their footsteps quiet on the cobbled streets. 

Belle's silver hair caught the morning light like a thread of moonlight, swaying slightly in the breeze. Kai walked with his usual relaxed stride, hands at the back of his head, katana strapped at his waist, but his eyes were sharp—watchful.

It was the first time either of them had returned to the Adventurer’s Guild since the Dungeon Break incident.

Belle’s expression was unreadable. Calm, but not detached. There was always something calculating behind her eyes—thoughts she kept buried deep, even from Kai.

As they reached the large, familiar building, the Adventurer’s Guild stood exactly as they remembered—tall, proud, its thick wooden doors and stone walls untouched by the chaos of the past few days.

The heavy wooden doors creaked open as they stepped inside.

Warm light spilled across the hall from the high windows. Inside, the usual din of voices, clattering dishes, and rustling papers filled the space. Adventurers laughed over breakfast, weapons leaned against walls, and guild staff moved with practiced urgency.

Yet as Belle and Kai entered, more than a few heads turned.

Some stared. Some whispered.

They weren’t just familiar faces anymore. They were survivors. Rumors had already spread, twisting the truth into wild stories—some called them heroes, others whispered about dark powers, about the monster that had come from the depths.

“Belle! Kai!”

A familiar voice rang across the guild floor.

From behind the polished wooden counter, Alina, the receptionist with platinum blonde wavy hair and gentle violet eyes, waved them over.

“You’re finally back!” she said, half relief, half scolding. 

“You know how many people came in asking about you?”

“What, you missed me already?” Kai replied with his usual smirk.

“You wish.” Alina rolled her eyes. 

“But seriously—Garrick wants to see you. He’s waiting in his office.”

Belle's gaze flicked up toward the back of the hallway where the guildmaster's office sat, looming like a judge's chamber.

Kai stretched, pretending to groan. “Well, good luck with that.”

Alina gave him a look. “Both of you.”

Kai paused mid-stretch. “…Me too?”

“Don’t look so shocked. You were there too.”

Kai glanced sideways at Belle and muttered, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this…”

The thick wooden door of the guildmaster’s office towered before them.

A carved lion’s head crest stared down from the center—Garrick’s personal emblem. The hallway was quiet here.

Kai raised a hand and knocked once, then pushed the door open.

Inside, guildmaster Garrick stood near the tall window, his broad back turned to them. He looked every bit the war veteran he was—scarred, weathered, and solid as a boulder. His arms were folded behind him as he watched the morning drills in the courtyard below.

He didn’t turn when they entered. 

“Shut the door,” he said.

Kai closed it quietly.

The silence stretched for several seconds.

Then Garrick finally turned, his expression grim.

“I’ve read the reports,” he began, moving slowly toward his desk. 

“Gale. Roderic. It’s… detailed.”

He picked up a thick stack of parchment, flipping through it without really looking.

“But all of it is surface-level. Quite literally.”

He dropped the pages on the desk with a thud.

“No one knows what happened in the depths. No one saw what truly happened in that dungeon except the two of you. And to be fair, I’ve never thought Roderic would let just the two of you into the dungeon.”

He gestured to the seats across from him. 

“So. Tell me.”

Kai glanced at Belle. She gave a faint nod before sitting down.

“I want the truth,” Garrick continued. 

“This stays between us. Nothing you say here will go into the official record. I need to know what we’re dealing with.”

Belle folded her hands in her lap, voice calm. 

“The monsters… they were corrupted. Their behavior, their strength—it wasn’t natural.”

“The corruption came from miasma,” Kai added, his tone more serious than usual. 

“The deeper we go, the denser the miasma. Thick enough to choke on.”

Garrick’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes shifted.

“…You’re sure?”

“We’ve both seen it before,” Belle said. 

“This was the same. Maybe worse.”

Garrick leaned back slowly, jaw clenched. 

“That’s not possible. Miasma has only ever been documented in the Forbidden Forest. Most certainly not in dungeons. Not anywhere else in the world.”

“We know what we felt,” Kai said. “And I nearly died from it.” 

His words hung heavier than he meant.

Garrick narrowed his eyes. 

“Wait. If the miasma was that thick—how did you survive?”

Kai opened his mouth, then froze. 

Shoot! I wasn’t supposed to say that, nobody knows about Belle’s immunity to miasma.

But Belle remained composed. 

“I’m immune to miasma,” she said simply.

The room fell silent.

Garrick stared. “What did you say?”

Belle continued, unfazed. “I was immune to miasma but Kai wasn’t. I gave him a high-grade potion to slow the symptoms. But its effect was slow under miasma influence.”

“When the monster escaped the dungeon with Belle, the miasma vanished,” Kai added. “That’s when the potion finally kicked in. If we had stayed longer…” He trailed off.

Garrick exhaled, rubbing a hand down his face. 

“Immune to miasma… That shouldn’t be possible. Even the best mages can only delay the effects, not resist them.”

Belle shifted in her seat slightly. 

“I don’t have all the answers either. But the core of the dungeon—it wasn’t just a magical construct. It had changed. It mutated. I think the miasma was the cause.”

“You’re saying… the dungeon itself was altered? Not by mana, but by miasma?”

“Yes. I’m sure that you’ve read it from the reports, the monster's strength was way off the chart compared to the other monsters.”

“Even someone as strong as Roderic was having a hard time landing a damaging hit on it.” Kai added.

Garrick stood slowly, walking to the shelves behind him. He stared at a large map of Eldoria on the wall—one filled with dungeon markings, ley lines, and known miasma zones.

“This… changes everything.” He turned back, his voice heavy.

“Dungeons have always been believed to form from mana accumulation over a long period of time. If miasma can also form dungeons, or worse—corrupt them…”

Belle finished his sentence for him. 

“Then our entire understanding of dungeons is flawed. Exploration, classification, risk levels—all of it.”

Garrick nodded grimly. 

“This doesn’t go in the reports. Not yet. The Council would panic. And the Kingdom…”

He paused, then finally sat again, resting his hands on the desk.

“There’s something else.”

He slid one of the reports across the desk.

“Roderic mentioned your elemental affinity. Said you used both fire and lightning in perfect coordination. Not just one spell after the other. But at the same time.”

Belle gave a faint nod. “That’s correct.”

“I remember you asking me, once,” Garrick said. “About combination magic. You wanted to know if it was possible to merge elements, not just switch between them. I told you the theory existed—but no one had ever pulled it off.”

“She did more than pull it off,” Kai said, grinning. “She weaponized it. Like watching thunder catch fire.”

Garrick’s brow furrowed. “Can you combine them?”

Belle met his gaze without hesitation. 

“Yes. I’ve done it multiple times.”

The guildmaster went still. His mouth opened… then closed.

He sank back into his chair like someone who had just realized the storm on the horizon wasn’t a storm—but a dragon.

“…What else are you not telling me?” he asked, quieter now. 

“That kind of power—the one you used to defeat the monster—it’s not natural. Not even among prodigies.”

Belle paused. Then answered with quiet certainty. 

“It’s called aura. That’s all I can say.”

Garrick’s eyes widened slightly.

Kai leaned in with a shrug. 

“I can use it too, technically. Belle taught me how to use it. But mine can’t turn the ground into molten ash.”

There was a long silence.

Then Garrick barked a short, incredulous laugh—half disbelief, half awe.

“You’re going to break this world someday, girl.”

Belle looked him in the eye. 

“I didn’t ask for any of those…”

Garrick stood in silence for a moment, then turned away from them. He walked slowly toward the far wall of his modest office, the floor creaking faintly beneath his boots. 

He came to a stop in front of an old display rack—its wooden frame polished with time, housing weapons no longer in use but preserved like relics. Swords dulled by age, a cracked axehead, and a tattered banner from a forgotten campaign.

He rested one hand against the hilt of a rusted longsword, fingertips brushing the worn leather grip with something between reverence and regret. His voice, when he finally spoke, carried a weight it hadn’t before.

“Word of what happened here is going to spread,” he said. 

“Slow at first. Whispers in taverns. Mentions in adventurer reports. But then—like wildfire. Once the higher-ups in the Capital catch wind of it, there’s no putting it back in the bottle.”

He turned slightly, casting a glance over his shoulder at Belle and Kai.

“I don’t have the resources to protect you here. This isn’t like the subjugation quest where we could quietly patch things up and pretend nothing happened. This time is different.”

He sighed and looked back toward the sword rack.

“And frankly... keeping power like yours tucked away in a backwater like Dawnstead would be a waste.”

Kai crossed his arms, leaning against the side of Garrick’s desk with a skeptical look. 

“So what do you suggest? We run?”

Garrick shook his head. 

“I’m not telling you to hide, or to flee like fugitives. But your life as an adventurer… it’s going to change. This kind of power? It draws attention. From the good and the bad. From those who want to use you, and those who want to erase you.”

He stepped away from the rack and sat back down heavily in his chair.

“There’s going to be hardship. Trouble will follow you—like shadow follows flame.”

Kai scoffed, placing his hands behind his head with a lazy grin. 

“Well, if anyone’s dumb enough to come looking for trouble after what Belle did out there… then they deserve whatever they get.”

Belle hadn’t spoken since the conversation began. She sat, perfectly still, her silver hair cascading over her shoulders like moonlight. Her gaze was distant, focused inward. The fight. The flames. The silence afterward.

Her purpose in coming to Dawnstead had never been to show power. She had only wanted answers—about this world, her powers, and perhaps even herself. But at every turn, she had drawn attention instead.

Unwanted attention.

Finally, she broke her silence. Her voice was quiet, but it cut through the room like a blade through still water.

“…What do you know about the Cyber Dragon?”

End of Chapter 78

            


Chapter 79: Starfall Festival


                “…What do you know about the Cyber Dragon?”

The words hung in the air.

Kai’s eyebrows shot up. 

“The what?”

Garrick stiffened, his expression darkening almost immediately.

“…Where did you learn about that?” he asked, his voice suddenly cautious.

Belle didn’t blink. Her silver gaze was unwavering. 

“Tell me what you know.”

There was a beat of silence. Then Garrick leaned back and let out a slow, humorless laugh.

“I should’ve known. Every time you ask a question, you’ve already got one foot in the answer, don’t you, girl?”

Kai looked between the two of them, utterly lost. 

“Okay, can someone catch me up here? What the hell is a Cyber Dragon? Is that a new species or something?”

Garrick exhaled through his nose, rubbing his temple.

“…No. It’s not new. Far from it.”

He folded his hands on the desk.

“The Cyber Dragon. It’s a legend—older than most. A myth buried so deep even the history books barely bother with it anymore. When I was younger, I heard tales from old adventurers, drunk off their asses, talking about it around campfires. Most dismissed it as nonsense.”

Belle leaned forward slightly. “A lost legend?”

Garrick nodded.

“They say the Cyber Dragon was one of the Colossal Beasts—primordial beings that once roamed Eldoria. Gods to some. Monsters to others. Some stories say they created this world. Others claim they were its guardians, protectors of the World Tree itself.”

He paused, letting that sink in.

“Some say the Cyber Dragon lived alongside a lost civilization. One that vanished during the Great Calamity War over three thousand years ago.”

Belle’s voice grew more intense. 

“The Colossal Beasts. The Great Calamity War. The World Tree. What are these things?”

Kai blinked. “Wait, is that the same World Tree that we know?”

Garrick nodded slowly.

“It’s believed to be the origin of all life, all mana in Eldoria. A living pillar that connects every corner of this world. The mana we breathe, the spells we cast—everything comes from the World Tree. It existed long before Eldoria itself.”

“It is located in the heart of the Forbidden Forest, just outside of Dawnstead.” Garrick added. “The most dangerous place on the continent. No maps. No paths. Just endless miasma and death. Even S-Rank adventurers avoid it.”

He leaned forward.

“No one knows what lies at the center. No one has ever returned from deep enough to see it.”

The room grew silent again.

Belle’s mind raced. The pieces were forming a pattern she didn’t yet understand—but her instincts told her the Cyber Dragon wasn’t just a myth. It was connected to her. Somehow.

“If this is just legend,” she said softly, “then where would I even start looking for the truth?”

Garrick glanced toward the window, where the horizon stretched beyond the edge of the town.

“…The Capital. Aurelia.”

Belle’s eyes narrowed.

“Also known as the Grand Magic City.” Garrick continued.

“It’s ten times the size of Dawnstead—no, more. It’s where the best minds on the continent gather. Royal mages, artifact researchers, historians. If answers exist anywhere… they’ll be there. Especially at the Royal Magic Academy.”

Kai let out a low whistle. “Heard of that place. Students there are trained like elite knights. Top-tier spellcasters, too.”

Belle stared at the floor, her thoughts churning.

Garrick continued. “I’ll send a letter ahead to the Adventurer’s Guild there. The guildmaster is an old acquaintance. She’ll help you if needed.”

Kai tilted his head. “Wait. Didn’t someone say something about a dragon slayer living in Aurelia?”

Garrick raised an eyebrow. “Ah. Yes. Him.”

Kai’s expression turned smug. “Rumor has it he’s the only S-Rank adventurer to kill a dragon alone. Real piece of work.”

Belle’s head snapped up. Her eyes gleamed—not with fear, but curiosity. Determination. The word dragon had stirred something inside her.

Garrick saw it too. He gave a small, knowing nod.

Kai gave Belle a side glance and grinned. “New city, new adventures.”

Belle stood slowly, a soft smile blooming on her lips for the first time in what felt like hours.

“Yes,” she said. “Let’s go.”

“Whoa, whoa—don’t get the wrong idea.” Kai raised both hands in mock surrender, smirking. 

“I’m not saying we should leave right now. I mean—come on. We have to enjoy this year’s Starfall Festival first.”

“Starfall Festival?” Belle echoed. Her head tilted slightly. It was the first time she’d heard the name.

“You’ve never heard of it?” Kai’s eyes widened. “It’s only, like, the best night of the year in this sleepy town.”

“It’s held once every year in Dawnstead,” Garrick chimed in. “When the skies over Eldoria are at their clearest. According to the myth, on this night, a thousand stars fall—not to destroy, but to bless the earth.”

Belle blinked. “Bless it?”

He nodded. “In Dawnstead, it became a tradition of light, hope, and farewells. A night to mark the end of the harvest, the shift of seasons... and the beginning of new journeys. People celebrate with food, music, games—”

“And lots of very bad dancing,” Kai added, grinning.

“It’s… for goodbyes?” Belle asked quietly, almost to herself.

“In a way,” Garrick replied with a soft smile. “But it’s also about gratitude—for surviving another year, and hoping the next one’s just a little brighter.”

Kai threw an arm around her shoulder. “And in two days, we are going to be right in the middle of it. You’ve saved this town like… what, twice now? You earned a night of fun, Belle.”

“I don’t remember agreeing to be thrown into any dancing,” she said flatly.

Kai wiggled his eyebrows. “Then it’ll be a surprise when it happens.”

The morning of the festival came with a strange stillness—not quiet, but expectant. Like the town itself was holding its breath, waiting for something beautiful.

Dawnstead had changed overnight.

Soft blue and silver banners waved from balconies. Mana-infused lanterns were hung along every street, glowing with faint warmth. The scent of baked sweets and grilled skewers drifted from alleys as food stalls sprang to life. Children dashed through the cobbled roads laughing, some wearing paper star crowns or carrying glowing wands made of crystal sprigs.

Even the guild hall had been decorated with garlands of white lilies and midnight-blue ribbon.

Belle stood in front of a mirror in her room, adjusting the black ribbon she’d tied into her hair. Her usual high-collared jacket was replaced with something lighter—a sleeveless navy blouse with silver trim and a short pleated skirt that allowed freer movement. Black tights and short boots completed the look.

She studied herself for a moment, unsure if she looked festive… or awkward.

Then came a knock.

“You done transforming into a fashion goddess yet?” Kai’s voice called from the other side.

She opened the door. 

“…Whoa.”

He stood there blinking, wearing a dark vest over a rolled-up white shirt and black pants. His unruly red hair had actually been tied neatly at the back, and a tiny silver star charm dangled from his wrist.

Belle gave a faint smirk. 

“You clean up better than I expected.”

He held a hand to his chest dramatically. 

“Belle, that might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

They stepped into the square, which had become unrecognizable. Lanterns floated freely now, suspended by enchanted threads of mana, swaying gently above the crowds. A soft melody from string instruments echoed from the stage near the fountain. Families gathered at tables, merchants hawked festival snacks, and laughter filled every corner of the town.

Belle paused, gazing up at the drifting lights.

Kai returned moments later, holding something behind his back.

“What are you hiding?”

“I come bearing gifts.” 

He revealed a skewer of honey-glazed chicken with a smug grin.

“…When did you buy that?”

“Swiped two while you were admiring the lanterns. You're welcome.”

Belle took it, gave it a cautious bite… and paused. Her eyes widened. 

“...It’s really good.”

“I knew it. You’ve been living on bread and dried rations too long.”

“You’re not wrong.”

They walked through the game section next, where colorful stalls competed for attention—ring tosses, spell-tag, fortune fish pools, even a booth with dancing slimes.

Kai pointed at one of the ring toss games. 

“This used to be my thing, you know. King of the ring.”

Belle folded her arms. 

“Prove it.”

“With pleasure.” 

He handed her his chicken skewer, took a stance like a master archer… and missed completely. The ring bounced off the pedestal and flew straight into someone’s drink.

Kai flinched. “Okay that was… wind interference.”

“Right,” Belle said with a smirk, taking a ring.

She observed the moving target, flicked her wrist—and landed it cleanly.

The stall owner clapped. 

“A winner! Pick your prize, miss.”

Belle picked out a small plush—a star-eyed blue fox—and silently offered it to Kai.

He blinked. “You’re giving it to me?”

“You were trying to win one anyway.”

He took it sheepishly. “...Thanks. I’ll name him Captain Redemption.”

“I was thinking ‘Failure Fox.’”

“Ouch. You wound me.”

A few familiar faces found them in the crowd. Darin and Lena showed up first, both wearing makeshift capes of festival garland. Garron trailed behind holding a meat bun in each hand.

“Heard you are leaving, is it true?” Lena asked, nudging Belle.

“Tomorrow morning.”

“You’re going to Aurelia next, right?” Garron added.

“Yeah,” Kai said. “Long journey ahead.”

Lena folded her arms. “Well… you’ll be missed.”

“Even I’ll admit it,” Darin added. “You kind of kicked our butts back there.”

“You did okay,” Belle said softly.

Kai laughed. “She’s being polite. Compared to her, you’re still league-zero.”

Belle elbowed him in the ribs.

“Ow! Okay, okay—ow—fine. League one.”

Garron smiled. “We’re staying in Dawnstead for a while, anyway. Gonna rebuild. Get stronger.”

“Good.” Kai’s tone shifted—sincere now. “You’ve got potential. Just don’t rush it.”

“Dawnstead will be in your good hands now, Dawnstead’s strongest party.” Belle added with a smile.

Night fell slowly, like a curtain drawn by invisible hands. People began to gather near the riverbank, where the view of the sky was the clearest. Blankets were spread across the grass, couples and families huddling together under the floating glow of star-shaped lanterns.

Belle and Kai found a quieter spot on the edge, sitting on a low stone wall overlooking the water.

She hugged her knees to her chest as wind brushed across the grass.

“The stars should start falling soon,” she murmured.

Kai leaned back, looking up. “You know the story?”

She shook her head.

“People say the stars are guardians. They watch over us all year. And on this night, they come down to visit—just briefly—to bless us, to listen, to carry our wishes when they return to the sky.”

Belle turned her gaze skyward. “That’s… beautiful.”

He shrugged. “Gale told me that when I first arrived here. I used to think it was nonsense.”

“And now?”

“…Now I think it’s a good excuse to sit under the stars with someone you trust. And eat like a glutton.”

Belle gave a quiet laugh. “That sounds more like you.”

“Hey. I contain multitudes.”

Then the first star fell.

A streak of glowing blue cut across the sky, trailing luminous wisps. Another followed. Then a cascade—like glittering tears from the heavens, falling in silence.

People gasped all around. Children clapped. Someone played a gentle tune on a flute nearby.

Belle’s silver eyes reflected the falling light.

“…It’s beautiful.”

Kai looked at her more than the sky. “Yeah. It really is.”

A long silence stretched between them, full of warmth.

“…I’m glad we stayed,” she said softly.

Kai smiled. “Me too.”

As the festival wound down, the two of them walked back through the quiet town. The lanterns above flickered lower, as if drifting to sleep.

They stopped in front of the guild hall—its windows glowing faintly.

“Do you think we’ll see Dawnstead again?” Belle asked.

Kai looked up at the stars still twinkling faintly.

“…Maybe. Maybe not. But even if we don’t…” He touched the silver star charm on his wrist. “It’ll always be with us.”

Belle nodded slowly.

And side by side, they stood for one last moment beneath the fading starlight—a night that would live forever in memory, long after they were gone from that little town called Dawnstead.

End of Chapter 79

            


Chapter 80: Farewell


                The first rays of dawn spilled over the rooftops of Dawnstead, casting long golden beams across the cobblestone streets. Morning dew clung to the air like a lingering breath of night, and mist curled around the bases of the buildings as if reluctant to let go. 

The town stirred slowly, with the distant clang of a blacksmith’s hammer ringing faintly through the crisp morning air, mingling with the scent of hearth fire smoke and fresh bread wafting from bakeries opening their shutters.

Belle walked with quiet purpose down the main avenue, her footsteps light and precise. The weight of her satchel pressed gently against her back, and the silver strands of her hair shimmered faintly in the low light, catching flecks of the morning sun.

Kai ambled beside her, a slight yawn escaping as he rubbed the back of his neck. 

“Could’ve slept another hour,” he muttered, his long red ponytail swaying lazily behind him. His katana clinked softly against his hip with each step.

Belle didn’t respond, but the subtle quirk at the corner of her lips hinted at amusement.

They reached the large arched entrance of the Adventurer’s Guild just as the sun peeked over the walls of Dawnstead. 

Inside, the familiar scents of parchment, tanned leather, and spiced tea greeted them. The main hall was already alive with movement—adventurers swapping stories, checking the quest board, and discussing travel plans over steaming mugs.

Behind the reception counter, Alina stood sorting request slips into various trays, her usual energy on full display. She looked up, and her face lit up as soon as she spotted them.

“Belle! Kai!” she called out, her voice slicing through the morning din like a cheerful bell. She waved both arms enthusiastically, nearly knocking over a stack of papers.

Kai chuckled. “You’re in a good mood.”

Belle offered a polite nod. “Morning, Alina.”

Alina leaned forward slightly, lowering her voice just enough. 

“Garrick wants to see you two. He’s been waiting in his office since sunrise. Come on, I’ll take you there.”

Without waiting for confirmation, she turned and began weaving through the guild floor, motioning for them to follow.

Belle and Kai exchanged a quick glance. It wasn’t like Garrick to summon them this early unless something important was involved.

The guildmaster office door creaked open, and Garrick turned from the tall window behind his desk. The sunlight framed him in silhouette. His arms were folded behind his back, and his face bore the kind of calm that only came from years of authority and quiet reflection.

“Morning,” he greeted, voice low and gravelly. “Close the door, Alina.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied softly, shutting it behind them and taking her place by the side wall.

Belle stepped forward first, her posture straight. 

“You wanted to see us?”

Garrick nodded and motioned to the seats across from his desk. 

“I’ll keep this brief.”

He turned and unfurled a large parchment across the desk. It was a route map, drawn in precise inkwork and dotted with handwritten notes. Red markings indicated stops at inns and small settlements along a winding road.

“Your route to Aurelia has been finalized. The journey will take approximately ten days—assuming no delays. You’ll pass through several border towns and lesser-traveled trade routes. I’ve arranged for a carriage to take you as far as Eldermere. It’s a small town nestled near the edge of the Blackwood Pass. You should reach it in about four days.”

Belle’s eyes swept over the map, noting the terrain and elevation lines. 

“And after Eldermere?”

“You’ll have to continue on foot—or secure alternate transport. The stretch beyond Eldermere isn’t safe for carriages. Too many ambushes, rogue beasts, and the occasional mercenary group operating outside the law. It's better if you travel light and unnoticed.”

Kai scratched the back of his head. 

“Sounds like we’ll be walking half the trip.”

“You’re adventurers,” Garrick said with a faint smirk. “Not noble dignitaries.”

He reached into the drawer beside him and retrieved two small velvet pouches. Within them lay newly engraved guild badges—polished silver with a neatly inscribed ‘C’ in the center.

“I’ve put in for your rank promotions. Both of you have earned it. Belle especially—clearing the Mana Overload subjugation quest, rescuing Trinity Blade, stopping a dungeon break and not to mention saving Dawnstead twice... all within a month of registering.”

He pushed the badges toward them, but Belle didn’t reach for hers.

“Thank you,” she said evenly, “but I’ll decline.”

Garrick blinked. “Decline?”

“I’ve already jumped from F-Rank to D-Rank in a single day. Taking another leap so soon would only draw more attention.”

Kai watched silently, arms crossed.

Belle continued, her voice calm but unwavering. 

“I don’t want the extra eyes, the expectations. I just want to live a normal life.”

Garrick studied her for a long moment before leaning back in his chair, exhaling through his nose.

“Most people would have accepted it without hesitation. You do realize the higher your rank, the better your access to resources, quests, and pay?”

“I do.”

The silence held for a moment longer.

Kai finally chimed in, shrugging. “Yeah, I’m with her. Wouldn’t feel right skipping ahead. Besides,” he added with a grin, “wouldn’t be fun if Belle outranked me already.”

Garrick gave a reluctant chuckle, shaking his head. 

“Fine. But I won’t keep holding it back. Next time, I won’t ask.”

The sun was higher now, casting golden warmth across the town walls and rooftops. Belle and Kai stood at the eastern gates, where a modest but sturdy carriage awaited them. Its wooden frame was reinforced with steel bands, and a tarp covered the supplies strapped to its back. 

The driver, a middle-aged man with a bushy beard, was finishing his preparations, checking reins and provisions with a meticulous eye.

What they hadn’t expected, however, was the gathering waiting by the gate.

Trinity Blade stood proudly to the side—Darin with his arms crossed and a sharp smirk, Lena with a warm smile, and Garron, stoic as ever but nodding respectfully.

“You’re really going,” Lena said gently, stepping forward and embracing Belle with a tight, sisterly hug. “Be safe out there. And don’t forget to write if you find something exciting.”

Belle blinked in surprise but slowly returned the embrace. “Thank you. I’ll try.”

Darin stepped in next, offering Kai a firm fist. 

“Next time we meet, I’m taking you down. No cheap shots.”

Kai smirked and bumped fists. 

“You can try. Might actually make me break a sweat.”

Garron inclined his head toward Belle. 

“Dawnstead owes you more than you know. Safe travels.”

Near the rear of the group stood Roderic Lorne and Gale Valtor, clad in their knight uniforms, the crests of Dawnstead Knights shining in the light.

Roderic gave a wave and a toothy grin. 

“No collapsing from exhaustion this time, yeah?”

Belle gave a tiny smile in return.

Gale stepped forward, arms folded. His eyes settled on Kai. 

“Try to avoid causing trouble for once.”

Kai gave him a mock salute. “No promises.”

Gale's expression didn’t change, but a small breath escaped his nose—almost like a sigh of acceptance.

Then, a brief hush fell over the group. The kind of silence that came before a meaningful farewell.

Belle turned to face them all, silver eyes calm but quietly grateful. 

“Thank you. All of you.”

Kai adjusted the strap of his travel bag and climbed into the carriage. 

“We’ll be back eventually. Try not to miss us too much.”

The driver flicked the reins, and the carriage began to move. The creaking of wood and the rhythmic clop of hooves filled the air as Dawnstead began to slip slowly into the distance.

Belle leaned out slightly, her eyes lingering on the figures behind them—friends, allies, the town. The wind brushed against her face, rustling her silver hair as she turned forward.

The wooden wheels creaked along the dirt path, the rhythmic clatter of hooves echoing softly through the quiet forest trail. The sun had risen fully now, casting shifting patterns of golden light through the trees as the carriage made its steady way eastward.

Inside, the interior of the carriage was modest—cushioned benches, a small crate of travel rations at their feet, and curtains that fluttered gently with the breeze. 

Belle sat by the window, one knee drawn up slightly, her chin resting on her hand as she watched the fading silhouette of Dawnstead vanish behind distant hills. 

Kai sat across from her, legs stretched out casually, arms folded behind his head as he gazed up at the wooden ceiling.

For a while, neither of them spoke. The silence wasn’t awkward—just quiet. The kind that came from shared understanding.

Belle was the first to break it.

“…They didn’t have to see us off,” she said, her voice soft. “Especially Trinity Blade. They’re not the sentimental type.”

Kai opened one eye and smirked. “Guess you left a bigger impression than you thought.”

Belle looked at him. “You too, you know. Darin wouldn’t challenge you again if he didn’t respect you.”

Kai snorted. “Tch. That guy’s got a weird way of saying ‘goodbye.’ Fist bumps and death threats.”

Belle’s lips twitched faintly into a smile. “You like it.”

“…Maybe,” he muttered, glancing out the opposite window. “Lena hugged you. That’s rare. She barely tolerates most people.”

“She’s kinder than she lets on.” Belle turned her gaze back to the woods passing by. “There’s a reason she’s the heart of their team.”

They fell into silence again for a few minutes, the gentle rocking of the carriage lulling the conversation into stillness. Then Kai spoke, his tone quieter.

“You sure you’re okay with turning down the promotion?”

Belle didn’t answer immediately. Her fingers traced the edge of the window frame.

“It felt… premature,” she finally said. “Rushing through ranks doesn’t make me stronger. I haven’t earned it—not properly.”

“You stopped a dungeon break. Rescued an elite team. Pretty sure that counts.”

Belle looked at him, her silver eyes calm but unreadable. 

“Plus, that would violate all the adventuring logics that I read from the fantasy books.”

Kai sat up slightly, propping an elbow on his knee. 

“…Sometimes I wonder what kind of books you actually read.”

She smirked faintly. “You asked.”

“Fair,” he said with a shrug. “Still, I get it. I just think you’re way too hard on yourself.”

Belle didn’t respond, but her expression softened, just a touch.

“And you?” she asked. “You could’ve taken the promotion.”

Kai leaned back again, one arm draped lazily over the backrest. 

“Eh. Didn’t feel right to take it when you didn’t. Besides,” he gave her a teasing grin, “I don’t wanna be the guy who’s officially ranked higher than you. You’d never let me hear the end of it.”

Belle gave a quiet chuckle. “Wise choice.”

They shared a brief smile, and for a moment, the clatter of the wheels felt less like a march toward uncertainty and more like the rhythm of something new—a chapter turning.

Kai looked out the window now, his expression turning thoughtful.

“…You think Garrick was worried?” he asked. “He didn’t show it, but I think he knows we’re walking into something big.”

Belle nodded slightly. “He knows. He also knows we’ll be okay. Or he wouldn’t have let us go.”

“Gale definitely didn’t look convinced.”

“He never does.”

Kai smirked again. “Yeah… But I think he likes me. Deep, deep down. Buried somewhere under that permanently annoyed face.”

Belle shook her head with a small laugh. “I wouldn’t bet on it.”

Kai leaned forward then, resting his elbows on his knees as his voice dropped slightly.

“…This journey to Aurelia. You think it’ll change things?”

Belle’s gaze returned to the passing trees. “It already has.”

He watched her for a moment, something unspoken hanging in the air—questions they didn’t yet have answers to, battles they hadn’t yet faced.

And then, as if to break the moment, Kai grinned and leaned back once more. 

“Well, as long as there’s food, fights, and a place to sleep, I’ll be fine.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “In that order?”

“Absolutely.”

She rolled her eyes, but the smirk on her face lingered longer this time.

Outside, the wind carried the scent of pine and fresh earth, the road ahead long and winding. But inside the carriage, two adventurers sat side by side—perhaps not knowing what awaited them, but knowing they’d face it together.

The road to Aurelia awaited. 

And the next chapter of their journey had just begun.

End of Chapter 80

End of The Dawnstead Arc. 

Now that the introduction is over, the story will start to get more serious.

Next: The Magic Academy Arc, begins!

            


Chapter 81: The Sleeping Town


                The carriage wheels crunched over the gravel as it wound along a narrow forest trail, the dense canopy above gradually thinning with each passing minute. The sky overhead had begun to shift. 

Once a pale, sleepy blue, it was now brushed with streaks of gold and amber as the sun started to descend toward the western hills. A hush had settled over the world. The sort of hush that arrived just before twilight, when even birdsong seemed hesitant to break the silence.

Belle sat on the wooden bench inside the carriage, elbows on her knees, chin resting on her hand. Her silver eyes reflected the dying light through the window, distant and thoughtful. 

Kai, on the other hand, was sprawled across the other bench with all the grace of a tired housecat. His long red hair had come loose from its tie and now framed his scowling face like a crimson curtain.

The driver up front clicked his tongue and pointed off toward the horizon. 

“We’re almost there. See that cluster of rooftops ahead?”

Kai lazily turned his head to look.

“That’s Eldermere.”

The buildings, even from afar, looked smaller than he expected—humble silhouettes hunched against the horizon like weary sentries. A small windmill creaked faintly in the distance, its blades barely turning. Smoke rose from only a few chimneys. Even the livestock in nearby fields moved with sluggish disinterest.

Eldermere was a modest settlement nestled between rolling hills and dense pinewood forests, with a population barely half the size of Dawnstead. Unlike the fortified and adventurer-heavy towns scattered across the region, Eldermere had always been a quiet, working-class community—unassuming, grounded, and largely self-sufficient. 

Its pride lay in a rich mineral mine located just a few kilometers east of the town. The mine produced a rare luminescent ore called Glimshard, prized for its use in enchantment stabilization and mana crystal refinement. 

This trade had been the town's lifeline for decades, attracting traders and craftsmen from neighboring regions to barter for the precious mineral.

The people of Eldermere were hardy and humble—mostly farmers, miners, and craftspeople. Generations of families had lived and died within the town’s weathered stone walls, passing down knowledge not of magic or combat, but of the earth and sky. 

Unlike adventurers who trained their bodies and honed elemental affinities, the people here possessed only trace amounts of mana—just enough to light a lantern, heat their stoves, or keep their fields fertile with minor elemental blessings.

Combat training, if it could be called that, was minimal. A few older hunters could wield a bow or a spear to keep wild animals at bay or hunt for food in the nearby forest. But for most, the idea of facing down beasts or wielding magic offensively was the stuff of tavern tales. 

Defensive enchantments and protective charms were rare, and without an Adventurer's Guild presence, the town had no formal system to deal with monsters or magical disturbances. Sometimes in dire situations, the people had to travel to Dawnstead, the closest town with an Adventurer’s Guild to post their requests.

Despite their peaceful lifestyle, Eldermere’s people were resilient. They endured harsh winters, long droughts, and the occasional bandit raid with a quiet resolve. But they were unprepared for anything beyond the realm of the natural. 

“Finally,” Kai muttered, groaning as he sat up straight and stretched his arms until his joints popped. 

“Four damn days in this box. I swear I can’t feel my butt anymore. Next time I’m walking.”

Belle cracked a small smile. “You said that on day two.”

“Yeah, and I meant it on day two.”

“Then you should’ve walked.”

“You think I won’t?”

“You didn’t.”

Their playful banter faded into silence again, but Belle’s brow furrowed. Her gaze lifted, not toward the sky or the town, but toward the air itself. Something about it felt… off.

“…Wait,” she whispered.

Kai noticed the sudden tension in her shoulders. “What?”

She didn’t answer right away. Her fingers twitched slightly as she reached into the air, eyes narrowing.

“This energy… this mana level…” she murmured, almost to herself. “It’s familiar.”

Kai leaned forward, suddenly alert. “Don’t tell me—”

“Mana Overload,” Belle said grimly.

That snapped him to attention. His hand dropped to the hilt of his katana.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me. Again? Please tell me this town isn’t crawling with aggressively mindless freaks.”

Belle closed her eyes, focusing inward. A pulse of soft blue light flickered briefly around her—her Aura Sense activating. 

Her awareness expanded like a ripple through still water, brushing against the auras of nearby life forms. Birds. Deer. A couple of dogs. A sparse cluster of human auras in town. Weak and dim.

“…Nothing hostile,” she whispered, frowning. “No monsters. But the mana here—it's not as strong as in Dawnstead. Not aggressive, but... tainted. Like it's bleeding into the environment.”

Kai exhaled through his nose. “So it’s not another infestation. That’s something, I guess. Still, ambient mana like this? That’s not right.”

As the carriage rolled into the edge of town, a strange stillness greeted them. Eldermere was not abandoned—but it certainly didn’t feel alive. 

There were no town guards at the gate, no market calls or smiths hammering iron. The occasional figure moved between homes, but they shuffled like sleepwalkers. Most didn’t even glance up at the newcomers.

Shops were shuttered, even though the sun still hung above the horizon. Some windows were boarded up. Others flickered with dim candlelight, though the shapes behind them remained unmoving. A dog lay in the middle of the street, not even lifting its head as the carriage passed by.

Kai stepped down from the carriage and scanned the surroundings with growing unease. “This place is dead quiet. Like a graveyard.”

Belle followed him, her boots tapping softly against the cobblestone. “No. Not dead. Just… sleeping.”

They made their way toward an open storefront, where an older man leaned against a workbench. He was polishing a set of rusted tools with slow, deliberate movements, as though each motion required immense focus. His face was pallid, cheeks sunken. Sweat clung to his brow despite the cool air.

Kai approached with a casual swagger, though his eyes were sharp. “Hey, old man. This place always this quiet, or are we just lucky?”

The man looked up. His gaze was hollow, sunken eyes ringed with deep shadows.

“You’re travelers,” he rasped.

Belle stepped forward. “We are. What’s going on here?”

The man’s cloth slipped from his hand as he leaned heavier on the bench. “It started four, maybe five days ago. First, the miners came back early. Said they felt dizzy. Lightheaded. One of them collapsed in the mine. Next morning, he wouldn’t wake up.”

Kai’s expression darkened. “And then?”

“Then more of them. Farmers, too. Complaining of headaches. Blurred vision. Like their strength was draining out of their bones. Next day—just gone. Not dead. Just… asleep. Like someone snuffed out their flame.”

Belle’s eyes narrowed. “How many?”

“Twenty, maybe thirty so far,” he whispered. “Some haven’t stirred in three days. We’ve tried everything. Healing spells, herbalists. Even the priest. Nothing helps.”

Kai crossed his arms. “Sounds like mana poisoning. But that’s fast. And this slow fade-out thing? Never seen that.”

Belle nodded. “It’s not textbook poisoning. It’s more like… the ambient mana itself is being corrupted. Subtle. Insidious. Like it’s leeching into them without them realizing it.”

“Can that happen to people with low magic?” Kai asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “But if the mana is dense enough, even those with low thresholds can suffer long-term exposure effects.”

The shopkeeper looked between them with haunted eyes. “We thought it was the mine. Or a curse. But there’s no pattern. Just… people falling asleep. One by one. Maybe this town is really cursed.”

Belle turned and looked up at the darkening sky. The last rays of sunlight clung to the edges of the rooftops, casting long, stretched shadows across the cobbled streets. 

“We can’t leave this place as it is,” she said quietly. “If this spreads any further, the entire town could fall into a coma.”

Kai shifted uneasily. “Yeah, and if it is the mine… something could be feeding off that Glimshard. Twisting the energy and contaminating it.”

“We’ll check it out tomorrow. Tonight, we rest.” Belle’s gaze flicked toward a small inn down the road. Its windows were still lit, a faint warmth bleeding through the curtains. 

“Let’s find a place to stay.”

As they walked off into the shadowed heart of Eldermere, a chilling wind brushed past them—subtle, yet cold enough to raise the hairs on their skin. The kind of cold that wasn’t born of weather, but of something unseen waiting to be unleashed.

The sign above the door creaked on its rusted hinges, swinging with every breath of wind. It bore the faded image of a sprig of rosemary and the words “The Hearthlight Rest.”

The building itself was quaint, but not in the charming sense—it was still. The air felt heavy here, as though the wood had absorbed generations of sorrow and silence. Even the flickering lanterns on the porch glowed dimmer than they should have.

Inside, a fire crackled in the hearth, but the warmth was hollow—superficial, as if struggling to dispel something colder than the night itself. 

The innkeeper stood behind the counter, a stout middle-aged woman with ash-gray hair knotted tightly in a bun. Her eyes, though polite, held the dull glaze of someone who hadn’t truly slept in weeks.

“You picked a bad time to visit, dears,” she muttered without preamble, pushing a brass key across the counter with fingers that trembled slightly.

Belle accepted it, studying her. “What do you mean by ‘bad time’?”

The woman sighed, her gaze drifting past them toward the front door, as if expecting someone to walk in. “Town’s been… off. More than usual.”

Kai leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “You mean the sick people? We saw them. Glassy-eyed, barely moving.”

The innkeeper nodded slowly. “Them, yes. But it’s more than just sickness. People have been missing. Not just the travelers, but locals too. Men. Women. Even a child last night. Just… gone. Doors still locked from the inside. No signs of struggle.”

Belle’s eyes narrowed. “Have the knights investigated?”

“There are no knights stationed here,” the woman replied, her voice lowering. Eldermere is not a big town, we can’t afford to have knights stationed here.” She hesitated, then added in a hush, “Some say the forest’s reclaiming us. Whispering to the weak ones. Calling them and devour them.”

Kai frowned. “Calling them? What, ghosts now?”

“Not ghosts,” the innkeeper said. “Something older. Something… waiting.” She blinked rapidly, as if realizing she had said too much. Then she offered a brittle smile. “Your room’s upstairs, second door on the right.”

Belle and Kai exchanged a glance but said nothing.

Later that evening, the inn’s common hall was quiet—perhaps too quiet. 

The scent of stew lingered in the air, but only two other guests sat at distant tables, hunched and whispering, never making eye contact. The fire still burned, but now it hissed more than crackled, like it too was on edge. 

Belle and Kai sat at a corner table beneath a wooden beam adorned with dried herbs. Their plates sat mostly untouched, the food forgotten in the face of growing unease.

“I’ve been thinking,” Kai said quietly, prodding at his stew with a spoon. “Back in Dawnstead, when the artifact went nuts, the mana went berserk. The monsters howled like they were possessed. It was chaos.”

Belle nodded slowly, methodically. “But this… this is different. It’s not chaos. I think it’s intentional. Something’s hiding in the silence.”

He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Like it doesn’t want to be found. Or worse—like it’s waiting for someone to come to it.”

Belle closed her eyes for a moment, reaching out with her senses again. “The mana here is… tainted. But faint. It’s like a residue. A ripple, not a wave. Whatever’s causing it, it’s masking itself. Deliberately.”

Kai exhaled. “So no artifact, no outburst… just people fading out of existence one by one.” He shook his head. “This is definitely weird. Are you sure it’s the same Mana Overload?”

Belle didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Because they both felt it, the tension in the air. Something strange was definitely happening in this town.

End of Chapter 81

            


Chapter 82: A Tangle of Shadows and Sparks


                Sometime past midnight, when the inn had gone still and the fire was nothing but glowing embers, Belle jolted awake in her bed. A chill had settled in the room, seeping into her bones despite the thick blanket around her. 

The world outside was silent. Even the wind had stopped.

Then she felt it. 

A pulse. Faint, cold and alien. 

It wasn’t mana. It was like a whisper beneath her thoughts, brushing the edge of awareness. 

She rose soundlessly and moved to the window. The glass fogged slightly as she breathed, but through it, she saw a lone figure walking through the empty street, headed toward the town gate. It was wearing a long cloak. Bare feet. Its movements were sluggish and almost unnatural.

Belle’s eyes narrowed. She unlatched the window and slipped out with practiced ease, landing in a crouch. Her boots made no sound against the damp earth. The figure didn’t look back and kept moving forward. 

Belle followed, melting into the darkness, weaving between shadows as the figure drifted toward the treeline beyond the town.

Then—

“You know,” a dry voice whispered behind her, “if you’re gonna leap out of windows in the middle of the night, a little heads-up would be nice.”

Belle turned, unsurprised to find Kai. He was still in his black sleep shirt and pants, katana strapped haphazardly to his waist, hair tousled and eyes groggy.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” she said simply.

“You didn’t. The creaking window did.” He sighed, walking up beside her. “Next time, just say ‘Hey Kai, something creepy is happening and I’m about to do something reckless.’ Saves time.”

“Troubles and recklessness are your forte.” Belle shot back at him.

Together, they slipped into the woods, the moonlight above casting dappled silver across the undergrowth. 

The figure ahead moved deeper and deeper, finally stopping in a narrow clearing ringed with dead trees, their bark blackened and scarred. Then the moon broke through the clouds fully and they saw her.

The innkeeper.

Standing perfectly still in the clearing, arms slack, head slightly tilted upward. Her eyes were open but unfocused. Her face was blank and emotionless.

Belle’s pulse quickened. “That’s not sleepwalking.”

Kai swallowed. “No. She looks like she’s being controlled.”

They crouched low behind a thick root and watched in silence. The innkeeper didn’t move. She didn’t blink. She was just standing there. 

Belle’s silver eyes suddenly widened.

INCOMING.

Time seemed to slow. 

A ripple of dread passed through the air—like a whisper too quiet to hear, but loud enough for every instinct to scream in alarm. Belle’s aura surged reflexively, silver-blue light exploding from her skin as lightning licked along her limbs in jagged arcs. 

In a single breathless motion, she moved.

FWOOOSH!

She launched forward like a thunderbolt loosed from the heavens, her body a silver-blue streak across the moonlit clearing. Her shoulder collided with the innkeeper’s midsection, forcing them both out of harm’s way as a blade of compressed air sliced the space they’d just occupied.

SHHHHHHK!

The rift hissed through reality itself, bending the world like heat over stone. The cut remained for a heartbeat longer than natural—like the universe itself was struggling to seal the wound before it shimmered and vanished.

They crashed into the underbrush. Belle tucked and rolled, curling her body around the unconscious innkeeper to absorb the impact. Her back slammed into the dirt, dry leaves exploding upward in a halo of dust and shadow.

She exhaled sharply. “Too close. That wasn’t a warning shot…”

“BELLE!”

A voice—hot and sharp like a blade drawn from a forge. Kai erupted from the treeline in a flash of red. 

His coat billowed behind him as he soared through the air, katana unsheathing in a brilliant arc of flame. His aura burst outward in a radiant surge—pure fire and fury dancing in the moonlight.

The clearing lit up. Red flames flared around him like wings. He landed between Belle and the threat with the confidence of a seasoned warrior, his katana raised. 

The ground cracked beneath his feet from the force of the landing. His eyes locked forward. And from the gloom beyond the trees… something stepped out.

A figure emerged from the shadows. 

It was tall. Lanky. Unnaturally thin. Its arms hung just a bit too low. Its body was encased in leathery armor-like tissue, wrapped in layered strips like living bandages. The monster’s flesh shimmered with a dark, sickly sheen, pulsing in rhythm with its unnatural breath.

And its face… there was none.

No eyes. No nose. Just a smooth surface like sculpted obsidian, blank and unmoving. 

A faint ripple spread across its head as it tilted—a twitchy, jerking motion, as though trying to understand them by feel alone.

Kai exhaled, flames flickering along the edge of his blade. 

“Guess introductions are off the table,” he muttered. “Fine by me.”

Then the monster moved.

BOOM!

A blur. Silent and sudden. It lunged forward with impossible speed—one moment it was standing still, the next mid-air with claws stretched out like a spear. 

Kai reacted instantly.

CLANG!

His katana caught the strike, the collision rippling outward in a shockwave that blasted fallen leaves from the ground in every direction. Kai’s boots dug into the soil, his aura flaring like a burst dam as he held the monster at bay.

“Fast,” he grunted, muscles tensing. “Too fast.”

The monster pressed in, its claws vibrating against his blade like teeth gnashing. It slashed again. This time upward. But Kai twisted just in time, the strike grazing his cheek. Blood beaded, sizzled on his aura, and evaporated in the heat.

“Belle!” he barked. “Get her out of here!”

Belle was already moving. She dragged the unconscious woman behind the largest tree nearby, laying her down with care.

“She’s unconscious… but still breathing,” she murmured. “Whatever was controlling her—it’s broken now.”

Kai didn’t answer. He couldn’t. His focus was fully on the threat before him.

The battle was a blur. His katana danced with purpose, arcs of flame trailing each movement as he wove between strikes. 

The monster fought like a thing that had never known pain—its movements were erratic, limbs bending at angles that defied anatomy.

But something was wrong. 

Belle’s eyes narrowed as she watched Kai from behind the cover. His fire—normally fierce and unyielding—was flickering. His aura wavered like a candle caught in a storm. Every clash with the monster dimmed the flames slightly more.

It wasn’t from mana exhaustion. It was something different.

What is this thing?

Belle sprinted out from behind the tree. Crackling lightning surged along her boot, charging her every step. She accelerated mid-stride, her body becoming a blur—then she pivoted, twisting in mid-air.

WHAAAAAM!

Her foot struck the monster’s side like a cannonball, a blast of electricity erupting on contact. The monster was launched, smashing through four trees in a row before skidding to a stop across the forest floor.

Kai lowered his katana and gave her a sideways glance. “You could’ve done that sooner.”

Belle smirked. “Wouldn’t want to interrupt your introductions.”

But before the banter could continue, Belle’s gaze snapped upward. Her eyes shimmered with silver light. 

“…Wait. Something’s coming.”

It was faint—a shift in air pressure, a pulse of lightning on the horizon. 

The monster stirred, its limbs twitching as it attempted to rise. Then its head snapped up too. And from the sky—

CRAAAACK!

A bolt descended. 

A streak of motion tore through the treetops with a comet of purple and silver light. A figure dove down like a thunderclap, twin daggers glowing with arcs of pure electricity. 

The monster raised its claws to block.

CLANG! BOOM!

The impact lit up the clearing like a lightning storm. Sparks exploded across the forest floor as the new combatant struck, blades crackling violently against the monster’s defenses. The shockwave tore bark from trees. The ground split under their feet. 

The attacker flipped backward with fluid motion, landing in a crouch a few meters away. Her eyes gleamed.

A girl—no, a warrior in disguise. 

She wore a black-and-blue maid outfit with white frills on it. Her light brown hair fell in sleek, stylized braids. Ears—furry and feline—twitched atop her head, and a matching tail flicked behind her, agitated by the thrill of combat. Her electric blue eyes shimmered like neon blades.

Kai stared. “A maid…? Seriously?”

The girl didn’t respond. She moved.

ZAP! CLASH!

She vanished and reappeared mid-air, spinning as her twin daggers raked across the monster’s limbs. Her speed was beyond comprehension. 

To the naked eye, it looked like she was blinking between positions—teleporting and dancing with lightning.

SLASH. ZZZT. SPARK!

Every strike was deliberate. She was a storm given form, weaving between the monster’s claws, sliding under its attacks, flipping off its shoulders, and rebounding from trees with graceful momentum.

Kai watched, eyes narrowing. “Her speed… It's unreal. It’s almost like watching another Belle.”

The monster shrieked and slammed both hands downward in desperation. 

The girl didn’t flinch. She jumped onto the descending limbs, used the force to launch herself upward, flipped mid-air, and drove both electrified daggers deep into the monster’s spine.

BOOOOOOM!!

A thunderous eruption of lightning consumed the monster. Tendrils of purple energy spiraled outward, snapping across branches and splitting the earth. 

The monster convulsed, smoke pouring from its body. Its flesh cracked, light pouring from within and exploded into ash, disintegrating into the night air like a star gone nova. 

Silence returned to the forest. Steam hissed from the scorched ground. Cinders floated through the air like dying fireflies.

The girl stood amidst the settling dust and fading sparks, her twin daggers still humming with residual energy. She exhaled slowly, her chest rising and falling in a controlled rhythm. Without a word, she flicked the blades clean with a practiced twist of her wrists—two neat arcs of blood mist slicing through the air—before sliding them back into the concealed straps beneath the hem of her maid uniform. 

Then, slowly and deliberately, she turned her gaze toward Belle and Kai. 

For a long second, no one moved. The forest, just moments ago alive with chaos, had gone utterly silent. Only the distant hoot of an owl and the occasional rustle of leaves reminded them they were still grounded in reality.

Finally, the girl broke the stillness. Her voice was soft but carried easily in the quiet. 

“You two alright?”

Kai’s grip loosened on the hilt of his katana. He hesitated a moment before sheathing it, the metal sliding into the scabbard with a clean, satisfying click. His eyes narrowed, still assessing the situation. 

“We’re fine,” he said. “Who the hell are you?”

The girl tilted her head slightly, one ear twitching in response—feline, instinctive. A playful glint lit her eyes as the corners of her lips tugged upward in a half-smile. Two canines were visible from her smile.

“I’m the one cleaning up your messes, obviously,” she replied, her tone airy, bordering on smug. “Kira Lynx. B-Rank adventurer. Part-time maid. All-around badass.”

Kai blinked, thrown off. “You’re serious?”

“Completely, dude.” She reached into a hidden pocket beneath her skirt and pulled out a worn leather badge embroidered with a silver ‘B’. She held it up with a flick of her wrist. “Proof enough?”

“I was talking about the maid part.”

Kira looked genuinely surprised, blinking at him. “Oh. Yeah, that too. I help out in a cafe sometimes. Pays better than you'd think. Plus, free pastries.”

“…Right.”

Belle took a cautious step forward, her posture guarded but not hostile. Her silver eyes scanned Kira with quiet scrutiny, noting the relaxed poise, the calculated confidence. 

This girl wasn’t just some rogue fighter. She was trained and experienced.

“You’re not from Eldermere, are you?” Belle asked, her voice measured.

Kira shrugged. “Nope. I was tracking the monster from earlier. Then I saw you two about to be minced meat, so I stepped in.”

Kai scoffed. “We were not about to be minced—”

Belle cut him off with a gentle nudge to the ribs.

Kai grunted and muttered under his breath, “…We had it under control.”

Belle refocused on Kira. “That monster… do you know what it was?”

Kira’s expression turned a shade more serious. She nodded slowly. “A failed experiment. That’s what I was told. Said it escaped from a collapsed lab in the Eastern Wastes. Artificial and dangerous. They also said it’s not supposed to be functional.”

“Artificial?” Kai repeated, brows furrowing.

Kira rolled her eyes. “It means man-made, dude.”

“I know what it means,” Kai said, flustered. “And stop calling me ‘dude’. My name’s Kai and she’s Belle.”

Kira tilted her head again, smirk deepening. “Alright, alright. Chill, Kai.” She gave a pointed look at Belle. “And that makes you Belle?”

Belle nodded.

“I just literally told you her name, genius.” Kai added.

Kira’s eyes lingered on her for a second too long. “So your master’s name is Belle, huh?”

Kai’s hand dropped instinctively to his katana. “Hey—”

“Easy,” Belle said, placing a hand on his arm. “We’ve got other priorities right now.”

They led her to the tree’s edge, where the unconscious innkeeper lay nestled in a bed of roots and moss. Her breathing was steady now, but she looked pale—like something vital had been drained from her.

“I’ll carry her,” Kai said quietly. 

He knelt down, and with surprising gentleness, hoisted the woman onto his back.

As they made their way back through the forest, the moon began to duck behind a thick blanket of clouds again. The sudden dark felt heavier than before.

“Told you,” Belle whispered near Kai’s ear. “You do look like a puppy.”

“Shut up,” he grumbled. “And she doesn’t leave a good first impression.”

End of Chapter 82

            


Chapter 83: Missing Trail


                Back at the inn, the dim lantern light flickered across the wooden walls. The inn had gone deathly quiet. Not a soul stirred. Even the hearth had burned down to soft embers. 

The innkeeper now lay tucked into one of the spare guest rooms, resting. Her complexion had improved slightly, but she had yet to wake up.

Belle, Kai, and Kira gathered in Belle’s room on the second floor, the only one with light still burning. 

Kai leaned against the wall, his arms crossed, his eyes flicking warily between the two girls. Kira perched cross-legged at the edge of Belle’s bed, her maid uniform smudged with ash and blood from the battle, but she wore it like a badge of honor. Belle sat on a nearby chair, her hands folded neatly in her lap, watching the newcomer closely.

Kira broke the silence first, stretching with a quiet groan. 

“Soooo. Question time. What were you two doing wandering around the woods in the middle of the night? Looking for fairy lights or ghost stories? And what about the woman that we just brought back?”

Kai let out a dry laugh and stepped forward. 

“Wish it was that simple. The woman we brought back—she’s local and the owner of this inn. We’ve been investigating disappearances in this town. People have been wandering into the woods and most of them don’t come back.”

Belle nodded, picking up where he left off. “We think she was being controlled. Something lured her out there.”

Kira’s teasing grin faded, her gaze sharpening. “Possession?”

“Possibly,” Belle said. “But not the traditional kind. Something’s messing with the mana here.”

Kai added, “We’ve been calling it Mana Overload. The ambient flow is unstable and erratic. Most people can’t sense it—but Belle can. It happened in Dawnstead once, the scholars gave it that name. It made the monsters aggressive and abnormal.”

Kira looked thoughtful. “I didn’t notice anything like that. Sure, it felt a little off, but nothing that screamed ‘dangerous’.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “It’s subtle. Hidden. Like it’s… being masked intentionally.”

Kira frowned. “That’s weird. If it’s being suppressed, that means someone doesn’t want it to be noticed.”

Belle leaned in. “That monster from earlier. You called it artificial. What was it?”

“My mission was to locate and eliminate a rogue construct,” Kira replied. “A result of a failed mana-based augmentation project. That’s what I was told. They thought it died in the collapse of a remote lab out east—but signs pointed here. So I followed the trail here and found it.”

Kai rubbed his chin. “You said it was from Eastern Wastes, right? That’s a long way from here. Why would it come here?”

“No idea,” Kira said. “But based on the battle earlier, it wasn’t brainless. It had purpose. It fought like it knew what it wanted.”

“It was targeting the woman,” Belle said quietly. “Not us. Not the town. Her specifically.”

Kira blinked. “So you think she’s connected?”

“I think it’s more than coincidence.”

Kai added, “But what would an innkeeper from a quiet town have to do with an artificial creature from a lost lab?”

Kira was quiet for a long moment. 

Then she spoke, “I don’t know. But if this whatever Mana Overload thing is part of this, and if it’s not just affecting monsters as what you said… this could be bigger than any of us thought.”

Kai folded his arms. “Do you think that monster was drawn here by the unstable mana? We’ve seen this before. Monsters of different species gathered at the same place, drawn by the overloaded mana. It took everyone working together to contain it.”

“Belle handled the worst of it herself,” he added under his breath.

Belle looked away, but didn’t correct him.

“There’s a mine near the edge of town,” she said. “Locals said it started with the miners. They came back from their shift dizzy, then collapsed. They’ve been comatose ever since.”

Kira’s ears twitched. “That’s our next stop then.”

Kai raised a brow. “So what, you’re sticking around?”

She gave a wide, toothy grin. “Meow yeah. You think I’d miss out on this? Creepy monsters, ancient labs, unstable mana anomalies? Count me in.”

Belle tilted her head. “So this is fun for you?”

Kira winked. “What can I say? I get bored easily.”

Kai muttered, “Great. She is another weird one.”

She hopped off the bed, cracking her knuckles. “Well, I’m staying. Eldermere’s crawling with secrets, and I want a front-row seat.”

Belle nodded slowly, a storm started to brew behind her calm gaze. 

“Then we wait for the innkeeper to wake up. She might hold some answers.”

As if the divine heard her request, a soft knock echoed through the wooden door of the room. The sound barely audible over the quiet crackle of the fireplace. 

Kai, who had been leaning against the wall near the window, turned at the sound. His fingers instinctively brushed the hilt of his katana as he approached the door. Despite the calm, his posture never quite relaxed.

He opened it slowly. A small girl with messy auburn hair and a sprinkle of freckles across her cheeks peeked in. Her apron was a little too big for her, tied unevenly around her waist, and her small hands clutched the fabric nervously. She couldn’t have been older than ten.

“Um…” she began, her voice so soft it was nearly swallowed by the hallway draft. “The innkeeper… She's awake now.”

Kai blinked, surprised for a moment, then offered a rare, gentle smile—one that didn’t quite reach his eyes, but was genuine enough to make the girl’s shoulders loosen slightly. 

“Thanks, kid. You did good.”

The girl gave a tiny nod, then scampered off, disappearing down the corridor like a startled rabbit.

Belle stood from the chair, brushing invisible dust from her skirt. “Let’s go.”

They moved through the inn in silence. The hallway groaned under their footsteps, the wood tired and worn with age. 

As they descended the creaky staircase, the warm amber glow of the sconces on the walls flickered faintly. The inn itself was quiet. Even the hearth downstairs burned low, its embers crackling softly, as if trying not to disturb the uneasy hush.

Belle couldn’t shake the feeling that the forest hadn’t fully let go of them—that the presence they’d encountered still clung to the walls like smoke.

The side room where the innkeeper rested smelled faintly of herbal balm and boiled linen. A small oil lamp flickered on the bedside table, its glow illuminating the contours of the innkeeper’s face. 

She looked pale, fragile even, as though she had weathered a storm within her soul rather than her body. A damp cloth rested on her forehead, and her hands lay folded gently atop the blanket. Her eyes fluttered open at the sound of their approach.

Belle crouched beside the bed, her voice was low and calm. “Can you hear me?”

The innkeeper’s gaze slowly focused, like a lens adjusting. She nodded faintly.

“Do you remember anything that happened earlier?” Belle’s tone was patient, but her eyes were sharp and watchful.

There was a pause. 

The woman’s brows furrowed. “I… I remember cleaning. Dishes, I think. The kitchen was quiet. Then…” Her eyes darted around the room, searching. “Everything started spinning. My legs gave out, and it felt like something… pulled at me.”

Kai stepped closer, his voice edged with curiosity. “Did you hear anything? A voice? Whispering? Anything unusual?”

The woman shook her head slowly. “No, I didn’t hear anything unusual.”

Kira leaned in, her ears twitched. “Anything that you can share with us?”

The innkeeper paused for a few seconds, then she continued. “I felt a… presence. Like I wasn’t alone.” Her voice trembled. “Then nothing. Just darkness.”

Kai’s eyes narrowed. “What about earlier in the day? Any visitors? Travelers who seemed off?”

She blinked, considering. “A few merchants stopped for lunch. A bard passed through, played a tune or two. But nothing strange. It was… an ordinary day.”

“Until it wasn’t,” Belle murmured.

The innkeeper glanced at her. “What happened to me? Was I cursed like the others?”

Belle reached out and gently placed a hand over hers. “You’re safe now. Just rest. Whatever it was, it’s passed.”

The woman nodded weakly, her breathing beginning to steady as she sank back into the pillows. 

Kai exchanged a look with Belle as they exited the room, shutting the door softly behind them.

Back upstairs in Belle’s room, the atmosphere was less somber but still heavy with questions. 

Kai paced slowly, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, that was a dead end.”

Belle leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “Whatever compelled her to walk into the woods didn’t leave a mark. No traces. No lingering magic. Just… emptiness.”

“That’s what bothers me,” Kai muttered. “It didn’t want to be known.”

He paused for a few seconds, then continued. “Well, there’s no point in thinking too much if we can’t get any answer out of it. Let’s just rest for the night and continue at sunrise.”

As Belle prepared to settle in, Kira suddenly flopped backward onto the bed like a fallen log, arms sprawled and a satisfied groan escaping her lips.

Kai blinked. “You’re seriously just gonna steal her bed?”

Kira gave a dramatic yawn, eyes closed, her tail flicking lazily. “Too tired. Too broke. Besides…” She rolled slightly toward Belle. “She smells like lavender. It’s relaxing.”

Belle blinked, half caught between confusion and flattery. “That’s oddly specific.”

Kai arched an eyebrow. “You’re a B-Rank. How are you broke?”

Kira threw one arm over her face. “Being strong doesn’t pay the bills if you spend all your coin on snacks, travel, and enchanted hairbrushes.”

Belle deadpanned. “You spent your bounty money on a hairbrush?”

Kira’s voice was muffled under her sleeve. “It glows. And sings. I regret nothing.”

Kai sighed and walked out toward the guest room next door. “I’m not dealing with this tonight.”

Belle shook her head, crawled into the bed cautiously beside Kira, careful to keep her distance. But sleep came quickly—fatigue laced in every breath they took.

The Next Morning

A soft glow bled through the curtains, and warm sunlight filtered into the room, catching dust motes that floated lazily in the golden haze. 

Belle stirred first, her eyes fluttering open. She yawned, stretched, and rolled onto her side—only to freeze.

There, nestled under the blanket like a content kitten, was Kira.

The catkin girl had migrated during the night, her body curled against Belle’s side. One arm was draped over Belle’s waist, her face snuggled close to Belle’s shoulder. Her light brown ears twitched occasionally, and her long tail was wrapped around her own thigh like a security blanket.

“…Kira?” Belle said flatly.

No response.

She poked her cheek. “Get up. You’re heavy.”

Kira grumbled, eyes still closed. “Mmm… Moonberry… scones… tarts… too many… my tummy’s gonna explode…”

Belle blinked in disbelief. “She’s dreaming about dessert?”

A long string of drool escaped Kira’s mouth, followed by a soft purring sound as she nuzzled deeper into the blanket. 

Belle, completely deadpan, slowly pried herself away and slid off the bed, adjusting her jacket and muttering under her breath, “This is becoming a pattern.”

Downstairs, the scent of toasted bread, herbs, and fresh butter filled the inn’s common hall. The soft clinking of dishes and the quiet murmur of early guests filled the space with peaceful morning life. 

Kai sat near the window, already halfway through a plate of roasted vegetables and eggs. He didn’t look up as Belle approached, but spoke between bites.

“You’re late.”

Belle sat across from him, running a hand through her hair. “I was pinned down. By a cat. Who dreams about pastries.”

Kai smirked. “I bet she drooled on you.”

“She did. She owes me new clothes.”

They ate in comfortable silence for a moment, the atmosphere almost normal—until Belle’s tone shifted.

“We need to check that mine today.”

Kai’s eyes met hers. Serious again. “Yeah. First the miners. Now the innkeeper. Same symptoms. Same blank memory.”

Belle lowered her voice. “If it’s the source of the Mana Overload, we’re already behind. There could be more people affected already.”

Kai leaned back. “And if the mine’s just the surface of something worse?”

Belle looked out the window at the distant hills. “Then we find out what’s buried underneath.”

Kai’s gaze lingered on her with curiosity. “You always this involved with stranger’s problems?”

Belle’s eyes didn’t move from the window. “I made a promise.”

“What kind of promise?”

She finally glanced at him, but her voice stayed soft. “A personal one.”

Kai didn’t press further. 

The sunlight began to spill across the table, the clink of cutlery filling the space as the quiet town of Eldermere stirred awake.

THUMP!

Followed by a loud, groggy voice from upstairs. “Ow… my tail…”

Kai exhaled slowly. “She’s awake.”

Belle gave a small smile. “And I bet she’s hungry.”

End of Chapter 83

            


Chapter 84: The Missing Miner


                The morning sun had fully claimed the sky. 

By the time Kira finally stumbled down the stairs, her light brown hair was a tangled mess, one sock half-on and a pillow line etched into her cheek. The scent of roasted potatoes and spiced eggs wafted from the inn’s kitchen, curling around her nose like a beckoning spell.

She yawned loudly, scratching her head, and flopped into the empty chair beside Belle like a cat returning to its perch. Without hesitation, she reached across the table and plucked a piece of roasted carrot from Kai’s plate, popping it into her mouth with a satisfied hum.

Kai stared at her, his brow twitching. “Get your own food.”

Kira, completely unfazed, winked. “Sharing is caring. Especially among teammates.”

“You’re not a teammate,” Kai said flatly. “You’re a liability in maid uniform.”

Belle didn’t look up from her tea. She sat straight-backed, sipping quietly, her expression unreadable as always. 

“Can we save the banter until after we descend into the likely death trap?”

Kira grinned, stretching with a content sigh. “Aw, Belle. You're so chipper in the morning.”

“I’m not chipper. I’m practical,” Belle said, placing her empty cup down with a soft clink. “And I’d like to return to this table alive.”

“Same,” Kai muttered, already strapping his katana to his waist with precise, practiced movements.

Kira finally began strapping her twin daggers to her thighs, her motions lazy but efficient. She gave one last exaggerated stretch, then stood. 

“Well, team,” she said, throwing her arms dramatically into the air, “onward! Into the cursed hole we go!”

A nearby patron choked on their drink. Another subtly edged their chair away.

Belle sighed. “Could you not announce it like that?”

But the humor faded quickly as the trio stepped out of the inn. 

The cobblestones, once lively with chatter and clinking boots, now echoed with silence. Market stalls were open, but the merchants wore grim faces. No one shouted deals. No one laughed. Windows were shuttered. Doors were locked. 

There was an invisible weight pressing down on the town. A hush. A tension that coiled like a snake ready to strike.

They passed a blacksmith hammering a half-finished horseshoe. He paused mid-swing as they approached, soot clinging to his cheeks like war paint.

“You three…” His voice was gravelly and low. “You’re heading toward the mine?”

Belle nodded. “Yes, we are. Why?”

The blacksmith looked past them, to the hills where the mine entrance lay hidden in the ridge. His eyes darkened.

“Be careful,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “Miners stopped coming back two days ago. The ones who did… weren’t right.”

Belle’s gaze sharpened. “What do you mean?”

The man swallowed, rubbing the back of his neck. “They stared through people. Didn’t speak. Their eyes were… empty. Like they left something behind in the dark. Or something took it from them.”

A chill passed through the group. Even Kira, who’d been smirking moments ago, quieted.

Kai gave the man a respectful nod. “Thanks for the warning.”

As they continued, the silence seemed to deepen. 

They passed the outer farms next, where the fields were in disarray. Crops wilted despite the season, their stalks drooping as though too tired to stand. Fences were broken. Crows perched atop them, unmoving and watchful.

Kai narrowed his eyes. “There’s no mana in the soil. It’s been drained.”

“You think it’s connected to the mine?” Kira asked.

“Possibly,” he said. “Mana doesn’t just vanish. Something’s feeding off it.”

A wind swept through the valley—not warm, not cold. It carried the faint scent of sulfur and wet stone, mingling with the earthy rot of the dying crops.

The grass thinned out as they climbed the ridge. The soil turned dark and brittle beneath their boots, like ash that had never fully cooled. Jagged stones jutted out at odd angles, as if the earth had twisted unnaturally to expel something.

The mine's entrance appeared before them, carved into the hillside like the maw of a waiting beast. Rusted support beams groaned faintly in the wind, and old warning signs dangled from chains, their faded words barely legible.

Kira sniffed. “Smells like mold and regret here.”

Kai looked at her, his eye twitching. “What? You’re a dog now?”

Belle stepped forward, staring into the shadowed entrance. 

“It’s too quiet here.”

Kai squinted at the darkness. “We go in together. No one rushes ahead.”

Belle nodded slowly. “Agreed. And—” 

She raised her hand. A soft glow flickered to life, a contained flame hovering just above her palm. “The mana here… it’s unstable. Residual traces of an overload. Faint but present.”

“Again?” Kira’s expression turned grim. “Who came up with this name?”

“That’s how the scholars from the academy call it.”

“Those guys? They are a bunch of weirdos.”

Kai unsheathed his katana with a smooth, metallic whisper. The blade caught Belle’s flame, gleaming red. “Let’s not waste time.”

They stepped into the mine. The light from the entrance died behind them as they wandered deeper. It wasn’t just darkness—it was a complete absence. As though the mine swallowed not only light, but sound and warmth too.

Belle’s flame lightened up the eerily dark tunnel. The stone glistened with moisture, but veins of faintly glowing mineral ran through it—blue, green, and sickly violet—pulsing in slow rhythm, like the cavern had a heartbeat of its own.

Kira’s ears twitched. “I don’t like this place at all.”

Belle nodded. “The mana’s being drawn inward. It’s concentrating somewhere below.”

“The rock’s absorbing it,” Kai added, running his hand along the wall. “That’s how Glimshard forms—mana saturation over time.”

They walked deeper, the path twisting like the roots of an ancient tree. Collapsed passages lined the edges, some still smoldering faintly as if scorched by magic. Others led to alcoves filled with shattered tools and empty crates. 

They passed a cracked lantern, still hanging on its hook, swaying with no breeze. Then they found it. A broken pickaxe, splintered into the rock. A splash of blood stained the stone. The wall beside it was scorched and melted, even—as if it had been struck by a spell.

Kai crouched, inspecting the scene. “Two sets of footprints. One ran back toward the entrance. Probably the one that the blacksmith mentioned earlier. But the other… stopped here.”

“Stopped?” Kira asked.

“It means the other didn’t escape.”

Kira crouched and took a closer look at the pickaxe. “What happened to the one that didn’t?”

Belle's expression suddenly darkened, her eyes focusing at the front. 

“We’re about to find out.”

A man—no… a remnant of one. His frame stumbled into the flickering light cast by Belle’s flame. His spine bent in jagged angles, like his very bones forgot how to stand. Tattered mining overalls clung to his emaciated body in ragged strips, stained with dust, oil, and something darker. His skin, once bronzed from labor beneath the sun, had turned sickly and grey-black, like burnt parchment stretched too thin.

His mouth hung slightly open, lips split and dark with dried blood. A low rattling sound escaped his throat—not breath, not voice. Just… a vibration. But it was his eyes that made the air grow colder. 

They were murky, clouded and hollow. 

There was nothing behind them. No fear. No pain. No recognition. 

Just an endless vacancy.

Kira inhaled sharply, her stance tightening. “Gods,” she murmured, hand instinctively going to her daggers. “What the meow is that…”

Belle took a slow step forward, staring directly into the thing’s dead gaze. 

“He’s dead,” she said flatly.

Kira blinked. “What?”

“There’s no aura. Not even residual presence.” Her tone turned clinical, like she was diagnosing a cadaver. “Whatever this thing is, it’s not alive. It’s a walking corpse.”

“Great, there's a zombie now.” Kai muttered.

The miner’s head snapped toward Belle at the sound of her voice. With a grinding twist of his neck, his entire body followed. 

Then, without warning—he lunged.

“Get back!” Kai barked.

Steel sang. He moved like a flash of heat, placing himself squarely between the girls and the advancing miner. The miner’s first strike was unrefined—a massive overhead slam, a jagged shard of stone clenched like a weapon in one ruined hand. 

It crashed against Kai’s katana with a thunderous clang, the shockwave rippling down his arms and into the earth.

Kai’s boots skidded back several meters. His teeth clenched. “Damn,” he hissed. “He’s strong!”

“Don’t kill him!” Kira shouted uncertainly.

“He’s already dead!” Kai snapped back, his muscles coiled and burning.

The miner staggered and immediately swung again, this time a wide, wild arc. Kai barely dodged, blade intercepting at an angle to absorb the force. The sound was awful—bone and steel meeting in violent discord. Sparks flew. 

But the miner didn’t slow down.

Belle stood motionless, her eyes locked on the miner, analyzing him. “He’s not using mana. No elemental flow. But his body—” Her voice dropped. “It’s like being forced.”

“Possessed?” Kira asked, flanking to the side.

Belle shook her head. “No. This isn’t possession. Possession still leaves traces—energy links. But I don’t see that link here.”

The miner let out a low, inhuman snarl, then slammed both fists into the tunnel wall. Dust and stone exploded outward. Cracks snaked along the walls like lightning bolts. 

He roared—no words. Just rage.

Kai stood firm, arms trembling from the last impact. “Belle. Kira. Move back. Now.”

“But—” Kira startled.

“Now!”

Belle and Kira took several steps back, boots crunching on loose gravel, but their eyes remained locked on the enemy. 

The miner lunged again—faster this time. More erratic. Limbs jerking with unnatural force, like a marionette yanked by invisible strings. He moved as if pain didn’t matter. Like broken bones didn’t register.

Kai blocked another blow—but this time, the miner twisted mid-swing, his shoulder dislocating with a sickening pop. The arm wrapped around Kai’s defense unnaturally, aiming to strike him from behind.

Kai’s eyes widened. “His joints—they’re not functioning normally! They’re dislocated on purpose!”

Kira growled. “That’s it—my turn.”

“Wait,” Belle said, kneeling and slamming her palm to the ground. A pulse of energy shimmered out across the stones. Threads of flame-like mana spiderwebbed outward, searching.

“Kai,” Belle said calmly, eyes glowing. “I need ten seconds. Can you hold him?”

Kai’s arms were already trembling. “Give me five.”

The miner came again—this time spinning into a low sweep aimed at Kai’s knees. He jumped back, boots scraping stone, and brought his katana up just in time to parry a brutal follow-up punch aimed for his temple. The force sent him staggering.

Kira darted in—a blur of motion—and sliced a precise arc across the miner’s ankle. She didn't try to sever, just enough to stagger.

It worked, but briefly. 

The miner faltered. His leg buckled slightly… but he didn’t scream. He didn’t react. His head turned—jerking, twitching—to face her. The gaze was still hollow. 

And then it lunged at her.

Belle’s voice cut through the tension like a blade. “He’s not being controlled externally!”

Kira dodged, flipping backward. “What?!”

“There’s no energy trail. No sigil marks. No cursed tether. It’s not possession. It’s…” Her eyes widened. “It’s the body itself.”

“What the hell does that mean?!” Kai barked, catching the miner’s shoulder with the flat of his blade.

“It’s not being controlled. The body is moving on its own. Like something inside rewrote its purpose.”

“I don’t care what it is, if we let this thing roam any longer, the town might be in danger.” Kai growled, and with a flare of heat, his katana ignited. 

“I’m ending it.”

He charged. 

The miner met him head-on, swinging wide. Kai ducked low, flame trailing behind him like a comet. With a shout, he cleaved through the midsection in a fiery arc. 

The miner’s body froze. Then, it disintegrated, crumbling into black dust that scattered into the air like burnt paper, vanishing in the light of Belle’s flame.

Silence fell across the cavern. Only Kai’s ragged breathing filled the tunnel now. He lowered his katana, flames fading from the steel, sweat dripping from his brow. 

Kira sheathed her daggers with a click, sliding them back into the hidden straps beneath the hem of her maid uniform. “So… what now?”

Kai turned to Belle. “You said no external force. No magic. No possession. Then what the hell was that?”

Belle stood slowly. Her expression was grim. 

“That thing… was hollow. I’ve never seen a body move without aura, mana, or commands. Whatever animated it… it wasn’t something we’ve encountered before.”

Kira scowled. “So corpses just move now? On their own?”

“No,” Belle replied softly, eyes distant. “Not unless something changed the rules.”

End of Chapter 84

            


Chapter 85: Eldermere’s Desperation


                A hurried footsteps echoed through the mine. A voice rang out, raspy and desperate, echoing off the stone walls like a plea. 

“Is anyone there?! Gods—please, someone answer!”

The sound drew closer. Pebbles scattered under the rapid steps, and soon a figure burst into view—panting, sweat-streaked, and covered in the dust of the earth. 

He was a middle-aged man, maybe in his late forties, with a thick coat lined with faded fur clinging to his shoulders. His face was weathered from years underground, and a miner’s pick still hung loosely at his belt. His eyes widened the moment he saw them.

“You—by the gods, you’re not from Eldermere, are you?” he asked, halting a few meters short, his chest heaving.

Kai stepped forward, wiping soot from his cheek with a sleeve. “We’re not. Who wants to know?”

“I’m Halric. Overseer of the third shaft.” He placed a hand on his knee, trying to steady his breath. “You’re travelers, right? The ones who checked in at the inn last night?”

Belle gave a small nod. “We are.”

Relief flooded Halric’s face like a man being pulled from quicksand. “Adventurers. You’re adventurers, aren’t you?”

Kira stepped forward warily, one hand resting near her dagger. “We are. What’s going on?”

Halric straightened. “The elders. They’ve been praying for anyone from the guild to answer our request. I was told if I found you, I should bring you to them right away.” 

He paused, his voice turning softer and more personal. “Please… will you come with me? The town needs help.”

Belle exchanged a glance with Kai, then Kira. No words were needed—only nods. 

“Lead the way,” Belle said.

The streets of Eldermere were still quiet as they followed Halric, winding through narrow alleyways and uneven cobblestone paths. 

Kai walked next to Halric at the front while Belle and Kira followed from the back. Belle kept her senses sharp, eyes flicking toward dimly-lit windows and shuttered doors. The town felt like it was holding its breath.

“I went to the inn looking for you earlier,” Halric said, his voice breaking the silence as they walked. “The innkeeper said you’d gone toward the mine. When I heard that…” He shook his head. “I was scared out of my mind. I rushed there immediately and thank gods everyone was fine.”

Kai’s eyes focused on him. “Why? What’s really happening in the mine?”

Halric rubbed the back of his neck. “It started about six days ago. One of the older miners collapsed. We thought he was just overworked—it happens. So we sent him home to rest.”

“We didn’t suspect anything unusual,” Halric continued. “Then more followed later that day. A few here, a few there. It continued the next day too. We sent them home to rest. That’s where things started to get weird… those miners that were sent home, they wouldn’t wake up the next day. We tried everything. Medicine. Healing spells. Nothing worked.”

“No external injuries? Any reported symptoms before they got comatose?” Kira asked from behind.

“None,” Halric answered grimly. “And no warning signs either. Just… lights out. All of them complained of headaches and dizziness though.”

He stopped briefly to let a cart pass by—one drawn by an elderly man with tired eyes and a wary expression. Belle noticed how the villagers all kept indoors, save for a few wandering with silent, almost haunted stares.

“We thought maybe it was something in the mine,” Halric continued as they moved again. “We paused operations for a day, but that didn’t help. People who hadn’t stepped foot near the mine were affected too. We couldn’t pin it down.”

Kai narrowed his eyes. “So what changed?”

“Two days ago…” Halric’s pace slowed. “Two younger miners swore they saw someone, someone they didn’t recognize entering the mine late at night. Thought it might’ve been a thief or a drifter. So they went in after him.”

Belle’s brow creased. “And?”

“Only one came back.”

He turned to face them fully. The lines around his eyes had deepened. “The boy—Lenn—he came out screaming. Ran halfway back to town before collapsing in the street. When we reached him… his eyes were blank. Hollow. Like someone blew out the light inside him.”

Kira’s voice was quiet. “Is he…?”

“He’s alive. Technically. But he doesn’t speak. Doesn’t blink. He just… sits there. Like a shell.”

“Did you find out who’s the other guy that entered the mine?” Kai asked.

Halric paused for a second. “No, we didn’t.”

The group fell into a hush. The sound of their boots on the stone became the only noise for several moments. 

Halric’s story was aligned with what they had seen so far. Two sets of footprints in the mine, one escaped and one didn’t. The one that didn’t turned out to be a moving corpse and attacked them.

They knew Mana Overload could cause monsters to go aggressive and insane, but its effects on humans? That was still a question mark. 

Theoretically, instability in ambient mana could overwhelm those with low affinity—burning out nerves like a candle dropped in oil. Mild exposure caused nausea and migraines. Severe cases led to seizures and coma, even brain death. 

Yet none of that explained the blanked stare as if something had scooped out the consciousness behind them. And the body… dead flesh shouldn’t respond to mana. No spark, no latent energy. A corpse was just meat. 

But the way they’d moved… not reanimated, not puppeteered. Fluid. Like their muscles remembered life, but the minds commanding them were gone.

Eventually, Halric stopped in front of a broad, weather-worn stone building at the heart of Eldermere. 

Unlike the timber-framed homes sagging with age, this structure stood defiant—tall, squat, and sturdy, with thick slate shingles and a reinforced wooden door banded with iron. The lanterns outside had long since gone out, but the faint amber glow leaking from beneath the door hinted at life within.

He hesitated for a moment, eyes scanning the darkened sky before speaking. “This is our town hall,” Halric said quietly, as if the stone itself might listen. “Or… what passes for it nowadays.”

His voice had lost its miner’s rasp, replaced by something softer and wearier. Almost reverent. He stepped forward and pushed the door open with both hands. It creaked loudly, protesting the intrusion. 

Inside, the warmth of lantern light greeted them. The scent of burning pine mixed with old parchment and steel. At the far end, a stone hearth crackled with quiet fire, offering a gentle reprieve from the creeping cold outside. 

The chamber was simple but functional. Wooden beams lined the ceiling, and the walls bore faint carvings—runes of protection, Belle noted, though most were old and faded. 

At the center stood a broad table hewn from a single slab of dark cedar, its surface etched with time and covered in notes, worn maps, and wax-sealed scrolls.

Three figures turned as the group entered. 

The first was a broad-shouldered man in his sixties, with sun-darkened skin and hands like leather. He wore a faded leather vest over a tunic stained with soil and sweat. A straw hat rested beside him on the table.

“I’m Bram,” he said, giving a small nod. “Senior farmer. Keeper of the fields.”

Beside him stood a woman whose posture was upright with pride. Her steel-gray hair was pulled into a tidy braid that rested over one shoulder, and her eyes were piercing beneath a thick, woolen shawl. There were streaks of soot on her sleeves, and the scent of iron clung faintly to her.

“Catria,” she said. “Master of the forge. If it’s made in Eldermere, it passed through my hands.”

The last elder looked the oldest. A gaunt man with sunken cheeks and hollowed eyes, though a sharpness still lingered behind the weariness. Thin veins ran over his calloused hands, and a ceremonial mining hammer—worn, dulled, and etched with runes—was slung across his back.

“Torven,” he rasped. “I led the mine shafts before the dark took root.”

Kai stepped forward, nodding. “I’m Kai,” he said, then gestured to the girls behind him. “That’s Belle and Kira. We came from Dawnstead.”

Bram studied them for a long moment before speaking. “We won’t waste time with pleasantries. You’ve seen what’s happening in this town, haven’t you?”

Kai folded his arms across his chest. “The people falling into comas, disappearing? Yeah. We’ve seen it up close.”

Torven’s face twitched, the pain barely concealed. “Then you know how deep this rot has spread.”

Catria stepped forward, placing both hands on the cedar table. “Three nights ago, we sent a raven to the Adventurer’s Guild in Dawnstead. We were told help wouldn’t come for weeks, if it came at all.”

“But you arrived barely a day later,” Bram said, frowning. “You shouldn’t even be here yet. Not unless you flew. It would take at least four days to get here from Dawnstead.”

Kai rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “Well… we were actually on our way to Aurelia and just happened to—”

Belle, without looking, elbowed him sharply in the ribs.

“Ghk—! And we figured we’d help.” Kai finished, grimacing.

Kira smirked and leaned casually against a beam, arms crossed.

Torven stepped closer, his voice hushed. “Then maybe fate brought you here. Because we’re out of time.”

Catria pulled a weathered map toward them, marked with red pins and scribbled notes in trembling hands.

“It started small,” she said. “Minor headaches. Fatigue. Then they just… didn’t wake up.”

“We thought it was the flu,” Bram muttered. “Something seasonal. But it wasn’t. People started disappearing next. No blood. No signs of a struggle. Just gone.”

“No footprints,” Torven added. “Doors locked. Windows wide open. Like they vanished into thin air.”

Kira straightened. “You searched the town?”

“Every corner,” Bram replied. “Even the caves by the cliffs. Nothing.”

A long silence followed, broken only by the pop of firewood.

Torven’s voice cracked. “Two nights ago… my daughter, Linya, went missing too.”

Belle’s gaze sharpened.

“I tucked her in myself,” Torven whispered, his knuckles white. “She was humming that little lullaby I taught her. And in the morning… she was gone. Her bed still warm.”

Belle stepped forward. “No signs of forced entry?”

Torven shook his head slowly. “None. Like a ghost stole her away.”

Catria’s voice was steadier. “We heard what happened last night. You saved Hestia, didn’t you?”

Kai blinked. “Hestia? Last night? You mean the innkeeper? Yeah. She almost got dragged away.”

“She’s the only one to come back,” Bram said. “The others... they didn’t have that chance.”

“Hestia lost her husband to monsters years ago. Mace was the only family she had left.” Catria continued. “If you didn’t save her last night, Mace would have lost her only family.”

Kai blinked again. “Mace? The kid at the inn? That’s her child?”

“She’s adopted,” Catria added softly. “Hestia found the baby crying in the woods one winter night. She raised her like her own.”

Kai’s expression softened. “She’s a good kid.”

“We don’t have much left,” Bram said, stepping closer. There was a desperate sincerity in his eyes. “But we’ll pay whatever you ask. Just… find them and bring them back.”

“Wait—no,” Kai raised his hands. “We’re not asking for money. We’re here because something’s wrong. That’s all we need.”

Kira nodded. “We found a body in the mine. A moving corpse. It attacked us.”

Torven’s eyes widened. “A moving corpse?”

“No aura,” Belle said. “No external mana. Just brute force. The bones were broken, the body twisted—but it moved. Like a puppet.”

“Aura?” Torven frowned, the foreign word clumsy on his tongue. 

No elder’s tale, no peddler’s gossip had ever brought such a term to Eldoria’s mist-shrouded valleys. If the others heard it, they’d shrug—another nonsense syllable from the world beyond the mountains. But the way the stranger said it… like it was something alive.

“A corpse that walks without mana,” Catria murmured. “That’s not possible. That’s not illness or magic. That’s something else.”

“A curse,” Bram said grimly.

Kira stepped forward, her eyes narrowed. “How many are missing?”

“Seventeen,” Catria said softly. “Two of them are children. And more slipping every night.”

Belle’s eyes closed in thought. She could feel it now—like a thread pulled taut in the air. The ambient mana was faint but out of place. Muted and twisted.

“This isn’t just a curse,” she said. “It’s not the same Mana Overload case that we’d encountered before.” Her eyes opened, silver flashing. “I think this place is feeding something.”

Kai turned to her. “Feeding what?”

She stared at the flickering hearth, as though the fire might speak the answer. 

“That’s what we need to find out.”

End of Chapter 85

            


Chapter 86: Echoes in the Storm


                That night, Eldermere changed. 

It began quietly. The first drops of rain whispered against the rooftops, almost gentle, like the breath of something vast and ancient exhaling over the town. They fell with a rhythm that was too measured and deliberate, as if the storm itself was waiting for permission to begin.

Then, the sky split. A violent crack of thunder tore through the heavens, rattling the bones of Eldermere. 

Windows trembled. Doors groaned. The wind howled through narrow alleys and around crooked chimneys, shrieking like a chorus of unseen spirits. Rain hammered sideways, battering wooden shutters and overflowing the stone gutters within minutes. Lightning lit the clouds in brilliant flashes, painting silhouettes of twisted trees and sagging rooftops like ghosts caught in strobe light.

Inside The Hearthlight Rest, the inn creaked with every gust, its frame groaning as though the storm pressed down with intent. The hearth sputtered weakly in the corner, throwing fitful light across the common room. Flames licked at the damp logs, hissing as the moisture fought to hold them back. 

At a low table, Belle, Kai, and Kira huddled close. Three strangers in posture, but bound by what they’d seen during the day.

Belle’s silver hair clung to her cheeks, the ends still damp from their earlier return. Her sharp eyes reflected the firelight, half-lidded and thoughtful. 

Kira lounged with casual tension, legs crossed and a steaming mug held in both hands, the ceramic was chipped and worn. 

Kai stood apart from them. He paced near the fogged window, arms crossed, his tall silhouette broken by the occasional flash of lightning.

No one spoke for a while. The storm outside filled the silence for them. 

Finally, Belle broke the quiet. Her voice was low and steady, but edged with urgency. 

“There are too many gaps. Too many questions. And too little time to process.”

Kai turned from the window, his frown deepening. “Then let’s lay it all out,” he said, walking toward the table. “What do we know so far?”

Belle adjusted her position and leaned forward, her fingers interlaced. 

“First—the Mana Overload in this town, especially in the mine. You felt it. We all did.”

Kai glanced at Kira, who gave a small nod.

“It was real,” Belle continued. “But faint. Like echoes after a scream.”

“Agree. It wasn’t natural,” Kai muttered. “When something causes a mana surge, the residual energy should be thick and overwhelming. But we barely felt anything. Just enough to raise the hair on our neck.”

“Exactly, ambient mana don’t do that.” Belle said. “It wasn’t mana in motion. It was… ruined. Like someone bled the magic dry and left the bones behind.”

Kira straightened in her seat. Her voice was sharper with curiosity now. 

“Mana poisoning in the air usually comes from a disaster—a failed ritual or a shattered leyline. But there were no signs of magical collapse in the mine.”

Belle’s silver gaze sharpened. “That’s what bothers me. It wasn’t just damaged. It felt like it was… consumed.”

“You think someone... took it?” Kai asked, his tone cautious, like trying to find the correct word.

“More like something,” Belle corrected. “From what I know, mana doesn’t just disappear. If it’s gone, it was used. Or digested.”

Kira raised a brow, her ears twitched once. “Digested? That’s a charming image.”

“Imagine something feeding on mana and leaving poison behind,” Belle said.

“Like... a mana poop?” Kira offered.

Kai groaned. “Can you not phrase it that way?”

“What? It’s accurate.” Kira smirked over the rim of her mug. “Waste product is still waste.” Then she turned to Belle. "So you're saying… someone's been building something with mana here?"

Belle's silence stretched long enough for the air to grow heavy between them. The absent denial was more damning than any confirmation.

Kai tapped his temple. "Fits the facts. If you needed an artifact to concentrate mana… where better than a mine full of nature's perfect conduits? Stabilization, enhancement—hell, these stones could channel a thunderstorm into a teacup if you knew the runes."

Belle's breath caught in an instant. The realization struck like a pickaxe to bedrock: "That's why the overload pattern's different from Dawnstead. It was distributed and controlled." 

She leaned back and crossed her arms in her chest. "But... what are they building down there?"

No one spoke for a while. 

Belle continued. “Which leads to the second issue. That thing in the forest. The artificial monster.”

Kai leaned against the wall now, arms still folded but his gaze darkening. “The one that was faceless.”

“That’s not something native to Eldermere, it’s not even a monster I know.” Kira said. “Eastern Wastes is an abandoned village about one day away east of Aurelia. Eldermere is weeks from it.”

Belle nodded slowly. “And yet it was here. Targeting the innkeeper.”

Kai stood straighter. “Why her? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“That’s the third point,” Belle said. “The missing people. Seventeen, last count. All vanished without a trace. It is not normal for someone to suddenly disappear. Someone or something might have taken them away.”

The storm moaned louder outside, the window panes rattling like bones.

“You think the monster is behind the disappearances?” Kai asked.

Belle looked down at the table, fingers tapping on its wooden surface. “It’s a possibility,” She muttered, “but think about it—if a monster stormed into town to snatch people, there’d be chaos. There’d be eyewitnesses.”

Kai leaned back against the wall, his arms crossed again. "But if the victims walked out on their own first?" His boot scuffed the floor, mimicking the motion. "Monster intercepts them beyond the tree line. Then no struggle, no noise. Just… poof. Gone. That could be a nice cover up."

"Then if the Eastern Wastes are really involved." Her voice had gone winter-keen. "Which means we’re not hunting a beast. We’re cleaning up someone’s mess."

Kai ran a hand through his hair, pacing again. "Seventeen people, though. You’re telling me all of them sleepwalked past every drunk, every night watchman, every damn crow on the rooftops? Someone would have seen them, or heard something at least."

"But there are no traces. No footprints, no disturbed foliage. Even the innkeeper—right by the central square—vanished into the forest just like that." Belle’s gaze lifted and sharp. "That’s not sleepwalking. That’s a pipeline. We saw her face under the moonlight. It was blank."

Kira muttered. "But there’s no residual spellwork. No charms used, no sigils." Her jaw tightened. "So what’s pulling their strings?"

“Which brings us to the fourth point,” Kai said grimly. “The moving corpse.”

No one spoke for a moment. The memory lingered like a shadow in the room.

“It wasn’t an undead,” Kira said. “No rot. No necrotic mana. It wasn’t being puppeted either.”

“It moved,” Kai whispered. “Snapped limbs and all—it moved. Like it remembered how to live, even though it couldn’t.”

“Muscle memory?” Belle suggested.

Kira nodded slowly. “Or something copying it. Mimicking life, not recreating it.”

“Like a hijacking,” Belle added. “Something that can take a dead body and use it like a tool. Without needing mana.”

Kai muttered, “So we’re dealing with something that absorbs mana, controls minds, and animates corpses? Great.”

The fire dimmed momentarily as if the flames recoiled from the thought.

Belle hesitated, then asked softly, “Kai, during the fight with the faceless monster in the woods… your flame—it flickered. Like it was being pulled apart. Did you feel it?”

Kai frowned, recalling the sensation. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “Now that you mentioned it, it felt… weird.”

“Like what?” Belle pressed.

Kai struggled for words. “Like something inside me was being siphoned. Like standing in front of a drain that was too strong to resist.”

Kira’s ears twitched. “That’s it. That’s the feeling. It was like it was drinking us.”

“Drinking?” Belle whispered.

“I had to push more mana into my final attack,” Kira said. “More than I should’ve. It was absorbing it.”

Belle’s eyes flashed. “So that explains it. You said that it was a failed mana-based experiment, that’s how it affected mana around it.”

“Could it be that they are making that monster here with Mana Overload?” Kira asked.

The room fell into silence again. 

Kai finally broke it. “The fifth piece. The man in the mine.”

Belle’s face darkened. “The one the miners claimed they saw and didn’t recognize.”

“Yeah, before one ended up dead,” Kira added. “And the other became an empty human shell.”

“If he’s the source, if he even existed at all,” Belle said, “then everything connects. The corrupted mana. The vanishing people. The monster. The corpse. He’s orchestrating this.”

Kai slammed his fist lightly against the window frame. “But why? What the hell is the goal?”

Kira’s gaze sharpened. “What do you gain from kidnapping those people? What happened to them? What do you gain from building a monster like that?”

Belle closed her eyes. The fire crackled once, faintly.

“It’s a test.”

They both turned to her.

“All of it,” Belle said, her voice low. “The corruption. The sleepwalking. The corpse. Think about it, it’s all unstable. It doesn’t feel like a finished plan.”

“You’re saying he’s experimenting?” Kai realized.

Belle nodded. “He’s trying to figure out how to make something new. Something terrible.”

“Biological weapons,” she said quietly. “Maybe using humans as a base or catalyst.”

Even the wind outside seemed to pause for a moment. 

Kira’s mug hit the table harder than she intended. “So he’s making more of those monsters?”

“Maybe. Or something worse.” Belle said. “It is just my assumption. Things like this happen frequently in fantasy novels.”

“What are fantasy novels? Are they tasty?” Kira asked, blinking. Her ear twitched with curiosity.

“Uhh… not even a bit,” Belle replied.

Kai straightened. “Doesn’t matter. We need to find him.”

Kira stood next, pulling her gear closer. “What’s the plan?”

Belle stepped to the window, peering into the storm.

“The leyline beneath the town. It’s faint, but it’s there. I felt it when we entered the mine.”

Kai blinked. “A leyline? Underground?”

“If he’s feeding off mana, it should be from the leyline,” Belle said. “Using it to hide his energy signature. Like camouflage.”

Kira hissed through her teeth. “Of course. Using natural mana flow to cover his own.”

Belle turned from the window, eyes sharp and cold. “We move at first light. Rain or not. We can’t risk dragging this on any longer.”

Kai and Kira nodded. None of them had any objection.

That night, the storm hadn’t relented. Rain continued its relentless assault on the inn’s rooftop, like drum beats from some forgotten war. Every flash of lightning cast fleeting shadows on the wooden floorboards, painting fleeting scenes of stillness... just before they were swallowed again by the dark.

Within one of the small rooms, all seemed peaceful. Belle lay curled under a light blanket, silver hair spread across the pillow, her breathing steady. 

Next to her, nestled in the crook of the small bed like an overly familiar cat, was Kira—her soft snores a background to the night’s ambiance. Her feline ears twitched at every sound coming from the thunder and her tail tucked in between her thighs.

Their nightly ritual had become strangely comforting. Kira always came up with some excuses to avoid paying for her own room. Belle had given up arguing after the second time. 

“Whatever,” she’d muttered. “Just don’t hog the blanket.” And they’d both drifted off, like sisters sharing shelter from the storm.

But tonight... the storm wasn’t just outside.

Belle’s fingers twitched first, her instincts rousing before her mind. Her draconic aura stirred within her chest. 

A breath. A shift in air pressure. A subtle movement that shouldn't have been there.

Her silver eyes snapped open and froze. 

Kira was standing over her. Her silhouette was casted by the flash of light coming from the thunderstorm outside.

Her expression was hollow—blank as a porcelain doll. Arms raised high in the air. Twin daggers glinting in the lightning flash. 

And they were coming down.

“Tch—!” 

Belle’s leg exploded upward in a blur, her reflexes honed from countless battles. 

The kick connected squarely with Kira’s stomach, and the sound of impact echoed like thunder inside the room. 

Kira flew backward, crashing into the far wall. The frame of the bed groaned as Belle flipped off it, landing with perfect grace. She was ready to fight.

End of Chapter 86

            


Chapter 87: The Midnight Betrayal


                Kira stirred slowly and unnaturally. 

Her head lolled to one side. Her body spasmed once, then righted itself like a marionette yanked by invisible strings. Her mouth hung slightly open, chest rising with mechanical precision.

Belle’s blood chilled at an instant. 

Those eyes. They weren’t just blank. Not glazed with magic or clouded by a spell. They were... empty. Like looking into a hollow shell.

Then Kira moved. 

A blur. A shriek of air. She was faster than before. The twin daggers slashed toward Belle’s throat, the angle was so tight and unrelenting like a kill strike. 

Belle ducked under the blade and pivoted. Her hand caught Kira’s wrist, twisting hard to disarm, but Kira’s body contorted unnaturally, flipping midair, landing low, and sweeping Belle’s legs with an inhuman twist of her hips.

Belle backflipped, dodging the sweep, her jacket fluttering as she landed on the table behind her. Splinters scattered under her bare feet upon touchdown.

“Kira!” she shouted. “What the hell are you doing?!”

No response. Not even a blink. 

Kira was already leaping again. 

Belle’s arm moved instinctively—grabbing a nearby candle holder and hurling it at her. It struck Kira mid-flight but bounced off her body like she didn’t even feel it. 

She landed, skidded, and charged again.

The two collided in a flurry of close-quarter strikes, the clash of daggers and bare hands echoing like steel against steel. 

Belle moved with fluid grace, her body spinning, ducking, redirecting each attack rather than blocking. Sparks flew as a dagger grazed her aura bracer.

“She’s not even thinking. She’s just moving,” Belle realized.

Suddenly, the door burst open.

“What the hell is going on?! What’s with the noise?” Kai stood in the doorway, shirtless, katana halfway drawn. His crimson hair was tousled, and his face twisted with confusion and adrenaline.

Belle didn’t have time to answer.

But Kira turned her attention toward Kai and lunged at him now.

“Don’t hurt her!” Belle shouted, vaulting off the dresser. “She’s not being herself!”

Kai’s blade stopped just short of Kira’s throat. His instincts were perfect, but Belle intercepted the blow, kicking Kira aside with a sharp spin-kick. 

She rolled across the floor and crashed into the wall again. 

Still, not a sound from her. Not a scream. Not a grunt. Just those lifeless eyes focusing on her target.

Kai’s breath hitched. “She’s really not being herself.”

“No shit,” Belle muttered. “There’s no mana signature. No energy trail. Nothing controlling her externally. I would’ve sensed it. It’s like she’s... dead.”

Kai’s jaw tightened. “You mean like—”

“The corpse from the mine.” Belle nodded grimly. “Exactly like that.”

Kira rose again. 

Belle’s aura flared faintly, visible even in the dim room—a flicker of static electricity lacing the air, making Kai’s hair stand on end. This time... she wasn’t going to hold back.

“I’m sorry, Kira,” Belle whispered.

Kira charged like a demon—daggers flashing in the stormlight, her steps silent but unnaturally fast. 

The walls of the room blurred as Belle moved.

BOOOOOOM.

The two met mid-charge—lightning bursting from Belle’s palm as she caught Kira’s wrist and flung her into the ceiling with explosive force. 

The wood cracked. The room trembled. 

Kira dropped like a ragdoll, but twisted midair, landing on all fours like a feral animal.

Belle didn’t give her time to recover. She raised her arm—lightning surged up her skin, lacing her limbs in glowing blue arcs. 

She dashed. 

Kira had no time to block. 

Belle’s glowing hand caught her by the face—electricity bursting out like a thunderclap as she slammed Kira to the floor with brutal precision. The floor exploded outward from the impact. 

Kai shielded his face from the flying debris.

A moment passed. 

Kira twitched once. Her daggers fell from her fingers, clinking softly as they hit the floor. Then, she went still. 

Belle released her grip. Her fingers sparked once more before the glow faded. Her hand gently brushed across Kira’s face, brushing away the sweat-drenched hair. The vacant look was gone. 

Now, Kira just looked like a sleeping girl.

Kai stepped forward slowly, surveying the wreckage—the shattered ceiling, the splintered wood, the crackling static that still lingered in the air. 

“So much for ‘don’t hurt her,’” he muttered, sheathing his blade.

Belle shot him a glare. “She’s fine. I only hit her with a minor discharge... maybe.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “Maybe?”

“She’s breathing, that’s all it is.” Belle said defensively, placing two fingers to Kira’s neck. “Heartbeat’s steady. Probably just unconscious.”

“Uh-huh.”

They both sat in the wreckage for a moment, catching their breath.

Then Belle added softly, “Something doesn’t add up, Kai. This time instead of a kidnapping, it attacked.”

Kai frowned. “You think he knows we are investigating and he’s trying to shut you up?”

“Maybe,” Belle said, glancing down at the unconscious girl. “Or maybe he’s trying to remove the obstacles from his plan.”

Silence fell into the room once more. Outside, the storm raged on, as if to answer. 

Belle shifted her gaze and stared at Kai with deadpan eyes.

“How long are you planning to stay shirtless?”

The Morning After

Warm light trickled gently through the old wooden window panes, glinting off the glass like sun-kissed ripples. 

The storm had finally passed. The angry drum of rain was replaced by birdsong and the occasional creak of the old inn adjusting to the morning stillness.

Inside the small room, serenity reigned for about five seconds.

“...Ughhh,” Kira groaned, her voice raspy and weak.

She blinked slowly, vision still blurry, head pounding as if she’d spent the night headbutting bricks. Her limbs felt stiff. Achy and cold. The floor beneath her was unforgiving. 

She stared up at the ceiling, confused. Then she noticed something… was off. 

She tried to sit up and failed.

THUMP.

“Eh?” 

She craned her neck. Her arms and legs were tied. Like—really tied. Elaborate knots. Wrapped from wrist to elbow like a bizarre human sushi roll. 

“...H-Huh?” she stammered. “W-Why am I tied up like some kind of roasted chicken?!”

Her voice cracked with disbelief as she struggled, only to wobble awkwardly like a cocooned caterpillar. The rope squeaked as she twisted on the floor. 

Across the room, two very amused figures sat at the edge of the bed like this was completely normal.

Belle, wrapped in a blanket shawl like a wise village grandma, tilted her head and smiled sweetly. 

“Ah, good morning, sunshine.”

Kira’s jaw dropped. “WHAT IS HAPPENING RIGHT NOW?”

Kai sat on the bed, one leg crossed over the other, shirt half-unbuttoned in a lazy morning fashion. 

“You tried to kill Belle last night,” he said casually, as if commenting on the weather.

Kira blinked. Once. Twice.

“I—WHAT?!” She flailed again. “No, no, no, I didn’t! I would never! I mean—I don’t think I did! Wait—did I?!”

Belle nodded with a gentle smile that only made it worse. 

“You were on top of me with your twin daggers. I nearly mistook you for a cursed sleep-stabbing ninja.”

“Wha—?!” 

Kira looked down at herself in horror. 

“I don’t even REMEMBER that! I just… crawled into bed beside you and then… blackout. That’s it!”

Kai raised an eyebrow. 

“That blackout version of you was scarily good at aiming for vital organs. You almost took out Belle’s spleen.”

“Well, I’m glad my training pays off.” 

Kira gasped as she realized her current situation again. 

“W—WAIT! I—I HAVE NO MEMORY OF THIS TRAGEDY!” 

She looked at her arms, then at Belle, then at her arms again.

“Okay, but if I was the assassin, which I’m not. I’m a battle maid by the way. So why am I the one tied up and bruised?!”

Belle gave a light, innocent shrug. “Because I won.”

Kai chuckled. “And because I watched her yeet you into the wall. Twice.”

“THRICE,” Belle corrected with a grin.

Kira scowled. “What are you two, a comedy duo now?!”

“Kind of,” Kai said.

Belle stood and stretched, walking over to the small desk. 

“Honestly, if it helps, I didn’t zap you too hard. Just a little paralysis and a concussion. Nothing permanent.”

“P—Paralysis?!” Kira yelped. “That explains the weird tingles on my face! Wait, you zapped my face? My cute and sweet face?”

Kai got up, patting his hands. “Welp, time for breakfast. Maybe we’ll just leave her here. Could be safer.”

“Agreed,” Belle said solemnly. “She might attack the bacon.”

Kira’s eyes widened in horror. “YOU WOULDN’T DARE.”

They made it halfway to the door.

“BELLE. KAI. PLEASE. I’M TOO HUNGRY TO DIE THIS WAY!”

Eventually—after several dramatic pleas, a suspiciously fast repentance speech, and promises of “no more sleep-murder”—Kira was untied. 

She was still pouting and rubbing her sore wrists as she trudged down the creaky stairs behind them. Her hair was a mess, her pride was wounded, and her tummy was loudly growling.

As they walked, Kira’s lips pursed in a mock pout. “It’s not fair that both of you were ganging up on me like that.” 

“For your record, I was just an innocent bystander. That was all Belle’s doing.” Kai’s grin widened as he shot a glance at Belle.

Kira peeked over at Belle. “Hey… what’s your adventurer rank again?”

Belle blinked, still half-asleep. “Hmm? D-Rank.”

Kira froze. “...D—D?!”

Belle turned, puzzled. “Yeah. Why?”

“YOU’RE D-RANK?! You mean like, 'Baby Adventurer Still Figuring Out What a Goblin Looks Like' D-Rank?!”

Kai smirked. “That’s the one.”

“I’m B-Rank!” Kira declared proudly, pointing at herself like she expected trumpets to play. 

“B! As in, Better Than You By Two Whole Tiers!”

Belle shrugged. “Yeah, we know. You told us that the first time we met.”

Kira’s mouth hung open. “‘Yeah, we know’?! I’m supposed to be the elite here! And I got beaten up, electrocuted, and tied like a dumpling by a D-Rank?!”

Kai gave her a sympathetic pat. “You’ll be surprised.”

Kira’s eye twitched. “So what you’re telling me is… I’m not stronger than Belle?”

Belle offered a kind smile. “You’re… adorable.”

Kira screamed internally.

Downstairs, the common room carried its usual midmorning hush, just the soft clink of ceramic cups and the occasional murmur of conversation. 

Only a handful of regulars occupied the space: an elderly man nursing his third coffee, a pair of merchants quietly reviewing ledgers, and a road-weary courier dozing in the corner.

Behind the polished mahogany bar, Hestia looked up from wiping glasses as the trio entered. The innkeeper's warm smile creased the corners of her eyes as she gave them a welcoming wave. The familiar scent of freshly ground coffee beans and cinnamon hung in the air, wrapping the scene in comfortable familiarity.

“Good morning,” she called out. “Rough night? There were some... very suspicious noises.”

“Oh, that?” Kira said, stretching her arms dramatically. “Yeah, I was tied up on the floor by Kai. Don’t remember what happened exactly, but I woke up sore and bruised. Wild night, right?”

CHOKE.

One nearby regular spit tea all over the table. Another froze with a forkful of eggs mid-air.

Belle blinked. “Oh no.”

Kai dashed across the room and clamped a hand over Kira’s mouth. “Please. For the love of all that is sacred. Don’t. Phrase it. Like that.”

Hestia’s smile twitched. “I… see.”

“I don’t remember doing anything weird!” Kira mumbled through his hand. “But I felt weird! That counts, right?!”

Belle chuckled awkwardly. “Nothing happened. Definitely no floor bondage. I mean—wait, that sounded worse. I meant—!”

Kai slumped into a chair. “Can we please skip to the breakfast part before things get weirder?”

Once their food arrived—plates stacked with eggs, grilled sausages, toast, and a pot of fresh coffee—the mood settled. 

Belle poured coffee calmly, the morning sun warming her cheeks. Kira, still slightly traumatized, bit into toast while mumbling about “rogue sleep assassins” and “spooky mind control nonsense.”

Kai watched them both with mild amusement. 

But this wasn’t over. Something had taken control of Kira in an attempt to kill Belle. 

And whatever it was… it hadn’t shown its full hand yet.

End of Chapter 87

            


Chapter 88: The Hidden Lab


                The morning air was crisp and cool, touched with the lingering scent of rain and damp earth. Dew clung to the blades of grass, shimmering faintly under the thin sunlight as it filtered through drifting clouds. 

Birds chirped hesitantly, as if still unsure whether it was safe to welcome the day. The town of Eldermere, still half-asleep, creaked slowly back to life. A few early risers swept their porches or tended to livestock, their faces drawn and weary from a night spent wondering who might vanish next.

Most of the shops still remained shuttered, their wooden signs swaying gently in the breeze. 

One still had a chalkboard out front with yesterday’s soup special scrawled across it—“Beef & Root Stew - 3 coppers”—a remnant from a time before the ‘curse’ began to plague the town, before people started collapsing in the streets and disappearing into thin air.

As the trio stepped out of the inn and into the street, their boots made soft squelching sounds against the damp cobblestone. Kira was the first to break the silence, her stride was light and animated, a spring in her step that suggested either renewed energy or misplaced confidence.

She twirled mid-stride, walking backwards with a flourish, arms outstretched dramatically. Her twin daggers swung at her hips with each motion, catching glints of sunlight as they moved. 

“I still say,” she declared with theatrical flair, “I wasn’t expecting myself to be under some kind of cursed enchantment. But hey, even murder sleepwalking can’t dull my natural charm.”

Kai, hands in his pockets, raised an eyebrow. “Why do you sound so proud all of a sudden?”

“Because I am proud!” Kira said, grinning. “Not everyone can go berserk in their sleep, and still wake up looking this good.”

“You were wrapped in a rope burrito,” Belle said flatly, brushing a strand of silver hair behind her ear. Her expression was calm but edged with deadpan judgment. 

“You thrashed around like a wet cat and screamed nonsense in your sleep.”

Kira opened her mouth, she paused, and tilted her chin upward. “And yet, I still managed to radiate elegance. That takes effort.”

Kai gave her a sideways smirk. “You had bed hair that looked like you lost a fight with a thunderbird, and you were drooling like a fountain.”

“Battle scars, Kai!” Kira shot back, placing a hand over her heart. “Learn the difference.”

Belle snorted lightly, but said nothing more. 

The teasing banter, light and familiar, helped ease the tension hanging over them. None of them had slept particularly well, and though Kira now acted like nothing had happened, Belle could still recall the wild, vacant look in her friend’s eyes when the curse took hold. 

Then they saw it.

The mine entrance loomed ahead. Two familiar figures were already waiting.

Halric stood tall and broad-shouldered, his armor catching the morning sun in dull glints of silver. His pickaxe rested against one shoulder, and his other hand absently tightened a leather glove as they approached. 

Beside him, Bram crouched over a spread of aged parchment and yellowed scrolls, muttering to himself as he traced something with a charcoal stick. His wide straw hat cast a shadow over his face, but the tension in his posture was clear.

Halric looked up first, his stern face softening slightly. 

“Morning,” he said. “Didn’t expect to see you here so early.”

Kai shrugged. “We figured the mine wasn’t going to wait for us.”

Halric's gaze immediately shifted to Belle, and something flickered in his expression—concern, maybe even guilt. 

“I heard there was… an incident last night.”

Belle’s eyes narrowed just a fraction.

He continued. “You alright? Heard Kira went berserk in her sleep and attacked you. Didn’t think she’d be the type to turn violent, even under a curse.”

“Oh, you heard too?” Kira added brightly. “I got possessed but I survived the battle with pride and dignity.”

Belle gave a half-smile, brushing it off. “Don’t worry. No serious injury.”

Halric raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh.”

Bram finally looked up from his maps and gave Kira a puzzled stare. 

“That… sounds like a security concern.”

Kai snorted. “We’re adventurers, Bram. Security concerns are kind of our thing.”

Before Halric could voice the same concern, Belle took a step forward and smoothly changed the subject. “Anyway, what are you two doing out here?”

Halric hesitated before answering. “After what you said about the mine feeding on something… Bram wanted to dig deeper. Literally.”

Bram rolled up one of the scrolls and tapped it against his palm. “There’s a sealed shaft beneath the old north tunnel. Ten years ago, a cave-in blocked the access. The miners labeled it a ‘cursed vein’ and locked it up. But based on what we’re seeing—these recent disappearances, the mana imbalance—it could be connected.”

Kai crossed his arms. “So the town just forgot about it?”

Halric exhaled slowly. “They didn’t forget. They chose to forget. When something kills too many people, it’s easier to wall it off and pretend it never existed.”

Kira leaned in, eyes gleaming with mischief. “Or… you’re trying to beat us to whatever treasure’s down there. Come on, you can admit it.”

Bram gave her a flat look. “As a town council member, my job is to protect the people. Not loot ancient horrors.”

“Doesn’t mean we can’t do both,” she murmured.

Halric’s tone turned serious. “Whatever’s in that sealed shaft—it might not just be treasure. It could be the source of this entire crisis.”

He turned toward Bram. “You really sure about going in there with us? You could just stay behind, let the adventurers handle the danger.”

Bram adjusted his straw hat, his voice steady. “I’m not staying on the surface while my town is bleeding beneath my feet.”

Belle looked at Kai. He met her eyes, then gave a casual shrug. Kira flipped her daggers once and gave a playful thumbs-up.

Belle pulled on her gloves with quiet determination. The weight of the moment pressed against her shoulders—but she welcomed it.

“Then let’s go,” she said, voice low and sure. “Let’s find out what this mine is hiding.”

And they stepped into the shadow.

The air grew heavier with each step they took. A creeping chill slithered through the tunnel, coiling around their necks and down their spines. Gone was the familiar echo of their footsteps—now muffled, as if the mine itself had begun to hold its breath.

The narrow passage twisted, deeper into the earth where sunlight dared not reach. The walls, once rough and natural, began to show signs of something unnatural. Carvings. Scratches. The occasional shimmer of glimshard residue faintly lit the walls in ghostly blue veins.

No one spoke for a while. Not out of discipline, but instinct. As if even their voices might awaken something best left undisturbed.

After a few hours of walking, they finally reached it—the sealed shaft.

The “seal” was an insult to the word: a crumbling barricade of splintered wooden beams held together with rusted nails and worn rope. It looked like it had been thrown together in minutes and left to rot for decades. Half the boards were missing. The rest had warped from moisture and decay.

Halric stepped forward, his face unreadable in the dim lantern light. With a grunt, he grabbed a beam and tore it away. 

The snap echoed through the mine like a bone breaking. One by one, the planks were removed, until the path lay open before them—dark, deep, and yawning like the throat of something ancient.

Bram adjusted his lantern, his eyes flitting across his notes. “According to the records, this shaft led to a deeper vein that was sealed after a collapse. But the collapse wasn’t natural. That much is clear now.”

Kai moved to follow, but felt a sudden pull on his collar. He turned, brows furrowing. Belle stood behind him, her gaze razor-sharp in the flickering light.

“Don’t move,” she whispered.

He stilled. “What?”

Belle’s voice dropped lower, barely audible. “Halric. Something’s wrong with him.”

Kai narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Belle’s tone was cold and calculated. “Last night. Kira attacked me. That was a secret only between us three. We never told anyone. But this morning, Halric knew. He mentioned it in detail too.”

The blood drained from Kai’s face in an instant. He turned slightly, just enough to glimpse Halric’s broad frame ahead—his back turned, speaking quietly with Bram as they began to descend the newly opened tunnel.

“Are you sure?” Kai whispered.

Belle nodded slowly. “Too specific. Either someone eavesdropped with magic… or he already knew what would happen.”

Kai’s hand hovered near his katana. “So coming to this mine, it could be a trap.”

“Exactly.”

Kira, still unaware of the situation, gave a small hop behind them and whispered, “Why are you two suddenly whispering like suspicious parents?”

Belle shot her a warning glance. “Stay sharp.”

The path down twisted and narrowed. They passed cracked support beams, some burned at the base, others hastily reinforced with iron rods far too modern for the mine’s age. 

The deeper they went, the more alien the atmosphere became. The scent changed too—from musty dirt and rusted metal to something sharper. Acrid. Like singed mana.

Eventually, the tunnel widened and the mine ended abruptly in a chamber unlike anything they expected.

It was massive. Far beyond what a simple mining operation could justify.

The chamber was smooth and rounded, its walls carved with uncanny precision. Smooth black stone fitted together in seamless joints. The architecture didn’t belong to any known mine operation. It looked too perfect, too clinical.

Rows of lab tables stretched across the floor like rows in a morgue. Each held a single body.

Belle froze mid-step, a gasp catching in her throat.

The bodies were unnaturally pale. Not dead in the ordinary sense—but drained. A soft, eerie glow pulsated from metallic clamps and tubes embedded in their limbs. Mana-siphoning equipment.

Some of them twitched.

Not from life.

But from residual magic being pulled through them.

Kira’s eyes widened, her casual smirk had long gone. “What the meow…”

Bram stumbled forward. His lantern clattered to the floor, light spilling across the room in erratic shadows.

“No… no, no, no…” he whispered, rushing toward one of the bodies.

He dropped to his knees beside a table, trembling fingers brushing over the arm of a middle-aged man. 

“Tolen… this is Tolen. He was the town’s blacksmith. And that’s Marta. She ran the bakery…”

His voice cracked.

“That’s… Renna. She sang at the square every week. And… gods… Weller. He was just a boy…”

Each name was a hammer blow. 

They were the people he knew. People who had simply… vanished.

Kai’s fists clenched so hard his knuckles turned white. “They weren’t missing anymore.”

Belle stared at the central column. It was about three meters tall, reinforced steel encasing a glowing core. It pulsed like a living heart. Inside, glimshards floated in a suspension field, discharging arcs of unstable mana into the surrounding tubes.

“This isn’t a mine,” she murmured. “This is a siphon. A lab.”

Kira walked slowly between the tables, her movements were stiff. She looked at the tubes. At the vials lining the shelves. Some glowed violet, others flickered with golden sparks like trapped fireflies.

“Why?” she asked softly. “What kind of monster does this?”

Belle’s voice was cold and controlled. “Someone who needs mana. A lot of it. Someone who doesn’t care where it comes from… or who pays the price.”

They turned as Bram stood unsteadily, his eyes still locked on the bodies.

“How could we not know?” he rasped. “How could no one in the town notice any of this?”

Kai’s jaw tensed. “Because someone made sure they wouldn’t.”

End of Chapter 88

            


Chapter 89: The Monster in Human Skin


                Kai stepped forward slowly, each footfall echoing ominously against the stone floor. The glow of the glimshard chamber behind Halric bathed him in an eerie, flickering blue light. His hand remained on the hilt of his katana.

“You’re not surprised by any of this, Halric,” 

Kai said, his voice low and dangerous. “You walked in like you’d been here before. Like you knew exactly what this room was.”

Halric didn’t turn immediately. 

He stood still for a breath too long, as if considering something. Then, slowly, he pivoted halfway to face them, his brow furrowed in mock confusion.

“I don’t know what you’re implying,” he said, his tone deliberately even. “We’re all seeing this for the first time, aren’t we?”

“Don’t play dumb,” Kai pressed, stepping closer. “You didn’t even blink when we walked in. No hesitation. You led us straight to this place like it was a planned stop.”

Belle stepped up beside him, her eyes locked onto Halric with pinpoint focus. 

“And you knew what happened last night. About the attack. How? It was supposed to be something only the three of us knew.”

Halric’s expression twitched just barely. 

“The innkeeper mentioned something about a scuffle—”

“No,” Belle interrupted, her voice turning sharp. “All the innkeeper said was that Kai and Kira were… making out.”

Kai and Kira both blanched at once.

“Eww… what?!” 

They shouted in perfect, horrified harmony.

Kira whipped her head around to glare at Belle. “You told him what?!”

Belle didn’t even glance their way. “I didn’t say that.”

Kai groaned. “Can we not do this here?!”

Kira pointed at him. “Like meow I’d ever touch that mess of hormones and someone who didn’t even know what an ‘artificial' means!”

“I’d rather get the piggyback than—ugh—you,” Kai snapped.

Belle exhaled sharply, silencing them with a glance. 

“The point is, no one besides us knew what really happened. No one. Not even the details of the attack. But you knew, Halric. You knew exactly what happened. How?”

The chamber fell deathly still. Even the hum of the hidden machinery seemed to hush for a moment.

Halric’s smile froze.

His eyes narrowed, just for a second, and in that instant, everything changed.

He exhaled.

“…My mistake,” he said at last, his tone devoid of pretense. “I was too specific.”

He straightened himself, no longer pretending. His hand slid behind his back as he began to pace slowly around the core chamber. 

The warmth that once colored his voice had evaporated, replaced by something colder, measured and calculated.

“I admit,” he said, “I was a bit surprised to see all of you alive this morning. Frankly, I expected Kira to rip Belle apart in the night.”

He cast a glance toward Kira, who stiffened and jaw clenched.

“But here you are. Still standing and snooping around.”

He looked over at Bram now, who had taken a cautious step backward.

“When you mentioned the sealed shaft, Bram, I saw the writing on the wall. You were getting too close. And, well… some secrets aren’t meant to be uncovered.”

Bram’s voice cracked. “You were going to kill me too…”

Halric tilted his head in mock sympathy. “You? No, Bram. I liked you. But you were just… inconvenient.”

Belle’s voice sliced in like a blade. “And last night’s ambush, was that just a cleanup?”

Halric nodded, unbothered by the question. “Exactly. But I never thought help would really come, you know. You were unexpected. If things had gone to plan, you would’ve all been dead before sunrise.”

Kai clenched his jaw. “But you’d sent a request to Dawnstead. Sooner or later, help would still come.”

Halric’s chuckle was slow and condescending. “Oh, the request? That letter never left the town. We intercepted the raven.”

Bram’s eyes widened. “No. That can’t be. Catria said she got a reply from the guild—”

“Of course she did,” Halric said with a smirk. “I was glad that my letter was convincing. People trust too easily.”

Kai took another step forward, his katana unsheathed and raised now. 

“And what happens now? You kill us all?”

Halric stopped pacing. “No, no. I won’t kill you.”

He raised two fingers to his lips and whistled.

From behind the lab tables, shadows stirred.

Heavy footsteps echoed, wet and uneven. Two towering figures emerged—manabeasts, but unlike any Kai had seen before. Their forms were grotesque, hulking masses of warped flesh and glowing glimshard growths jutting from bone and muscle. 

Yet the worst part wasn’t their size. It wasn’t their claws or their slavering maws.

It was their eyes.

Clouded and almost human. 

Kai and Kira sprang into combat stance instantly, ready to lunge.

“Wait,” Halric said, raising a palm. “Do you really want to strike them down?”

The two froze.

“What… what are you saying?” Kira asked warily.

Halric spread his arms wide, as if unveiling a masterpiece. 

“These manabeasts… were once the townspeople. The same ones you came to rescue. Congratulations. You found them.”

Kai’s grip faltered for a moment. “You’re lying…”

“Am I?” Halric’s smile was cruel. “Test me. Strike one down. See what’s left when the blood dries.”

Kira’s gaze flicked between the manabeasts and Halric. “You’re bluffing.”

“I wish I was,” he said. “But we’ve been pushing boundaries down here. Conducting… research. On mana capacity. On magical compatibility. Our goal is to turn ordinary people into living conduits for high-level magic. Even the weakest could become lethal mages.”

“The mine, full of glimshards, was the perfect location. Secluded and stable. Naturally rich in ambient mana. It was better than any alchemist's crucible.” He added.

Kai’s eyes widened. “So that’s what the glimshards were for… you were using them as conductors to stabilize the experiment.”

Halric nodded. “Exactly. You’re smarter than you look.”

“But that shouldn’t be possible,” Bram muttered, aghast. “Glimshard can’t store large amounts of mana, it can only absorb ambient energy to sustain itself.”

“Not unless you use the right artifact,” Halric replied smoothly.

Belle’s eyes snapped to his. “What artifact?”

“A brilliant little invention from the academy. Designed to pull vast quantities of mana from the environment.” His tone was almost gleeful. “The glimshards act as conductors, regulating the influx of energy into the subject. But there are… side effects.”

He gestured to the manabeasts.

“Sometimes the mind breaks before the body catches up.”

Kira’s lip curled. “You turned your people into monsters.”

“They were weak. They were failed subjects” Halric said, almost tiredly. “I gave them a chance at greatness. But some weren’t strong enough to take it. But they… the ones I work with believe they can perfect the process. They think they can utilize the failure and turn those manabeasts into controllable weapons.”

Belle stepped forward, her eyes blazing. “They were your people. Your neighbors. Your friends.”

Halric's smile vanished immediately.

“I don’t want friends. I want power.”

His voice was cold and flat, like iron now. 

“I’ve seen what true power can do, how it shapes the world. The kingdoms that win wars aren’t ruled by morals. They’re ruled by mana. And I’ve almost perfected a method to wield it freely. Without restriction. Without limits.”

Kai’s katana rose again.

“You’re insane.”

“No,” Halric replied. “I’m free. And once I’m done here, the entire world will be reshaped. One city at a time.”

His eyes gleamed with fanatic light.

Belle’s voice was like frost. “You’re not reshaping anything.”

“Oh?” Halric raised an eyebrow. “Then go on. Strike me down. But remember… every minute you waste, more people above ground become… volunteers.”

A beat of silence.

Then Kai muttered, barely audible.

“You are worse than trash. You take people’s life as your plaything.”

His katana gleamed as it raised to shoulder height, the air around it crackling with the hum of restrained flame.

“You’re not even worth saving.”

The room trembled as Halric raised his hand with eerie calm, his expression turned unreadable.

“Kill them.”

The words echoed like a curse.

The two manabeasts responded instantly, as if shackled by invisible chains that suddenly snapped free. They roared before launching forward with horrifying speed, their mutated limbs carving gouges into the cracked lab floor.

They weren’t just attacking. They were hunting.

The faint glow of fire began to build beneath Kai’s boots. 

Kira slid a foot back, lowering her stance, her eyes flicking between the two manabeasts. There was no time to strategize. Instinct had to guide them now.

The first manabeast, a hulking brute with jagged glimshard growths bursting from its spine, lunged at Kira. Its claws tore through the air like whips made of obsidian.

The second, bulkier and twitching with unstable mana, thundered toward Kai. Its body shimmered, veins pulsing with crimson light of barely contained energy threatening to burst free.

Belle moved quickly, grabbing Bram and dragging him behind the nearest broken pillar.

“You need to stay out of sight,” she said firmly, her eyes scanning the battlefield.

Bram was pale. “But they are my people.”

“They were,” Belle replied, her voice cold. “But now? They’re weapons. Weapons that won’t hesitate to kill.”

His gaze trembled. “You think there’s more of them?”

Belle didn’t answer.

Her silence was enough for an answer.

End of Chapter 89

            


Chapter 90: Manabeasts


                The moment the manabeast lunged, Kai’s instincts screamed.

FWOOOSH.

Fire exploded from his feet. He darted to the side with a burst of speed, narrowly avoiding the swipe aimed for his torso. The claws scraped through stone like it was paper. 

He rolled, then came up in a crouch, holding his katana in a reverse grip. The blade shimmered with residual heat, reflecting the crimson fire flickering in his eyes.

The manabeast screeched with an inhuman sound warped by pain and corrupted mana.

Kai’s lips curled.

“I’ll take this one,” he said, his voice low and charged with fire. “Kira, don’t get in my way.”

Kira, already flipping back to dodge her opponent’s swipe, snorted.

“As if I’d ever need your help,” she shot back, her twin daggers glinting as she landed gracefully on a shattered table. “Besides, I gotta know that ‘piggyback’ comment.”

Her eyes glinted with playful fury.

The manabeast answered with another roar and charged.

CRACK-BOOM!

The chamber erupted with chaos.

Kai’s manabeast struck with terrifying speed, claws lashing in a flurry. One arm cleaved through the air as he ducked. The other slammed into the ground, sending a shockwave that shattered the floor in a concussive blast.

“Not a chance I’m telling you that, idiot.” Kai muttered to himself.

SHOOM.

Dust exploded. Tables and glass were flung like shrapnel. Belle covered Bram, shielding him with her body.

Kai didn’t flinch.

He disappeared as the wave hit.

FLASH STEP.

A flaming blur shot behind the manabeast.

“Crimson Fang: Crescent Moon!”

He reappeared mid-air, katana blazing hot. The slash came in a wide arc, a crescent of flame slicing across the creature’s back. 

WHOOOM.

Flesh seared. Glimshards cracked. The manabeast howled in fury and pain, but it did not fall. Instead, it spun with terrifying speed, backhanding Kai with monstrous strength.

CRACK.

Kai flew.

He slammed into a stone pillar with bone-rattling force, leaving spiderweb cracks behind him. He coughed blood but stood immediately.

“Sturdy bastard…” he growled, wiping his lip with the back of his hand.

Kira ducked under another claw swipe, slid beneath her opponent, and twisted mid-slide to slice across its inner thigh. Sparks flew as her daggers scraped against mutated skin and glimshard armor.

She sprang back.

“This thing is built like a tank…”

Then, the manabeast paused.

Its eyes flickered. Brown and human-like. 

Kira froze as her eyes met its.

“…No way…”

It was just for a second but hesitation was all the manabeast needed.

With unnatural speed, it slammed its claws into the floor.

KA-THOOM.

Jagged stone erupted upward in a sudden blast. Kira was flung into the air, flipping uncontrollably. She crashed through a table, tumbling across broken glass and crumbling metal.

“Kira!” Kai shouted, momentarily glancing over.

His opponent lunged again, forcing him to block with his blade. The impact cratered the ground beneath them.

“Belle!” Kai shouted. “Get Bram out of here!”

“No,” Belle’s voice came like a whip. “Just say the word when you’re done fooling around. I’ll clean up.”

Kai smirked through the pain. “Not necessary. I’ll end this myself.”

The manabeast lunged again. This time, Kai met it with fire, an explosion from his palm blasting the manabeast backward.

He didn’t stop there. His aura burst into full power. Flames engulfed his body, swirling around him like a cloak of living energy. 

He leapt skyward.

“Crimson Fang: Burning Sky Crescent!”

He spun in mid-air, slicing downward in a colossal arc of fire. The flaming blade carved through the air and struck.

KA-BOOOOM!

The explosion engulfed the manabeast, launching it through walls of debris and old magical equipment.

Across the battlefield, Kira rose to her feet slowly, one arm shaking, blood trailing from her temple. Her eyes were dull then reignited with violet fire.

“Okay…” she exhaled. “No more playing around.”

She flipped her daggers, reversing her grip. Purple lightning crackled around them, sparking against the scorched floor.

“Let’s see how this hits… Thunder Vein: Scatterstrike!”

She vanished.

CRACK-ZZZT!

A bolt of lightning raced through the air, reappearing behind the manabeast mid-spin. Her daggers struck in rapid succession, each hit pulsing with thunder. Limbs twitched. Muscles spasmed. Mana flared and faltered.

The manabeast howled.

“You’re not human anymore…” Kira whispered, her eyes filled with something between grief and anger. “I’m sorry that we didn’t come sooner, you must’ve been scared. But I won’t let you hurt anyone else.”

With a cry, she vaulted into the air, flipped, and brought both daggers down straight into the back of its neck.

BOOOOM.

Lightning surged through the manabeast and burst outward in a focused explosion. Then it collapsed.

Kira dropped with it, kneeling beside the corpse, panting, the electricity still dancing along her blades. Her eyes shimmered with something unspoken—pity… or rage.

On the other side, Kai’s opponent still stood.

Mana surged through its veins glowing bright red, limbs distorting under the weight of unnatural energy. It slammed its hands together.

BOOOOM.

A pulse of raw mana forced him back, sliding across the ground for a few meters before coming to a stop. He lowered his stance. Flames spun around him, gathering and rising into a whirlwind. His blade burned white-hot.

He exhaled. Steam hissing from his lips.

“Crimson Fang Katana Style—Third Form… Ashen Cyclone.”

He spun once. Twice. Then became a blazing tornado.

The manabeast charged but it was too late. Kai’s cyclone sliced through it again and again, cutting away limbs and melting through the glimshards.

SHRRRRRRK-KRAK!

One final spin. He launched upward, blade raised high above his head. Then he plunged down, flames converging into a spear of fire.

“END IT.”

KA-BOOOOOOM!!!

The katana pierced its chest. Straight through the heart. Fire detonated inside like lava bursting out of the volcano.

The manabeast convulsed. Then collapsed, burning from the inside out. Ash and cinders filled the chamber.

Smoke curled from Kai’s shoulders as he stood in the ruins of the battlefield. His breathing was labored. 

Kira rose slowly too, daggers still in her hands, watching the second manabeast dissolved into embers.

Then, a slow clap broke the silence.

CLAP… CLAP… CLAP…

Halric emerged from the shadows, untouched by the chaos, a smug grin visible on his face.

“Well done,” he said, his voice smooth like oil. “You just killed your beloved townspeople who you were trying so hard… so desperately to save.”

Kai turned. His jaw clenched hard, his gaze filled with rage. His katana still raised and pointed toward Halric, flame still burning, warping the air around the blade.

“You’re next.”

Halric’s smile widened.

“Good,” he whispered. “Let’s begin.”

Kai’s katana howled through the air, flames igniting in a brilliant arc of searing red as he dashed forward. The crimson glow of his fire magic trailed behind like a burning echo of his rage.

Each footstep cracked the ancient stone beneath him, the sheer heat from his fiery aura distorting the air into shimmering waves. His eyes now burned with a focused, deadly purpose, twin embers of pure fury. 

Halric didn't flinch. He didn’t even blink. He simply stood there, a still point in the storm of Kai's assault.

The vast, crumbling laboratory around them fell away in Kai’s mind, dissolving into irrelevance. There was only one thing in his mind: the monster in human skin standing before him, the source of all the pain and suffering he had witnessed.

“This ends now!” Kai shouted, his voice was raw and almost cracking under the immense weight of his fury. “You’re not walking away from this, Halric!”

But Halric… just smiled, a thin and cruel twist of his lips that spoke of deep-seated malice.

And the floor pulsed.

Like a heartbeat, a soft, red shimmer rippled beneath Kai's boots, a ripple of liquid glass disturbed from below. The air grew heavy and thick with the scent of iron.

CRACK!

The entire floor exploded in a concussive burst of force and dust.

Time slowed, stretching into a fragile, agonizing moment.

From the shattered ground, dozens of blood-red spears erupted in spirals, twisting like fangs and rushing up to impale Kai from every conceivable angle.

“Wha—?!”

His pupils shrank to pinpricks, the reality of the trap setting in. His instincts screamed, his muscles tensing to leap away, but he was moving too fast, his momentum a cruel prison. The razor-sharp tips of the spears were already brushing against his coat.

Then, a blur of silver.

“Tch—!”

A hand, small but impossibly strong, yanked him back hard. The air cracked with a sound like a whip as he was ripped out of the death zone. 

The red spears sliced the air where his chest had just been, their razor edges hissing with malevolent magical energy. They hit the wall behind, embedding deep into the stone with an eerie, wet squelch.

Kai landed hard on the floor, his vision spinning from the sudden change in momentum, his head ringing. But he looked up immediately.

“Belle…?”

She didn’t answer him. Her gaze was fixed on Halric like a wolf staring down its prey, analyzing every part of him, every subtle nuance. Her expression hardened with resolve.

“…So that’s how it is.”

Kai followed her line of sight, then turned to her, desperate for an explanation. “What just happened?”

Belle’s voice dropped to a quiet murmur, each word a shard of ice. “He’s not using any dark alchemy… he’s manipulating blood directly.”

Across the room, Halric finally chuckled, the sound was dry and humorless.

“Impressive deduction. I underestimated you, Belle.” He said, giving a small and slow clap, the sound echoing ominously in the large chamber. “You’re more than just pretty silver hair. I like that.”

Belle ignored him. “You’re not using a curse. Not necromancy. You’re controlling the blood itself.”

Kai’s brow furrowed in confusion. “He’s using… blood magic? That’s real?!”

Belle nodded slightly, still keeping her eyes on Halric, her posture radiating an unnerving calm. 

“Garrick mentioned it once. Blood magic is rare, a mutation of mana itself. Since the human body is mostly veins and blood, a mage skilled in it can override the body… even without mana.”

Halric spread his arms theatrically, a showman on a stage of carnage. 

“Exactly. Every human is just liquid potential in a skin bag. I just simply unlocked the code.” His smile faded, replaced by a dark, simmering resentment. “I always thought it was a curse when I was born with this magic. People would stay away from me like I’m some kind of a monster.”

Halric began walking slowly, his voice dropping to a theatrical whisper. 

“I always kept my ability hidden, and I’m always on the move from place to place when someone finds out my ability, even when I arrived at Eldermere. But one day, an opportunity showed up on my doorstep. It made me realize my magic was not a curse, it was a gift.”

Kai’s lip curled in disgust, his anger simmering just beneath the surface. “You’re really insane.”

“And yet I’m the one rewriting the rules of magic. I’m going to become the strongest mage and change the world,” Halric said, a fanatical grin spreading across his face. “Power isn’t just about destruction. It’s about control.”

He raised a single hand, fingers poised like a conductor preparing an orchestra of unseen forces.

“And I’m in control here.”

End of Chapter 90

            


Chapter 91: Blood Magic


                Belle’s chest suddenly tensed. An invisible force, like a thousand tiny strings, pulled at her muscles. She stood her ground, but her body felt the strain.

Kai’s eyes widened in panic, a cold dread seizing him. “No—wait, don’t—!” He turned to the others immediately, his voice now sharp with urgency. 

“Kira! Fall back! Now!”

Kira stumbled back in shock. “What?! What is happening—!”

Kai’s voice was low and deadly serious, his gaze never leaving Belle’s struggling form. “If he gets in her head… we’re all dead. You don’t know what she’s capable of.”

Kira hesitated, disbelief warring with Kai's frantic tone. “She’s just—”

“She’s not ‘just’ anything,” Kai snapped, the words a desperate warning. “She’s much stronger than you could imagine. Get out!”

Halric’s smile widened with a vile, triumphant expression. “Yes… that’s it. That’s the fear I love. Desperation. Hopelessness.”

He snapped his fingers. Then, with a voice like death itself, he gave the command.

“Kill them. All of them.”

Time froze, the air thick with anticipation.

Kai gritted his teeth, sweat sliding down his face, his body tensing for an inevitable explosion. He could almost feel it, the moment Belle’s immense, barely-contained power might turn against them, becoming a weapon of annihilation.

“Damn it!” A curse slipped from his lips.

But… she didn’t move.

No twitch. No glassy, vacant eyes.

Instead… she scoffed.

“…You done yet?” she asked, her voice laced with a dry and almost insulting amusement.

Halric blinked once, a look of genuine confusion and disbelief clouding his face. 

“What?”

She stepped forward slowly, tucking a stray strand of silver hair behind her ear, a casual gesture in the face of his magical assault.

“I’m immune,” she said flatly, her voice a cold statement of fact. “Your tricks don’t work on me.”

Halric’s confident facade cracked in an instant. “That’s… impossible. Everyone bleeds.”

Belle tilted her head, a patronizing gesture. “Not like me.”

Kai exhaled slowly, a long, shuddering breath of relief. “…Thank the gods.”

Halric’s expression twisted into a snarl of fury and disbelief. He raised another hand and pointed at Belle, desperation now creeping into his tone.

“Obey me, damn you!”

Belle didn’t move a centimeter. She simply stood there. Instead, she gave him a sharp, pitying look, almost condescending.

“All that fanatics talk about becoming the strongest and changing the world, you can’t even lift my finger with your magic.”

Halric bit down on his lips with a fury so intense, a droplet of blood appeared.

Then he snarled, his voice a low, bestial growl. “If I can’t make you kill them… I’ll just force you to watch them die!”

His hand shifted toward Kai and Kira, the focus of his magic redirected with malicious intent.

The air rippled, streams of blood magic surging toward them like malevolent tendrils reaching for their veins.

Kai’s body jerked involuntarily, a sudden, sharp pain lancing through him.

Kira gasped, her daggers falling from her unresponsive hands with a metallic clatter.

“No—stop—!” Kai yelled, his voice strained.

But Belle was already gone.

With a sound of air snapping like a whip, she appeared before Halric in a blink, her hand glowing faintly with ethereal energy.

CRACK!

A deafening shockwave erupted from the point of impact.

Her palm struck his chest with the force of a cannonball. Halric’s body launched backward, shattering a steel cabinet mid-flight, sending alchemical vials flying like glass rain. He hit the ground hard, a spray of blood erupting from his mouth, his body a broken mess.

The magic strings vanished in an instant, their connection severed.

Kai collapsed to one knee, gasping for air, the pain and psychic assault was now gone. Kira stumbled backward, catching her breath.

Belle stood over Halric with an unreadable expression. Her eyes glowing faintly with a silver-blue light, an echo of the power she had just unleashed.

“You talk too much.”

Kai limped forward, rubbing his temple. “That almost gives me a heart attack.”

Belle didn’t respond. She was staring at Halric’s broken form, assessing the situation. “What do we do with him now?”

Kira walked over slowly, her hands still shaking. “We should report this to the capital. Let the royal knights deal with him.”

Belle nodded, a rare sign of agreement. “Fine by me.”

Kai glanced down at Halric’s ruined body, his eyes hard. “He deserves worse than prison.”

Kira added, her mind already working ahead. “This might be connected to something larger. If there are other labs just like this one across the region, we might be looking at more victims like this.”

Kai brushed a hand through his soot-streaked hair, his voice low and grave. “Yeah, you are talking about Eastern Wastes, right?”

Kira nodded, confirming his fear.

Then, a wet, horrifying chuckle rose from the floor.

Halric… was still alive. His mouth bled, his teeth cracked, and yet… he smiled.

“I did warn you,” he rasped, the words a gurgling effort.

His trembling hand, miraculously still intact, reached toward something cold and metallic, a syringe lying amidst the broken glass and spilled vials.

Belle noticed it, her eyes widening in alarm, but it was too late. “Wait—!”

SHHHTK!

Halric plunged the syringe into his neck with a sickening, desperate sound. Dark red-black liquid rushed into his bloodstream in an instant.

His body convulsed violently. Muscles bulged grotesquely, veins turned pitch black, pulsating like serpents beneath his skin. Bones snapped and reshaped with a sickening series of cracks. His skin pulsed like it was about to burst.

Belle took a quick step back, a hint of genuine surprise shown on her face. “What did you inject?”

Halric’s voice distorted, now a low and warped growl, halfway between a man and a beast. “I told you… every minute wasted down here… someone above becomes a volunteer.”

Kai clenched his fists, his face a mask of furious desperation. “You bastard…!”

Halric laughed with a horrible and distorted sound, a wet and rattling bray that didn’t belong in any human throat.

Belle’s expression darkened, the cold mask of control giving way to a more visceral anger. “What did you do?”

Halric grinned, his eyes now glowing a malevolent, pulsating red. “I enlightened them.”

His face twisted into something inhuman, a grotesque parody of a smile. Organic and crystalline blood armor formed around him like a new living shell.

Kira stumbled backward, a genuine terror in her eyes. “What is he…?!”

The room rumbled, the very foundations groaning as Halric rose again.

“Now then…”

He raised one clawed hand, crackling with liquid mana, a physical manifestation of his power.

“Let’s begin the final experiment.”

The veins along his neck bulged grotesquely as the crimson serum flooded his system. Red circuits flared under his skin, illuminating his arms like a twisted lattice of molten iron.

His breathing grew uneven and heavier with each passing second. His eyes locked onto Belle, seeing her as the only obstacle to his twisted apotheosis.

CRACK!

His fist slammed into the stone beneath him with the force of a thunderclap, and the ground split with a sickening crunch. From the epicenter of his knuckles, jagged tendrils of hardened blood exploded outward like shrapnel, whistling violently through the air at impossible speed.

Each shard was honed to a needlepoint, moving faster than any arrow, each one a whisper of death.

“DIE!!” he bellowed, the rage in his voice shaking the dust from the ancient ceiling above.

Belle’s instincts kicked in, and she raised her arms in defense.

The blood spears impaled straight through her forearms, pinning her back like a doll thrown against a wall. She skidded across the stone floor, her boots carving deep twin gouges in the earth, a sound like a ship's keel on a reef. Sparks burst beneath her heels as she finally came to a grinding halt.

“Belle!” Kai and Kira shouted at the same time, their voices laced with horror.

Pain flared. But then, just as quickly, it vanished.

The wounds glowed, not red with blood, but an ethereal, pulsating blue. Her Draconic Heart surged with ancient power, burning through the damage like fire devouring paper, the holes in her flesh sealing shut before Halric even had a chance to react, the skin knitting back together.

Belle slowly raised her arms again, not a trace of weakness shown in her stance, her body perfectly restored. She shook her arms once as if brushing off water, a gesture of profound unimpressedness.

“You’re going to have to try harder than that,” she said, her voice low and cold, filled with a promise of retribution.

Kai, Kira, and Bram looked on from the side, momentarily stunned into silence by the impossible display.

Then Belle spoke again, her voice sharp and commanding this time. “Kai. Kira. Get to the surface.”

Kira’s ear twitched in defiance. “What? No, we can still fight! We’re not leaving you behind!”

“I said go,” Belle snapped, her eyes never leaving Halric, whose muscles were still bulging with unstable energy. “The townspeople come first. If he activated something up there, then every second we stand here, someone up there is dying. You need to stop it. Protect them.”

Kira hesitated, caught between duty and emotion. “But you—”

Kai stepped forward, his resolve firming. “Belle, what about you?”

“I’ll hold him off,” Belle said again, her voice quieter now but firm and unyielding. “Get Bram out of here as well.”

Her glowing veins lit up beneath her skin like constellations, the blue energy pulsing through her fingers, humming with restrained power. She flicked her wrist once, and the energy responded with a small, controlled arc of light.

Kai’s eyes met hers. He saw the storm behind them, the terrifying power she held in reserve. He clenched his fists and made a difficult decision. 

“Alright. I’ll see you up there.” Then a louder command: “Kira! Bram! Move!”

Kira gritted her teeth but obeyed. She followed Kai as he pulled Bram toward the stairwell. 

Bram looked over his shoulder, a silent plea of concern etched deep into the lines of his face.

But Belle didn’t turn. She was already locked in.

Already, Halric was laughing again, but this time a sound of pure, unadulterated madness.

“You think sending your friends away will save them?” He hissed. “They’ll die screaming. Just like any other human.”

Belle’s hair whipped behind her as energy surged at her heels, the silver-blue aura flaring. “You still talk too much.”

With a flash, another volley of blood spears, larger and faster than before, launched toward the retreating group.

But this time, Belle moved.

She vanished in a blink and reappeared midair between the projectiles and the staircase, her hand glowing bright as a miniature sun.

BOOM!

She swatted the blood spears aside with a sweeping arc of her arm, reducing them to dust with a concussive burst of kinetic force. Shards flew in every direction, but none reached her allies, who were now safe on the stairs.

She touched down lightly, slowly straightening herself, her posture radiating an insurmountable power.

Then she looked at him with a simple act of defiance. Her face was calm. Her eyes were sharp and filled with a cold, terrifying promise.

“Your opponent is me, Halric.”

Halric’s smile twitched for just a little, the madness in his eyes faltering.

For the first time, there was a flicker of genuine hesitation in his stance. A flicker of real, profound fear.

End of Chapter 91

            


Chapter 92: Trust and Bond


                Stone steps rushed beneath their feet, uneven and worn by centuries of forgotten footsteps as Kai, Kira and Bram made their way up the tunnel. 

The narrow tunnel curved endlessly upward, and the air grew thinner with each breath. Dust drifted down from the trembling ceiling, stirred loose by distant rumbles and sudden bursts of sound that made the stone underfoot shiver.

Faint lines of glowing moss traced the edges of the tunnel, painting everything in flickering green hues, like ghostlight guiding the living through a tomb.

Kira’s footsteps slowed slightly.

Her breathing was ragged, not from exhaustion, but from worry, guilt and uncertainty.

A war was still raging beneath them, and they had turned their backs on it.

She stared at the back of Kai’s figure ahead, his stride steady, his hand firm around Bram’s shoulder. His presence was unwavering, like a pillar braced against the storm. And yet... even that solidity unsettled her.

After a silence that seemed to stretch forever, she finally spoke.

“…Are we sure it’s fine?” Her voice was quiet, barely audible beneath the groans of shifting stone. “Leaving her like that?”

Kai didn’t respond right away. His eyes were fixed ahead, his focus like a blade drawn too tight across the edge.

Kira pushed forward, closing the gap between them. “She could die, Kai.”

“No,” he said at last without hesitation. “She won’t.”

Kira blinked. Her ears twitched at the blunt finality in his voice. 

“You sound so sure.”

He finally glanced at her, a slow and confident smirk creeping into the corner of his lips. It wasn't arrogance, but a certainty born from deep conviction.

“Because I am sure,” he said simply.

“That’s not an answer,” Kira snapped, not out of anger, but something close to desperation. Her voice cracked at the edges. “You saw what Halric has become. That… thing isn’t human anymore. We could’ve helped. We should’ve—”

Kai stopped dead in his tracks.

Kira nearly stumbled into him, catching herself just in time. “Wha—?”

He turned to face her fully, his expression unreadable in the dim light of the tunnel.

The air around them fell strangely quiet for a moment as if the world was holding its breath.

“We’d only get in her way,” Kai said.

His voice wasn’t sharp. It was calm. But so heavy that it felt like it pressed the air around them down into the stone.

“Belle isn’t someone who needs saving in a fight like this,” he went on, his gaze unwavering. “You don’t save her. You let her fight. You let her choose how to fight.”

Kira looked at him, still uncertain, her brow furrowed with conflict.

“Trust me,” he added, but softer this time. “She’ll win.”

Kira stared at him, her heart pounding with conflicting emotions. Her fingers curled slightly as if trying to grasp something intangible in the heavy air.

“How do you know?” she asked, her voice low almost a whisper. “You really trust her that much?”

Kai didn’t blink. “Yeah.”

“Why?”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he looked up toward the craggy ceiling of the tunnel as if he could see through it, back down into the heart of the raging battle. 

“I’ve fought beside her,” he said finally. “I’ve seen how she thinks. How she moves. How she never takes her eyes off the bigger picture, even when she’s bleeding, even when the odds are stacked against her. I’ve seen how she fights.”

He paused. “But more than that… I’ve seen why she fights.”

Kira’s lips parted slightly, but she didn’t interrupt, captivated by his words.

“She’s not just a typical adventurer that you find out there,” Kai continued, his voice now just barely above a whisper, the kind of tone one uses when speaking about something almost sacred. 

“She’s something… different, and bigger. Bigger than any spell or sword skill. She doesn’t hesitate. Doesn’t flinch. Not when it counts. That kind of resolve, you can’t teach that. You can’t break it either.”

He looked back at Kira. “That’s why I’m not worried.”

A beat of silence passed. Then he added, almost as an afterthought. His voice dropped slightly.

“My concern isn’t her, actually.”

Kira was caught off guard by the unexpected statement. 

“Then… what is it?”

Kai’s expression darkened. The playful spark in his eyes vanished, replaced by a grim resolution.

“Him,” he said simply.

He turned, casting a lingering glance back down the tunnel they’d climbed. His voice dropped further.

“I’m not worried about whether Belle will survive or not... I’m more worried about what will be left of Halric when she does.”

The air felt colder then, despite the moss’s faint glow. The tremors beneath them pulsed again, followed by a distant, echoing crash, like the earth crying out in protest.

Even Bram, who had been silent this whole time, lifted his head slowly, his eyes clouded with awe and something close to dread.

Kira gave a nervous chuckle, light and short, but it had no mockery in it. 

“You’ve got a lot of faith in her.”

Kai shrugged lightly, though the rigid tension in his shoulders never truly left. 

“Of course.”

Then, more quietly, almost reverently, he added. “She’s my teammate.”

The word settled into the tunnel like a solemn promise.

Teammate.

Kira felt it stick in her chest. Heavy, yet unfamiliar.

It sounded so simple, yet to Kai, it wasn’t just a label. It meant more than just about working together. It was absolute trust. It was an unbreakable camaraderie. It was choosing to believe in someone even when the world was falling apart around them.

And Kira... she had always been alone. A solo adventurer. She’d never been part of a party. Never had someone watching her back. Never knew what it felt like to be able to lean on someone and know they wouldn’t fall.

It struck her then, how strange it was to envy something so simple, yet so profound.

She glanced upward, toward the ceiling, as if somehow her eyes could pierce through the stone and see Belle.

“Facing down a monster like that…” she whispered, her voice tinged with a newfound understanding. “All by herself… and yet, she’s not alone at all.”

She paused.

“I admire that. The bond you two have… it’s strong.”

Kai didn’t reply. He just gave a small smile and turned to continue climbing.

Kira lingered behind for a breath longer, then followed.

Underground Laboratory

The blood-spears screamed through the air like crimson lances of razor-thin malice. Each one cut through the darkness like a crimson comet, trailing sparks and the stench of scorched stone. 

As they closed in on Belle, the air itself seemed to tremble with the sheer force behind them—ruthless, precise and intended to maim, if not kill.

But they never reached her.

Belle shifted her weight subtly, one foot gliding back across the cracked stone floor with practiced grace. The moment her heel touched down, a radiant surge of energy pulsed outward. A soft whoomph echoed through the chamber, and the veil of blue aura surrounding her body ignited.

The spears shattered on contact.

CLINK—CLANG—SHHHRIP—!

The sharp cacophony of destruction rang through the vast chamber. Shards of solid blood magic fragmented into fine dust before they could even graze her. They disintegrated against her Aura Amplification field

Belle didn’t even blink.

Her hair fluttered gently, caught in the rippling aftershock of magical pressure. Her gaze was calm and remained fixed on her opponent.

Halric stood at the far end of the chamber, half-shadowed beneath the flickering light of failing sconces. His body trembled, sweat pouring down his face, but his eyes, bloodshot and glowing with fury, remained locked on Belle. Red circuits pulsed visibly beneath his skin, bulging unnaturally from his arms and neck.

Snarling, Halric raised both arms once more. Blood responded to his command, coalescing mid-air into a grotesque formation, a tangled nest of thorns and blades, alive and twitching like a nervous system violently torn from its host.

But Belle didn’t move.

She stood still, poised yet effortless, her arms at her sides. She hadn't raised a weapon. Hadn’t launched a single counterattack.

Just observed.

“What’s the matter? You’re not even trying anymore.” 

Belle said quietly, her voice low and strangely devoid of hostility. 

“Your aim is off. The trajectories are erratic. The finishing is weak. The rhythm of your attacks…” She tilted her head slightly. “...You’re panicking.”

Halric’s lip curled, a snarl contorting his features. “Shut up! There shouldn’t be any human who could possibly wield this kind of power!”

With a roar, he unleashed another volley. This time, the blood spears spun in a spiraling arc, fanning out like the petals of a rose drenched in malice. Their tips glowed with corrosive energy, sizzling through the air like acidic rain.

Belle raised a single hand.

A sharp snap rang out as a blade of blue energy created from compressed pure aura erupted from her palm and sliced through the incoming projectiles with surgical precision. The air trembled under the pressure, sending small ripples through the broken floor.

She stepped forward. The sound of her boots pressing against the stone echoed like a countdown.

One step. Closer.

“The serum you injected earlier,” Belle noted, her tone analytical. “You thought it would make you unstoppable. But look at you.” 

Her tone wasn’t mocking. It was clinical. 

“You turned yourself into a monster, just like those you were experimenting on. You’re sweating through your armor. Your body’s burning mana just to stay upright. And your blood…” She glanced at the crimson forming around his feet. “...It’s leaking, not forming.”

Halric gritted his teeth, his muscles twitching uncontrollably, but he couldn't deny her words.

“You think I care?” he spat. “If it gives me the strength to crush you, I’d inject ten more.”

Belle's lips tightened slightly, not into a frown, but a trace of disappointment.

“I can see through you, you’re not the research type,” she said flatly. “You’re more like a thug. You don't have the patience for magical precision. You couldn’t have set up that lab, the arcane circuitry, the isolation wards, the containment protocols. I doubted you would even know how to run this experiment.” 

Her eyes sharpened like scalpels. “Someone else was running it. So… who?”

Halric didn’t answer.

Instead, he lunged with a roar. He dragged a length of blood-formed chain from his arm and swung it like a reaper’s scythe. It screamed across the floor, erupting into thorned tendrils that lashed toward Belle’s legs.

She vanished.

A blur of silver and light blinked across the chamber. Belle reappeared ten paces away, a mesmerizing trail of glowing embers spiraling behind her. Her body hummed with power, lines of crackling blue energy coursing across her arms and legs like living circuitry.

Still, she hadn’t retaliated.

She merely watched.

“Who were you working for?” she asked again, more pointedly this time. Her voice carried an edge now. 

“Someone asked you to deliver live test subjects. In exchange, they promised you power. Maybe coin. Maybe a title. Am I right?”

Halric’s breathing was ragged now, each gasp was a struggle. His chest rose and fell like bellows, his movements sluggish and increasingly erratic. Still, he raised another spear and threw it. Only for Belle to slice it apart with her bare hand.

“You think I don’t know what you’re trying to do?” 

Halric said suddenly, laughing with a twisted, bitter noise laced with desperate triumph. “You’re trying to stall me. Buy time. But what do you think is happening in town right now?”

“You couldn’t even save those you were trying to save.” His bloodshot gaze darted to the ice-cold bodies lying on the tables across the chamber. “And now you sent your friends away just to suffer the same fate as they were.”

Belle’s expression didn’t change. She stood unwavering amidst the dust and swirling aura.

“I’m not worried,” she replied calmly, her voice a stark contrast to his frantic taunts. “I trust my teammate. He’ll handle it.”

Then her tone shifted, the temperature in her voice dropping by degrees.

“But you?” 

She took another step forward. 

“You should’ve worried about what I will do to you.”

Halric’s smirk faltered, replaced by a dawning, terrible realization.
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Chapter 93: The Town Puppets


                The sun already blazed high in the cloudless sky as Kai, Kira and Bram burst from the shadowed mouth of the mining tunnel. Their breaths came in ragged gasps. For a long, weightless second, they just simply stood there, stunned by the abrupt shift from suffocating darkness to oppressive brightness.

Kira squinted her eyes, raising an arm to block the glare. “It’s already past midday…”

Kai’s voice was low and grave. “…Too much time passed down there.”

But what truly stopped them wasn’t the sunlight.

It was the silence.

Not peaceful. Not gentle. But heavy and suffocatingly quiet.

Then they saw it.

All throughout the square, scattered across cobbled streets and behind windows cracked open, the people of Eldermere stood still.

Their bodies were slack like puppets without strings, their faces vacant, drained of warmth and reason. A few stood with arms limply hanging by their sides. Others stared up at the sun as if it were something foreign. Their mouths parted, breathless and silent.

The wind whistled through the alleys, but not a soul stirred.

Kira’s voice came out as a whisper. “What… in the meow…”

Kai stepped forward slowly, surveying the unnerving scene, his hand already on the hilt of his katana. “We’re too late… It’s already begun.”

“No. No no no, this can’t be…” 

Bram’s voice cracked like glass. He stumbled forward, almost tripping over the uneven stones, his eyes darting frantically across the eerie crowd as if looking for someone.

And then they locked on two familiar figures.

“There—! Torven! Catria!” 

Bram broke into a frantic run, but Kai caught his arm in a firm and unyielding grip.

“Wait,” he ordered.

“Let me go!” Bram struggled, but Kai held fast. “That’s them! Those are my friends! I have to—!”

“They’re not… themselves,” Kai said flatly, his gaze hard.

Bram froze. His breath caught in his throat, his eyes locking onto Catria and Torven, standing together near the old fountain. 

Catria, the proud blacksmith of Eldermere, was holding her forge hammer, gripped tightly in one hand, but her knuckles were limp, the tool resting at an odd angle. Torven, one of the senior miners, had a pickaxe slung over his shoulder, but it drooped like a forgotten memory. 

Just like Bram, Catria and Torven were part of Eldermere’s pillar, managing and overseeing the welfare of the town.

“They’re being controlled,” Kai said grimly.

Kira stepped up beside him, the previous mirth gone. “Just like the innkeeper… just like what happened to me. Except this time it’s the entire town.”

“But how?” Bram demanded, his voice raw with disbelief. “How could Halric control so many? Even with mana, something like this would… would be impossible.”

Kira folded her arms, her voice troubled. “Unless… the serum Halric injected gave him more than just strength. What if it amplifies mana flow? Turn people into walking conduits?”

Kai nodded, his jaw tight. “It would explain the experiments he was doing on those people. Looks like he’s scaled it up.”

Kira bit her lip, scanning the silent street. “Still… an entire town at once? That’s a massive area to influence. It should still be impossible.”

A low creaaaak suddenly echoed across the square.

Like a rope being pulled taut.

CLICK.

Heads turned.

Not one. Not two. All of them.

Their necks moved in eerie, synchronized unison, every head swiveling toward Kai, Kira and Bram. Dozens of blank eyes locked onto them. Staring without emotion, without recognition.

Kira took a step back, her voice barely a whisper. “…They’re looking at us now.”

Then, slowly and horrifyingly, they began to move.

Just a step. And then another. One by one, they raised their hands. Not in greeting, not in surrender. But in preparation.

Tools were clenched in pale fingers—hammers, butcher knives, farming sickles, cooking pots, rusted pickaxes. Not weapons by design. But now? That’s exactly what they were.

Kai drew his katana with a swift metallic hiss. The blade gleamed, reflecting the blinding sun and the dozens of lifeless stares.

“Get ready,” he said calmly, his stance already shifting.

Kira’s eyes widened with a flicker of fear. “Wait, don’t hurt them! They’re innocent.”

“I know,” Kai said, his voice steely and unwavering. “But if we fall, we can’t save them.”

Then the first one charged. A gaunt man with sunken cheeks, a jagged hatchet clutched in his fist. His feet scraped against the cobbled stones as he sprinted forward with no hesitation and no warning cry. Just pure, mechanical movement.

“Watch out—!” Kira yelled.

CLANG!

Kai caught the hatchet with the flat of his katana, the impact sending a jarring jolt through both weapons. He held firm.

“Bram, stay behind us,” He ordered without looking, his eyes already assessing the incoming threats.

Another figure lunged from behind, an elderly woman with a carving knife. 

Bram flinched, but Kira was there in a flash. Her twin daggers already in play, she twisted mid-air, gently but forcefully disarming her. The woman fell back, her blade skittering across the stone.

“They’re coordinated…” Kira said, her ears twitching, sensing the invisible strings. “They’re not acting alone. They’re acting as one.”

More figures emerged from alleyways and doorframes. From behind carts and from the shadows of awnings. A tidal wave of bodies closing in all at once.

Kai exhaled sharply. “They’re surrounding us.”

He shifted his stance, eyes darting to a narrow alley off to the left, just wide enough for them to slip through. Trees beyond it promised escape.

“Kira,” he said, his voice firm, leaving no room for argument. “Head to that alley. You clear the left. I’ll take the right. We don’t strike to kill. Just enough to disable them. Get Bram through and head for the forest.”

Kira scowled, but her tail flicked with a hint of challenge. “Since when did a D-Rank like you start to give me orders?”

“Since no one else is giving orders,” Kai smirked, a flash of his usual irreverence. “And you lost to a D-Rank last night, remember?”

“Grrr—Fine.” Kira flipped a dagger, catching it by the hilt. “Just so you remember, you still owe me that piggyback thing.”

“Drop it, you feline.”

And then they moved.

Kai swept low and fast, deflecting strikes without drawing blood. His katana danced, turning hatchets aside, parrying pickaxes, redirecting bludgeons with a grace that made every movement efficient, precise, and brutally beautiful.

Kira was lightning itself, darting between gaps, disarming with a flick of her wrist, flipping over shoulders, kicking weapons aside before they could connect. Her daggers gleamed like streaks of silver light, deflecting and deterring without harm.

Bram stumbled, shielded by their expert motion. His heart pounding in his ears like a frantic drum. He didn’t know how he was moving, only that he had to. 

“Go! Down the alley, now!” Kira shouted, her voice strained.

They turned the corner. The alley narrowed behind them, twisting between ivy-choked walls. They ran toward the edge and finally burst into a small, overgrown courtyard. Kai slammed the rough wooden gate shut behind them.

He leaned against it, breathing hard. “They’re not following anymore…”

Kira wiped sweat from her brow, a disgusted grimace on her face. “They were swarming us. Like flies on the poop.”

“Poop?” Bram was caught off guard, a bewildered expression on his face.

Kai slowly turned toward her, his eye twitching visibly beneath the flickering sunlight. “Can you seriously, for once, stop comparing everything to bodily functions?”

A beat of silence passed between them as the distant, shuffling footsteps faded behind the rough wall. 

Bram’s hands trembled as he stared at the dried blood staining his sleeves, the blood from the bodies he touched down in the mine, not his own. 

His voice cracked like dry kindling. "Torven… Catria…" He swallowed hard, as if the names might choke him. "They’re… they’re still in there, right? Their minds… their souls…?"

Kira’s ears flattened, a rare sign of her deep unease. She hesitated, then admitted softly, "I don’t know."

Kai stepped forward, his voice a blade of conviction, cutting through the fear. 

"They are." His gaze locked onto Bram’s hollow stare. "They were puppets, just like the innkeeper. Just like Kira was. And puppets don’t die when the strings are cut. They wake up. That’s why we don’t kill them."

Bram didn’t respond, but his fingers slowly curled into fists, a spark of hope in his eyes.

Kira placed a hand on his shoulder, her usual sharp grin absent. Only her canine peeked through. "Don’t worry. We’ll save them," she murmured. "All of them."

Kai nodded, but his jaw was tight, his gaze distant. “But first, we need to break Halric’s control on these people.”

Kira turned her eyes to meet Kai’s. “If Belle defeats Halric, then the control ends. We should’ve stayed and helped her.”

“No.” Kai’s voice turned serious, brooking no argument. “We need to break Halric’s control by ourselves.”

“Why?”

“Belle will take him down for sure, but we can’t bet on that. If he realizes he’s losing, he’ll use the townspeople as shields. Or worse, he might sacrifice them to power his abilities.”

Bram stepped forward, his eyes gleaming with renewed determination. “There are about three hundred people in this town. Even if Halric’s experiment somehow strengthens his mana, it is still not possible to control the entire town. Especially while fighting Belle.”

Kira’s tail flicked, her mind racing. "An artifact, then? Something he’s using to tether them? Just like how he used an artifact to gather mana in the mine." 

She scanned the shadowed trees beyond the gate, as if the answer might lurk there. "But it could be hidden anywhere."

"It’s in the town," Kai said, low and certain.

"How can you know?"

"They stopped chasing us here." He gestured to the gate behind them, where the cobblestones ended. "Right at the threshold. That means his control has a range. And whatever’s fueling it? It should be in there."

Kira's grin flashed like a torchlight, a hint of excitement returning. "Then, that would be simple. Find the shiny mind-control doodad, smash it, and poof! Free townsfolk buffet."

"Let me help." Bram’s voice was rough, but his eyes burned with quiet intensity. “I know this town better than anyone. If something new appeared or something sacred got corrupted, I’d know where to look.”

"No." Kai's hand shot out, firmly barring Bram's path. "Kira and I will handle this. You stay here, where it's safe."

Bram's fists clenched, frustration warring with understanding. "But they're my—"

“Kira and I are adventurers.” Kai cut in, his voice dropping to that infuriatingly calm tone that meant he wouldn't budge. “This is what we do.”

Kira’s ears twitched again, tail flicking with burgeoning excitement. “So what’s the plan?”

Kai adjusted the strap of his katana on his waist. “Just like you said. We go in, look for the artifact, destroy it, and save the town.”

Kira waited a few seconds longer for Kai to continue, a spark of anticipation flickering in her gaze. But, seconds passed… and nothing.

“That’s it?” she asked incredulously.

Kai nodded. “That’s it.”

Kira let out a derisive snort, crossing her arms. “So you think we’ll just stumble into a glowing red gem or whatever the artifact looks like with ‘evil mind-control artifact’ and ‘smash me’ carved on it?”

Kai blinked, then a faint smirk touched his lips. "...That was the plan."

Kira sighed dramatically. “You never think things through, do you?”

“Well, at least I have a plan.”

“It isn’t a real plan.”

“I’ll gladly follow one if you have a better plan.”

Kira rolled her eyes, the tension in her shoulders betraying her usual carefree demeanor. She tilted her head slightly, feline ears twitching as if catching something the others couldn’t.

“Alright, fine,” she muttered, a grudging acceptance in her voice. “But if we’re doing this your way, we do it fast. Before they regroup. I don’t want to have to fight the civilians again.” 

Her tail flicked once behind her, a telltale sign of unease she didn’t bother hiding anymore.

Kai gave her a solemn nod, his eyes scanning the rooftops and silent streets beyond the courtyard walls. 

“We sweep the central district first. Start with the old chapel. It’s the oldest structure in town, and if I were hiding a mana amplification artifact, I’d use something steeped in history. Strong emotional residue. Old ground holds old magic.”

Kira frowned. “You think Halric stashed the anchor there?”

“I think if he’s smart, he wouldn’t rely on just raw power. He’d tether his spellwork to something that can hold it. An artifact doesn’t work alone, it needs a foundation.”

She tapped her foot impatiently. “The problem is we have no idea what this ‘artifact’ looks like. Could be a crystal, a relic, a cursed bunny statue for all we know. It’ll take forever to search the chapel blind.”

“We won’t need to search,” Kai said, already turning toward the narrow alley that led east. “We’ll feel it.”

“Feel?” Kira repeated, raising an eyebrow. “You mean like… with mana sense?”

“If there’s a mana amplifier that strong, it’ll leak. The artifact will be giving off an unusual aura resonance. You should be able to pick it up with your enhanced beast senses.”

Kira narrowed her eyes, a mock glare aimed at him. “What do you think I am? A dog?”

Kai cracked a small grin, a rare moment of genuine amusement. “Well… I’ve had my suspicions. You do like sniffing things around.”

Kira punched his arm. Not hard enough to hurt, but enough to leave a lingering memory. 

“Watch it, or I’ll mark you like a scratching post.” She growled playfully. “And for the record, that’s an insult to all cat-kin. Especially me.”

Kai chuckled softly. “Alright, alright. So… can you sense it?”

Her ears twitched again, rotating like miniature radar dishes. Her tail swayed once more, subtly testing the currents of ambient magic. 

“…If the flow’s strong enough,” she muttered, a new focus in her eyes. “Yeah. I might be able to track it. But it’s like chasing wind. Don’t expect me to pinpoint it like a compass.”

“I’m not,” Kai said, his voice firm and trusting. “Just get us in range. I’ll do the rest.”

Bram, who had been standing quietly by the courtyard wall, finally spoke up. His voice was low and hesitant, filled with renewed purpose. “Uhmm… what about me? What should I do?”

Kai turned, his tone shifted to gentle, but firm. “You wait here. You’ve done enough. The townspeople shouldn’t be able to cross this threshold. Once we cut the connection, they’ll wake up or at least stop moving.”

Bram’s hands twitched at his sides. He didn’t like it, but the logic was irrefutable. He nodded, his resolve was clear.

“I’ll be waiting,” he said softly. “Just… be safe out there.”

Kira flipped a dagger into the air with one hand, catching it by the hilt before sliding it back into the hidden strap beneath her maid uniform. Her grin returned, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Well then, fearless leader,” she said, mock-formal and saluting him with two fingers. “To the spooky chapel we go.”
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Chapter 94: Blood Minions


                The alleyways of Eldermere were narrow and choked with a silence that felt less like peace and more like a held breath. Shuttered homes lined the path, their windows like sightless eyes. Crushed flower carts lay abandoned, their petals long since withered to dust. 

Kai and Kira moved through this oppressive stillness with a cautious yet practiced swiftness.

Kira was the first to speak, her voice dropping to a low and almost imperceptible whisper.

“…Do you feel that?”

Kai's response was a terse nod. “Yeah.”

The mana thickened around them, not like the ambient hum of ley lines or the gentle currents of active magic. This was dense and unnatural, a palpable weight that pressed in on them. It pricked against the skin like invisible static.

They stepped out from the final alley, the confined space giving way to the chapel’s outer courtyard. 

Time had not been kind to the place. 

The garden, once a tranquil retreat, was now a tangled ruin of choking weeds and broken gravestones. Cracked angel statues leaned precariously over moss-covered stones. The chapel itself loomed ahead, its ancient stone darkened by centuries of rain and neglect, the bell tower rising like a crooked, skeletal finger toward the bruised sky.

Thick and black ivy crawled along the outer walls. Several windows gaped open, their shards glittering menacingly in the overgrown grass. The heavy wooden door stood slightly ajar, groaning softly as it swayed with a breeze that carried no scent of life.

Kira halted abruptly, her hand tightening reflexively on the hilt of her dagger. "…It’s stronger here," she murmured, her gaze sweeping across the desolate courtyard.

Kai crouched beside one of the ancient gravestones, brushing his fingers across its worn surface. 

"This place is soaked in mana. So much that even I can feel the saturation. Whatever’s drawing power… it’s not just above ground."

"It’s below," Kira whispered.

Kai rose, his gaze locked on the gaping maw of the chapel entrance. "Then let’s go check underground."

They stepped forward together, the chapel door groaning louder now as if warning them back from an unspeakable horror. As they crossed the threshold, the temperature dropped sharply. The air within was stale and thick with the cloying scent of old incense, ash, and the dust of forgotten years. 

Rows of decaying pews stood in silence, their wood rotting and warped by time. Stained glass, fractured and broken, filtered the external sunlight into fragmented, broken colors that cast fleeting rainbows across the cracked stone floor.

But even through this desolate beauty, an overwhelming dread permeated the very air.

The altar at the far end flickered faintly with a soft crimson glow pulsing like a dying heartbeat. Heavy and malevolent mana emanated from it.

Kira stepped forward slowly, her voice barely audible and laced with a growing understanding. "This… isn’t just an amplifier. It’s a focus. Halric is channeling mana through it, syncing it with the townspeople. It’s why they’re moving in unison."

Kai’s grip on his katana’s hilt tightened. "Then let’s cut the source and end this."

Atop the cracked marble platform stood the obsidian orb. Smoke-like tendrils of raw mana curled upward and outward from it, whispering as if the very stone breathed with a vile sentience. 

"MOVE!!" 

Kira’s voice ripped through the oppressive silence like a bolt of lightning.

Kai pivoted instantly, instinct and reflex merging into a single motion. Time seemed to slow, stretching out the next agonizing moments.

Three figures burst from the deep shadows of the chapel’s ruined columns. They were the townspeople, but twisted unnaturally. Their backs arched into grotesque bows. Their mouths hung open in silent, terrifying screams, and their eyes were lifeless and hollow. 

They weren’t fast, not in the conventional sense but they were driven by a desperate, single-minded savagery.

Kai's katana hissed from its sheath with a whisper of steel. 

One clean slash arced through the air and sliced through one attacker’s rusted makeshift weapon. He flowed like water, shifting his stance with practiced ease and slashing again, redirecting the momentum of their charge back against them.

The three townspeople collapsed backward, skidding across the ancient floor in a shower of dust.

"Where did they come from?" Kira barked, her voice sharp with alarm.

Then, something horrifying happened.

Their bodies convulsed violently. From their eyes, mouths and ears, blood erupted unnaturally fast and copious. It sprayed across the floor in streaks and rivers, unnerving in how fluidly it moved, as though guided by a malevolent will of its own.

"Wh-What the meow is that?!" Kira froze mid-step, her usual composure shattering into horrified disbelief.

The blood moved.

It didn't merely pool or splatter. It rose.

Twisting upward into grotesque spires of muscleless limbs and half-formed torsos, shimmering with an unholy crimson. A red mist clung to them, swirling as claws and jagged blades formed from crystalized, congealed blood. 

Twelve grotesque humanoids emerged from the gory tableau—blood minions, soulless and rage-bound, their eyes glowing like burning coals.

"They’re made from the townspeople’s blood," Kai muttered, his voice laced with disgust. "He’s draining their blood to create monsters."

"They’re not just protecting the artifact…" Kira added, her voice sharpening with chilling understanding. "They are the shield. Halric turned their bodies into a living curse, a defense system. Preventing us from destroying it."

"This…" Kai clenched his teeth, his jaw tight with suppressed fury. "This is cruelty beyond reason."

Kira’s daggers flashed into her hands with a familiar, lethal click. Her sharp eyes, usually filled with playful mischief, were now locked on the grotesque blood minions. 

"He’s going to regret ever doing this."

Without warning, one blood minion lunged at Kai. A piercing shriek tearing from its non-existent throat as it brought down a cleaver-like limb. 

Kai ducked low, sparks flying as his blade met the coagulated blood-blade. He pushed forward, twisted, and slammed the minion into the ground, its form momentarily flattening into a wet, crimson stain.

Another shot toward Kira. She flipped backward with an impossible grace. Her foot found the nearest ruined column, and she launched herself off it mid-spin, landing effortlessly behind the minion and slicing through its torso in a clean, double arc of glimmering daggers.

For a heartbeat, the severed minion paused, its halves twitching. Then, it reformed. 

Blood sprayed upward like a geyser from the sundered halves, knitting itself back together in a sickening display.

"They’re regenerating!" Kira snarled, leaping away as the minion lunged again. "Seems like they’re tethered to the artifact! It’s feeding them!"

Kai narrowed his eyes, the gravity of their situation settling heavily. "Then we need to sever the cord fast and take all of them down."

The battle exploded. The chapel lit up with a hellish glow of crimson light slicing across the shattered stained glass, fragments of beauty reflecting a grotesque war. 

Blood splashed and hissed as the heat from Kai’s strikes met the fluid, coiling forms. Kai moved like lightning, his blade gleaming wickedly in the dark. 

Every swing was precise and calculated, but the blood minions adapted with horrifying speed, blocking with newly formed blood-shields and retaliating with unhesitating force.

Kira moved like a whirlwind, her lithe silhouette flickering between the blood minions, dodging razor-sharp claws and spinning effortlessly between crushing strikes. 

Her twin daggers glowed with charged violet electricity, arcs snapping through the air as she sliced through limbs that turned to mist, only to regrow moments later.

Kai activated his aura. A surge of raw, crimson energy erupted from his core, flaring around his body like burning mist. His katana gleamed with a malevolent crimson energy, heat warping the air around its edge. Each slash echoed like thunder as he carved through three minions in a single, devastating sweep, momentarily dissolving their forms.

"These things just won’t die!" Kira barked, skidding across the floor and stopping herself against the splintered wood of a broken pew. "I can’t get close to the artifact."

"We’re wasting energy!" Kai growled. "They’ll keep coming unless we destroy the artifact!"

Another blood minion dove toward Kira. She ducked under its claw, slashing its kneecaps, then delivered a powerful roundhouse kick to its torso, sending it crashing through a column in a sickening splash of red.

Suddenly, with a sharp crack, the worn stone floor beneath the altar fractured further. More blood surged upward from the depths below like it was being summoned from a hidden reservoir. 

Another, larger blood minion burst out of the crimson pool beneath the altar, letting out a raw, unholy screech.

Kai's eyes snapped toward the obsidian artifact. Its beat was accelerating, like a frantic heart that knew it was under imminent threat. He met Kira’s gaze across the chaos of the battlefield.

She gave a breathless nod, understanding his unspoken command. "Cover me."

"Go."

Kira sprinted forward, her feet a blur on the blood-slick stone. Electricity surged along her limbs and crackled around her weapons. Minions dove at her from both sides to intercept.

Kai stepped between them. His blade flared with red flame as he unleashed a devastating crescent slash that tore through the air, sending concussive shockwaves through three enemies and scattered their forms. 

He spun, deflected a claw with a clang of steel, stabbed deep into another minion, and pivoted again, dancing a deadly waltz between death and fury while keeping the horde occupied.

Kira’s boots sparked as she dashed toward the altar, a larger blood minion lunging forward, attempting to intercept her with a sweeping blood-blade. She jumped with a powerful and athletic vault over its head, using its monstrous form as a springboard. 

Mid-air, she twisted, her twin daggers glowing with latent power. A crackle of lightning enveloped her entire body, making her hair stand on end.

"Thunder Vein: Scatterstrike!" she roared, her voice ringing with amplified power.

Her daggers became mere streaks of vibrating violet light as she struck the obsidian orb in a flurry of slashes, too fast for the eye to follow. Each blow sent out shockwaves that vibrated the very air with immense force.

A psychic scream erupted. Not from a throat, but from the very soul of the town itself. Windows shattered across the chapel. The remaining blood minions froze mid-swing and twitched violently.

The orb cracked. A spiderweb of fractures spread across its surface.

Then, it shattered, sending a wave of raw mana surging outward like a psychic tidal wave. The minions shrieked and dissolved into red mist, leaving behind only streaks of vapor on the stone.

Ashes, black and crimson, floated down like macabre snow, coating the chapel floor.

Kai dropped to one knee, his katana still glowing faintly but the heat radiating from it slowly fading.

Kira stood amidst the rubble, her shoulders heaving, twin daggers dripping with lingering dark energy. 

"...It’s over," she whispered, the raw emotion in her voice barely contained.

Kai slowly stood, his eyes falling on the drained, shriveled husks of the three townspeople who had been sacrificed. 

"Three lives…" he murmured, his voice bitter, hollowed by the grim reality. "Three lives just to break one chain."

Kira’s fists clenched at her sides, her whole body rigid with fury. 

"I swear," she hissed, her voice a low snarl, "when I see Halric again, I’ll carve his name into the ground with his own spine."

"Let’s go check on the town." Kai stood and slowly sheathed his katana into the scabbard, the familiar click a sharp sound in the sudden quiet. "They should be free now."

Kira fell into step beside him, her boots crunching unnaturally loud on the debris-littered floor. The silence between them stretched, taut and heavy like a bowstring, until she finally broke it.

"How are you so calm right now?" she asked, her voice laced with an edge of surprise.

Kai didn't slow his pace or meet her gaze. "I'm just as pissed as you are." His hand tighten briefly around his katana hilt, a momentary flash of the controlled rage beneath his exterior. "But we've got a job to do."

A soft, considering hum escaped Kira's lips, a sound of curiosity rather than judgment.

"What?" Kai snapped, his tone sharper than intended, betraying the very calm she had just questioned.

"Nothing." Her feline ears twitched, ever perceptive. "Just didn't peg you for the mature type, is all. Reckless, sure. But this?" She gestured vaguely at his controlled breathing, his disciplined gait. "Surprising."

Kai opened his mouth to retort but the sight that greeted them as they stepped out of the chapel cut off his words.

The sunlight, weak and pale, pierced through the grey, overcast sky. But it brought no warmth.

Because the townspeople were still there.

Unmoving and watching. Their eyes were still blank and devoid of any spark of life or recognition.

Kira stopped dead, a gasp catching in her throat. "…They’re still under his control. But why? We destroyed the artifact."

Kai’s heart dropped, a cold dread seeping into his core. "That means there’s more than one artifact in this town."

She looked at him, realization dawning in her eyes, a chilling horror reflecting his own. 

"Of course. Halric didn’t tie his spell to just a single point. He scattered them and anchored his control across multiple sites in the town."

"He planned for someone to interfere," Kai muttered, the grim truth sinking in. "He built redundancies into the spellwork. Each artifact is one lock on the town’s soul."

"The problem is we don’t know how many artifacts are out there. We’ll have to search and destroy every one of them until all the people are freed."

"But we can’t destroy them all," Kai said, his voice laced with horror and a dawning sense of futility. "If each one’s linked to another defense. Destroying them means triggering his blood ritual again."

Kira’s lips curled into a frustrated, tired smirk, utterly devoid of humor. "I really hate villains with brains."

"If we go after them… Halric will drain the rest of the townspeople. He’s turned the town into one massive blood mine."

And in that moment, they both understood.

This wasn’t a battle to win with swords.

It was a war of attrition. A war they were already losing.
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Chapter 95: Belle’s Mercy Part 1


                A dull, grinding rumble shook the earth beneath Eldermere. 

Far below the surface, in the bowels of a long-forgotten crypt, the very walls groaned from the force of a distant impact. Chunks of ancient dust drifted from the cracked stone ceiling, raining down like spectral snow. The torches lining the chamber walls trembled violently, their flames bending and flickering like whispers.

The vast chamber, once a pristine laboratory used to conduct unspeakable and inhumane experiments, was now a battleground soaked in dried, crusted blood and the lingering stench of desperation. 

Halric stood amidst the carnage, blood pooling at his feet. With a guttural snarl, he raised both hands. Blood erupted from his palms like twin geysers, solidifying mid-air with a sickening squelch into dozens of jagged, crimson spears. 

“DIE, DAMN YOU—!” Halric shrieked, his voice raw. The spears screamed through the air, each infused with lethal intent.

But Belle was already gone.

In an instant, she blurred out of sight, leaving behind only a faint trail of afterimages and the soft, tell-tale pulse of displaced air. Her eyes glowing faintly with an inner luminescence as she wove through the deadly hail of crimson. 

The blood spears exploded against the walls behind her with concussive force, detonating into misty bursts of red that splattered and stained the ancient rocks in indelible patterns.

She moved like water, fluid and unstoppable. Every step flowed into the next with impossible grace. Time seemed to stretch, thin and fragile.

One breath. Two.

CRACK!

She reappeared right in front of Halric. Her knee already rising, a piston of focused force aimed directly at his midsection. Her leg connected with his stomach with the force of a cannonball.

“GHAAAH—!”

His body arched violently as he was launched across the vast chamber. He hit the heavy metal shelves lining the far wall with a thunderous, resounding crash, the thick metal groaning in protest before collapsing under his weight. Glass vials shattered in a cascade, blood samples burst, and the sharp, metallic scent of iron filled the air like a suffocating fog.

The remaining blood spears instantly dissolved into inert, viscous liquid, raining down with sickening splashes onto the bloodstained floor when their connection to Halric was severed. 

Belle landed softly, her heels touching the stone with a sharp, precise click.

She stood tall. Her silhouette was wreathed in a flickering silver-blue aura that pulsed around her. Her posture was impossibly calm, and her eyes locked onto the crumpled heap that was Halric with an expression that held no pity or remorse. Behind her, faint ethereal blue circuits pulsed along her neck and arms.

Halric groaned, trying to push himself upright with one trembling hand.

Belle stepped forward slowly, each footfall a soft, ominous sound on the stone.

"You’ve wasted enough of my time," she said coldly, her voice like steel dipped in frost, cutting through the silence. 

She paused, letting her words settle like falling ash. "If you won’t talk… then you’re just dead weight. There’s no more reason to keep you alive."

Before Halric could react—THOOOM.

Her boot came down hard, slamming onto his chest, pinning him to the cracked floor with brutal force. A sickening crunch echoed in the chamber as bone met stone. 

Halric gasped in pain, the air ripped from his lungs. His body twitched convulsively beneath her, blood leaking from his mouth in a thick, dark dribble.

"Gkhh… Hah… hah…" he wheezed, agony racking his form. "You… wouldn’t… kill me…" he rasped, a broken and desperate grin twisting his lips.

Belle didn’t flinch. Her expression remained utterly impassive. Instead, she pressed her foot down harder, just enough to grind, just enough to solidify the threat. 

Halric’s grotesque smile faltered and replaced by a flicker of genuine fear.

"If I die," he wheezed, the words forced from his crushed lungs, "everyone in Eldermere still bound to my blood magic dies with me."

Belle didn't speak. But her head tilted slightly as if listening to something beneath the noise. She could hear it. His heartbeat. Steady and calm. 

Halric wasn’t bluffing. Yet her face remained unreadable.

Halric’s waning confidence began to unravel, replaced by a dawning terror. 

"You wouldn’t want to risk that, would you?" he pushed, desperately trying to find her humanity, to connect with some shred of compassion. "All those innocent lives… If you let them die, you’d be just like me."

Belle’s voice was quiet when it came, a chilling whisper that held immense power. 

"Oh? You think that would stop me?"

"What—?" His eyes widened, truly shocked. That was not the answer he expected.

Belle’s gaze sharpened into something far darker, something primal and cold. She leaned forward, and with a deliberate, grinding twist of her heel on his ribs, she brought her face centimeters from his, her silver eyes burning into his.

"If I can’t kill you… I’ll just dismantle you."

She paused, letting the words sink into his terrified mind. 

"I’ll start with your fingers. Your arms. Then your legs. Piece by piece." Her voice dropped to a silken, venomous whisper. "I’ll keep you alive long enough to beg for death. Just like your victims did in this very room."

Fear surged in his eyes. It was subtle, but it was unmistakably there. A deep, primal terror that Belle saw and recognized.

Her voice dropped to an even lower and more insidious whisper. "Maybe then, you’ll understand what it means to feel powerless."

"W-What… what kind of monster are you…?" Halric stammered. "That strength, there’s no human strong enough to wield it."

Belle’s breath was steady and unnervingly calm. "You called me a monster. That no human could have this kind of strength." She looked directly into his terrified eyes. 

"Maybe you were right."

The torches flickered violently. The vast chamber seemed to breathe around her, growing impossibly still. A low and unnatural hum filled the space, vibrating in the bones. It wasn't magic as he knew it. 

Belle’s body glowed faintly, the ethereal blue circuits beneath her skin illuminating like constellations forming on her flesh. Her silver hair lifted slightly, as if stirred by a phantom wind sweeping through the crypt. 

Behind her, for a fleeting heartbeat, the ghostly outline of immense, blade-like wings sculpted from pure energy, flared into view, then vanished, receding back into her. A metallic growl, deep and resonating, echoed from deep within her being. 

It wasn’t hers. It was Aetherion’s.

Halric recoiled beneath her boot, sensing the undeniable, terrifying truth. "That… That’s not mana…" he gasped, his voice thin with terror. "What the hell are you!?"

Belle stood straight again, releasing the pressure on his chest, her posture radiating an almost divine calm amidst the horror. 

"If this world needs a monster to stop someone like you—" Her eyes hardened, becoming twin points of burning light. 

"Then I’ll gladly become one."

A cold and absolute silence fell upon the chamber.

Then, suddenly, Halric jerked beneath her. His eyes widened in alarm, staring upward at the cracked ceiling. 

"No… no it can’t be—" His gaze turned upward, his blood sense stretching out beyond the confines of the crypt walls, as if trying to pierce through layers of stone and earth to see what was happening far above. 

"How did they find the artifacts…"

Belle stepped back fully, her foot finally leaving his chest. 

A slow and almost amused smile tugged at her lips, a chilling contrast to the brutal scene. "Looks like my team’s making progress."

Halric pushed himself upright, fury and panic mingling in a grotesque dance across his expression. His hands trembled, his carefully laid plans were breaking.

Belle raised her hand, a soft crackle of mana dancing across her fingers, outlining them in silver-blue light. 

"So here’s your last chance. Tell me everything, who are you working for? What is your purpose? Your endgame?" Her voice dropped, becoming a low, dangerous growl. "Or I’ll drag you across Eldermere and carve the answers out of you."

Halric laughed again. This time, madness was in his voice, wild and untamed. "Even with all that power… even with your friends… do you really think you can save everyone? Foolish." 

He coughed again, a thick stream of blood running down his chin. Then, he continued to laugh. Louder this time. It echoed off the damp, bloodstained walls like the sound of a dying madman, devoid of sanity.

"Yes, I was surprised one of my anchors was destroyed. But in exchange…" His grin returned, twisted and cruel. "For every anchor destroyed, more lives are taken." 

His eyes glittered with fanatical zeal. "The weak… they were always meant to serve. They don’t get to choose how to live. Instead, they should’ve thanked me. I’m redefining magic and they were able to contribute to this revolution."

Belle’s hand clenched into a tight fist, the light on her knuckles flaring. But she didn’t strike. She simply watched him.

"Will your allies sacrifice the innocent to stop me?" he sneered, pushing for a weakness. "Can you bear the cost of mercy?"

Belle’s eyes lowered slightly, masking her gaze. She didn’t speak a word. Power stirred around her feet like a storm waiting to be unleashed, the air growing thick with its suppressed might.

"You’re right," she finally said, her voice barely above a whisper, yet it cut through the air like a razor. "The weak don’t get to choose their own lives."

Halric leaned forward, his twisted grin returning, thinking he had won. "Exactly. And you—"

Belle interrupted him, her voice suddenly turned cold as ice, hard as diamonds. "But you made a mistake there. You thought they were weak because they couldn’t fight back." 

Her eyes lifted now, piercing his with chilling intensity. "But you didn’t realize the real weak one…"

She stepped forward, her aura surging, lightning crackling along her arms, her ethereal blue circuits glowing brighter beneath her skin like a cosmic blueprint illuminated on her form.

"…was the man who needed to enslave others just to feel strong."

Halric’s blood ran cold instantly. The madness in his eyes flickered, replaced by genuine terror again. 

"W-Wait… what are you—"

"You had your chance, Halric." Belle said, her eyes glowing like twin stars, reflecting the nascent storm within her. She raised her hand, palm open. A single spark ignited in her palm, glowing brighter into a miniature sun. 

"Now I’ll show you what my mercy looks like."

End of Chapter 95

            


Chapter 96: Belle’s Mercy Part 2


                The narrow alleyways twisted through Eldermere like a disorienting maze. The silence was eerie, broken only by the soft, rhythmic shuffling of controlled feet echoing from afar.

Kai pressed his back to the rough stone wall of a crumbling building, his hand subtly motioning for Kira to crouch low behind an overturned fruit cart ahead. 

"Keep low. There are three of them at the front," he whispered, his eyes scanning the far end of the alley, anticipating the mindless patrol.

Kira knelt beside him, peeking cautiously around the corner. A slow, shuffling line of glassy-eyed townsfolk moved by, utterly devoid of life or warmth. 

One of them—a little girl with tangled, matted hair and hands caked with dried blood paused, her head twitching unnaturally toward their hiding spot before slowly and inexorably moving on. 

"What’s the plan now?" she whispered, her voice laced with frustration. "Are we just gonna run around like idiots avoiding them one by one?"

Kai rubbed his temple, a gesture of deep weariness. "I’m thinking. You’re the B-Rank here, maybe try thinking too for once?"

Kira scrunched her nose, a flicker of her usual mischief returning despite the grim situation. "There’s too much effort in that. I’m more of a doing kind of adventurer."

Kai shot her a deadpan look, utterly unimpressed. "Sometimes I seriously wonder how you even became a B-Rank."

Kira gave him a cheeky, triumphant grin. "Charisma."

Kai opened his mouth to retort, but a sudden, violent tremor underfoot cut him off, rattling the very foundations of the buildings around them.

BOOOOM!

The world shook with a deafening roar. 

Dust poured from the rooftops above them, raining down in a choking cloud. The ground at the mine erupted in a thunderous explosion. A massive geyser of stone and dirt shot into the air, followed instantly by a vertical beam of searing light like a comet reversed, launching skyward with impossible speed. 

The alley trembled with powerful aftershocks. Kira and Kai turned sharply, their eyes wide with disbelief and awe.

From the swirling debris of the explosion, there was a body. Halric’s. 

It soared high above the rooftops like a ragdoll thrown by a giant. Before gravity could fully reclaim him, another shape, a blur of silver and crackling blue energy, cut through the sky with vicious grace.

"Is that—?" Kira blurted out, her voice barely a whisper of awe.

Kai’s gaze fixed on the impossible sight. "No way…"

The silver-blue blur closed the distance in a heartbeat. It was Belle.

Immense, blade-like wings of pure, glowing energy unfurled from her back, shimmering like divine machinery, catching the faint sunlight. Her expression, even from this distance, was unreadable and frighteningly focused.

Then, in a split-second, she snatched Halric mid-air by the collar of his ruined tunic, spun once to generate maximum centrifugal force and hurled him downward like a meteor with brutally efficient motion.

KRA-KOOOOM!

The very ground of the town square split apart as Halric's body collided with it. The earth cracked open with a ripple of raw energy, debris and dust erupting in all directions, creating a miniature, localized explosion. 

The entire town fell silent.

Then came the gentle, almost imperceptible flutter of wings retracting. Belle hovered briefly above the fresh crater before beginning her descent, landing lightly amid the rubble. Her glowing wings faded behind her, shimmering out of existence as the air sizzled with residual energy.

Kai and Kira dashed from the alley, skidding to a halt on the edge of the destruction, their eyes wide as they took in the impossible sight before them.

Kai stared, utterly stunned, his voice filled with incredulity. "You have… wings now?"

Belle turned her head slightly, looking over her shoulder with a hint of genuine puzzlement on her otherwise impassive face. 

"Yeah. They just… appeared."

Kai narrowed his eyes, studying her. "Wings don’t just appear for normal people."

Kira stepped up beside him, still catching her breath from the dash and the shock. "Where’s Halric?"

Belle tilted her head toward the smoking crater behind her. "Over there."

As the dust slowly settled, the horrifying sight came into full, gruesome view. 

Halric was lying unconscious, his body broken in too many places to count, and missing all four limbs, his blood painting the cracked stone beneath him in grotesque patterns. His breathing was shallow and barely alive.

Kai recoiled, a gasp escaping him. "What the hell did you do to him?"

Belle looked down at her hand, almost contemplatively, as if considering the concept. "Mercy."

The word fell like a stone into the silence, heavy and chilling.

Kira glanced between Belle and the mutilated Halric, her lips parting in disbelief, a strange mix of horror and morbid fascination in her feline eyes. 

"You’ve got a strange definition of mercy…"

Kai didn’t skip a beat, his quick wit returning even amidst the grim scene. "I don’t want to hear that from someone who compares everything to bodily functions."

"I wasn’t wrong though," she muttered unrepentantly.

Kai turned back toward the center of the square, his voice growing serious again, the implications of Halric's incapacitated state dawning on him. 

"We’ve got a problem. Halric’s control wasn’t just through raw mana, he was using amplification artifacts scattered around town. Probably custom-tuned for his blood magic."

"They’re disguised and hidden, most likely," Kira added, her mind already racing through the possibilities. "Destroying one would kill the townspeople linked to it."

"They’re more than just anchors," Kai continued. "They’re also defense mechanisms. If we try to destroy them directly, the artifacts will suck the blood out of every controlled host to summon… things. Blood constructs."

Belle’s brow furrowed, her expression was thoughtful while processing the grim information. "So if we don’t destroy the artifacts, the control persists," she summarized, her voice flat. "If we do destroy them, people die."

Kira nodded. "Trapped either way."

Kai crossed his arms, his posture radiating frustration. "Our only option is to take Halric out. Kill the puppet master."

"No." Belle’s voice was firm and decisive, cutting through the suggestion like a blade. 

Both Kai and Kira turned to her in surprise.

"If Halric dies," she continued, her voice holding an unsettling clarity, "the blood pact collapses. Everyone still bound to his blood magic dies with him."

"...You’re kidding me," Kai muttered, dragging a hand down his face in disbelief.

Kira slammed a fist against a nearby wall. The sound was dull and flat, her teeth gritted in a snarl of pure rage and helplessness. "This whole thing was rigged from the start. That meowstard built a fail-safe into every route."

Belle nodded slightly, her eyes focused on the implications. "It’s a spell web. Tug on one end, the whole system snaps shut."

Kira’s fists shook with impotent fury. "Then what do we do?!"

"We find another path."

A sound suddenly came from behind them.

SHUFFLE. SHUFFLE.

All three turned.

From the surrounding streets, dozens of townspeople emerged, their faces still blank and devoid of expression, their movements stiff and unnaturally synchronized. They came in eerie silence, like a ghostly army of the innocent, their shuffling footsteps echoing like a grim drumbeat. Some clutched kitchen knives, others wielded makeshift clubs or heavy farming tools.

Even with Halric unconscious and dismembered, the insidious spell still held its invisible grip.

Kira's voice dropped into a harsh whisper. "They’re still under his control."

Kai shook his head, a grim understanding dawning on him. "His blood magic’s running on inertia now. Like a wind-up clock, winding down but not yet stopped."

"We can’t stay here," Belle stated, her voice calm and firm, cutting through the growing tension.

With no hesitation and no wasted motion, she bent down and effortlessly lifted Halric’s limbless body over her shoulder, as if he weighed nothing more than a sack of feathers.

Kai’s jaw dropping. "Wait, are you seriously bringing him along?"

Belle’s tone was cold and matter-of-fact. "I still need answers from him."

Kira stared in disbelief, her feline ears flat against her head. "From that? He’s a bag of flesh and guilt now!"

"He’s not dead. Which means he can still talk." Belle started moving, her pace unhurried but purposeful. "Let’s go."

The other two, still reeling from the sight of Belle casually carrying Halric's broken form, followed quickly, ducking into a narrow alley as the blank-faced crowd of possessed townspeople began to surround the town square, their numbers growing by the second.

As they weaved between crumbling buildings and shadowy passages, Kai couldn't help but notice Belle’s demeanor hadn’t changed in the slightest. She was still calm and chillingly cold.

Kira leaned closer to Kai, her voice a hushed whisper, glancing at Halric’s limpless body slumped over Belle’s shoulder. 

"Okay… I get it now."

Kai looked at her, a wry amusement flickering in his eyes despite the gravity of their situation. "Get what?"

"What you meant earlier. When you said you were worried about what’d be left of him when Belle was done."

Kai let out a short, mirthless chuckle. "Told you."

Kira studied Belle ahead of them, her sharp gaze taking in every detail. The faint flicker of silver-blue energy still danced across her frame.

"She is just a D-Rank," Kira mused, a note of disbelief in her voice. "But she was strong enough to overwhelm Halric, even with all that amplified strength."

Kai’s voice dropped, almost like reverence, a hint of awe in his tone. "She’s not the typical adventurer you would normally find."

"Then… what is she?" Kira pressed, genuinely curious.

Kai was quiet for a moment, contemplating. Then, he smiled faintly with a knowing and almost secretive expression. "Someone who’ll turn this world upside down someday."

Kira’s eyes narrowed with a flicker of concern. "Isn’t that… a bad thing?"

Kai shrugged, his voice calm and sure, his gaze fixed forward. "Not if you know her like I do."

The group came to a stop in a confined space. Kira pressed her ear against the rough corner wall, listening intently. Nothing but the fading, rhythmic shuffle from beyond.

"...They stopped," she whispered, her voice laced with surprise.

Kai stepped out, glancing back toward the alley’s entrance. "Seems like this place is their limit too."

Belle set Halric down like a sack of spoiled grain. His limbless body flopped over with a wet, grotesque thud.

Kira raised an eyebrow, a hint of sarcasm in her tone. "You could… be a little more gentle with the guy controlling three hundred people’s lives."

Belle merely dusted her hands off and turned, her expression unchanged. "I think I can wake the townspeople."

Kai and Kira both stared, utterly dumbfounded by the statement.

End of Chapter 96

            


Chapter 97: The Human Lightning Rod


                Kira crossed her arms, skepticism etched on her face upon hearing Belle had found a way to wake the townspeople. 

"Without killing Halric or destroying the artifacts?"

Belle nodded with a subtle confident tilt of her head. "It’s possible. I’ve done it before, remember?"

Kira frowned, tilting her head again with genuine confusion. "You did? When?"

A sudden spark of recognition appeared in Kai’s eyes. "You mean with Kira that time?"

Belle gave a small shrug, a rare and almost mischievous gesture. "It worked, didn’t it?"

Kira narrowed her eyes, a dangerous glint in them. "What did you do?"

Belle stepped forward, her tone even, explaining the brutal logic. "Think back. Kira was under Halric’s control, just like them. But when I knocked her out, the control broke. Halric could’ve kept using her body, but he didn’t. Why?"

Kira’s eyes lit up with sudden understanding. "Because the connection with his blood magic was cut off, and he couldn’t reconnect it without meeting certain conditions."

Kai snapped his fingers, the sound sharp in the quiet alley. "I see, it’s like unplugging a puppet’s strings."

Belle nodded, confirming their deduction. "Exactly. It proves the host doesn’t need to be conscious for Halric to control them. But something about the way I knocked Kira out severed the connection."

Kai scoffed with a wry smirk on his lips. "What you did was slamming her head into the ground."

"I did not slam—"

"Although let’s be fair, it’s not really a big deal for Kira, but doing that to normal people would’ve crushed their head flat," he continued.

“MEOWWW! What do you mean it's not a big deal for me?” Kira barked, her fur bristling. “I can still feel it. My brain’s been shaking ever since I woke up!”

Belle looked a little guilty. "I was improvising."

Kai crossed his arms, his expression dry. "Your improvisation has collateral damage."

Kira leaned forward deadpan, a hint of morbid curiosity in her eyes. "So your plan now… is to slam every mind-controlled civilian in town until they snap out of it?"

Belle crouched next to Halric, ignoring the jab, her focus already on the problem. "No. I also infused lightning magic into my palm when I slammed—I mean knocked her out. I think that’s what did it."

Kira’s ears twitched, catching the subtle confession. "Hey, I heard that. You just confessed your crime!"

Kai raised an eyebrow, a sardonic twist to his lips. "So now it’s lightning therapy?"

Belle remained focused, her gaze distant as if visualizing complex schematics. "I think Halric’s blood magic functions by overriding the brain’s commands. He’s not moving their muscles. He’s controlling the brain itself, most likely through infused mana in the bloodstream."

Belle kept going, articulating her theory with confident clarity. "The brain uses electrical impulses to control the body. My guess? Halric’s magic mimics those impulses and hijacks them through the blood. But if I inject a surge of my own, strong enough to neutralize his, then pop," she made a flicking motion with her fingers, "control breaks."

"So… zap the brain. Problem solved."

"Think of it like a static shock," Belle added, simplifying for them.

Kira’s tail swishing impatiently behind her. "You’re planning to electrocute an entire town."

Belle didn’t deny it. "It’s the cleanest way."

Kai leaned on the wall, calculating the impossible logistics. "You do realize there are about three hundred people in town. That’s a lot of zapping."

"I don’t need to zap them individually," Belle said, her eyes gleaming with a revolutionary idea. "I’ll supercharge the atmosphere. Think of it as a short-range electromagnetic pulse, tuned with my magic signature."

Kira and Kai stared at her, their expressions a mixture of awe and growing alarm.

"Belle," Kira said slowly, her voice laced with genuine concern, "do you even hear yourself when you say stuff like that?"

Kai glanced upward, then back at Belle. "Did you come up with that on the fly?"

"I read a lot," Belle replied calmly, a subtle hint of satisfaction in her tone.

Kira turned to Kai, then back to Belle. "…And what happens to us when you supercharge the air?"

Belle smiled softly.

Kai’s stomach sank immediately, a cold knot forming in his gut. "No. No-no-no. I know that smile." He took an instinctive step back, already bracing himself.

"What’s with that smile?" Kira asked curiously, then she turned to Kai again. "Why are you stepping back?"

Belle calmly stood and raised one hand. Ethereal blue circuits lit up beneath her skin along her arms, neck, and down her spine, glowing with increasing intensity. Glowing strands danced around her fingertips like captive lightning. 

The air around them began to buzz with static.

Kira’s fur frizzed, standing on end. She slapped her ears flat against her skull. "W-Wait a minute… let’s talk about this first, Belle!"

Kai took another frantic step back, trying to create distance. "Belle, you might want to consider how this affects friendly fire!"

"You’ll be fine, it’s harmless." Belle said, her eyes glowing faintly, a cool yet detached confidence in her voice. 

"Probably."

"PROBABLY?" Kai and Kira shouted at the same time, their voices echoing in the confined alley like a chorus of shared horror.

Kai raised both hands in surrender, trying to buy time. "Alright, alright, how about—wait! What if we isolate a few people first? Run a controlled test!"

Kira nodded fast. "Yes! Small-scale! Small-scale! That way if anything fries, it’s just Kai."

"Hey—! You use lightning magic anyway, why are you still scared of lightning?" Kai shot back, exasperated.

Kira's tail lashed once violently, her fur still crackling. 

"It's not the same," she hissed, her feline ears still lying flat against her skull. "I'm immune to my own lightning, sure. Doesn't mean I can't get cooked medium-rare by someone else's magic."

The skies above Eldermere heaved like a living thing. Thick and bruised clouds coiling in on themselves in an impossible spiral, forming a celestial whirlpool stitched with veins of electric blue. The storm that now blanketed the town didn’t belong to nature. 

It belonged to Belle.

She stood alone in the heart of the storm, the epicenter of a power ancient, raw and barely tethered to the mortal realm. The town had become part of her circuit. Her consciousness reached through every alleyway, every rooftop, every corner of stone like invisible fingers of lightning seeking the ground. 

And the ground... had nowhere to run.

CRACKLE!

Sparks skittered across the cobblestone like startled, terrified insects.

Streetlamps popped in succession, their glass shattering. Window panes trembled violently in their frames. Market banners snapped in the airless wind, frozen taut in a storm that refused to roar, only hissed with building pressure. The tension was deafening.

Kira crouched behind a toppled fruit cart, her tail lashing with anxiety.

"I swear," she muttered, eyeing the monstrous spiraling clouds above, "if this turns me into a fried raccoon—"

Kai grunted beside her, flat against the wall, his eyes fixed on Belle’s glowing silhouette. 

"You’re a cat."

"NOT HELPING."

Belle’s hair lifted gently, caught in the rising static. Sparks leapt between the strands like whispers of contained lightning, dancing along silver threads. Her eyes burned like twin novas. Blue circuitry ran beneath her skin, glowing brighter with each accelerating heartbeat, mapping out a celestial network.

She inhaled, slow and deep, drawing the power into herself.

ZZZZAP!!

Arcs of electricity leapt from the stone walls. A sharp, staccato snaps like invisible whips lashing the air. The electric charge in the atmosphere thickened until every particle seemed to hum with unbearable pressure, building towards an explosive release.

A chorus of cracks and pops echoed through the streets of Eldermere.

SNAP. POP. ZAP.

The townspeople, once marching in eerie silence with glassy, lifeless eyes, began to falter.

One woman gasped and clutched her head, dropping to her knees as if struck by a migraine. A child stumbled, rubbing his eyes in confusion, looking around. 

"W-Where… where’s Mommy…?"

One by one, the townspeople collapsed on the cobblestone street, their bodies slumping, the puppet strings of blood magic were severing.

Above, the clouds shrieked with a mounting, resonating thunder.

But down in the alley…

"AAHH—!!"

Kai spasmed as a searing bolt of static lanced through his coat. He twisted midair and landed in a heap against a barrel, a thin trail of smoke curling from his shoulder. 

"This hurts like a SON OF A—"

Meanwhile, Kira looked like she had been tossed into a dryer full of wool socks and then run over by a static-charged monster truck. Her fur had inflated to cartoonish, impossible proportions, every strand standing on end.

"I can taste emotions! My tail is having a religious experience!!" she shrieked, twitching uncontrollably.

Kai groaned while rubbing his buzzing head. "I’m gonna be humming for a week."

Kira curled into a fetal position, her puffed fur somehow making her look even more pathetic. "I’ve lived a good life. Tell my brush I love her…"

Belle became utterly still, like a statue carved in stormlight, radiating immense power. The lightning around her gathered and focused like countless arrows notched to a single, cosmic bowstring, aiming for one decisive strike.

Then she dropped her arms, aiming toward the plaza like a silent command to the heavens.

And the sky answered.

FWOOOOM!

A spiraling lance of pure, concentrated energy burst from the heart of the coiling clouds, descending like a divine sword striking the earth.

It struck the plaza with no sound, just a flash, blinding and incandescent white, a raw burst of pure light.

BOOOOOOM.

A colossal dome of electricity erupted outward from the impact point, then crashing like the furious, all-consuming roar of a thunder god. 

Windows exploded in a cascade of glittering shards. Tiles blasted off roofs like shrapnel. Lightning raced along the ground like hungry, luminous serpents, tearing through the cobblestones.

From above, the town looked like a fragile snow globe being violently shocked by the hand of a god.

Then, silence.

Only the gentle hiss of evaporating mana remained, and the soft, almost reverent fall of ash.

Smoke drifted lazily from scorched chimneys and singed wooden fences, clinging to the air like a final breath. 

Kira twitched on the ground, her limbs sprawled at odd angles, fur still puffed like she had been mugged by a stormcloud and left for dead. Her eyes slowly focused.

"My tail is going to need… group therapy," she mumbled, a dazed look on her face.

Kai groaned as he sat up from the alley’s edge, brushing soot off his shoulder. "Next time you warn us before you use the city-wide smite attack… I want to update my will."

"Forget a will," Kira said, her eyes still spinning, her voice muffled by her fur. "I want insurance. Lightning damage is not in my guild policy…"

She tried to sit up but failed, and rolled sideways instead. "My fur’s humming. It’s literally singing show tunes right now."

Kai knelt beside her, wincing as he moved. "You okay?"

"I think my tail has achieved enlightenment."

He helped her up, both of them wobbling like newborn deer finding their legs.

Belle remained where she stood, her arms slowly lowering to her sides as the vast power receding. The blue lightning that once danced along her limbs faded into silence, sinking back into the glowing circuit patterns beneath her skin. 

Her eyes, once burning with radiant energy, had softened, their luminescence dimming. But there was still a strange glint in them, a lingering echo of the storm she had just commanded.

She exhaled. A wisp of steam curled from her lips, evaporating into the cooling air.

Kai looked toward the square. "...It worked."

It was more than a realization. It was a reverent whisper, a silent prayer answered.

Because all around them, the signs were there.

Townspeople were waking up. 

Confused voices began to rise, hesitant at first, then growing in volume.

"Where… where am I?"

"Mommy?! MOMMY—!!"

"My head… what… what happened to me?!"

A child cried out. A dog barked, its fur standing on end like someone had rubbed it with five carpets, running in frantic, joyful circles. A woman staggered out of her doorway, looking around wildly, her eyes slowly clearing, then fell to her knees in heart-wrenching sobs of release.

Above, the unnatural storm continued to peel away, the impossible spiral unraveling into wisps of cloud, dissipating into the sky. Patches of soft evening sky bled through the gaps like timid brushstrokes of peace.

Then came the wind, subtle at first, like a gentle sigh across the wounded town.

It rolled gently over Eldermere’s rooftops, between alleyways, and through broken window frames. Shutters creaked softly in the breeze. Ashes swirled from scorched carts, dancing in the air. 

The town exhaled its first, collective breath of freedom, a long-held weight finally lifted.
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Chapter 98: A Price of Freedom


                Kira slumped against a half-toppled crate, her legs sprawled like soggy noodles beneath her. The occasional, spiteful crackle of residual static in the air made her sensitive ears twitch with every fizz and pop. 

She groaned, staring up at the slowly calming sky.

“I need a medic…” she whimpered, one arm flopped dramatically over her eyes. “Or a priest… or a new magical brush that removes trauma from my soul.”

Kai rotated his shoulder with a grimace. Each motion sent another grinding pop through his stiff joints.

“You’re not dying,” he muttered. “You’re just melodramatic. And it’s not like your whole body’s covered in fur.”

Kira sat up with slow and exaggerated effort, narrowing her eyes at him in a fiery glare.

“It’s. My. Tail.”

She pointed a trembling finger at the puffed, frazzled appendage twitching behind her like a static-charged feather duster. 

“That tail is eighty percent of my entire aesthetic. I can’t walk around town like this. I’ll look like I got into a fight with a thundercloud and lost.”

Kai smirked faintly. “Well… considering what just happened, I’d say the thundercloud won.”

“YOU TAKE THAT BACK,” she snarled.

“Make me.”

From beyond the drifting haze of post-magic fallout, Belle stepped into view.

Her silhouette cut through the settling mist like a blade. Her jacket fluttered faintly in the breeze, and the ethereal blue circuitry beneath her skin was fading, but not yet gone entirely. Traces of power still shimmered in quiet, rhythmic pulses along her arms and throat.

She stopped just a few steps away from them, her eyes catching the light as if the storm she had commanded still lived within their depths.

“…You guys alright?” she asked softly.

Kai gave her a flat look, his face expressionless. “Define alright.”

Kira threw her arms up in a dramatic, sweeping gesture. “I was nearly barbecued!”

“And I think I have lightning-induced arthritis,” Kai added with a grunt, rubbing his shoulder. “But… the spell broke. They’re all waking up.”

Belle gave a small nod, but her expression didn’t lift. The lines of her face were tight with something unsaid. Her gaze was distant, not truly focused on them, as if her mind was still in the storm.

Not until a voice, dry and cracked like dead leaves, cut through the uneasy stillness.

“…You actually did it.”

They turned in unison, their eyes drawn to the sound.

It was Halric.

The mangled man lay a few meters away, sprawled against a ruined wall, bloodless and limbless. His chest barely moved, but his eyes were open.

“You broke them free…” he wheezed, coughing up a fine red mist. “Without… losing a single one…”

Belle took a single step forward, her expression freezing over like frost. Each tap of her boots on the stone echoed like a gavel in the silence.

She stopped beside him and crouched low.

“You’ve lost,” she said, her voice devoid of warmth. “You have no more leverage. No more threats. No more hostages.” 

Her eyes bore down on him like twin blades, promising an agony beyond imagination. “Now, tell me what I want to know. Or I’ll tear it out of you the hard way.”

Halric chuckled. “Still cold… You’re colder than they warned me about…”

Kai furrowed his brow, a new tension gripping him. “They?”

That smile on Halric’s lips twitched. But it wasn't a triumph. It was a resignation. 

“You think this was the end of the game,” he rasped, his breathing shallow and rattling. “But the board was set long before you came to Eldermere.”

Kira leaned forward, her ears alert, her curiosity momentarily overcoming her exhaustion. “What the meow are you talking about?”

Halric turned his eyes toward Belle. “They’ve been watching you since the start. Since Dawnstead… You’ve made quite a name for yourself.”

Belle's entire body tensing.

“Who are they?” she asked quietly.

Halric opened his mouth to speak.

And then, he froze.

A dull red glow began to pulse beneath his ruined skin. It started faint at his chest and then spread with thin, crimson lines that spiderwebbed along his throat, then up his face, igniting like fire burning along invisible threads of a sinister design.

Kira jumped to her feet, her fur puffing in alarm. “W-What is that?!”

Belle’s eyes flashed with a terrible certainty. “A trigger glyph.”

Kai’s hands clenched into fists. “That’s an assassination failsafe.”

Halric began to convulse violently, his body spasming, his breathing erratic.

“NO—NO—They said I’d be safe! I gave them everything! I even did what they told me to do. They promised I’d become one of—”

The red light intensified. Arcane sigils with markings that hadn’t been there before burst into visibility, carved beneath his flesh like a lethal stamp. His blood boiled from within, his body twisted unnaturally.

“Tell me who they are!” Belle barked, her voice a command that cracked like a whip. “Now!”

“ARGH—!”

But his scream was cut short.

BOOMF.

Not an explosion.

But the sound of silence slamming shut. Like the world had blinked, and a piece of it was gone forever.

The light vanished. Halric’s body went limp, collapsing back against the wall with a hollow thud.

His chest stopped moving. His face frozen, his mouth parted in an eternal, unanswered question. His eyes, once burning with malevolence, turned a cloudy white and lifeless.

Kira’s mouth fell open, a silent gasp of shock.

Kai knelt beside the body, his face grim. “He’s gone.”

“…Gone?” Kira echoed, the word a small, confused whimper. “What do you mean gone? He was just—”

Kai reached forward slowly… then stopped, his hand hovering over Halric’s chest, sensing the absolute void of life. 

“He’s dead.” He looked up at them. “This wasn’t just a kill spell. It was a purge. Someone wanted to make sure nothing was left behind. It’s an old assassination failsafe, usually planted on spies to prevent them from talking under capture.”

Kira shivered, the fur on her tail standing on end. “...Like vaporizing evidence.”

Belle stood up slowly.

“They were watching him,” she said, her voice dangerously low. “And the moment he broke the script, they erased him.”

Kai’s eyes sharpened, his mind already racing ahead, connecting the dots. “Then that means they’ve been watching us too.”

Kira took a step back, her eyes darting toward the shadowy rooftops, a new fear gripping onto her. “What if they still are?”

“Don’t worry. I don’t sense any hostility nearby.” Belle’s voice was just above a whisper, her Aura Sense scanning the area. “Either the spell triggered automatically or—”

“Or we are dealing with someone powerful. Someone strong enough to dance under our noses and get away with it,” Kai said, his breath fogged in the sudden chill that had nothing to do with the evening air.

The three fell into a grim silence, the weight of a far larger and more dangerous conflict pressing down on them.

Belle stared down at the body of the man who had tormented a town, experimented on innocents and twisted lives into blood-forged weapons. He was gone like a puppet on a string, used and discarded just as he had used and discarded all of his victims.

From the eastern road, the sound of footsteps echoed across the cobblestones. It was rapid and urgent.

Bram came running, his boots slamming against the stone with reckless speed. His breath was ragged and raw as he scanned the square.

His voice broke the silence like a desperate plea.

“Torven! Catria!”

Nothing. Only the stillness of the waking town answering back.

He shouted again, louder this time, his voice cracking with emotion. “Torven! Catria!”

From within the dispersing crowd, two figures turned sharply.

Torven and Catria, their expressions shifting instantly from confusion to shock, and then to pure, unadulterated joy.

“Bram?!” Catria’s voice cracked with disbelief. “Is that, Bram?!”

Before another word could form, he was there with his arms out, his long stride closing the distance. They collided in a tangled, desperate embrace of an ungraceful reunion.

Tears mingled with soot. Hands clutched shoulders too tightly. Torven's gruff voice tried to stay level, but cracked beneath the immense weight of relief.

“You’re safe…” Bram whispered, burying his face against Catria’s shoulder, holding onto them as if they were the only things tethering him to the world. “You’re both safe. I thought… I thought I’d lost you too.”

Torven gave a shaky pat to Bram’s back.

“I… I don’t even know what happened. One moment I was walking to Catria’s place… then suddenly, I was in the middle of the street with a pickaxe in my hand.”

Catria nodded slowly, her brows furrowed in confusion. “Same here. I lit the forge’s coals, blinked, and the next thing I remember, I was standing outside the bakery with a hammer.” 

She looked around at the others, a chilling realization dawning on her. “It’s like we were sleepwalking…”

All around them, the townsfolk stirred.

Murmurs filled the air with confused voices, questions and tears of grief and joy. People who had been trapped in a coma for days now awoke with blinking eyes and aching joints.

A mother fell to her knees, cradling her young son who had collapsed just days before. An elderly man rubbed his arms, murmuring to himself as if waking from a nightmare he couldn’t quite remember.

It was chaos returning to life, a beautiful yet messy rebirth.

But not everyone was reunited.

Not every face in the square belonged to someone who’d wake up again.

Bram’s eyes scanned the crowd, and he felt the sharp, aching weight of what still lingered beneath the surface, the ghosts that would never be put to rest.

“There’s… something you need to know,” he said quietly, his voice heavy with sorrow.

Torven and Catria turned toward him, their expressions of joy and relief fading into a somber question.

Bram’s gaze drifted past them toward the figures standing at the center of it all. Belle, Kai and Kira.

“Come with me,” Bram said, his voice a quiet command.

They followed him, weaving through the dispersing crowd until they reached the three adventurers. The three who had done what no one else could.

Belle stood quietly, her arms limp at her sides, her hair still drifting slightly in the breeze. Kira sat cross-legged on the edge of a broken bench, still brushing the static from her tail with a grim determination. Kai offered Bram a tired nod, his eyes filled with shared understanding.

But it was Halric’s broken corpse lying on the ground that drew the Eldermere trio’s attention first.

“…Halric?” Torven’s voice trembled in a horrified whisper. “Is that… is that really him?”

Catria gasped, her hand flying to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock. “He looks…”

She couldn’t finish the word.

He didn’t look like the man they remembered. His face was twisted into something inhuman, his skin fractured with the remnants of the mana drug.

No judgment.

Just disbelief and deep unsettling horror.

“…What happened to him?” Torven asked, his voice low and heavy.

Bram exhaled, then turned to Belle with a silent plea in his eyes. “They deserve to hear it. All of it.”

So they told them.

Not all the gore nor the screams, not the most horrific details. But enough.

The lab beneath the mines. The missing townspeople. The mana siphoning device. The experimentation. The blood magic. The control spell. The collapse.

Torven stood motionless as it all sank in.

Catria backed away a step, her face pale as a sheet. “You mean… the missing people… they weren’t kidnapped for ransom? Not attacked by monsters?”

“No.” Belle’s voice was cold, but not heartless. “They were taken, used, and sacrificed. Halric turned them into test subjects for something inhumane. He was probably working for someone.”

Catria stumbled, clutching her chest, a sense of betrayal and horror washing over her. “That’s… that’s not possible… he was one of us.”

Torven’s jaw clenched, his eyes trembling, a silent rage building within him. “Then… what happened to the lab?”

“Destroyed,” Belle answered with a firm voice. “Collapsed during the fight. Nothing of the machinery remains.”

“But…” Kira added quietly, her expression solemn with the pain of her own loss evident. “The bodies are still down there. They deserve to be buried properly.”

Torven’s lips trembled. He tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t form as it was choked by emotion.

Then he looked up, his eyes searching for a desperate, final hope in them.

“My daughter,” he said softly, the words a raw and broken plea. “Linya… is she…”

Belle looked away, unable to meet his gaze.

Kai stepped forward, his lips parting, then hesitating, his own words failing him.

But Bram’s silence said it all.

He bowed his head, a single tear running down his cheek.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, his voice cracking with the weight of his guilt. “I should’ve—”

But he couldn’t finish the sentence. The guilt was a physical thing, pinning him to the earth.

Torven collapsed to his knees, his body folding in on itself.

He didn’t scream. Didn’t shout. Just a quiet, guttural sob, like something inside him had broken loose and slipped away. 

Catria rushed to his side, holding him, whispering his daughter’s name again and again.

All around them, the town began to breathe again.

The sobs of grief mixed with the hum of joy. Friends helped each other to their feet. Healers carried the injured to beds. Families rejoined, lovers reunited, children laughed and cried.

The square was lit by orange lantern light now. And from the horror, they began to rebuild, bit by bit.

The moon hung high above the town. The chimneys smoked again. Tavern songs, hoarse but hopeful, echoed down the street. Laughter, music, clinking mugs, the sounds of a world coming back to life. 

The inn's doors stood wide open, welcoming those who had awakened from their unnatural slumber.

But not everyone was celebrating.

Bram and Catria never left Torven's side that night. Catria's quiet tears fell unchecked onto their joined hands, glistening in the firelight like liquid stars, a memorial to a life that had been stolen.

End of Chapter 98

            


Chapter 99: Ashes and Dawnlight


                Inside Belle’s room, Kira was already a soft, furry lump at the foot of the bed, her tail twitching once in a final, sleepy protest… then going completely still. 

Kai sat by the window, his arms crossed over his chest, his silhouette dark against the emerging night sky as his eyes watched the distant stars. 

Belle stood by the desk.

It was Kai who broke the silence, his voice a low, gravelly sound in the quiet room.

“…What’s next?”

Belle didn’t answer immediately, her gaze fixed on the flickering candle flame.

“In the lab, Halric said the academy built the artifact,” she said finally, her voice calm and analytical. “Which means they might already know something. I’m sure it’s the same one we found back in Dawnstead.”

“You’re saying… the academy’s involved?” Kai turned toward her, his expression grim. “The Royal Magic Academy?”

“It’s a possibility,” Belle said, leaning against the desk. “Garrick told us, remember? The academy attracts the brightest minds on the continent. If someone wanted to make something like this, it’s the only place capable of it. And if answers exist anywhere, they’ll be there.”

Kai frowned, a deep line appearing between his brows. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. It feels like we are going to walk into something insanely dangerous again.”

Belle smirked faintly. “Since when are you the cautious one?”

“Since I’m the one without infinite regeneration,” he muttered, a hint of genuine worry in his tone. “And because the stuff we’re getting into now, it’s beyond anything I signed up for.”

Belle’s expression softened slightly. “You can go back to Dawnstead, if you want. I’ll go on without you.”

Kai looked at her. Without hesitation and without a single moment of doubt.

“Hell no. We are going to Aurelia anyway. We’ll stop by the Royal Magic Academy.”

Suddenly, Kira sat bolt upright, her fur a mess of disheveled curls.

“I heard something about Aurelia. We’re going? Count me in!”

Kai raised a brow, his exhaustion warring with his amusement. “Again? Don’t you have your own life?”

“Hey, this is my life,” Kira said, scrambling to her knees, her tail wagging furiously. “Following you two around and getting shocked together. You know, this is what I call friendship.”

“That’s called stalking.”

“Anyway,” she said, ignoring him completely, “it’s time to go home. I miss my hairbrush so much.”

Belle tilted her head, a hint of curiosity in her eyes. “You’re from Aurelia?”

Kira nodded. “Technically I was born in Veythar, but I grew up in Aurelia.”

“Veythar?” Belle asked, a new name in her vocabulary.

“It’s a beastkin and elf kingdom across the ocean,” Kai explained.

“Anyway,” Kira said, stretching with a satisfied groan, “I’ll show you the best parts of Aurelia. The food. The towers. The clock theaters. And—oh—there’s a bathhouse that makes your fur feel like clouds.”

Kai let out a long and drawn-out sigh. “This is going to be a mess…”

Belle smiled, a genuine, heartfelt expression that lit up the room.

“We move at first light.”

The Next Morning

The first golden rays of dawn stretched across Eldermere’s rooftops, brushing the weary town in warm hues of amber and rose. Chimneys exhaled their usual morning smoke again, flavored with firewood and hope.

The cobblestones, still dusted with soot from the chaos of days prior, gleamed faintly beneath the dew.

Bram walked slowly through the main road, his hands deep in his coat pockets. His boots scuffed against the stone in a rhythm both familiar and uncertain. His gaze wandered over the townsfolk, now beginning to stir. 

Old men sweeping their porches, children blinking sleepily in doorways, a woman hanging laundry with shaking hands. People moved as if waking from a shared, terrible dream, unsure if it had truly ended.

A voice, soft but clear, broke the stillness.

“Bram.”

He turned. And there she was, Catria, walking from the forge’s lane. She had no apron and gloves on her, just her worn coat and boots, dusted with blackened coal and the faint sheen of tears that had dried on her cheek.

They stopped in the center of the road, just as the rising sun split the space between them, illuminating their faces.

“You’re up early,” Bram said, offering her a tired, crooked smile.

“I couldn’t sleep.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I kept thinking about last night. About Torven… the others… and everything.” She hesitated, then gestured toward the forge. “I almost went back to work, just out of habit, I guess. But I stopped myself.”

She looked down the street, toward The Hearthlight Rest. “I figured… before I do anything else, I should go there first.”

Bram tilted his head. “The inn?”

She smirked, a hint of her old self returning. “Don’t start. It’s not for a drink.”

He chuckled, the sound rusty but genuine. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“I just…” she glanced away, a flash of embarrassment. “After everything those three did, it feels wrong not to… you know. Say something. Properly. We owe them more than just a thank-you.”

Bram nodded slowly, his expression softening into one of quiet understanding. “We do.”

He reached into his coat and pulled out a leather pouch. It clinked lightly in his hand, the unmistakable sound of coins.

“This is from the town’s emergency reserve. It’s not much, and it sure as hell doesn’t cover saving an entire town, but…” He held it out. “It’s something.”

Catria placed her hand over his. Her eyes, rimmed in red, locked on his with quiet gratitude.

“We’ll give it to them together.”

Side by side, they walked toward the inn.

The familiar creak of the old wooden door swung open, letting in the scents of bread rising in stone ovens and polished oak floors. Inside, Hestia stood behind the counter, her sleeves rolled, her hair tucked into a messy bun as she sorted mugs into a fresh rack.

She looked up in surprise.

“Well now, this is a sight.” Her lips quirked into a warm smile. “You two look like ghosts still trying to decide if you’re alive or not.”

Bram smirked, a weary humor in his eyes. “We’re working on it.”

Catria stepped forward, her gaze sweeping the room for a familiar face. “We were hoping to catch Belle and the others. To thank them. And to give them this.” She gestured to the pouch of coins Bram still held.

Hestia’s smile faltered, her expression turning somber.

“Oh…”

Bram’s brow knit with a growing sense of dread. “What?”

“You haven’t heard?” she asked softly, setting down the mug she held with a gentle clink.

Catria’s heartbeat quickened, a cold premonition creeping into her chest. “Heard what?”

“They’re gone,” Hestia said. “They left before sunrise. I was just starting the oven when I saw them walking out that door.”

Bram blinked, caught completely off-guard. “Gone? Just like that?”

“They didn’t even wait for breakfast,” Hestia added, half-joking, half-incredulous. “They slipped out like ghosts. Almost like they were afraid goodbye would slow them down.”

Catria’s gaze drifted to the window, watching the sunlight stream through the glass, her heart heavy with disappointment.

“They saved everyone,” she whispered. “And didn’t even wait for a thank-you…”

Bram closed his eyes, sighing. “Typical adventurers. Never looking back.”

On the Road to Aurelia

The road to Aurelia stretched wide before them, a ribbon of dirt and stone lined with golden wheat fields and wildflowers still heavy with dew. The wind carried the fresh scent of pine and blooming petals.

Belle walked ahead, quiet as ever.

Kai walked beside her, his arms folded behind his head, gazing at the clouds as if trying to find omens in their shapes.

Kira skipped a few paces behind, the tip of her tail lazily sweeping the path, her ears twitching with every flutter of the wind.

She turned once, back toward Eldermere, now a tiny blot on the horizon.

“…Are we really just leaving like that?” she asked, a note of sadness in her voice. “Not even a goodbye?”

Kai didn’t look back, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. “Probably not the most polite thing we’ve ever done.”

Belle’s voice was soft, barely a whisper carried in the wind. “But it’s for the best.”

Kira sighed, her ears drooping slightly. “Still… they’ll miss us.”

Kai glanced at her sideways, a faint, teasing smirk on his face. “You mean they’ll miss you, loudmouth.”

Kira smirked back, her tail giving a defiant flick. “They’ll miss my charm, my tail, and my incredible personality. Admit it.”

Belle let the faintest smile cross her lips, a moment of shared, easy camaraderie.

None of them said it aloud, but they all knew why they left early. Not to be rude. Not to run.

While gratitude could wait, the enemy wouldn’t.

Elsewhere — Unknown Location

Far from the light of Eldermere, kilometers beneath the earth and sanity, lay a chamber forgotten by history and erased from every map.

A decaying fortress crowned the surface above, its towers broken like fingers clawing at the sky. But below, untouched by time, something planned.

The air was thick with the metallic sting of ancient blood and the stale rot of mana left unchecked. Crimson veins pulsed across the stone floor like capillaries. The low hum of machinery droned in the distance, a rhythm not of gears and levers but of pulsing, breathing flesh fused with arcane circuitry.

A massive obsidian table dominated the center of the chamber. Its surface was carved with spirals of runes, still wet with something too dark to be ink.

Three figures stood around it, statuesque and silent, hooded in ceremonial black, their robes embroidered with filigree that shimmered gold one moment, then bled red the next. Their faces were hidden, but the way the air warped around them suggested they were more than human. Perhaps less.

A fourth figure knelt before them. Cloaked in living shadow, he did not tremble, but the darkness that clung to him did.

The tallest figure, a woman by shape and voice, spoke first. Her tone was cold and precise.

“…Report.”

The kneeling shadow lowered his head. His voice was distant, like it echoed from a different room in time.

“The operation in Eldermere has concluded. The lab has been destroyed. Subject Halric is confirmed dead. The town… has stabilized.”

A pause. Then the second figure spoke. A man's voice, dry and clinical.

“Any evidence?”

“All traces have been erased. The field artifacts, the binding glyphs, even the drugs have been purged. They didn’t retrieve a single viable fragment.”

Silence stretched, long and taut, filled with a palpable sense of menace.

Then the third figure stirred, a woman seated on a throne of twisted bone and cracked crystal at the back of the chamber. She leaned forward, the glow of red sigils flickering across her mask.

“…And the prototype?”

The kneeling shadow’s eyes lifted. Behind his veil of shade, twin embers glinted in a brief flash of red.

“A complete success,” he said.

“We need more than words,” the seated woman replied. Her voice was softer than the others, but not gentler. 

“Halric’s final injection breached the limit threshold,” the shadow reported. “Manabeast transformation was full. Physical mutation reached terminal stage. But his mind… his will, remained intact. Stable and controlled. He retained both language and cognition… and power far beyond what we anticipated.”

A long silence followed, a moment of profound satisfaction.

Then, the seated woman laughed.

Quiet and mirthless. A sound of absolute yet terrible triumph.

“Then it works.”

The standing female figure finally moved, lifting her chin, her voice sharp with a chilling calculation.

“They’ve bought us more time than expected. The girl… the silver one. She doesn’t yet understand the web we’ve woven.”

The man beside her added. “She severed the field, yes, but not the chain. She’s cutting threads without seeing the loom.”

“She’ll be a problem,” murmured the throne-bound figure.

“Should we move against her now?” asked the woman, her voice a question of tactical readiness.

Another long pause. Then the seated one slowly leaned back. Her body sank into the shadow, so deep it was unclear whether she was still there at all.

“No.”

“Why?” the man asked with a hint of impatience in his tone.

“Because heroes make noise when they die. And we’re not ready for the noise.”

The kneeling shadow bowed deeper, so low his hood kissed the runes beneath him.

“Then… shall I begin Phase Two?”

A single nod from the tall woman. She extended a pale, gloved hand and slid a sealed crystal cylinder toward him. Inside, something writhed. It was hard to tell if it was smoke… or flesh.

“Get the next prototype ready. Use a less volatile host this time. No ambition, no ego. Just obedience.”

“And if the subject resists?”

“Then make it forget what it means to be human.”

The kneeling figure reached for the cylinder, cradling it like a relic from a dead god.

“Understood.”

He rose without another word and walked slowly into the corridor behind him, disappearing into the black with the crystal’s eerie glow.

The man folded his arms. “And the next site?”

“Aurelia,” the woman said. “Naturally.”

The man chuckled. “So we gather more pieces. While she walks into the lion’s mouth.”

“She thinks she’s hunting us.” The seated figure spoke again, barely a whisper. “But she doesn’t know she’s walking deeper into the cage.”

A final pause.

Then the seated woman tilted her head ever so slightly, her voice was cold and hushed.

“We’re close now. Closer than we’ve ever been.”

Little did the adventuring trio know, a new threat was already in motion.
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Chapter 100: The Grand Magic City


                The journey to Aurelia had taken them eight days in total, two full days longer than they had planned. 

At first, it was the torrential downpour that slowed their progress to a crawl; a sudden landslide had buried a crucial part of the trade road, forcing them to take a treacherous detour through the marshlands. But even beyond the whims of the weather, the terrain between Eldermere and the capital was no easy path.

They’d passed through rocky foothills where hordes of wyverns had recently built their nest, their shadows a constant threat overhead. They'd crossed a raging river whose currents churned violently with every footstep, a white-knuckle journey on a rickety rope bridge. And at one point had even been briefly pursued by a territorial roc, Kira was to be blamed for the incident.

It was exhausting, muddy, and frustrating at times… but none of that mattered now.

At long last, the adventuring trio stood atop a gentle grassy ridge that overlooked the legendary capital—Aurelia, the heart of magic, the beating soul of innovation in the Kingdom of Varethis.

The moment Belle laid eyes on it, she froze.

The wind whispered through the tall grass around her, a gentle sound that was utterly dwarfed by the sight before her. She stood in stunned silence, her mind struggling to process the scale and beauty of it all. The world seemed to fall away for a heartbeat, as if time itself paused to honor the city’s grandeur.

From this elevation, Aurelia spread outward like a glowing jewel, nestled perfectly between the rolling hills and shimmering rivers of the central plains.

Towering stone walls, easily ten meters high, encircled the city in a perfect ring. Etched deep into their surface were arcane runes that pulsed with a soft, rhythmic glow, a living harmony that resonated with the very mana in the air itself.

Massive magical railguns with sleek, rune-lined cannons crowned with rotating crystals, stood in intervals atop the ramparts, their silent presence a stark reminder that while Aurelia was beautiful, it was also a fortress not to be trifled with.

Kai let out a long whistle, a sound of genuine awe. “I bet those things could take down a dragon in a single blast.”

"They did, once," Kira chimed in, crossing her arms with a smug and almost proprietary grin on her face. "When I was a kid, a lost wyrm accidentally breached Aurelia's airspace. It got spooked and started breathing fire right over the city's central market. One of those railguns crippled its wing with a direct hit, sending it plummeting to the ground. An adventurer finished it off quickly after that."

Belle blinked, her awe-filled gaze fixed on the ramparts. “That was... really cool. I hope I get to see the railguns operate too.”

“They’re really powerful,” Kira replied, her voice losing a bit of its playful tone. “But it was also scary at the same time.”

At the very heart of the city, high above the rest, stood the Royal Castle. A colossal citadel of ivory stone, its architecture elegant yet imposing. Majestic spires, laced with gold and violet, reached skyward. Atop the highest tower shimmered a grand crystal dome, refracting sunlight into cascading rainbow hues that danced across the cityscape.

“This city… looks like something out of a dream,” Belle murmured, the words a quiet prayer.

Kira’s expression softened, a touch of genuine pride on her face. “Of course, it is my home. I grew up just a few districts south of that spire.”

Aurelia, also known by many as The Grand Magic City, wasn’t just a city; it was a living monument to magical progress. The capital of Varethis, one of the Five Great Kingdoms of Eldoria, Aurelia stood unmatched in magical and technological advancement. It was ruled by King Theron Lumina, a wise and respected monarch known for his deep connection to the ley lines, and Queen Isolde Lumina, once hailed as one of the greatest enchantresses in the realm. Their children, three sons and a daughter, were not merely royal heirs, but powerful mages in their own right, each representing a magical discipline at the forefront of innovation.

Kira grinned, flicking her braid over her shoulder. “Come on, we’re not far now. There are so many places I wanna show you guys. Food stalls, arcane shops, the bathhouse, and oh—you’ve got to try the mana fizz candies!”

Kai squinted suspiciously. “You mean you want us to pay for your snacks again.”

“Admit it, Kai. You already fell for my charm,” Kira said, giving a cheeky wink, her canine fang just barely visible.

Kai deadpanned. “Where did you get that confidence from?”

Kira shrugged with an air of complete self-assurance. “Born with it. Deal with it.”

Their banter followed them down the slope, weaving through the lively foot traffic on the trade road that led directly to the capital’s gates. Merchant caravans creaked and hovered, some on enchanted wheels, others drawn by magical beasts such as warhorses and scaled elks.

Adventurer squads in mismatched armor, pilgrims in prayer robes, and beastkin tribesfolk draped in colorful woven mantles all passed by in a constant river of life flowing toward Aurelia.

As they neared the gate, the city walls loomed ever taller, their immense scale undeniable up close. The air filled with the scent of metal, mana, and fresh parchment, the distinct perfume of the capital.

At the wide entrance, flanked by twin pillars etched with protective symbols, stood two Aurelian Sentinels, towering figures clad in golden-red armor that shimmered like tempered sunlight. Their chestplates bore the Royal Emblem of the Phoenix, wings spread in defiance, talons clutching a stylized flame.

One stepped forward, his voice calm but commanding, a deep baritone that carried over the crowd.

“State your name and intent.”

Kai stepped up and reached into his cloak. “Kai. We've got a recommendation from Dawnstead, and we're looking for temporary residency here.”

He handed over a letter sealed with the Dawnstead Guildmaster’s wax crest, as well as his adventurer’s badge. Belle and Kira followed suit, presenting their own documents.

The sentinel took the documents and held them beneath a lens embedded in his helmet, a rune-inscribed monocle that glowed briefly as it verified authenticity.

He paused, a flicker of recognition in his posture, then nodded.

“Welcome to Aurelia. May your journey be guided by the light of the leylines. Please enjoy your stay.”

The colossal gates stood open, their arcane symbols along the archway glowing faintly as people passed through. No longer needing to creak open on heavy hinges, they hummed with a smooth, constant magic, their wards parting fluidly only after the sentinel's verification.

And then they stepped inside, into a world unlike anything Belle had ever imagined.

Magic didn’t just exist in Aurelia; it defined it.

The moment they passed the threshold, Belle felt a soft pressure settle over her skin. The air itself shimmered with latent mana, a fine, invigorating current running through every breath, every sound, and every heartbeat.

The streets beneath their feet were paved with mana-tempered cobblestones, inlaid with radiant gemstones that adjusted hue with the time of day. Some glowed warm amber in sunlight, others turned cool blue as dusk approached.

Floating above the streets were softly glowing orbs of automated light sources that dimmed and brightened depending on movement and weather. Nearby, a flower vendor hummed as petals rearranged themselves into intricate bouquets before customers’ eyes, guided by a simple cantrip.

Mana conduits, transparent tubes of crystal and light, ran between buildings like organic arteries, carrying colored flows of elemental energy: blue for water, red for heat, green for growth. Water fountains gurgled endlessly without plumbing. Waste vanished through disposal runes, siphoned to underground purification systems.

Everywhere she looked, Belle saw something new and wondrous. Animated signboards, talking scrolls, self-playing instruments, even a child chasing a floating kite that danced on the wind with no string.

Mages strolled the streets in rich violet or azure robes, some with familiars at their sides such as ethereal foxes, floating eyes, fireflies of pure flame. Scholars debated theories using illusion projections on street corners, while young apprentices scurried between errands on magically accelerated boots.

And perhaps most astonishing of all…

A noblewoman in flowing silk robes gently helped a street performer recalibrate his illusion rune. A beastkin waitress shared a joke with a Royal Magic Academy scholar. Nobles and commoners, human and beastkin, mingled freely in this city, a testament to its unique culture.

Kai raised a brow with a hint of grudging respect in his eyes. “Huh. And here I thought this place would be snobbier.”

Belle observed quietly, her analytical mind swiftly connecting the threads, her awe giving way to a professional fascination. "A truly meritocratic society," she murmured, a rare spark of impressed wonder in her eyes. "They genuinely value strength, intellect, and magical ability above status or birthright. That's something you almost never see in fantasy settings."

Kira crossed her arms, her grin confident and triumphant. “Told you Aurelia’s different.”

The towering gates of Aurelia faded into the distance behind them, swallowed by the rhythmic hum of the magical city. As Belle, Kai, and Kira stepped further in, it was as if they had crossed an invisible boundary between reality and reverie.

Kira stretched dramatically, cracking her knuckles with theatrical flair. “Alright, you two slowpokes. Now that we’re here…” She turned with a gleam in her eyes, a new adventure already taking shape in her mind. “Prepare yourselves for a tour worthy of legends.”

Kai groaned, tugging at the collar of his cloak. “That’s what you said before leading us into that ‘haunted tomb’ four days ago.”

Kira’s grin widened with the memory of a joyful one. “And? You lived, didn’t you. You’re welcome.”

Belle raised an eyebrow, a hint of playful accusation in her voice. “If I recall correctly, you also said that the tomb was abandoned.”

“Technically it was,” Kira said innocently, her hands held up in a gesture of surrender. “The ghosts were just long-term guests who forgot to check out.”

With an exaggerated bow and a grand sweep of her arm, Kira turned and marched ahead, a beacon of exuberant energy in a city that was, in every sense of the word, a living dream.

End of Chapter 100

            


Chapter 101: The Chaotic City Tour


                “Behold—the Luminaris Promenade!” Kira declared, her arms thrown wide like a ringmaster introducing her grandest act. “Main artery of commerce, culture, and pure chaos in Aurelia. You want it? They’ve got it. You don’t want it? They’ll sell it to you anyway.”

Belle’s eyes widened with a flicker of awe warring with disbelief as they stepped onto the thoroughfare. The sights, sounds, and smells crashed over her in a sensory wave: the sweet scent of candied mana-blossoms mixed with the tangy sizzle of street-food grills; a dizzying symphony of bartering voices, the low hum of magic, and the ethereal chime of unseen wind chimes; a vibrant tapestry woven from pure magic.

Mana-bloom trees arched over the boulevard, their crystalline leaves shimmering in shades of blue, lavender, and jade. Each leaf pulsed faintly, shedding glowing petals that drifted down like luminescent rain. Lanterns, suspended by unseen threads of magic, bobbed gently in the breeze, illuminating signs carved in a flowing, arcane script.

To their left, a floating café drifted lazily ten feet above the ground, held aloft by invisible repulsion glyphs. Elegant tables hovered around a glassy platform, with waiters balancing trays on enchanted discs that moved like obedient pets. An ethereal, harp-like melody filled the air as though the city itself were humming a tune of contentment.

To their right, a boutique displayed glamour-infused fabrics, rippling in the wind with every imaginable hue. As Belle passed by, one bolt of cloth flickered silver, mimicking the exact color of her eyes. A personalized, magical flourish that felt both intrusive and strangely beautiful.

Farther down, a stall with billowing red smoke advertised itself with a flashing sign:

“Try Our Gravity-Defying Pork Bites!”

Warning: May Float Into Your Eye If Unattended.

Kai stared with his jaw slightly agape, as a dumpling floated off a tray and bounced softly off a customer’s forehead. The customer giggled, caught it mid-air, and popped it into his mouth without missing a beat.

“I… I don’t know if that’s horrifying or brilliant,” Kai muttered, his skepticism warring with his fascination.

“Both,” Kira said smugly, her grin wide and full of pride. “Welcome to Aurelia.”

Moments later, she dragged them over to a vendor with a flaming red canopy. The smoky, spicy smell hit them first, laced with something tangy and dangerous that made their nostrils flare.

FIRETOOTH GRILL – Home of the Infernal Ember Skewers!

“No Refunds. No Regrets. No Antidotes.”

Kira’s grin turned devilish, a mischievous glint ignited in her eyes. “Kai,” she said, her voice sweet as poison, “I double dare you.”

Kai eyed the skewers skeptically. Each one hissed and steamed, though there was no visible fire. The meat glistened, coated in a deep crimson glaze that shimmered ominously.

“What’s in them?” he asked warily, his gut telling him this was a bad idea.

“Only Wyvern’s Kiss peppers, ranked fifth deadliest on Eldoria’s Spice Index,” Kira recited with an almost scholarly tone. “It causes temporary hallucinations, minor soul dislocation, and burning. Lots and lots of burning.”

Belle frowned, a wrinkle of concern appearing on her forehead. “And people… eat that?”

“Some people,” Kira said brightly. “Others cry, throw up, or briefly reconsider the meaning of life. But real warriors embrace the burn.”

Kai’s pride, the stubborn, unyielding part of him, got the better of his common sense. 

“You’re on.”

The moment he bit into it, Belle knew it was a mistake.

His face turned the color of molten iron. Sweat burst across his forehead in a sudden wave. He opened his mouth to speak, but only a wheeze escaped, the desperate sound of a man drowning in spice. He staggered back, his knees buckling, his hands fluttering at his throat as if to tear it open.

“You alright?” Belle asked, her eyebrows raised in a mixture of concern and dry amusement.

“I-I’m fine,” he croaked, his voice cracking like glass under pressure. “It’s not even—hah—not even that hot…”

Belle watched him calmly, her eyes completely deadpan. “You sound like you’re halfway into hell.”

His next sentence dissolved into a fit of violent, sputtering, soul-wrenching coughing that shook his entire body.

Belle wordlessly took a water pouch from her belt and handed it over with a gesture of silent pity.

Kira thumped him on the back, grinning from ear to ear. “Congratulations. You’ve just been baptized by Aurelia.”

Once Kai’s dignity was partially restored, they continued deeper into the city. Kira led them down quieter alleys and side streets, each one revealing a new layer of wonder: a puppet theater where the puppets moved on their own, casting illusions that played out epic legends; a clockmaker’s shop where time slowed inside, allowing an hour of browse in ten real-world minutes; and a bakery run by a grumpy stone golem, who served mana-infused bread rolls that warmed hands and hearts alike.

“Best cinnamon mana-rolls in the city,” Kira said through a mouthful of pastry, crumbs clinging to her lips like a dusting of sugar snow. “Also doubles as a handwarmer in winter.”

Belle nibbled hers carefully, the warmth spreading through her chest like a gentle hug, the taste a comforting sweetness after the day’s events. “I can see why you always come back.”

Eventually, they wandered into a quieter district, the hustle and bustle softening behind them, replaced by the gentle hum of residential magic.

Here, the air felt gentler, carrying the scent of rich earth and blooming flowers. Brick homes with ivy-covered walls, wind chimes made of mana glass tinkling softly in the breeze, and planters glowing faintly with enchantments that made flowers bloom in perpetuity.

Children ran barefoot through the cobbled streets, chasing floating marbles of light and laughing with unrestrained joy.

Kira slowed. The brash, confident swagger she’d worn all day began to melt away, her voice turning quieter like a different person entirely. 

“This… this is where I grew up.”

Belle and Kai exchanged a glance, a silent acknowledgment of the shift in her demeanor. They said nothing, simply allowing her the space to reminisce.

“And look over there… that’s where I usually hangout.” Kira added, her gaze falling on a modest building.

She stopped in front of whitewashed stone walls, a humble garden filled with sunflowers, and a wooden sign creaking softly in the breeze: Silver Leaf Orphanage.

Before anyone could speak, a voice, bright and full of joy, rang out from across the square.

“Kira-sis!!”

A blur darted toward them, a wolfkin boy about the age of eleven, with silver-brown hair and wide amber eyes. His scarf jingled as he ran, a tiny bell sewn into the hem.

Kira’s whole face lit up, a transformation so complete it was startling. The cynical edge vanished and replaced by a genuine, unburdened warmth. 

“Rhys!”

She crouched just in time for the boy to barrel into her arms, hugging her with a ferocious, unrestrained energy.

Behind him, more children emerged, some beastkin, some human, all bright-eyed and joyful. They were mismatched in clothes, shoes too big or too small, but they looked so incredibly happy.

“You promised you’d visit!” Rhys beamed up at her, his little tail wagging furiously.

“I said I might,” Kira teased, ruffling his hair. “But you always assume I’ll show up.”

“Because you always do!” he said, hugging her tighter, his trust was absolute.

Kira turned to Belle and Kai, her eyes filled with a warmth they rarely saw. “Everyone, this is Rhys. And… well, that’s Elva, Marin, Jorren… okay, there’s twelve of them and I’m not naming them all.”

Rhys looked up at the newcomers, his curiosity piqued. “Are they your friends?”

“This lady’s Belle, and that grumpy guy is her familiar, Kai,” Kira introduced with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

Kai stiffened, his face a mask of outrage. “Do you have a death wish or something?”

“Like, a magical servant who does what you say! That’s what familiars are, right?” Elva said with an innocent look on her face, her eyes wide with wonder.

Belle bit back a laugh. Kai looked utterly scandalized, a vein throbbing in his temple.

“I’m not a familiar,” he said flatly. “I’m a swordsman. And I’m nobody’s servant.”

“Are you sure?” Kira smirked. “You do carry my bags.”

The kids giggled, completely charmed by the banter.

Belle studied Kira, her voice was soft and laced with a new kind of respect. “I didn’t expect this from you.”

Kira shrugged, trying to downplay it. “I visit when I can.”

“She teaches us letters and sword dances!” one of the little girls piped, her voice full of pride.

“She even brings us lots of yummy foods and pretty clothes!” another boy added.

Kai blinked, his mind struggling to reconcile this image with the Kira he knew. “Wait. She… she does charity?”

Belle smiled faintly, a knowing look in her eyes. “Apparently.”

“I’m sorry, am I hallucinating? It must have been the side effects of the skewers earlier. This can’t be the same feline that we know.”

Kira rolled her eyes, her facade of nonchalance almost perfect. “I do more than stab things for a living, you know.”

Belle tilted her head, her voice quiet and thoughtful. “You’ve got more layers than I thought.”

Kira was quiet for a moment, watching the children, her expression filled with a quiet contentment. Then she said simply, “I like them. They’re like my family. That’s all.”

Rhys tugged at her sleeve, pulling her back to the present. “Kira-sis, can they stay and play?”

Kira crouched beside him, her voice filled with a gentle affection. “We’ve got work today. But tomorrow, yeah. I promise.”

“You always promise.”

“And I always keep it.”

The kids grinned and ran off, disappearing down an alley where magical graffiti, murals of phoenixes, dragons, and celestial beasts danced when touched.

As the laughter faded, Kai crossed his arms, still watching Kira with a mixture of confusion and a newfound respect.

“I’m gonna need time to process this.”

“Don’t strain yourself,” Kira shot back, the familiar sass returning. “Thinking’s never been your strong suit.”

Belle chuckled quietly, the warm glow of the city reflected in her silver eyes, her heart feeling a little lighter.

This was Aurelia. It was not just a city of wonders and towers and spells, but a place of people. Of secrets hidden behind grins and sarcastic jabs. 

And Kira, it seemed, was one of them.

End of Chapter 101

            


Chapter 102: The Whisk & Wand Café


                The golden hues of late afternoon poured through the spell-glass skyways arched high above Aurelia. The bustling marketplace they had wandered through earlier had now softened, its frenetic energy replaced by a quieter and more intimate hum. Floating lanterns rose lazily into the air. 

Street performers were winding down; a lute player plucked his last lingering notes, the final chord fading into the twilight before he bowed to a scattering of appreciative claps. The rune-carvers had begun packing away their enchanted chisels, their work glittering on tables like captured starlight. In the rafters of nearby rooftops, mana-birds—round, hovering fluffballs with shimmering elemental tails—nested along the glowing conduits that webbed between buildings.

Kira had been leading Belle and Kai through winding side streets all day, rattling off random facts about the city that may or may not have been true. But now, she stopped suddenly, her hands on her hips with the smug air of someone about to unveil a prized secret.

“Here it is,” she declared, sweeping her arm toward a quaint, warmly lit building tucked between two taller shops.

Hanging from a wrought-iron bracket was a wooden sign carved into the shape of a teacup with a tiny wand leaning against it. Delicate glowing runes danced along the rim of the cup, making the steam shimmer and swirl in an endless loop. 

The Whisk & Wand Café.

From the outside, the place seemed to hum with comfort. Tall windows spilled out a deep, amber light, and the faint scent of cinnamon and something buttery drifted onto the street, pulling at a sense of nostalgia Belle hadn’t known she had. 

A pair of enchanted lanterns floated above the doorway, bobbing gently as though in greeting. Soft, magical chimes played from somewhere within, a melody as subtle and welcoming as a warm embrace.

“This,” Kira said, straightening her posture with mock dignity, “is where yours truly graciously allows the public to bask in my presence several days a week, as a part-time maid.” She tossed her hair with theatrical flair. “A noble sacrifice, considering I’m far too good for it.”

Kai tilted his head, unimpressed. “And yet, somehow, they haven’t fired you.”

“That’s because I’m irreplaceable,” Kira said without missing a beat. “Also, free pastries. I have priorities.”

Belle glanced toward the windows again, a small, genuine smile gracing her lips. “It looks… cozy.”

“It’s heaven,” Kira corrected, already striding forward.

When they pushed open the door, warmth wrapped around them instantly. The air, thick with the scent of roasted coffee beans and freshly baked bread, was punctuated by a faintly sweet, caramel aroma.

Inside, the light seemed to glow with a perpetual sunrise hue, cast from softly pulsating crystals embedded in the ceiling beams. The air shimmered faintly with tiny enchantments carrying the kitchen’s aromas straight to the front, so every customer caught a delicious whiff of their food before it even reached the table. 

Behind the polished wooden counter stood a tall man, his dark hair swept back neatly. His tailored charcoal suit seemed at odds with the relaxed and whimsical atmosphere of the café. His sapphire eyes, sharp but not unkind, lingered on Kira before he let out the kind of slow, resigned exhale reserved for people you both genuinely like and sigh at regularly.

“Ah,” he said, his lips curling into a faint smirk, “and here I was beginning to think you’d finally run off with a bottle of inferno rum and joined the circus. Or died dramatically somewhere.”

Kira waved a hand dismissively. “Please. I only die on Tuesdays. And even then, only if it’s worth the performance.”

Turning to Belle and Kai with a grand gesture, she said, “Lysander, allow me to present my loyal sidekicks. Belle: pretty, precise, and terrifyingly clever. Kai: angry, stabby, and requires feeding every two hours or he becomes feral. They follow me around and try to keep up, but occasionally fail. Be nice to them, they’re good at pretending I’m not annoying.”

Kai muttered under his breath, “We’re not your sidekicks. And we’re not pretending, you are really annoying right now.”

“She’s… not entirely wrong,” Belle added, her eyes taking in the glowing menu boards and the charm-infused cutlery.

“Aww, Belle, you do get me.”

“I meant Kai being stabby,” Belle corrected mildly, a soft glint of amusement in her eyes.

“I’m not stabby,” Kai deadpanned.

Kira ignored them entirely. “And this fine gentleman is Lysander, my boss and also the café owner, coffee alchemist, and occasional buzzkill.”

“Pleasure,” Lysander said, his voice smooth with the faintest undertone of amusement.

He motioned toward a window table with a subtle flick of his wrist. “That one’s free. Best view in the house.”

They slid into their seats, Belle immediately noticing the view: the street outside was framed in enchanted glass that shifted gently to match the weather to your preference. 

Right now, it showed the street bathed in golden light, with snowflakes drifting lazily through the air, even though no snow was falling outside.

Lysander set down two menus, leather-bound with curling gold letters and a wand motif embossed into the cover. 

“Take your time, the specials change daily.”

When Belle opened hers, the menu itself shifted. Elegant, ink-like script rearranged itself every few seconds to showcase a new item. In the corner of one page, an illustrated cat stretched, winked at her, and then curled up to vanish into the parchment.

Kira leaned in, grinning. “You have to try the Moonlight Soufflé. Or the Pixie Spark Latte. Or both. Actually, yes… both.”

Belle’s lips quirked faintly. “You’re terrible at letting people make their own choices.”

“That’s because I’m always right.” Kira plucked a sugar cube from the bowl in the center of the table and popped it into her mouth with a satisfying crunch.

Kai was already flipping his menu over. “Why are there no prices?”

“Because it’s pay-what-you-think-it’s-worth,” Kira said, leaning back smugly.

Belle arched an eyebrow. “That’s… bold.”

“That’s Aurelia,” Kira replied. “Half the city runs on charm and trust, like me. The other half on hustle and magic tricks.”

With a flourish, she snatched a notepad and pen from a neighboring table. “Alright, sidekicks, what’s it gonna be?”

Belle glanced down at the menu, her eyes following the swirling, ever-shifting ink that danced across the page. Unfamiliar names appeared and faded as though written by an invisible quill.

She tapped her finger against the page. “Hmm… what’s your other recommendation?”

“Depends,” Kira said, leaning in until her elbows rested on the table, her voice dropping to a mock-conspiratorial whisper. “Do you want ‘safe and sweet,’ or do you want something that might blow your taste buds into another dimension?”

Kai didn’t even look up from his menu. “If the second option involves anything still moving, I’ll pass.”

Kira smirked. “Noted. No wriggly food for the stabby one. Fine, for you, Mister Adventurer, a safe choice would be Aurelia’s honey-butter toast and a cinnamon cream latte.”

She spun her pen like a wand before pointing it at Belle. “And for you… hmm.” She tilted her head dramatically, as if divining Belle’s fate from the way the light caught her hair. “You look like a ‘surprise me’ kind of girl. How about a starfruit parfait drizzled with lavender syrup, paired with a frosted moonleaf tea?”

Belle’s lips curved into a faint smile. “That sounds… interesting. Alright, I’ll take one of that.”

“Good choice.” Kira scribbled something on her notepad, though from Belle’s angle, the writing looked suspiciously like a combination of doodled stars and barely legible words. She snapped the pad shut with a flourish. 

“One dimension-warping parfait for the lady, one safety net for the stabby one. Back in a flash.”

She pivoted on her heel and headed toward the counter, weaving through the tables like she’d done it a hundred times before. Belle found herself watching her move, the way she stopped to ruffle the hair of a small boy at the corner table, then paused to trade a smirking remark with another waitress.

The air inside the café was a tapestry of sound and scent: clinking glasses, the hiss of steam from the coffee machine, the warm spices drifting from the kitchen, and somewhere in the corner, the lilting pluck of a lute carried by a young bard. It all wove together into an atmosphere of quiet, magical comfort.

By the time Kira returned, she was balancing two trays, one on her arm and another in her hand. “Your feast awaits,” she declared, setting their orders down as though presenting crown jewels.

Belle’s parfait looked like something stolen from a dream, layers of shimmering, jewel-bright fruit stacked in a spiral, the top crowned with delicate sugar crystals that caught the café’s light like frost. The lavender syrup shimmered faintly, its floral scent drifting upward with every movement.

Kai’s honey-butter toast, though humbler, was no less enticing, the bread perfectly golden, the butter pooling at the edges in a molten sheen. Steam rose from its center in soft curls, carrying the scent of warm honey.

“And your drinks,” Kira added, placing the frosted moonleaf tea before Belle. It was pale blue, the color of a glacier lake, with tiny, glowing flecks drifting lazily within. She set the cinnamon cream latte before Kai, its top dusted with a perfect spiral of spice.

“Alright,” she said with a mock sternness, “try not to cry tears of joy. Or do, it’s good for tips.”

Belle took a small spoonful of parfait, the lavender syrup glistening as it slid between the layers of fruit. The first taste bloomed across her tongue, a complex sweetness melting into the tart freshness of starfruit, light yet decadent.

“Oh… wow.”

“See? Told you I’m good at this,” Kira said smugly, leaning over to peer at Kai’s latte. “You gonna drink that, or should I?”

Kai gave her a flat look but slid it across the table. “Go ahead.”

Kira took a slow sip, a smirk tugging at her lips as she set it back. “Mmm. Not bad. Could use more cinnamon, though.”

Belle chuckled softly. “Do you say that about every drink?”

“Only the ones I’m not making,” Kira said with a wink before darting away to greet a pair of new customers.

Throughout the meal, Kira was a flicker of energy, dropping by their table to tease them, then vanishing again into the sea of chatter, always with a laugh or a quick quip for someone else.

The café itself seemed to pulse with life; a group of students debated over spell diagrams by the window, an elderly couple shared a plate of tiny pastries, and a merchant in travel-worn clothes was quietly nursing a mug of something strong.

By the time Belle and Kai finished, the café had grown busier, the hum of conversation layering over the clatter from the kitchen.

Belle stood, smoothing her skirt with a satisfied sigh. “That was… perfect.”

“Glad you enjoyed it,” Kira replied, reappearing just long enough to flash them a wink. She was already tying her hair back, a few strands escaping around her face, ready to plunge headfirst into the evening rush. 

“You two head back and rest. I’ve got work to do.”

Kai gave her a faint half-smile. “Don’t get into trouble.”

“No promises.”

As Belle and Kai stepped out into the soft glow of Aurelia’s lantern-lit streets, the sounds of clinking cups, warm laughter, and Kira’s voice calling out orders faded behind them, replaced by the bustling rhythm of the city at dusk. It was a perfect ending to a magical day, and they knew this was a memory they would cherish forever.

End of Chapter 102

            


Chapter 103: Seraphina Ignis Part 1


                The next morning unfurled in a hush of drifting warmth from the mana-rich air of the city itself. The elegant spires of Aurelia slowly stirred from slumber, catching the first genuine rays of dawn above the brightening rooftops. Bell towers chimed in the distance with soft, deliberate tones echoing between narrow lanes and arcane-lit balconies.

Belle and Kai stepped out from their inn. Dew glistened on the arched lampposts and wrought-iron balconies above them. A gentle breeze fluttered the lapels of Belle’s jacket as they navigated through the western district, a vibrant quarter where adventurers, merchants, and scribes of all kinds wove through the streets like threads in a tapestry of shared purpose.

They came at last to the Aurelia Adventurer’s Guild.

It rose like a mountain of faith and steel, a temple of white marble and silver-veined stone, carved with an artistry that seemed to sing with age. Statues flanked the grand entrance: one of a paladin wielding a spear of light that glowed with a silent promise, the other a cloaked mage mid-spell, the folds of his robes eternally fluttering from an enchanted breeze. Above them, a crystalline dome shimmered with liquid light, filtering the morning sun into radiant streams that bathed the entrance in a gentle holy glow.

Belle paused at the threshold, gazing up at the dome with a quiet reverence.

“This place makes Dawnstead’s look like a tavern basement,” she murmured, her voice laced with awe.

Kai nodded beside her, his voice equally hushed. “This is where legends are born. And where some vanish.”

Inside, the guild bustled like a hive of purposeful energy. It was easily three times the size of Dawnstead’s, the ceilings soaring overhead with buttressed arches and floating chandeliers that rotated lazily in midair. 

Suspended mission boards spun like massive tarot wheels, shifting quests mid-air as adventurers studied them with intense focus. Occasionally, a chime would ring with a soft spark as someone accepted a contract.

Behind the polished reception counter, a man stood like a perfectly placed portrait in motion. He was tall, with shoulders broad enough to make him look like a retired knight, and spectacles perched delicately on his straight nose. A silvery mustache curved neatly above his mouth, twitching with a subtle amusement as he scribbled on parchment with a self-writing quill. 

Arlo Webb, Head of Reception.

He looked up as the two approached, his expression warmed with a hospitality honed from decades of greeting the aspiring and the doomed alike.

“Good morning,” he said with a polished cadence, “how may I help you? Adventurer registration or bounty inquiry?”

Kai gave a lopsided grin, a flicker of his usual bravado. “Just here to confirm our arrival from Dawnstead. Garrick said someone would be expecting us.”

“Ah, yes, yes indeed.” Arlo’s eyes twinkled behind his lenses. He extended one elegant hand and took their badges, examining them beneath a floating orb of blue crystal that hovered beside the desk, its light verifying the authenticity of their insignia.

“Everything’s in order. Please—” He gestured with a subtle flick of his wrist. A pair of velvet-backed chairs near the atrium’s central fountain adjusted themselves slightly, inviting them to sit. 

“Take a seat. The guildmaster will be notified of your arrival immediately.”

Belle and Kai made their way to the seats, the low murmur of a thousand conversations washing over them. The air was a complex scent of sage, steel, and fresh ink. 

Belle was about to speak when a familiar voice, rich with heat and mischief, rang out from behind them.

“Well, well. Look what the wind dragged in. Still alive, still a disaster?”

Kai went completely still. 

Belle felt the subtle shift in his posture, the way his shoulders tensed. 

The voice was smooth, yet there was steel beneath it. He turned slowly, and Belle followed his gaze.

A woman strode toward them through the atrium, parting the crowd like a blade through mist. Her movement was controlled but dangerous. Her crimson hair, tied high in a warrior’s ponytail, caught the morning light like burning silk. Her skin was sun-kissed, her frame athletic but fluid, every muscle finely tuned. She wore a sarashi wrap around her chest and a pair of dark red hakama embroidered with golden sigils. Twin katanas hung at her hips, gleaming wickedly.

Seraphina Ignis.

Kai exhaled a breath like he’d forgotten to for a moment. “Yikes. Seraphina. What are you doing here?”

She stopped in front of him, cocking her head with amused disdain. “I should be asking you that. And what’s with that reaction? It’s like you’ve just seen an orc or something. Then again,” her crimson gaze narrowed, “it has been five years, hasn’t it? You could’ve at least pretended you missed me.”

Kai laughed awkwardly, running a hand through his hair. “Why would I miss you? That will never happen in a million years.”

“But your face is the same color as your hair,” she said, grinning broadly with a flicker of genuine amusement in her eyes. “That’s not embarrassment, is it?”

Before Kai could respond, her gaze slipped toward Belle, studying her with an almost predatory interest.

“And who’s this? Never seen you walk with a girl before.”

“This is Belle,” Kai said, shifting to stand between them instinctively, his body language a jumble of defensiveness and old habit. “She’s… a friend.”

Belle inclined her head slightly. “Pleasure.”

Kai, oblivious to the loaded silence he'd just created, continued, a mischievous grin spreading across his face. 

"This is Seraphina Ignis. She was the youngest adventurer to ever hit S-Rank and snagged the title of Sword Master, all by the age of twenty. But that was seven years ago," he added, leaning in conspiratorially, "so yeah, she's an old hag now. And also my mentor."

The smack that followed was loud and precise, landing hard on the back of Kai's head. "Did you just call me an old hag, you stupid cry-baby!" Seraphina's voice, usually so controlled, was laced with genuine playful fury.

Belle watched their dynamic a moment longer, a subtle frown creasing her brow. The fiery red ponytail, the sharp crimson eyes, the way both carried themselves with an almost predatory grace, even their choice of katana... they were startlingly similar, almost like mirrors of each other, one a seasoned fire, the other a younger, still-smoldering ember.

Seraphina’s gaze turned back to Belle and lingered on her with quiet scrutiny, the playful anger fading into a razor-sharp focus. Then she smiled with a sharp and dangerous interest.

“You’re different from the others. There’s something… primal about you.” Her tone grew thoughtful and serious. “Tell me, Belle. Would you care for a spar?”

Belle blinked. “…A spar?”

Kai threw up his hands in exasperation. “Seriously? You just met her!”

Belle tilted her head with a hint of amusement in her eyes. "As if you're the one to talk. You practically forced me into a fight the moment we met too."

Kai paused. “…Touché.”

Seraphina’s expression turned serious, the fire in her eyes hardening into an absolute intensity. “There’s something I need to see for myself.” Her eyes locked on Belle’s, a challenge and an invitation. 

“What do you say?”

Belle regarded her for a long moment. Seraphina’s presence felt like standing at the edge of a forge. It was intense, focused, and unwavering.

She nodded once and the decision was made in a heartbeat. “I accept.”

A grin bloomed across Seraphina’s face, radiant and dangerous. “Excellent. Follow me.”

They descended through the heart of the guild into deeper levels rarely seen by newcomers. The training wing was filled with the sounds of spellfire, clashing blades, and quiet chants. Belle passed an elemental duel in progress, where lightning spiraled in midair between two robed mages. Another chamber held a pair of monks practicing slow, flowing forms, the air rippling around their hands like stirred water.

Finally, Seraphina stopped at a sealed door marked with glowing sigils.

“Only licensed A-Ranks and above are allowed in here,” she said, placing her hand against the seal. The glyphs lit up, reading her aura, and the door clicked open with a soft, echoing chime.

They stepped into a chamber of obsidian and crystal. It was vast, circular, and domed like a gladiatorial hall. The floor was polished blackstone, etched with faintly glowing runes. Above, transparent crystal panels displayed the sky above Aurelia, filtering light down in pale columns.

“This arena has a tier-seven containment field,” Seraphina said as she stepped to the center. “Courtesy of the Royal Magic Academy. Designed to withstand a full assault from two S-Rank combatants.”

Kai whistled. “That’s… an overkill.”

She smiled at Belle, her eyes gleaming with a challenge. “Means you don’t have to hold back.”

Then, she turned to Kai, her expression shifting to one of mock indignation.

"You didn't look worried at all, knowing what I'm capable of and challenging your friend over there," Seraphina said, her voice dropping to a soft and almost contemplative tone.

Kai met her gaze, a wide grin spreading across his face. "It was a show of a lifetime, wasn't it? And honestly, I would've killed to see how that one was going to turn out."

Seraphina didn’t say a word. She walked toward Belle and tossed a wooden sword at her. The sword spun end over end in a clean and predictable arc through the air. Belle didn't even lift a hand to catch it, letting it fall to the floor with a quiet, hollow clack that echoed in the vast chamber.

“I don’t use weapons.”

Seraphina’s brows lifted in surprise. “Mage, then?”

Belle shook her head. “Not really.”

A silence stretched between them, a moment of confusion and recalculation on Seraphina's part as she sized up her unarmed opponent. Then, a slow, predatory smile spread across her face.

“Hmph. Interesting.”

She took a stance, low, coiled, and alert, her twin katanas ready at her hips.

Belle didn’t mirror her. She simply walked forward, her hands at her sides, until the tension between them thickened like a held breath, two forces of nature waiting to collide.

From the sideline, Kai muttered under his breath with a mix of disbelief and anticipation. 

“This is going to be ridiculous.”

And it was. But it was only just beginning.

End of Chapter 103

            


Chapter 104: Seraphina Ignis Part 2


                Seraphina didn't move to the center of the arena so much as she became it. 

She drew her training wooden sword and settled into a ready stance, one hand hovering at the sheath, the other loosely poised with a portrait of lethal grace. Her breathing slowed to an almost imperceptible pace, and every fiber of her body seemed to compress inward, gathering force like a brewing storm.

Belle stepped in as well. Her pace was slower and more grounded. She didn't adopt any formal stance, just let her arms fall naturally to her sides, her knees bent slightly. It was the kind of stillness that didn’t speak of hesitation, but of the dangerous calm of a predator watching its prey.

Then, Seraphina ignited.

A shimmer like molten heat bloomed around her body. Crimson essence erupted from her core, wrapping her in rippling waves of heat that made the air itself warp. It surged through her veins like fire under the skin, and the obsidian floor sigils reacted immediately with a pulse of a brilliant, angry red beneath her feet, resonating with the raw power of her essence.

Belle’s eyes narrowed into twin slits of liquid metal. “Is that… aura?” she murmured.

Seraphina’s smirk was sharp. “Aura?”

“That’s what I call it,” Belle replied softly. “A type of inner energy that exists within the body, but separate from mana.”

Seraphina tilted her head, her eyes gleaming with intrigue. “I call it essence. It’s an ancient technique that enhances your body and amplifies your physical abilities. It's not taught. It's awakened.”

She stepped closer, each footfall echoing in the vast, enchanted silence. The air between them thickened and buzzed with a palpable, dangerous energy.

“Most warriors struggle for years to even sense it,” Seraphina added, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. “But you… I can sense something ancient hiding inside you too.”

Belle didn't answer. Her eyes told the story for her, a silent challenge in the depths of their silver.

And then the world stopped breathing.

Seraphina vanished.

Kai’s eyes widened, a breathless gasp escaping his lips. “Whoa—!”

A blur of crimson and a whisper of motion.

Belle’s body reacted before thought caught up. Her upper torso dropped as Seraphina reappeared out of nowhere, her wooden blade scything through the space Belle had just vacated. The air screamed from the sheer force of it.

Belle’s foot pivoted. A streak of lightning surged through her arm. She struck upward, her fist crackling with blue energy, a concentrated bolt of power aimed for Seraphina’s chin.

But Seraphina was faster.

She twisted mid-air, her blade flashing and caught Belle’s strike with the flat. The entire room exploded with the concussive force of a thunderclap. 

CRACK-BOOOOM! 

The ground beneath them shuddered. Both combatants skidded back, their boots hissing across the polished obsidian floor, leaving trails of burnt earth and fizzling energy.

“Impressive,” Seraphina said, a slow smile of pure exhilaration spreading across her face. “You used lightning magic to accelerate your punch, didn't you?”

Belle’s knuckles sparked with residual energy. “You’re not bad yourself, blocking that at point blank range.”

Seraphina’s grin widened, feral and beautiful. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

And then, the real fight began.

Seraphina was a river of motion, her blade a flowing current of wood and fury. She weaved between feints and slashes, each strike flowing into the next with impossibly fluid transitions.

Belle was a storm, her footwork tight and grounded, her strikes like bolts from the heavens. Every time Seraphina’s blade came down, Belle met it with a deafening electric pulse of counterforce.

The clack of wood, the crackle of electricity, the snap of compressed air, they became the frantic rhythm of the battle.

As the fight escalated, more adventurers appeared, drawn by the sheer energy spilling from the training chamber. They lined the walls like a sea of murmuring faces.

“Is that… Seraphina?!”

“Who’s the silver-haired girl holding her off?! She’s insane!”

Seraphina spun low, attempting a sweep, but Belle vaulted above her, flipping midair and landing gracefully behind. She drove an elbow toward Seraphina’s back, but Seraphina had already turned, blade up and intercepted the blow in a brilliant clash of sparks.

Then Belle pushed forward. She unleashed a flurry of strikes: punches, elbow strikes, lightning-infused kicks. Each movement was a study in efficient and brutal precision. Not one motion was wasted.

Seraphina backpedaled with a dancer’s grace, deflecting the strikes with the flat of her blade, her grin growing wider with every parry. 

“You’re fighting like you want to break something,” she said, her breathing quickening.

“If I stopped, I’m the one who’s going to be broken,” Belle replied, her voice quiet but fierce.

With a twist of her foot, Belle planted herself and drove her fist toward Seraphina’s core with a force that promised oblivion. The strike landed. Seraphina caught it square with her wooden sword, but the blade cracked down the middle with a sharp splintering sound.

Seraphina stared at the broken sword in her hand for a moment. Then she let the two halves fall to the ground with a wooden clatter.

"You are strong. But you haven't truly used your power yet, have you?" Seraphina's voice was a low murmur, her eyes fixed intently on Belle.

"Something tells me you have more to give as well," Belle replied, her gaze unwavering.

Seraphina smiled with a genuine and rare curve of her lips. "I can sense it from you. You possess a strange power, something that doesn't quite belong to this world. Perhaps an Exclusive Magic?"

"Exclusive Magic?" Belle repeated the words softly, a flicker of surprise and a cold knot of recognition forming in her stomach.

"A type of singularity," Seraphina elaborated. "Even rarer than Mutation Magic. A power that can only exist once in the entire history—past, present, future. Once a person possesses it, it can never manifest again."

Is she talking about my draconic magic? Belle's mind raced.

"I've only heard about it in ancient texts, never seen anyone possess it," Seraphina continued, her gaze piercing. "This magic also does not adhere to the rules of the World Elemental Magic, making it a formidable power to reckon with."

"Why would you think I have it?" Belle asked, trying to keep her voice even.

Seraphina paused, her smile fading. "I don't know. Just a hunch," she said simply, her tone abruptly shifting. "But I guess we're done playing."

Seraphina reached for her hips. 

SHHHHK. SHHHHK. 

In two single, fluid motions, she unsheathed both katanas. 

A deeper and more vibrant red essence erupted from her core, swirling around her like living flames. The polished metal of her blades shimmered, now resembling liquid fire, as crimson veins of essence pulsed across their surface, promising a fight of true S-Class intensity.

Belle’s body reacted on instinct. Veins of electric blue flared across her skin, branching across her shoulders and arms like a circuit born of stormlight. Her silver-blue eyes transformed and narrowed into draconic slits. Her aura surged outward, pressing down on the chamber with the weight of an ancient beast awakening.

Kai stumbled back instinctively. “She’s going overdrive on her…”

The sudden, crushing pressure in the arena was absolute. Even Seraphina faltered for just a fraction of a second, a bead of sweat tracing a path down her temple.

Her essence is stronger than mine, she thought. Its weight is so heavy.

Then, a wild and exhilarating grin stretched across Seraphina's face, transforming her features into something almost feral.

Outside the pulsating arcane barrier of the arena, Kai felt nothing but the distant hum of power. The other adventurers watching gasped, some taking a step back as the floor trembled. The dome’s enchantments flared brighter and the barrier creaked, groaning under the immense pressure.

Seraphina exhaled and shifted into a low, predatory stance, her twin katanas glinting bright crimson. She whispered something under her breath, a name or an invocation barely audible above the growing thrum of power.

“Crimson Fang—Dual Katana Style…”

She launched forward with a blur of red and steel.

“…First Form: Thousand Blades!”

From the void she moved through, slashes erupted. Invisible lines of pressure sliced the air like unseen scythes. A flurry of cuts screamed across the space, too many to count. The room blurred with motion like a typhoon of swordplay.

Belle’s feet never left the ground. Her body turned fluid, every strike she deflected was met with a pulse of charged energy. Sparks flew. Air twisted. She danced through the storm of blades like an eye of calm in the chaos.

Then, suddenly, Seraphina reappeared, right in front of her, blades aimed for the jugular in a single, killing strike.

“Crimson Fang: Flash Pierce!”

Belle crossed her forearms, a shield of crackling blue energy forming between them.

CRACK—BOOOOM.

The impact tore through the chamber. Light exploded outward. The magic barrier wailed under the force, then cracked. Veins of light spidered across the dome, threatening to shatter it completely.

From outside, Kai’s jaw dropped. “The barrier’s breaking?! I thought she said it can withstand the full power of two S-Ranks?!”

Inside the room, silence rang.

Smoke coiled around them. Energy flickered and died.

Belle and Seraphina were crouched on opposite ends of the ring. Belle’s aura flickered, her circuit-lines glowing faintly. Seraphina’s katanas steamed with dissipating essence. Their eyes still locked in a stare of mutual respect and awe.

“That’s enough.”

A voice cut through the aftermath like a commandment.

All eyes turned to the entrance.

Elara Vance. The Guildmaster.

She walked calmly into the room, not even glancing at the fractured dome overhead. Her eyes moved from Seraphina to Belle, assessing the aftermath with the casual air of a woman who had seen it all.

An unreadable smile tugged at her lips. “An S-Rank duel before breakfast. You’re either insane,” her gaze settled on Belle, “or extraordinary.”

Seraphina exhaled a laugh, sliding her blades back into their scabbards. “Both, probably.”

Belle rose slowly. Her transformation faded, the light lines across her skin dimming. Her eyes softened, shifting back to silver.

Elara approached them fully now and stopped before Belle.

“I need you to come with me,” she said.

“Who are you?”

Elara’s smile was now a genuine, welcoming curve. “Elara Vance, Guildmaster of the Aurelia Adventurer’s Guild. We need to talk.”

Then, she turned toward Kai, who was approaching them. “And you too, swordsman.”

Kai groaned with a mixture of exhaustion and dread. “This is gonna be a long week.”
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