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  Clang!  


  The hammer crashed against the plate armor, the impact traveling up my arm to my shoulder. Each blow matched the rhythm of my heart. My arm throbbed with the force of every strike, and I couldn’t stop until it was done.


  Clang!


  Just one more. The hammer came down again. It had to be perfect.


  Clang!


  I stopped, wiping the sweat from my brow as I gazed at my creation. Someone else might see it as just another chest plate, but I knew what it truly was: my first piece as an official [Blacksmith]. And I was damn proud of it.


  Raising the plate, I inspected it once more before setting it aside on the counter, where the rest of the light armor waited. I’d assemble it later and place it in the window display.


  Thump! The store’s door opened and closed with a familiar sound. I didn’t need to check; it could only be Max. The old timer couldn’t shut a door quietly if his life depended on it.


  "After you spend decades hammering plates and weapons, you can’t just start swinging carefully," he used to say with a grin while customers winced at the racket he made.


  I left the back of the shop and found Max grinning from ear to ear.


  “John! You’re early!” Max had a grizzled beard and well-combed hair. Though small in stature, I knew his arms, hidden beneath his heavy leather coat, were still strong and powerful. He wasn’t retiring because of weakness; he just wanted some well-earned rest.


  “I finished the armor I started last week.” I wiped my brow and straightened my back.


  “That’s great, John.” Max sank into a chair in the corner of the shop. A deep sigh escaped him, and the chair’s back thudded against the wall. The weapons on display rattled, threatening to fall, but he just gave them a sidelong glance before turning his attention back to me.


  “You never cease to surprise me,” Max said. “Most folks are either hungover or bursting with joy or frustration after the Class Ceremony.”


  “Didn’t feel right,” I replied. “I had work to do. Besides, the tradition says that after the Class Ceremony, I’m officially a man. Gotta act like one.”


  “That’s just a formality.” Max waved a hand dismissively. “You’ve been a man long before the ceremony—everyone in this district knows that.”


  “It’s been ten years today.”


  “I know, son. I remember. You were just a little one, face covered in grime, but you had the same determination then as you do now.” He paused, his expression softening with a hint of sorrow. “Are you sure you didn’t want a combat class, John?” he asked. His brow furrowed with regret. “Sometimes I wonder if I should’ve told you more about magic and fighting. Maybe you could’ve landed a better class.”


  “Nonsense, Max. I’m happy with the [Blacksmith] class. It’s not a problem. I like it. Besides, the system chose it, not me.”


  “That’s good. That’s good... But you know, back in the day⁠—”


  “You were a party member who made it to the seventh floor of a dungeon, and you repaired a warrior’s sword mid-combat just in time to toss it back to him so he could finish the boss.”


  “Yes!” Max leaped from his chair, mimicking the action of throwing a heavy blade with both hands. “The Wyrm dropped dead, and everyone cheered for me! That single throw earned me enough to help my family open this shop.”


  “And still—” I started.


  “None of my damn grandsons want to be a [Blacksmith] like the old man.” Max scowled in mock anger. “Ungrateful bastards, all of them! Thank the gods I found you, son.” He softened, gripping my arm firmly.


  We’d had this conversation before, but today, the words felt heavier. The years of training were over, and Max looked ready to cry as he clung to my arm.


  “I’ll make you proud, old goat.” I placed a hand on his shoulder as he bowed his head to hide his tears.


  He pulled away, wiping his eyes. “Good, son. Now, I’ll head home. Good luck.”


  “I can handle things, but aren’t you going to help me get started? It’s my first day as an official [Blacksmith], after all.”


  “You’ve worked here almost ten years, boy. You know more than I do.” Max was already halfway out the door when he glanced back at me. “That drunk from last week said your work’s better than mine already, and, damn it, I agree.”


  “Still—”


  “You’ll need to light the forge. I bought fresh coal. I’ll swing by later, but all the mana stones you earn today are yours. I want you to feel what it’s like to run the place. Soon, it will be yours.”


  “Thank you, Max.”


  “I’m just doing what anyone would,” he said, brushing off the gratitude. As he stepped out the door, he poked his head back in. “I heard Stormbreaker’s coming today to collect recruits.”


  “The Stormbreaker!?”


  “Yep. Let me know if she’s as gorgeous as everyone says.”


  “If I see her, I’ll check,” I said with a grin.


  “Don’t forget, alright? That’s top priority.”


  “Of course, of course.” I gave him a mock salute, and this time, Max finally left.


  After a moment, I stepped outside, following his footsteps to the street. I had completely forgotten about the Dungeon Diving guild’s parade.


  The streets bustled with activity. People stumbled over the cobblestones, searching for the perfect spot to set their chairs and wait for the procession. Those hoping to glimpse the Dungeon Divers crowded the main avenue or sought shady spots along the parade route.


  Our street, home to the blacksmiths, was lucky enough to be along the path, and it wasn’t surprising to see folks settling in early. Becoming a Dungeon Diver was the dream of many my age, and I noticed several glum faces from those who had received worker classes the day before.


  [Bakers], [Masons], and [Chefs] wore grim expressions, while I had grinned from ear to ear upon earning my [Blacksmith] class. Not that I would’ve complained about getting the [Warrior] one.


  Being a warrior promised wealth and fame, but it was dangerous. Part of me craved adventure, and Max had been a diver despite his working-class status. Still, being a [Blacksmith] was the safest way to repay Max for all the help he’d given me over the past decade at the Old Horn Blacksmith.


  After a few years, I might even join a dungeon party and earn a second class. I was already as strong as any level 1 warrior from the countless hours spent hammering.


  My stats didn’t lie—15 in Strength was nothing to scoff at—but for now, I’d focus on showing every sword, axe, and kitchen knife just how powerful my arms were.


  I chuckled at the absurdity of my thoughts and headed back inside, returning to my workstation.


  Lighting the forge wasn’t my favorite task, but it was essential. As I shoveled coal into the forge, the idea of seeing the legendary Stormbreaker stuck in my mind. Rumor had it she was as beautiful as she was powerful—and already level 45 before turning thirty.


  I doubted the portraits I’d seen of her were accurate. I’d never met anyone as busty as the drawings depicted, let alone someone wearing such provocative outfits.


  Seeing her today wouldn’t be the worst thing. If the store stayed quiet, I’d grab a chair and find a shady spot to watch the parade. It’d be nice to see who the guild had recruited.


  My musings were interrupted by the door slamming open with a loud crack.


  “Is anyone here?” a feminine voice called. “I have a... dungeon relic for inspection.”


  The words jolted me into motion, and I hurried to the front of the store.


  
    
      Chapter
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  I entered the store’s front quickly but not fast enough to seem desperate. Dungeon relics weren’t something you saw every day. They were rare, granted only after defeating challenging enemies or floor bosses. Some were armor and rings, but the most desirable and prestigious ones were weapons.


  So, when I saw the axe lying on the counter, I couldn’t hide the surprise on my face.


  The weapon was massive—almost six feet from the tip of the handle to the edge of its two blades. The haft gleamed a pristine white as though made from polished bone. In the center of the axe, a jewel sparkled with an intense blue light. The hue felt almost supernatural as if the jewel were trying to communicate through the light signals, though I lacked the knowledge to decipher it.


  Despite the weapon’s mightiness, the edge of the blade seemed rusted. A strange black material coated the entire edge as though it had been applied to prevent someone from accidentally cutting themselves. Yet something about that layer was unsettling. It looked organic, almost like flesh, as if it had grown from inside the blade and was slowly consuming it.


  I instinctively reached for the axe, but a pair of hands whisked it away from the counter. That’s when I saw her for the first time.


  I didn’t think anything could be more captivating than a magical weapon until I saw the woman holding it.


  She was likely my age or a little older—no more than twenty—and the worry in her eyes couldn’t mask her beauty. Her striking blue eyes contrasted perfectly with her pale white skin and silvery-blonde hair. A small skin tag near her mouth only enhanced her looks as if the slight imperfection proved she was real and not some figure plucked from an expensive painting.


  “I’m sorry. Are you the blacksmith?”


  I pulled my hands back, shaking off my surprise.


  “I’m the blacksmith’s—” I almost said apprentice but stopped myself. Clearing my throat, I corrected, “Yes, I am. How can I help?”


  She stepped closer, bringing the axe back to the counter, the movement revealing the fit of her white, slim-fitting dress. I fought the urge to stare.


  “This is my family’s relic,” she said, laying the axe down. I didn’t touch it, waiting for her to continue. “As you can see... something’s wrong with it. The edge is... infected.”


  “I see.” I leaned in to inspect it. The organic material pulsed faintly, matching the rhythm of the jewel’s light. “And you want me to remove the infection?”


  “Yes,” she answered without hesitation.


  “I’m afraid I’m not a [Mage Blacksmith], ma’am.”


  “I know. I’ve already brought it to every blacksmith in my hometown and even paid one magical blacksmith here in Mercuria, but no one could fix it.”


  “I can’t promise I’ll succeed, but I’ll give it a look if you want.”


  “I’ve heard you’re the best in the city. Someone told me that under your guidance, an apprentice here is on the road to becoming the best in all the kingdoms.”


  “Oh,” I muttered, taken aback by the compliment. “Well, I was that apprentice, actually. I just got my class recently.”


  “That makes sense,” she said, smiling. “I’ve never seen an experienced blacksmith so young. Or cute.” Her cheeks flushed, and she pushed the axe toward me, clearly embarrassed.


  “May I?”


  She nodded, and I grabbed the axe with both hands, surprised by how light it felt. So, that’s the power of a magical weapon, I thought as I examined it. Then the Magical Inscript appeared before my eyes.


  The War Cry Battle Axe: Strength: +10


  Speed: +5


  Attributes: Imbued with mana, the War Cry provokes all nearby creatures at the bearer’s command. Once wielded by a mighty god, the War Cry can sever the limbs of multiple foes in a single blow.


  “Amazing,” I murmured, absorbed in the weapon’s details.


  The young woman eyed me nervously as if she feared I might steal the axe. I couldn’t blame her—many people would snatch a relic like this without hesitation. Even with the corruption, it could still fetch a fortune.


  “I’ll see what I can do.” I turned to carry the axe to my workstation in the back of the store.


  “Wait,” she called, extending a hand. “Would it be okay if I watch? This weapon is... very important to me.”


  “I’m not going to steal your relic, lady,” I replied, a hint of pride slipping into my tone. Nobles and merchants often looked down on people like me, but I still had my dignity.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, stepping back with a blush.


  I half-expected her to respond with some haughty remark, but instead, her humility caught me off guard.


  “You can watch, but it’s hot in here.” I waved her over and heard her footsteps behind me.


  I had to admit, having someone as beautiful as her around was far more enjoyable than Max’s usual scowl.


  “Thank you,” she said, beaming as she entered the workshop. She seemed unfazed by the heat or the tools scattered around. Though the store’s front was neat, the back was another story.


  I didn’t care for Max’s chaotic work habits, but no matter how often I organized things, he undid it twice as fast. Eventually, I stopped trying.


  I offered her a chair and sat down at the grinder.


  “I’ll try using the sharpening tool,” I said, keeping her informed to ease her worries.


  “Right. My name is Sophia, by the way.” She adjusted in her chair, glancing around.


  “Sorry about the mess. I’m John.”


  “I’ve noticed blacksmiths tend to have things scattered everywhere.” She smiled as she scanned the place, a smile on her face.


  “Yeah? I thought my master was the worst.”


  “Oh, not even close.” She chuckled, her expression softening. For a moment, she seemed lighter, as if the smile lifted a burden off her shoulders.


  Curiosity got the better of me. “What’s the story behind the War Cry? Did you get it from a dungeon?”


  “Me? Gods, no,” Sophia said, her voice tight with discomfort. “It belonged to my grandfather. He earned it after defeating a dungeon boss. The story goes that the boss appeared suddenly, right in the middle of the floor.”


  “But bosses only show up after a floor is cleared,” I said over my shoulder, setting the blade against the grinder wheel.


  “Yes, I know. But this one was different. Grandpa fought it for almost a day.”


  She must have sensed my skepticism because she raised her chin defensively.


  “And what kind of boss was it?”


  “He couldn’t remember. It was like the memory was erased. All he knew was that it had been a brutal fight, but he couldn’t describe the creature.”


  “Sounds like an adventurer’s tale.” I grinned, and Sophia puffed her cheeks in a way that was more cute than angry. “He had the weapon, though. You can’t deny that,” I added, and her expression softened again.


  Taking that as my cue, I pressed the axe’s edge to the grinder. Sparks flew, confirming the weapon was magical but still made from material that could be sharpened.


  Carefully, I guided the blade to the black substance. The tissue peeled away, falling to the floor beside me like a writhing insect. I watched it squirm until it finally stilled. The sight gave me chills, but I forced myself to focus.


  The newly exposed part of the blade glinted under the forge’s light. Beneath the infection, the War Cry was as sharp as ever.


  “Looking good,” I said, glancing at Sophia. But she didn’t seem as hopeful.


  “Please, keep going,” she urged.


  After a few minutes, one blade was completely clean. I moved on to the second, eager to finish and burn the discarded tissue.


  As I worked, the jewel in the axe’s center began to pulse like a heartbeat. The light grew brighter, threatening to blind me.


  “What now?” I muttered.


  Then, without warning, the black tissue flowed back, spreading along the blade’s edge like dark liquid. It seemed stronger this time, stretching farther toward the center.


  “Has that happened before?” I asked.


  Sophia nodded. “The [Mage Blacksmith] refused to explain it. He said it had to be confiscated by the Dungeon Diving Guild.”


  “And yet, here it is.” I raised an eyebrow as I looked from the weapon to Sophia. “Why?”


  “It’s personal.” She walked towards me, her hands outstretching towards the axe. “I’ll take it to another blacksmith.”


  “Wait, wait.” I raised my hands in apology. “I’m not judging. Just curious. Let me keep trying.”


  She lingered by the blade for a moment, then sighed and sank back into her chair, her shoulders slumping. “Sorry for being on edge. Things have been... complicated.”


  “I get it.” I leaned against the workbench. ‘Complicated’ didn’t even begin to describe my past. And wariness? That was second nature to me. “I’m happy to help you, no matter what.”


  Thankfully for her, inanimate objects always brought out my competitive side—one of the many reasons blacksmithing fit me like a glove. No plate I couldn’t bend, no design I couldn’t master. The harder the task, the more determined I got. All I needed was time.


  The War Cry, though, was the toughest challenge yet. I ground it down three times, and each time, the black tissue reappeared. I hammered it, rasped it—nothing.


  I even tried transferring the black tissue onto another weapon, but it didn’t spread. Whatever cursed that axe refused to budge or replicate.


  High heat was the only option left. If the black tissue was alive, fire would kill it. And nothing burned hotter than Old Horn’s forge.


  Carefully, I eased the edge of the blade into the forge’s core, keeping the rest of it cool. The first drop of black tissue hissed as it hit the coals, and then⁠—


  A shriek, sharp and eerie, burst from the forge, filling the workshop with sound.


  “What in the Seven Hells…” I muttered, staring at the forge as the scream grew louder.


  “It’s working!” Sophia sprang from her chair, excitement lighting up her face.


  She leaned in close, peering over my shoulder. Her chest brushed against my back, but she didn’t seem to notice.


  I grinned. “Glad it’s working—and I’m all for what’s happening back there—but it’s scorching in here. You’ll get burned if you’re not careful.”


  Her breath hitched, and she stepped back, her face bright red. “Oh! I’m sorry.”


  “No problem.” I shot her a playful smile. “Just don’t want your family showing up, asking me to pay for burn injuries.”


  Sophia chuckled, settling back into her seat. “That’d be unlikely. But hey, some cash wouldn’t hurt.”


  I focused on the other side of the blade, working with care until the black tissue burned away. Once I finished, I placed the weapon on the anvil, letting it cool. The metal gleamed, the gem in its center dim and lifeless. For the first time, I saw the weapon in all its untainted glory.


  Sophia stood, her eyes gleaming with gratitude. She looked like she might throw her arms around me.


  But then, just as her gratitude filled the room, the blue jewel exploded with light, blazing brighter as she approached.
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  The world shifted to a whitish blue for a full minute as I shielded my eyes with one hand. Outside, the street buzzed with rising energy as people gathered, waiting for the Dungeon Diving guild to pass by.


  A soft touch grazed my arm, and I almost jerked away, my instincts bracing me for a fight until I realized it was Sophia's hand. The sudden light startled her, and I couldn't blame her.


  The brightness faded, and my vision slowly returned, stretching what felt like an eternity. There it stood, the War Cry resting above the anvil, its blade nearly smothered by creeping black tissue.


  “Shit,” I muttered, moving closer to inspect it.


  Sophia exhaled in frustration, her shoulders slumping. “I’ll never be able to sell it now.”


  “There’s one thing we can still try.” I locked eyes with her. “It looks like the jewel is causing the issue. If we can get rid of whatever’s inside or underneath it, we might solve this.”


  “I see,” she murmured, stepping beside me to watch the jewel's blue glow pulse faintly. “Do you think you can remove it?”


  “I’ll give it my best shot,” I said, already scanning the shelves for tools. “I’ll try to keep it intact.”


  “Thank you.”


  I gave her a brief smile, then settled in front of the axe, hoping it would be the final time I'd need to fix this mess. The jewel sat snug inside its compartment, stubbornly glued in place. After a few gentle taps, I felt it loosen, shifting slightly under the pressure of the sharp tool I hammered into its seam.


  Each knock sent a flicker through the jewel’s glow, and with every pulse, the black tissue shrank, retreating from the blade’s edge toward the center, exposing slivers of gleaming metal.


  Glancing at Sophia, I caught a glimpse of eagerness lighting up her expression—an excitement that incentivized me to finish the task.


  I adjusted my strikes, switching angles until the jewel finally gave way with a metallic click. The blackened tissue shrank further, leaving only a thin patch clinging to the blade’s core.


  “Alright, let’s see what’s underneath.” I leaned in, carefully prying the jewel free with my fingertips.


  As soon as I lifted it, the black substance disintegrated into the air, vanishing in thin wisps. I resisted the urge to celebrate too soon, holding the jewel aloft as I inspected the empty compartment.


  Just as I suspected, a thick, dark droplet rested at the bottom of the hollow, slithering and writhing like it was searching for something to cling to.


  “There’s the source of the infection,” I said, motioning for Sophia to come closer. The sounds of the parade outside surged louder, echoing through the shop walls.


  “What do we do with it?” she asked, leaning in to study the wriggling drop.


  “Burn it,” I suggested. “I don’t want it anywhere near us.”


  Her gaze lingered on me for a moment, and I arched an eyebrow. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. You’re right,” she murmured, stretching her hand toward the jewel. The soft flush creeping across her cheeks didn’t escape me. I liked the look of it more than I should have.


  Refocusing, I placed the jewel in my right palm. But before I could hand it over to her, a searing pain shot through my hand.


  “Ah! Damn it!” I yelped, dropping the jewel to the ground as I clutched my hand. The heat lanced from my palm, snaking up my arm, spreading to my chest, and finally hammering into my skull. A scorching pulse that burned like wildfire.


  I clenched my jaw, choking back a scream, and the moment it reached my head, the pain vanished as abruptly as it came.


  Magical Inscript Activated – Calculating: ...


  Life Connection Enabled


  ...


  Class Evolution Acquired


  ...


  [Runesmith] assigned to John Ashenveil.


  ...


  A [Runesmith] can traverse the Nether Realm freely. Capable of deciphering its ancient language, a [Runesmith] can modify his and others’ skills through Nether insight.


  Class Bonus: +5 Free points per level.


  Arcane increased by 5.


  Strength increased by 5.


  ...


  Skill Unlocked: Rune Skill – [Light]


  ...


  New Quest: Fight the Nether Beast and survive.


  Difficulty: Hard: Reward: Unknown.


  "John? Are you alright?" Sophia’s voice cut through the haze as I snapped back to reality.


  "I think so," I replied.


  "You're fucking shining!"


  Her eyes were wide, jaw slack. I looked down, noticing a soft blue hue encasing my body. Every hair on my body stood on end as the glowing words of the Magical Inscript lingered before my eyes.


  These words weren’t anything like those I’d seen when I became a [Blacksmith] the day before. They were sharp and foreign, with straight lines I somehow understood perfectly.


  "I am," I muttered, rereading them. "Fight the Nether Monster..."


  "What?!" Sophia gasped, grabbing the jewel from the ground and rushing toward me. She gripped my arm, her gaze locked with mine. "Are you sure you’re okay?"


  "Where’s the black devilish thingy that was here?" I asked, pointing toward the axe’s empty compartment.


  Sophia’s eyes scanned the weapon, but when she found nothing, they widened again. I thought she was looking at me until I realized her gaze had shifted to something behind my back.


  A tiny drop of black tissue clung to the wall, growing outward in jagged, web-like patterns, spreading in eerie symmetry.


  I grabbed the axe and raised it, ready to fight. Combat training or not, I knew how to break things. Whatever that goo was, I’d crush it before it became a threat.


  Sophia stayed close behind as we watched the mass expand and twist. Soon, its edges curled inward, forming a central bulge. The blackened mess contorted, slowly taking shape.


  The head emerged first. An abomination of sleek, dark eyes scattered across its face, with pincer-like fangs protruding from beneath. It looked like the head of a spider but as big as a dog.


  I didn’t wait for it to fully form. I dashed forward, swinging the axe down with everything I had.


  The creature jerked back, flattening into a puddle just before the blade connected. My hands shook with the force of the strike as the axe slammed into the ground, pain shooting up my arms. Light or not, the axe still weighed heavily in my grip.


  Ignoring the ache, I hoisted the weapon again as the black goo slithered along the wall, seeking a safe space to reform. My gaze tracked it carefully. When it began reshaping, I lunged again, this time aiming for the wall instead of the body.


  Just as I’d expected, the creature dodged, right into the wall. The axe struck true this time, and the monster let out a high-pitched scream. Part of the black tissue fell to the ground, writhing before disintegrating. But the main bulk of the creature’s body vanished.


  "It’s outside!" Sophia shouted, pointing toward the shop’s entrance.


  You’re not getting away, I swore silently and sprinted after it.


  The absurdity of the situation hit me when I found the store’s front room empty. Outside, the street bustled with activity. The dungeon-diving guild marched past, armor clanking in unison while the robed mages of the academy hurried ahead of them.


  I barely had a moment to process the sight before a scratching noise pulled my attention upward. I glanced just in time to see the spider drop from the ceiling, plummeting straight toward my face.


  I threw myself to the side, narrowly avoiding the attack. The monster crashed to the floor, its fangs dripping with thick, black goo.


  I didn’t wait to find out if it was venom. This thing needed to die—and fast.


  I considered calling for help from the dungeon divers outside, but the spider didn’t give me the chance. It lunged again, too fast to counter. I sidestepped, dodging the attack, but I couldn’t swing the axe in time to strike.


  Wasn’t this thing bigger before? I wondered as I ducked beneath another jump. Dodging and attacking in sequence wasn’t working. To land a hit, I’d need to predict its next move.


  I kept the axe low, ready to strike without leaving myself exposed. The spider crouched, hind legs tensing as it prepared to leap.


  Now!


  I swung the axe, cleaving the creature in two mid-air. It hit the ground with a sickening splat, its form unraveling into black goo that evaporated into thick white smoke.


  "Behind you!" Sophia’s voice called out urgently.


  I spun just as a bolt shot past my head, striking another spider mid-leap. The creature froze as the bolt hit, four of its legs locking in place before it crashed to the ground. The realization that Sophia was a mage faded as fast as it first appeared, my attention going back to the creature dying on the ground.


  It shrieked and squirmed, dragging itself toward me. This one was smaller than the last.


  "I think there are more! Be careful!" I shouted, driving the axe into the struggling spider.


  Five more jumped from behind the counter as if they had heard me. Three pounced toward me, while the other two targeted Sophia. These were smaller and slower. Splitting off from the original seemed to have weakened them.


  Sophia dodged one easily, blasting the other with an ice bolt that froze it solid. I wanted to help her, but the three spiders flying at me kept me busy.


  I swung the axe in a wide arc, slicing two spiders cleanly in half. But the third latched onto my arm, sinking its fangs deep into my skin. I felt something cold and thick spread through my muscles. The little bastard had poisoned me.


  Snarling, I grabbed the spider with my free hand and hurled it against the wall. The axe followed immediately, severing its head before it could recover.


  Sophia sprinted toward me, loosing more ice bolts at the crawling creatures. “My mana is running low!” she shouted as she reached my side. One spider, half its legs frozen, dragged itself toward us.


  “I can handle this,” I assured her, preparing to strike the last enemy.


  But before I could move, the spider convulsed violently, its body twitching uncontrollably. I readied myself to dash and end it, but a noise stopped me in my tracks.


  Ten spiders, each the size of a cat, leapt over the furniture from behind the counter. Their glossy eyes gleamed with pure malice.


  “Is there no end to these devils?” I muttered, raising the axe again.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed people moving outside the shop. Someone pointed toward us through the glass window, but I didn’t have the luxury of time to pay attention.


  My mind churned with ideas. My new class had to be tied to fighting these creatures, and I had learned a new skill. But would it be enough? And more importantly, how the hell was I supposed to activate it?


  Simple working classes didn’t rely on active abilities—only passive ones—so I had no clue how to trigger this skill.


  “How do you use those ice bolts?” I asked Sophia, rushing the words.


  “What?” She blinked, startled, but quickly understood what I needed. “I just... do it! I think about activating it, and it happens.”


  “Right,” I muttered, glancing at the spiders as they clawed at the edge of the counter. “Light!” I shouted, willing the skill to trigger.


  The monsters froze momentarily, as if waiting for something—anything—to happen. But nothing did.


  “Rune Light!” I shouted again.


  “John, what are you doing?” Sophia asked under her breath, like she wasn’t sure whether I was joking or had lost my mind.


  “I don’t know!” I admitted, frustration bubbling up.


  The creatures snapped out of their trance and launched toward us.


  We ducked as several spiders collided with the window behind us. The glass cracked loudly, followed by a scream from outside. But there was no time to worry about it. One of the spiders latched onto my injured arm, and I wrestled to rip it free.


  Sophia stomped one spider into the ground, but another scrambled onto her back. I grabbed it and hurled it against the far wall, ignoring the fiery pain shooting through my arm.


  I had to figure out how to use this skill, or we wouldn’t make it out alive. The fangs sinking deeper into my arm made it almost impossible to think straight.


  The word “Light” echoed in my mind. I kicked another spider off me and fought to tear the stubborn one from my arm. Light! I repeated internally, but then something clicked. I wasn’t saying it in the right language.


  “ᛚᛁᚷᚺᛏ!” I roared, my voice shifting into something strange, almost unrecognizable.


  The moment the word left my mouth, the room burst into brilliant light, the same as when the jewel had been removed from the axe. The force hurled me backward. My back slammed into the wall, and for a few moments, all I could see was an overwhelming whiteness.


  The glass window exploded outward with a deafening crash, and my vision blurred, slowly clearing as I gathered myself.


  Behind the counter, a pool of black goo squirmed and writhed, forming another pair of spiders. I shook my head, forcing clarity into my thoughts, just as the other spiders began stirring, preparing to strike again.


  Sophia stood nearby, disoriented, eyes wide with confusion.


  “Follow my voice!” I called out, raising the axe and slamming it into the pool of goo and the emerging spiders.


  The impact sent a shockwave through the room, as if the store had been struck by lightning. A deafening thunderclap followed, shaking the air so violently it felt like the whole city could hear it.


  I dropped the axe, instinctively covering my ears, squeezing my eyes shut against the assault.


  A few moments passed before I dared to open them again.


  All the spiders had dissolved into white smoke, vanishing along with the goo that had birthed them.


  Sophia stood frozen in one corner, her eyes locked on the figure standing in the doorway.


  Stormbreaker.


  She towered in the entrance, lightning bolts crackling in both hands, her presence radiating power. She was even more stunning in person than her portraits suggested, but her gaze held none of the warmth I’d imagined.


  Her stormy eyes locked onto mine, sharp and unwavering, carrying a message without words.


  She wasn’t happy. And somehow, I knew it had everything to do with me.


  
    
      Chapter


      Four

    

  


  “What is this?” Her voice sounded raspy at the end, as if the sight before her defied belief. A small crowd gathered behind her, craning to look inside the shop.


  The lightning in her hands fizzled out with faint crackles, but her eyes stayed fixed on me, glimmering with a sentiment I couldn’t quite place. Definitely not joy.


  “Monsters attacked me and Sophia, and we defended ourselves,” I said firmly, stepping away from the counter and picking up the axe from the floor.


  “Sophia Reed?” Stormbreaker’s gaze shifted to the cornered Sophia. “And the axe in this young man’s hands is War Cry?”


  “Y-yes,” Sophia stammered, bracing herself against the wall with both hands as she stood.


  “You’re certainly not someone I expected to see today.” Stormbreaker pointed at Sophia, then turned her attention back to me.


  Damn, she was stunning. Her dark eyes swirled with curiosity, but beneath that, I sensed something hidden—something unresolved. Her full lips parted slightly as if holding back a question that hovered on the edge of her thoughts. When she turned, her armor glinted under the broken light, black and silver plates accentuating every curve.


  “The parade will continue. Please return to your business,” she instructed the onlookers outside. Some of the guild members flanking the crowd moved in, guiding people away from the shop.


  As the crowd dispersed, reality hit me like a hammer.


  My gaze swept across the room. Shattered glass littered the floor from the broken display window. Black goo coated the weapons hanging on the walls, corroding the metal beneath. The counter bore deep gouges from the axe blade and the creatures’ venomous fangs.


  I hadn’t even seen the state of the shop’s backroom yet. Max’s grinning face came to mind; he’d left the store in such high spirits earlier. The thought of him returning to find his life's work nearly destroyed made my stomach churn.


  “When did you decide bringing this axe to one of the largest cities in all of Lissandria was a good idea?” Stormbreaker asked, her voice edged with steel. “Was it before or after you fled the guild’s [Mage Blacksmith]?”


  “M-Madam,” Sophia began, her tone apologetic, “I needed the coin... desperately.”


  “I’m well aware of your situation, young lady.”


  Sophia’s eyes widened. “You are?” It looked like it wasn’t every day a legendary adventurer acknowledged someone like her. If the circumstances weren’t so dire, I’d probably be just as awestruck.


  “Of course I am. But you had no idea of the evil you nearly unleashed on the world. Without his skill and my timely arrival, this city would be in ruins or worse. And believe me, I’m being optimistic.”


  “What were those creatures?” I asked. I knew they were Nether monsters, but that didn’t explain much.


  “Lower your weapon, please,” she said, flashing a small, amused smile. “I’m not a threat to you.”


  “Sorry, ma’am, but I just watched you vaporize those things with two lightning bolts.”


  “Is that what you think happened?” She arched an eyebrow, clearly entertained by my assumption.


  The question caught me off guard, and my shoulders sagged slightly. “I think so.”


  Stormbreaker chuckled, glancing between Sophia and me a couple of times before speaking again. “Maybe today’s not so bad after all. I didn’t even want to come to this gods-forsaken city, but the Wardens insisted. Sometimes, the old bastards know what they’re doing.”


  She lowered her gaze, and just as I blinked, she vanished, only to reappear inches from me. Her perfume enveloped me, a heady floral scent, and when I glanced down, her cleavage nearly brushed my chest. Her hand slid over mine, warm and firm.


  “If I wanted to hurt you or your girlfriend,” she whispered, teasing, “I would’ve already done it. Now, lower your weapon, and let’s talk.”


  Her voice dripped with playful intent, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. Clearly, Stormbreaker was a woman who always got what she wanted—one way or another.


  “We can talk,” I said, though I didn’t budge. My hands stayed on the weapon, my eyes locked with hers. “But you’ll have to trust that I don’t mean you harm either.”


  “Oh!” She gasped theatrically, lifting a hand to her lips. “You’re even better than I expected. What’s your name?”


  “John.”


  The Magical Inscript had given me the surname Ashenveil, but saying it out loud felt wrong. The system assigned last names based on ancestry, but if my parents hadn’t cared enough to raise me, I wasn’t interested in chasing after them either.


  "Good, John," Stormbreaker muttered, taking a few steps back. "Hold the axe if it makes you feel better. Now, let’s talk." She grabbed the same chair old Max had sat in earlier that day. "And you, young lady, don’t go anywhere."


  Sophia slowly approached, clutching my arm as I lowered the axe. The blade touched the ground, and I leaned my elbows on it, trying to look as confident as possible, though I was far from a legendary adventurer.


  "The creatures you asked about are called Nether Creatures," Stormbreaker began. "They remain mostly a mystery to the guild, though we’ve uncovered a few things. The one you fought today was a Nether Beast known as a Spectral Spider. These creatures multiply as long as they can consume vital energy. You’re lucky you killed them before the poison in your arm fed them. Otherwise, this whole shop would have been swarming with those devils."


  The thought alone sent a chill through me. It had been hard enough dealing with the swarm we'd faced. Doubling or tripling that number was unthinkable.


  "You said I killed them. I didn’t."


  "You did." Stormbreaker arched an eyebrow, measuring me. "And I suspect you have no idea how. Am I right?"


  As the silence stretched between us, Sophia’s grip on my arm tightened. I placed my hand over hers and stroked it gently. It seemed to calm her a bit. We’d only just met, but after battling alien, venomous spiders together, it was hard not to feel a strange sense of kinship.


  "Everything happened fast," I admitted. "I learned how to fight them as we were being attacked."


  "Interesting." Stormbreaker leaned forward, elbows resting on her knees, a grin spreading across her face. "The Magical Inscript blessed you with a new skill? One of those rare 'miracle' moments people love to talk about?"


  "It wasn’t just a skill. It was a class."


  "Care to elaborate?"


  "I’m not sure if I want to," I replied bluntly, the courage to push back finally surfacing. "I know who you are, your accomplishments, and the guild’s history. But the way you barged in and threatened us doesn’t sit well with me. If you want information, you need to give something in return."


  She exhaled deeply and leaned back in her chair.


  "Right, right. I’m sorry." She raised her hands in mock surrender. "I’m not used to explaining myself. This... is classified." When neither Sophia nor I responded, she continued. "A few years ago, new creatures began appearing inside dungeon floors. At first, it seemed like the usual monsters had been afflicted by some strange magic—something we’ve seen before. Whole floors changing over time isn’t uncommon."


  "The dungeon is alive," I muttered, reciting one of the sayings everyone in Mercuria and Lissandria knew.


  "Exactly. But then the monsters started behaving differently. Some grew more intelligent, others more aggressive, and the difficulty of floors we’d cleared countless times began to spike. The deeper we went, the more mutated creatures we encountered."


  "But you still managed to defeat them."


  "For a while, yes. But then we encountered these new beasts. The spiders you fought today are among them. They’re difficult to kill—two can multiply into fifty in no time. And those are just the minor horrors lurking in the deeper floors. We don’t know how these monsters are entering the dungeons, only that they’re tough as hell to eliminate. Yet your class seems perfectly suited to immobilize and kill them."


  "So... it wasn’t your lightning that killed them?"


  "I threw some bolts at them, yes. But by the time I arrived, most of them were already dead. You did the heavy lifting with that light of yours, John."


  Stormbreaker stood and walked toward me. Sophia shrank back slightly, but I stood my ground.


  "When your friend, Sophia, showed up at one of our [Mage Blacksmiths] and disappeared without delivering the Nether-infected artifact, I feared the worst. I thought the infection would spread outside the dungeon. Luckily, you were here to handle it, and I happened to pass by in time to help—if needed. The situation inside the dungeons is under control, for now, but with your help, we might finally have a way to fight back against this... disease. May I see your Magical Inscript?"


  "What? You want to see my Magical Inscript?" I was startled by the odd request, knowing all too well what she was actually asking.


  Her grin widened as she locked eyes with me. "It’s not a big deal. There’s no quicker way to establish a connection."


  "Can’t you just ask him?" Sophia’s voice piped up from beside me. I realized it was the first time she’d spoken in a while, and she didn’t sound thrilled.


  Stormbreaker shot her a sharp look, and Sophia released my arm, stepping away.


  Stormbreaker’s scent—a mix of flowers and something sharp—washed over me as she leaned in. One hand cupped my cheek. She stood just a little shorter than me, so I only had to tilt my head slightly to meet her gaze.


  "Just think about the word ‘Status,’" she whispered, her lips brushing mine.


  The word hovered in my mind, but all I could think about was that I was kissing Stormbreaker. And damn, she tasted incredible.


  After a moment, I deepened the kiss, my tongue brushing against hers, wet and sweet. Status. The word finally crystallized in my thoughts, and along with it, I saw the system information flash briefly in my mind.


  If the rumors were true, she was seeing my status as clearly as I was.


  She didn’t break the kiss immediately, lingering as if savoring it. When she finally pulled away, her hand drifted to her lower lip, her expression distant, lost in thought.


  Beside me, Sophia stood with her arms crossed, looking away. What’s her problem? I wondered, waiting for Stormbreaker to say something.


  “I’ve never heard of anyone with this class, John,” she finally said, her voice tinged with both awe and unease. “It reflects knowledge of Nether creatures directly and clearly states you can travel through the Nether Realm. Do you understand what that means?” Her fingers fidgeted, and she looked ready to pace the room, her mind racing.


  “Your guess is as good as mine.”


  “Right. We’ll figure it out when we get to the Guild’s Headquarters.”


  “I’m a [Blacksmith], lady. Max is going to come back here soon and find his shop destroyed. I’m no diver.”


  “Your new class was made for diving dungeons and fighting these creatures, John. Do you really want what happened here to happen to the people you care about?”


  She had a point, but I had another problem to address. Max was one of the people I cared about most, and he couldn’t keep waiting for me to become an adventurer just to earn the money needed to repair his shop. I had to find a way to help him now, or I’d disappoint one of my only friends in the world.


  Stormbreaker must have sensed my hesitation because her next words hit their mark.


  “Let’s make a deal. Come with me and train as a guild recruit, and I’ll order my men to repair your patron’s shop immediately. We’ve got mages who can handle it.”


  “He’ll still need an apprentice. He only has me,” I said firmly. I wasn’t going to abandon Max just because I’d been called to adventure. I had my morals.


  “John, I’ll put a mage on the anvil if I have to. Come with me, and I’ll make sure you become a fine adventurer—and that your patron has his shop fully restored, with a skilled apprentice to take your place.”


  “And her?” I asked, nodding toward Sophia. She blinked, clearly surprised I’d brought her into the conversation.


  “Sophia Reed failed to follow a direct order from a guild member. Her parents were all divers, and I’ve heard she wants to become one herself. But her actions don’t align with her words. I’m sure she had her reasons, but she should have trusted the guild to help her.”


  At those words, Sophia’s expression darkened, and I sensed there was more to the story than Stormbreaker knew.


  “If you want me, she comes, too.”


  “No way⁠—”


  “And whatever her family needs, you’ll promise to help her take care of it.”


  “John, that’s⁠—”


  “Completely possible. You’re one of the most powerful women in all Lissandria. You’ll do it if you want this simple blacksmith to follow you.” I gave her no room to argue.


  Stormbreaker’s eyes flared with fire. “Fine. But know that Sophia’s failure is known among the divers. She’ll have no friends among the recruits, and associating with her will make you enemies, too. Are you ready for that?”


  Sophia stepped forward, her chin held high and a spark of confidence flickering in her eyes. “I can answer for myself as I’m right here, and yes, I want this. I’ll prove them all wrong.”


  Stormbreaker let the silence stretch for a moment before exhaling deeply.


  “Fine. Now, both of you get out of here. I need to fix this place. Be at the south gate by sunset. You won’t need to bring anything as the guild will supply it all.”


  “Thank you, Stormbreaker.” I dipped my head slightly as I rested the axe on my shoulder and turned to leave.


  “Too late to start showing respect, John. Don’t make me regret this, okay?”


  “Right, madam.”


  “Also, take a second look at your status. You have a lot of notifications about your fight here.”


  Stormbreaker waved one hand dismissively as she crouched to inspect the goo left behind by the Nether beasts.


  As we made our way through the streets, Sophia grabbed my arm, her grip steady.


  “I’m sorry for speaking on your behalf,” I said. “I just couldn’t stand by and let you get punished for trying to do something good.”


  “You don’t know if my motives are noble.” She stopped abruptly, tugging on my arm until I faced her. Her gaze locked onto mine, searching.


  “Prove me wrong.”


  Her expression softened into a smirk. “What can I say? I am noble. And I’m trying to help my father. He’s sick—really sick.”


  “I figured as much.”


  She raised an eyebrow, suspicious.


  “Not that I knew for sure,” I clarified quickly. “I’m not a stalker or anything. But when you deal with people long enough, you learn to see when they’re... carrying a burden. We’ve bought and repaired relics from other families before, and people in tough situations tend to carry the same look.”


  “One of despair?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I was desperate,” she admitted, then surprised me by grabbing the front of my shirt with both hands. A bright smile lit up her face, one I hadn’t imagined she could have. “But now, I’m going to be a diver, just like my father and grandfather, and it’s all thanks to you!”


  Without warning, she hugged me, pressing her body against mine. I returned the gesture without hesitation. My right hand traced gentle circles along her back, while my other hand rested on the hammer slung over my shoulder.


  I caught more than one curious glance from passersby. A dirty blacksmith carrying a magical relic embraced by a stunning noblewoman wasn’t a typical sight in this part of the district.


  “What will your peers think about you hugging a peasant in public?” I asked, not really wanting her to pull away, though I knew the question needed to be asked.


  She didn’t loosen her grip. Instead, she tilted her head up, her blue eyes locking with mine.


  Damn, she’s even more beautiful from this angle.


  “They can think whatever they want,” she started and then added as if the two things were extremely related, “I like your smell.”


  “I didn’t know people liked the smell of blacksmiths,” I teased, glancing around and wondering what I should do next.


  She just shrugged, her cheeks flushing slightly.


  “When we get to the Guild, you don’t have to stick around me, you know? No point in damaging your reputation.”


  “What reputation?” I chuckled. “You’re fine, Sophia. Now, I need to head home, take a bath, and get ready for later. Do you have a place to rest?”


  “I’m staying at an inn near the south gate,” she said, pointing toward it before turning her gaze back to me. “Come see me after you’ve finished everything.”


  “Right,” I replied, shifting the axe off my shoulder and offering it to her.


  She raised both hands, gently pushing it back toward me.


  “You should keep it for now,” she insisted. “I don’t feel safe carrying it around, and you’ll put it to better use than I ever could. Consider it a loan. When you find a better weapon in the dungeon, you can give it back to me.”


  “No, I can’t take it. It’s too valuable.”


  “And I can’t think of anyone better to wield it right now.” Her smile deepened as she nudged the axe toward me again. “I won’t take no for an answer. Bye-bye!”


  She turned and hurried off, nearly running toward her inn.


  I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face as I made my way back home. When I passed by the Old Horn Blacksmith, I stopped in my tracks.


  The shop was completely restored.


  I’d barely spent ten minutes away, and yet everything looked brand new as if nothing had ever happened.


  Thank the Gods I asked for more. Repairing an entire shop had seemed as easy for Stormbreaker as sharpening a blade.


  Who are these people I’m dealing with? The question struck me hard as I kept walking. Will I ever be as strong as her?


  The thought lingered in my mind for a moment before a blazing determination took its place.


  No. I’ll be stronger.


  
    
      Chapter


      Five

    

  


  The water was freezing cold, but I liked it.


  It took some time to prepare the bath, but I managed to fill the tub enough for a soak. Normally, I’d use a bucket and call it good, but today, I wanted to relax.


  Leaning back against the wooden boards of the tub, I let my head rest. Soon, it’d be time to head back to the shop, explain everything to Max, and leave Mercuria. Leaving the city had always been a distant possibility—something that might happen only if a string of events lined up just right.


  Turns out those events were nothing like I’d imagined.


  A gorgeous woman, a magical axe, strange goo monsters, and Stormbreaker inviting me to join her guild. A grin stretched across my face as I stared at the bathroom’s ceiling. The shop’s income barely covered rent for this tiny place, but I liked it here, cramped as it was.


  The guild’s accommodations would probably be better. There wasn’t any bitterness in the thought, just curiosity. Becoming a diver was the dream of many, and being recruited by the guild was no small thing. There were only three major paths for someone with a combat class:


  Become a soldier in the Lissandrian Army, an apprentice at the Owl Academy of Magic, or a Dungeon Diver.


  These were the recognized paths to glory, though not the only ones. Plenty of craftsmen and merchants had made names for themselves. "The measure of one’s power isn’t their class, but how they use it." That was something Max had drilled into me at the start of every project, and the words had carved themselves into my mind.


  I am a [Runesmith] now. How can I use this class in the best way?


  The thought pulled me from my reverie, and I blinked rapidly, refocusing. Whatever Stormbreaker had in store for me, I needed to be ready. I thought about the Magical Inscript’s interface, and the runic text sprang to life before my eyes.


  These weren’t the familiar words most people used. These were the runes I’d invoked to kill the spiders at the shop. Yet they translated in my mind effortlessly as though my brain rewired itself the moment I saw them.


  ---: Magical Inscript Activating…
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  “Show status,” I said aloud.


  When starting out, a person’s connection to the system was weak. The more intent behind the thought, the stronger the response. That’s why novices always spoke their commands aloud, helping to solidify the connection. Most were embarrassed by it, spending hours trying to master silent commands.


  Not me. I was practical. If saying it aloud worked best, then I’d say it aloud. Still, learning the silent method was high on my list. Now that I’d taken the first steps down the adventurer’s path, knowing how to quickly access the Inscript might mean the difference between life and death.


  ---: Name: John Ashenveil


  Level: 2


  Class: [Runesmith]


  Arcane: 12


  Constitution: 15


  Speed: 10


  Strength: 20


  Free Points: 5
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  What? When did I level up? No message had appeared at the time. But five unspent points were waiting for me to allocate. That realization sent a thrill through me.


  Most people only received a single point per level, and leveling up wasn’t exactly common. Max had reached level 20, and he’d been diving dungeons with a full party for years.


  Earning five points per level up gave me an advantage right from the start. Better keep this to myself. If word got out about my potential, it might draw attention I didn’t want.


  Curious about what I’d missed, I said, ‘Notifications.’


  ---: Ding!


  You have slain a Spectral Spider, Level 2.


  Reward: Experience Points.


  Ding!


  You upgraded to Level 2.


  You earned five free points: Ding!


  You completed the quest: Fight the Nether beast and survive.


  Difficulty: Hard.


  Reward: One Refined Mana Stone.
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  The messages caught me off guard for several reasons. The most surprising was that slaying a single monster had pushed me to a whole new level.


  Sure, the first few levels were known to be the easiest, but gaining a full level from one fight? That was rare. The spider being level five probably explained some of it, though. Taking down a higher-level creature must have accelerated my progress.


  What truly grabbed my attention, however, was the reward.


  A refined mana stone.


  That was just one tier below the rarest and most coveted items the system could offer: a relic. Mana stones came in four types: Lesser, Medium, Greater, and Refined. Most people were lucky to earn even medium ones through missions or by selling their work force.


  At the blacksmith shop, we handled a lot of Lesser stones, and I’d seen a few Medium and Greater ones when we worked on commissions for a noble family. But a Refined mana stone? I’d never laid eyes on one.


  As the message disappeared, the mana stone materialized in my palm. Its use was straightforward: I could consume it to replenish my mana, or I could trade it for food or services.


  The stone glimmered like a diamond, but instead of being transparent, it shimmered a deep, radiant blue, with perfectly cut facets that caught the light.
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  Do you wish to store it in your inventory?
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  I stared at the stone for a few moments before finally saying, “Yes.”


  Just as smoothly as it had appeared, the stone vanished. An inventory interface popped up before me—two neat rows of five slots. The Refined mana stone rested in one of the empty slots, while the others remained vacant.


  I should put the axe in there, too, I thought, standing up and preparing to leave the bath.


  Lunch hour had already passed, and I didn’t want Max to walk into the shop without me there to explain what had happened.


  With that thought driving me, I stepped out of the bath, dried off quickly, and threw on some clean clothes. I summoned the inventory interface again, slid the battleaxe inside one of the slots, and felt it disappear.


  The moment the axe entered my inventory, a rush of energy surged through me. It had to be the weapon’s enchantments—10 points of mana and 5 points of speed. I hadn’t noticed the difference when the axe was hanging on the wall, but now that it was equipped, the effect was palpable.


  Grinning at the sheer novelty of it all, I set out toward the Old Horn with quick, eager steps.


  Just like when I passed by earlier, the shop looked untouched as if nothing had happened. The only difference this time was that Max stood waiting for me.


  “Sorry I’m late, Max,” I said as I stepped inside, only to find him leaning against the small door leading to the back of the shop, his back turned to me.


  The old man glanced over his shoulder, a grimace of shock on his face. He raised one hand in a gesture for silence, pressing a finger to his lips.


  From the back room, I could hear the unmistakable sounds of metal being hammered and the hiss of a hot blade plunging into water. Someone was working back there.


  Max pointed toward the sound, his expression filled with confusion.


  Inside, two massive men labored with fierce concentration. Their bodies, slick with sweat and grime, moved methodically as they worked the forge. The air was thick with heat and smoke, the clanging of metal echoing through the room.


  Max pulled me toward the entrance, away from the two men.


  “I just got here and heard them,” Max whispered, his words fast and anxious. “I thought it was you. People said there was some strange activity here earlier, but I thought they were joking.”


  His hands shook slightly as he ran them through his thinning hair.


  “Since when do burglars break in just to work in the place they’re robbing?” His muttering was filled with disbelief, and when he looked at me, his eyes were wide and almost pleading.


  “Don’t tell me there’s no one back there, John,” he whispered. “I might be getting old, but I’m not ready to lose my mind. I know what I heard.”


  “What? No, Max!” I gripped his shoulder as I forced a reassuring smile. “They’re your new apprentices. I’m joining the Dungeon Divers Guild.”


  Max’s eyes narrowed. “You’re the one who’s going mad.” He waved me off dismissively. “Alright, here’s what we’ll do: I’ll grab a sword, and you pick whatever weapon you want. We’ll teach those thieves a lesson, illusion or not.”


  I scratched the back of my head, trying to come up with a way to convince him I wasn’t joking.


  “Come with me,” I said, grabbing his hand and pulling him along. Max reluctantly followed, his eyes darting toward the nearest sword. “You’re not going to need a weapon, Max.”


  We entered the back room with loud, deliberate steps. One of the men noticed me first, nudging the other to get his attention. They both stopped what they were doing and turned to face us.


  “Hello, lads,” I greeted with a wave. I gestured toward Max. “This is your master, Old Max. He’ll be instructing you from now on.”


  Both men gave slight bows. As they stood side by side, I realized they were twins. Their features were sharp—angular faces, slick black hair combed back, thick eyebrows, and small, deep-set eyes. Their olive-toned skin marked them as foreigners, though they spoke without any noticeable accent.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” they said in unison.


  Max blinked, taking a step back. “I can’t afford two apprentices,” he muttered.


  “That’s your first thought? Not ‘Why are you leaving, John?’”


  “You just told me you were joining the guild.”


  “And you told me I was crazy.”


  “I hadn’t talked to them yet!” Max threw his hands up, exasperated.


  A chuckle slipped from my mouth, and the two twins exchanged amused glances.


  “The guild will cover our wages, sir,” one of them explained. “Master John is becoming an adventurer, so we’ll help you run the shop until you find someone permanent.”


  “When did this happen?” Max asked, pulling me toward the front of the shop. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I didn’t know until earlier today,” I admitted. Then I told him everything, from Sophia’s sudden appearance at the shop’s door to the end of my conversation with Stormbreaker. As I spoke, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt, afraid I’d disappoint the man who had been like family to me.


  Max listened intently, his expression shifting between disbelief and amazement.


  “That’s… incredible!” he finally exclaimed, clapping both hands on my shoulders with so much force it made me wince.


  “Ow— Easy, Max!”


  “Sorry, John!” he said, chuckling as he stepped back. “I got carried away. But Stormbreaker herself? She invited you to join the guild?”


  “Believe it?” I grinned, catching some of his infectious enthusiasm.


  “And is she as gorgeous as the pictures?”


  “Even hotter.”


  “No way!” Max slapped his knee, half in frustration, half in disbelief. “And I missed it! Damn it, just like back in school. I skipped class one day, and that was the day the prince visited. Took everyone by surprise. That smug bastard, Leland, even rode his horse right onto the school grounds.”


  “That’s... quite the grudge to hold, Max.” I laughed at the absurdity of his resentment.


  “Because it wasn’t with you!” Max sighed, leaning against the counter. “Well, I guess that’s it. Sunset’s coming in a couple of hours; you’d better keep moving. Are you meeting that Sophia girl today?”


  “Yes. She asked me to see her at the inn where she’s staying.”


  “And what does she look like?”


  “You’re a pervert, old man.”


  “What?! A young lady invites you to her room, and I’m the pervert for thinking there’s more to it?”


  “You’re overthinking it,” I said, heading toward the storage room’s exit. But, despite my words, his comment lingered in my mind.


  “Come here, son. Give me a proper goodbye.”


  I walked back, and Max wrapped me in a bear hug. He could’ve easily snapped someone else’s spine, but he knew I could handle it.


  “Thanks for everything, Max. I’ll make you proud.”


  “Impossible, son. I’m already proud. Now go out there, get rich, become famous, and marry at least five women.”


  “That would be something, wouldn’t it?” I chuckled, stepping back from the embrace.


  “Do you need anything? I can pay you for this month’s work now—just give me a second.” He fumbled with a purse on his belt, but I was quick to refuse.


  “There’s no need. I’ve got enough. If anything, I owe you for leaving my duties early.” My voice carried more resolve than I’d intended, and Max seemed ready to argue, but in the end, he grunted and let the purse drop.


  “Alright, then. Good luck, son. Come back whenever you can.”


  “I will,” I promised as I headed for the door.


  I didn’t look back. Not because I had anything against the life I was leaving behind, but because it was in my nature to always look forward.


  New challenges lay ahead, and I’d meet them head-on, just as I always did. I’d miss Max, and I’d miss Mercuria, but excitement outweighed nostalgia. The Dungeon Divers guild awaited me, and I couldn’t wait to see what was in store.


  With the setting sun casting long shadows, a cool breeze swept through the streets. I made my way toward the inn near the south gate. There weren’t many inns along this route—most travelers passed through Mercuria on their way to the capital, not the other way around.


  Mercuria lay close to the Lissandrian border, with the elven city of Milair just a few miles from the nearest port. Goods flowed from the port, through Mercuria, and southward to Lis, the grand capital city.


  I’d never seen Lis myself, only heard stories of its gleaming towers, immense white walls, and dragon riders soaring above. Compared to Lis, Mercuria was modest, though it was still large enough to draw the adventurer’s guild every year to recruit at least a handful of new members.


  Lost in thought, I soon reached the south end of the city. This district was quieter, mostly lined with small, one-story houses. People sat on their porches, ready to spread gossip about new arrivals, fresh purchases, or anyone setting out for another journey to Lis.


  At the end of the main street stood the inn—a gaudy, two-story building painted a vibrant pink that stood out from a mile away. I had to respect the owner’s strategy: the inn was perfectly placed to attract weary travelers from Lis and avoid the fierce competition closer to the port.


  I knocked on the wooden door, but the force of my fist made it swing open. Apparently, having more than 15 points in Strength really made a difference.


  Inside, the decor was just as pink as the exterior. Above the door, a wooden sign hung with the name “Pink Flamingo Inn” carved into it. Very creative, I thought with a smirk as I stepped inside.


  “Hello?” I called, but no one responded.


  A small counter stood in the middle of the room, marking the receptionist’s area. To the right, a spacious lounge filled with tables and chairs stretched out, while a staircase to the left led to the guest rooms.


  “Hello?” I tried again, louder this time.


  Suddenly, a figure leapt from behind the counter.


  “Oh, hi! Are you looking for a room?” An older woman with soft wrinkles around her eyes greeted me with a wide smile.


  “I’m just here to meet a... friend. She’s staying here.”


  “You’re welcome to sit in one of the chairs. If you’re hungry or thirsty, we can offer you some good wine and a bowl of soup with buttered bread.” She motioned toward the seating area but then paused, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Wait, are you here to see the blonde lady?”


  “Yes. Sophia... Reed,” I added, recalling her last name.


  “Oh, I see.” The woman nodded knowingly. “In that case, she’s expecting you in her room—first floor, second door on the left.”


  I raised my eyebrows, a little surprised by how straightforward the message was, but I wasn’t about to complain.


  “Thank you,” I said with a slight bow before heading toward the stairs. Maybe I’d stop by for some soup before we left the inn.


  Finding Sophia’s room didn’t take long. I knocked once, and almost immediately, her voice called out from the other side.


  “John? Is that you?”


  “Yes. The lady downstairs said you were expecting me. Can I come in?”


  “Just a moment!” she shouted, her voice accompanied by the hurried sounds of footsteps moving around the room.


  A few seconds passed, and as I was about to call out again, I heard her muffled voice.


  “You can come in!” she yelled, her voice faint, as if she were speaking through a thick wall.


  What is she doing in there?


  I turned the handle and slowly pushed the door open. The room was modest—a large bed occupied the center, with a dresser against one wall and a small table with a single chair on the other. At the far end of the room, a door stood shut, presumably leading to the bathroom.


  “Sophia? You okay?” I asked, stepping inside and closing the door behind me.


  The bathroom door creaked open, and when Sophia stepped out, my breath hitched, my eyes widened, and my mouth watered.
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  Sophia exited the small bathroom wearing nothing but a nightgown with fine straps on her shoulders. The fabric clung to her skin, her nipples pressing visibly through it. I could even tell they were pink, framed by skin that faded to pale near the edges.


  The gown draped over her body perfectly, highlighting both her waist and breasts. Beneath the hem, white panties traced the soft curve of her lower lips. If a goddess descended upon Lissandria, she’d probably look like Sophia in that moment.


  Her cheeks flushed as she fought the urge to look away, but her eyes locked onto mine.


  “Am I going too fast?” she asked, stepping back.


  “No, you’re not.” I matched her step forward, and she mirrored the movement.


  “I wanted you to know I’m grateful for what you did for me.” She closed the distance, her hand brushing my waist as mine slid to hers. “And that I’ve wanted this since I first laid eyes on you.”


  “You mean this?” I pulled her sharply against me. She gasped, but instead of retreating, her hand curled around my neck, pulling me closer.


  The soft warmth of her skin teased my fingertips, and the urge to grip her tighter grew unbearable. Her skin under my touch ignited something primal, sending heat surging down south. She moaned as my free hand cupped her neck.


  Her gaze burned into mine, her lips twitching with desire. She ran her tongue across them slowly.


  “Kiss me, please,” she pleaded, and her breath came shallow and uneven as I drew her tighter to me.


  Our lips met, her warmth flooding me as her breath mingled with mine. Her lips tasted sweet, every movement between us electrifying. When her tongue met mine, a wave of bliss raced down my spine. I kissed her deeper, savoring the moment, eager to uncover every inch of her.


  She matched my desire, her hands clinging to my waist as if trying to mold us together. Her crotch pressed against my thigh, wet and insistent.


  I eased her toward the bed, but just as I did, she pulled away from the kiss.


  "Is my kiss better than hers?"


  The question hit me like a punch to the gut, scattering my thoughts. For a heartbeat, I couldn’t register what she meant.


  “Whose kiss?”


  "Stormbreaker, of course," she whispered. "Is my kiss better than hers? Do you want to kiss me or her?"


  The jealousy in her voice surprised me, and for a moment, my arousal faltered. But I didn’t want to shatter the mood.


  "Your kiss is infinitely better," I assured her. And I meant it.


  She studied me, her gaze flickering with uncertainty before seeming satisfied with my response.


  I moved toward the bed with slow, deliberate steps. She sat down, leaning back on her hands, her cleavage on full display. My mouth watered at the sight. I straddled her, placing one knee on either side, steadying myself with a hand on the bed.


  “Touch me,” she whispered, her voice a soft plea before she kissed me again, this time with tender restraint.


  My hand wandered to her breast, kneading it gently. I teased her nipple between my fingers, drawing a soft whimper from her lips. She pulled me closer, her body arching into mine as we sank into the bed. My hardness pressed against her panties, feeling the dampness soaking through.


  I slid my hand lower, brushing against her soaked pussy. She moaned, her voice barely above a whisper.


  “John,” she breathed. “John, please slow down.”


  Her words jolted me like a bolt of lightning. I pulled my hand back instantly, my eyes locking onto hers. Her striking blue gaze pierced me, full of emotion.


  “Did I do something wrong?” I asked, concern creeping into my voice.


  She smiled warmly. "No, no, it’s not that. It’s just... can we do this later? I’m really into you. Call it love at first sight if you want, but I have my standards, you know? No sex on the first date,” she added with a playful grin.


  I started to pull away, but she grabbed my shirt, pulling me back toward her. My pecs pressed against her breasts, and I caught myself on my elbows to avoid crushing her. Her legs were still spread, and I could feel her warmth again against my crotch.


  "If you don't want us to do this now, we need to slow down a bit. It's getting really hard to concentrate, you know."


  "Oh, why?" she teased, feigning innocence, and kissed me again, sending another shiver down my spine. The tip of my member throbbed, swollen with blood as we continued making out. She whimpered, then moaned softly before breaking the kiss once more.


  "Alright, alright, I see what you mean," she admitted, her breath heavy. "We can't continue, or I won’t be able to control myself." She gently but firmly pushed me away, and I rolled to the side, propping myself on the bed beside her.


  "So, you aren’t the innocent young lady I thought you were when you leaned against me at the blacksmith shop? You were already onto me," I teased, turning my head to meet her gaze.


  She grinned. "No, I wasn’t onto you. I was just excited to be done with the infection on the battleaxe."


  "Hmm, I see," I replied, brushing a hand along her face before leaning in for another soft kiss. "Were you going to sell it?" I asked after a pause.


  "My father is very ill, John," she confessed, her voice softening. "I’ve been traveling for months, getting news about him only sporadically since I can’t afford many letters. Selling the axe was our last attempt at raising enough money to cure him. He’s suffering from one of those elven diseases. He went on a trip there last year, and when he came back, everything changed."


  "Like he caught a flu that didn’t go away?" I asked, genuine concern in my words.


  I’d heard bits about elven diseases—rare, mostly affecting those with elven ancestry. Usually, people considered elven blood a blessing for the longevity it provided, but in some cases, it brought incurable diseases. Half-elves often suffered the most; their human bodies couldn't fully heal, and elven remedies rarely worked.


  Mages were rumored to remove the disease, but the nature of it remained shrouded in mystery. Some believed it was a chronic illness that wore down the body, while others thought it caused victims to bleed from every orifice or lapse into eternal sleep. But what she described next shocked me.


  "No, nothing like that. Honestly, I was hoping it would be something more straightforward. At first, my father became... happy. He wasn’t usually one to talk much—always reserved, thinking more than speaking. But after he came home, he started cracking jokes, setting up dates after ten years alone since my mother passed. He even encouraged me to pursue my dream of becoming a dungeon diver."


  Then it escalated. He began laughing too much at everything. If something amused him, he’d laugh uncontrollably for minutes. At first, we thought it was just a shift in his mood like some epiphany had changed him. But it kept getting worse. Now, we have to restrain him just to keep him safe. If he wakes up, he’ll laugh and laugh until his throat bleeds."


  “Wow.” The word escaped me in a whisper, my mind struggling to process the weight of her story. No wonder she was desperate to sell the battleaxe. I had never heard about any disease so peculiar and terrifying. “I guess you already know a healer but with a heavy price."


  “Yes." She nodded, her voice laced with hope and desperation. "A few months ago, we met a shaman from the orc tribe along the Misfit River."


  "The Macaws?" I asked, recognizing the name. They were known for their brutality, blood magic, and fierce warrior culture.


  "Yes. It sounds crazy, but the shaman was in our city and heard about my father. We were so desperate we let her and a couple of orcs into our house. She showed me her magic, and for five minutes, my father was himself again." Her voice faltered. "But to heal him completely, they need refined mana stones—more than the orcs or I have.”


  "I’m sure the guild will provide them." I said without hesitation.


  Her smile brightened, and the look in her eyes softened. "Yes, Stormbreaker is known to keep her promises, and it’s all thanks to you." she whispered. "When I saw your dedication to fix the axe, I knew you were a good person. I’m not the type to make mistakes, John. And I have a talent for judging character. Yours... is striking."


  I wasn’t used to being flattered by such a gorgeous woman, but her words made my heart skip a beat. Before I could respond, she glanced at the window, catching sight of the setting sun behind the distant buildings.


  “I think it’s time,” she said, quickly getting up from the bed. “We don’t want to be late.” She headed to the bathroom and closed the door behind her.


  Her bouncing waist and flattering words had awakened me again, and I had to sit on the bed and force myself to stay calm.


  By the time we reached the south gate, I had managed to collect myself, and Sophia now wore more clothing than before. The same couldn’t be said for Stormbreaker. She remained as provocative as when I’d first met her earlier that day. As we approached, she uncrossed her arms, revealing more of her cleavage, and sniffed the air.


  “I’m smelling something different,” she teased, raising a brow as her eyes flicked from me to Sophia.


  “We were just preparing to come here,” I replied, keeping my tone even. I didn’t want her to think I was slacking—whether or not she was our superior didn’t matter.


  "I see. I hope you weren’t having fun without me," Stormbreaker quipped.


  Sophia’s arm tightened around my waist, and when I glanced down, I caught the grimace on her face—anger mixed with distress. Definitely clingy. Stormbreaker noticed, too. She raised her hands in mock surrender.


  “Hey, girl, calm down. I’m not a threat; I was only joking,” she said, her voice softening.


  Stormbreaker exuded sex appeal effortlessly—so much so that toning it down seemed impossible for her. I could tell she wasn’t genuinely interested in me, but it had been enough to bother Sophia.


  The superior sighed, giving in. “Alright, if that’s how it’s going to be.” She turned on her heel. “Follow me, please.”


  I took Sophia by the arm, and we followed Stormbreaker through the south gate.


  Beyond the cobblestones, where the street turned to worn earth, two carriages waited along the Royal Road. Coachmen sat atop them, preparing the horses, while two soldiers in the black and green uniforms of the guild stood guard nearby.


  “Where are the other recruits?” I asked.


  “They went ahead. I wanted some time to train you,” Stormbreaker replied.


  “Myself as well?” Sophia chimed in, her voice edged with insecurity. I could already tell she wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of me spending alone time with Stormbreaker.


  “I’ll train you, too, young lady,” Stormbreaker assured her. “You might think I’m insensitive or whatever, but I’m not heartless. I heard about your father, and I know what desperation can drive people to do. That’s why I’ll be training both of you over the next two days while we travel. It’s going to be a fast journey, and I’ll push you both to your limits. Can you handle that?”


  I glanced at Sophia. Her expression hardened with determination. Stormbreaker’s reputation preceded her, and even if Sophia didn’t like her, the chance to train under someone so skilled was too good an opportunity to pass up. She could work us eighteen hours a day, and I wouldn’t complain. Judging by Sophia’s look, she felt the same way.


  “By the looks on your faces, I’ll assume that’s a yes,” Stormbreaker said, nodding.


  “Yes,” we answered in unison.


  “Good. We’ll start training in one hour. There’s a ravine near Mercuria we’ll use today. Tomorrow morning, we’ll train again before setting off, with more training before lunch. And when the sun sets, we’ll push until you’re exhausted. The following morning, we’ll head straight to the guild, and you’ll get a couple of hours to rest before we arrive. Sound good?”


  “That’s fucking great!” Sophia exclaimed, her excitement radiating.


  “I wouldn’t be so happy if I were you. The training will be brutal.”


  Her words didn’t waver my determination. If anything it made me more excited.


  I had been under Max’s tutelage for ten years, and he was nothing short of severe when it came to work. Bring it on, Stormbreaker, we’ll be prepared for it.
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  We traveled inside the carriages for the next hour. Stormbreaker rode up front with the two soldiers, while Sophia and I sat together in the second carriage. She sat across from me, and we remained silent for the entire trip.


  Sophia seemed lost in thought, her expression tense, and after everything she’d told me about her family’s struggles and the abrupt decision to join the Dungeon Divers Guild, I couldn’t blame her.


  I, on the other hand, wasn’t as weighed down, though curiosity churned in my mind.


  What will training with Stormbreaker be like? What awaits me at the Dungeon Guild? Most men my age were either already prepared to join the guild or committed to other careers—be it as soldiers, mages, or something like the job I’d been doing.


  I had never put much thought into becoming a dungeon diver until now. What little I knew came from the stories Max shared, though he hadn’t been a typical guild member.


  Max didn’t go through formal training. He tagged along with a diver he knew, joining in on adventures that likely danced along the edge of legality. But Max had gotten away with it so far, and that thought made me smile.


  Questions swirled through my mind. Would we dive straight into the dungeon’s first floor, or would there be lessons first? And most importantly, would I gain control over my skills as a runesmith, whatever that truly entailed?


  I shifted on the carriage bench, trying once again to access the Magical Inscript. I could see my stats and notifications clearly enough, but whenever I tried to engage with the skills, nothing happened.


  Speaking the skill names aloud yielded nothing but silence. I could read the text, but every attempt to delve deeper ended in failure. I made a mental note to ask Stormbreaker about it at the earliest opportunity.


  The sudden lurch of the carriage shook me from my thoughts. The horses slowed to a stop, and I heard Stormbreaker’s voice through the wood. “We’re here!” she called, rapping on the side of the carriage.


  Sophia’s face lit up as she stepped out, and I followed close behind. Stormbreaker was already making her way to the right side of the road, where the terrain sloped downward toward the ravine.


  She carried only a short blade on her belt, though I doubted she relied on it much. The bolts of lightning I’d seen her summon earlier seemed far more dangerous than any sword. It was hard to believe that all of that had happened just a few hours ago.


  We walked for about ten minutes until the trees thinned out, revealing a grassy plain strewn with small rocks. The full moon bathed the plain ground, making the use of torches unnecessary. It was a fine night that matched my mood perfectly. At the ravine’s edge sat a large, flat boulder, where Stormbreaker settled herself. She waved for us to join her.


  “What are we doing? Are we going to fight?” Sophia asked, a spark of excitement in her voice.


  “No, no fighting today,” Stormbreaker replied with a teasing grin. “Or are you that eager to have your ass handed to you?”


  Sophia’s cheeks flushed at the comment, but she held her ground.


  “You said the training would be hard. We expected some combat,” I added, hoping for clarity.


  Stormbreaker didn’t respond right away. Instead, she gestured for us to sit down in front of her.


  “Today’s not about combat,” she said at last. “I want you to understand more about the place where you’ll be spending the next few years.”


  That got my attention. As eager as I was to become a skilled warrior or master my abilities as a runesmith, I knew the importance of understanding the world I was stepping into. I kept quiet and focused on her, sensing that Sophia did the same.


  Stormbreaker gave us a satisfied nod, then began to speak.


  "As you know, the members of the guild are all drafted at eighteen. But some of them have been preparing much longer. When combat skills run in the family, it’s more likely their children will inherit the same class or a similar one. Isn’t your father an Ice Mage like you?"


  "Yes, ma’am," Sophia answered.


  Stormbreaker continued, "I don’t expect you to know all of this, John. But between our first meeting and our second at the south gate, I did some digging. I must say, I’m impressed with what I heard. You’ve got determination in your bones."


  I gave her a nod, appreciating the compliment but not wanting to interrupt her.


  "Right," she said. "I'm telling you this because if you arrive at the guild without knowing the basics, you’ll get questioned—by your peers and even some of the instructors guiding the recruits. I want your transition to go smoothly. If your powers can really help us fight the Nether invasion, the last thing we need is unnecessary trouble with other adventurers, both in your rank and above. Use your determination to keep on the right track."


  "I understand," I said, keeping my gaze steady. Avoiding trouble wasn’t a common issue, though today had proven chaotic enough.


  Stormbreaker raised a finger and looked between Sophia and me. “Now, here’s a question: Which races in Lissandria have access to the Magical Inscript?"


  That was an easy one. "Humans," I replied.


  "Correct, John. It looks like you know more than just hammering anvils and weapons."


  You’d be surprised, I thought but kept my mouth shut.


  "Magic was gifted to humans when the dungeon portal first appeared. It changed our entire race, unlocking possibilities beyond anything we’d imagined. We’ve always been a stubborn people, fighting the elves and orcs tooth and nail. Even with their magic, we managed to hold our ground and protect our lands. But after the dungeons came, everything changed. For reasons unknown, the gods chose us to receive the Magical Inscript."


  "And what do the gods—or the Magical Inscript, or whatever it is—expect from us?" Sophia asked without missing a beat.


  "To conquer the dungeons," I completed.


  "Exactly. Conquering the dungeons is the primary goal of the Magical Inscript. Every floor we descend, we uncover more. Diseases have been cured thanks to what we’ve found. New inventions, both magical and technological, have emerged from plants and creatures discovered deep within the dungeons. As dungeon divers, we lead the way in human progress. We may not fight wars directly, but without us, those wars would be impossible to sustain. Above all I need you to remember this: we are independent. That’s the cornerstone of the guild."


  She stood as if to emphasize the gravity of her words. "Our loyalty isn’t just to humanity but to the Magical Inscript itself. It urges us to delve deeper, and we obey. But it also grants us the means to help all races, not just humans. Take Sophia’s situation, for instance. We’ve acquired a treasure, and we’re willing to assist the orc shamans in curing her father."


  Sophia grinned with Stormbreaker’s confirmation.


  "Perhaps one day, we’ll find a faster cure for the elven disease. But for now, we use what we have. And that’s not all. There might be another race waiting on a dungeon floor, a biome we’ve never seen, or powers we can’t yet comprehend. Your ability, John, might be one of those mysteries. It’s something the guild hasn’t encountered before, and somehow, it’s linked to the Nether invasion. Whether the Nether is a being infecting the dungeons, a realm entirely separate from our own, or something else altogether, our job is clear: protect the Magical Inscript and learn everything we can."


  She paced from one side to the other, her words touching on various topics, but her core message was etched deeply into my mind. The power of a runesmith could be immense.


  I—a (until yesterday) simple blacksmith from Mercuria—might actually have a role to play in changing the world. That thought lingered, growing stronger with every word she said about the dungeon guild, the classes we’d attend for two years as recruits, and the incursions we’d make in parties within the dungeon. Everything she shared only made that single thought loom larger in my mind.


  The rest of the conversation felt fleeting, though Stormbreaker informed us afterward that we had talked for three hours straight. She’d gone into detail about the guild’s structure, rules, and hierarchy.


  It wasn’t overwhelming, but my mind swirled with everything I needed to process. Sleep tugged at me, and I knew I needed it to make sense of the day’s events.


  Inside the carriage, two benches faced each other, and in one corner, mattresses and pillows lay neatly stacked. I smiled, pulled a mattress onto the floor, and nestled into it with my head on a pillow, my mind buzzing with anticipation.


  After a few minutes, Sophia leaned against me, tugging gently on my hand to pull me closer. I spooned against her back, her soft curves pressing into me. Her flowery scent lingered, soothing me, and it was with the sweetness of her hair under my nose and the warmth of her fingers intertwined with mine that I drifted off to sleep.


  I had no idea how much time had passed when I heard the horses come to a halt. The sky outside the carriage windows remained dark, suggesting it was still night. Once my eyes opened, sleep eluded me.


  Stormbreaker’s words kept replaying in my mind, fueling my excitement for the training ahead. I sighed deeply, staring at the carriage ceiling, waiting for morning.


  After a few minutes, the carriage still hadn’t moved. I decided to use the pause to relieve myself on the side of the road. As I shifted to get up, Sophia’s hand clutched mine.


  “Where are you going? Don’t leave me,” she murmured in a sleepy, pleading voice.


  Her warmth against me was more than I could have hoped for, and it was actually hard to get away from her.


  “I just need to pee,” I whispered.


  “Okay... but don’t take too long.”


  “I won’t,” I promised, gently freeing myself from her grip and stepping out of the carriage.


  Outside, the night air was cool, and one of the coachmen groaned as he stretched his back.


  “Shit, my back is killing me,” he muttered, sipping from a steaming cup.


  "How the hell are they making coffee in the middle of nowhere?" I wondered as I made my way toward the trees lining the road.


  “It’s been a while since we took this route,” the other coachman replied, glancing at the horses.


  The animals drank deeply from a trough of water, clearly resting for the next stretch of the journey. Confident I had a few moments, I found a secluded spot among the trees and took care of business.


  As I finished, a branch snapped nearby. I froze, eyes scanning the dark forest.


  “Who’s there?” I called out. No answer.


  It could have been a fox, common enough around these parts—or worse, a jaguar. Rare, but not unheard of, and the last thing I wanted was to run into one in the dead of night with my pants down.


  I summoned my inventory, the battleaxe appearing in my hands. Its gleaming blade reflected the moonlight, and just the sight of it made me feel a bit safer. I moved cautiously toward the carriage, trying to avoid sudden noises. If something dangerous was lurking, I wanted to spot it before it spotted me.


  Another branch snapped, closer this time. My heart raced. I turned sharply toward the sound and caught sight of a figure moving through the trees. Definitely not a jaguar.


  The person wore black from head to toe, like the bandits I’d read about in books or the rogue adventurers who dived into dungeons. Neither was the kind of company you wanted to meet alone at night. If one of them was near us, it could only mean trouble.


  “Stop,” I ordered, not willing to lose sight of them. Bandits and rogues were notoriously fast, and if I could get them to pause, it might buy me enough time to immobilize them—or at least alert the soldiers or Stormbreaker.


  “I am not an enemy,” came a muffled voice from behind the figure’s hood and mask.


  The words didn’t match the gleam of the daggers in their hands, nor the way they crept closer. Every instinct told me not to trust them.


  I tightened my grip on the battleaxe, planting my feet firmly. Bandits were known to feign friendliness before striking. I wasn’t about to fall for it.


  As the bandit advanced, I charged to close the distance, keeping just out of reach of their daggers but close enough to bring my weapon to bear.


  “Shit,” the bandit cursed, lunging at me with violent intent.


  The moonlight filtering through the trees cast jagged shadows, giving the bandit a natural camouflage. I stood nearer to the road, more exposed. While I had the upper hand in range, the bandit had speed, and the shadows were on their side.


  They darted to the left, circling a tree to try and flank me. I swung the axe in a wide arc, and the blade cleaved effortlessly through half the trunk, my boosted strength and the axe’s mighty edge working wonders.


  A gasp escaped the bandit as the tree fell, blocking their initial path. But they didn’t retreat. Instead, they ducked under my swing and slid across the ground with a powerful kick aimed at my ankle.


  The impact swept my leg out from under me. The momentum from my swing, combined with the sudden hit to my ankle, sent me crashing awkwardly to my knees.


  Before I could recover, the bandit was on me. A dagger plunged into my shoulder, and I grunted, biting down on the pain. Their other arm raised for another strike. If it landed, I was done.


  With no angle to swing the axe, I released it and grabbed their wrist with my good hand. The dagger hovered inches from my chest. They were strong, but I was stronger. We rolled on the ground, grappling for control.


  Footsteps pounded toward us from the road—help was coming—but I needed to hold on a moment longer. The blade in my shoulder twisted, sending a fresh wave of agony through me. My strength waned as they pressed down harder, the dagger tip trembling under my grip.


  "Stop! I’m not an enemy!" the voice behind the mask screamed, its pitch unexpectedly feminine.


  Then why the hell are you stabbing me? I wanted to shout but bit down the words, not wanting to waste my energy.


  Instead, I summoned my only available skill.


  “Light!” I shouted in the runic language.


  A burst of brilliance exploded from my chest, blinding the bandit. The daggers pressure in my shoulder weakened, and I shoved the rogue away with all the strength I had left. Their grip loosened, and I wrenched the blade from my shoulder, grunting through the pain.


  I grabbed her hands and pushed her to the ground, pinning her beneath me. My knees pinned her arms, making it impossible for her to strike. I felt her chest rise and fall rapidly beneath my thighs as she struggled.


  Footsteps thundered toward us—soldiers, Sophia, and Stormbreaker closing in fast.


  “What’s going on?” Stormbreaker called out.


  “This!” I growled through clenched teeth, keeping the bandit locked beneath me. “We’re being attacked.”


  I yanked the hood off, and my breath caught in my throat.


  Beneath the mask was a striking young woman with fiery red hair, her piercing green eyes glaring at me with a mixture of frustration and anger.


  “That’s what I get for trying to be nice,” she scowled as the others surrounded us.


  
    
      Chapter


      Eight

    

  


  "Do you believe her?" Sophia asked, narrowing her eyes at the bandit.


  "I don't know," I replied, crossing my arms and keeping my gaze locked on the woman. "Bandits lie all the time. It’s part of the job."


  "Exactly," Stormbreaker added with a smirk. Her words seemed to hit a nerve, and the bandit scowled, spitting on the ground before glaring at Stormbreaker with defiance.


  "See the way she looks at me? If I let her go now—after her kind attempt to kill you—she’ll probably try again. That’s just what rogues do," Stormbreaker provoked, her grin widening.


  The red-haired woman shook her head violently, as if Stormbreaker’s words were the most outrageous thing she’d ever heard.


  "You clearly tried to kill me." I pointed to my wounded shoulder, stepping closer. "I really don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal out of it."


  "Because I’m not lying!" she protested, her green eyes locking onto mine. There was a spark of sincerity in them, though it was hard to tell if it was genuine or just a sign she was a very skilled liar.


  "So why the hell are you 'helping' us?" I asked, throwing air quotes around the word for emphasis. The idea seemed absurd, given the circumstances.


  "Because they told me we were going to rob nobles, not members of the Dungeon Divers Guild. I’d never target the guild," she explained earnestly.


  "Oh, well, that changes everything," Stormbreaker said mockingly, throwing her hands up in a sarcastic gesture toward the sky. "Of course! The knife in John’s shoulder—that was just you being nice, right?"


  The bandit clenched her jaw, looking down in frustration. "Nothing I say will change your mind, but I’m telling the truth."


  "Well, then," Stormbreaker said with a casual shrug, "we’ve only got one option."


  "And what’s that?" Sophia asked, raising her eyebrows warily.


  Stormbreaker grinned. "We wait and see if the bandits show up. If they do, we kill all of them."


  "What? Are you crazy?" The bandit’s resignation vanished, replaced by panic. "They’ll kill you! There are at least twenty of them, five of whom are warriors. You don’t stand a chance."


  "Another bold statement from our trustworthy rogue," Stormbreaker said, utterly unimpressed.


  "How far are they?" I asked, crouching down to look the bandit in the eye.


  "Half an hour away, maybe," she answered quickly. "When I left, they were getting ready to ambush you. They don’t know I’m here. I wanted to warn you so you could take another route, maybe leave a decoy carriage behind."


  "Not the most convincing approach," I muttered, wincing as my shoulder throbbed painfully. A part of me wanted to believe her, but the wound made it difficult to think kindly of her intentions.


  "You were carrying a giant axe and stormed straight at me when I said I wanted to help," she snapped. "How was I supposed to respond? With open arms?"


  "How was I supposed to trust someone sneaking around in all black, wielding daggers, in the middle of the night?" I shot back.


  That seemed to give her pause. She let out a frustrated sigh. "Fine. Just release me when you see them coming, okay? I don’t want to be tied up when they arrive. If you’re not going to let me go, kill me now. They’ll torture me."


  "Don’t worry, sweetheart," Stormbreaker said dismissively, gesturing for me to approach. "Now, about your skills—you mentioned some difficulties?"


  "I can use the light skill, but I can’t access the information behind it," I explained. "When I try to use skills, magic, or commands, the Magical Inscript doesn’t respond the way it should."


  "Honestly, seeing your skills is as natural as breathing. All you have to do is focus, and the words should appear. I don’t understand why it’s giving you trouble," Stormbreaker said.


  "Neither do I," I admitted with a shrug. "Back when I was a blacksmith, I could access my Swing skill right after the class ceremony. All I had to do was think the word ‘skill,’ and it would pop up instantly."


  "Oh, I see," Stormbreaker said, raising her hand as if a sudden idea struck her. "Why not try saying the words in the runic language from your Magical Inscript?"


  "I don’t know how to speak the runic language," I replied.


  "Of course you do. The Magical Inscript only displays text in languages you understand. If you can read the runes, you can speak them. You just need to try."


  I let her words sink in, then moved to the carriage, leaning against it.


  "Right," I muttered. Stormbreaker and Sophia watched me from where they stood near the bandit, who sat with her head down, seemingly uninterested in our conversation. She looked resigned as though accepting the grim fate of being captured and tortured by her ex-comrades. I forced that thought away and concentrated on the task at hand.


  I closed my eyes and focused on picturing the word “skills” in the runic language. Slowly, I began pronouncing each rune individually until the word took shape in my mind. Just as I was about to speak it aloud, the skills menu unfurled before my eyes.


  Two skills were listed. One glowed bright orange—a legendary skill:


  Rune Modifier: With a solid connection or deep knowledge, you can modify and enhance skills, equipment, and weapons using the runic language.


  "Oh, so this is what makes me a runesmith," I thought, recalling the class description from the ceremony.


  Below Rune Modifier, another skill was listed:


  Rune Light: The forge’s light burns within you. Mastery over fire and light is yours. Invoke the light rune to blind your enemies with radiant power.


  Several empty slots followed the two skills, hinting at the potential for endless growth. My heart raced at the possibilities. If Rune Modifier was as powerful as it seemed, I’d eventually be able to enhance weapons and armor far beyond their normal limits—maybe even transform them into something entirely new. I just needed time to understand the runes on a deeper level.


  "You just uncovered something, didn’t you?" Stormbreaker asked, yanking me out of my thoughts. "Are you sure you don’t want me to see it?"


  "He’s damn sure," Sophia interjected, shooting a glare in Stormbreaker’s direction. I couldn’t help but smirk at her reaction. Her possessiveness could become annoying eventually, but for now, it was amusing.


  Despite Sophia’s protest, I decided to share my findings with Stormbreaker. Though, this time I didn’t kiss her. I read the skills aloud, and Stormbreaker’s grin deepened with every word.


  She stayed silent for a moment, clearly considering what I’d said. Then she glanced toward the horizon.


  "The bandits are close. I can already hear their horses," she said calmly.


  I couldn’t hear anything yet, but I trusted her instincts.


  "What skills do you remember using most as a blacksmith?" she asked.


  "Swing," I replied without hesitation. "It’s a passive used by a lot of classes—workers and combatants alike. I probably used it unconsciously when I fought the bandit earlier. It’s second nature to me."


  "When you and Sophia are fighting the bandits, I want you to think about Swing, but in the runic language. Let’s see what happens. Can you do that?"


  "I can try."


  "Good. That’ll be enough. Just don’t forget the intent. Skills only reach their full potential when you pour meaning into them. You’ve used Rune Light twice, both times when your life was on the line. That’s the easiest way to trigger a skill—when survival forces it out. But when you’re not in immediate danger, you have to convince the Magical Inscript to grant you access. It takes practice, but you’ll figure it out."


  As her words hung in the air, a cloud of dust appeared on the horizon. Riders were fast approaching, dressed identically to the bandit we had captured.


  "I told you they were coming. Please, release me," the bandit pleaded, fear creeping into her voice.


  "Not yet, sweetheart," Stormbreaker said, an amused glint in her eyes. "Though I’m starting to consider it. My two students here are about to show you what dungeon divers are capable of."


  The praise was encouraging, but I wasn’t as confident as she was. A quick glance at Sophia told me she shared my apprehension.


  Within minutes, the first bandits came into view, massive swords in hand—blades that no ordinary man could wield. They sent their warriors ahead, clearly expecting easy prey or a quick grab-and-run.


  But instead of helpless recruits or a stash of mana stones, they found the two of us standing in the road, waiting. Stormbreaker stood behind us, arms crossed, soldiers at her back. She had promised to help if needed, but I had a feeling her definition of "if needed" wouldn’t align with ours.


  I tightened my grip on the axe as three riders charged toward us, eager to end the fight before it began. They thought they were dealing with untrained novices. They were about to regret it.


  Sophia, despite her lack of experience, had precise aim. One of her ice bolts streaked through the air, striking the first rider dead center in the forehead. He dropped from his saddle without a sound.


  "I killed him!" Sophia gasped, her voice shaky with disbelief.


  "Keep going, Sophia. It’s us or them. Can you do that?" I asked, locking eyes with her.


  She swallowed, nodded, and conjured another ice bolt. It shot from her hand with incredible speed, striking a horse in the chest. The animal screamed and collapsed, throwing its rider to the dirt.


  The final rider closed in, sword raised high.


  I braced myself, calling on the Rune Light skill just as the horseman came within twenty feet. The light burst from my chest, blinding both the horse and the rider.


  The horse whinnied, but it kept coming. I had no choice. I swung my axe with everything I had, letting memories of the forge fill my mind—the rhythm of hammering metal, the satisfaction of learning the Swing ability that first night. The runic word for "Swing" flashed before my eyes, clear as day.


  The axe never touched the rider or his horse. Instead, a wave of magic erupted from the blade, surging forward like an unstoppable force.


  It cut through the horse and rider effortlessly, as if they were made of paper. Their sounds stopped instantly as they fall on the ground. The other two horseman turned back and started running towards their friends.


  I stood frozen, stunned by the sheer power of the skill.


  Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined possessing such a powerful skill. But with one swing and the right intent, I had taken two lives. The weight of it didn’t settle on my shoulders right away. I stood by what I’d told Sophia: it was us or them. They would’ve killed us without hesitation and never regretted it for a single moment. Why should I feel guilty?


  Farther down the road, the bandits on foot froze in place, stunned by the sudden massacre. I glanced over my shoulder, partly curious about Stormbreaker’s reaction but also wanting to avoid the bloody scene at my feet. Sophia mirrored my movement, turning away from the carnage just as quickly.


  When my gaze met Stormbreaker’s, her grin stretched from ear to ear, a glimmer of excitement in her eyes. She looked utterly pleased with what she had witnessed, already, no doubt, imagining what I could do against the Nether monsters in the depths of the dungeon.


  Beside her, the red-haired bandit stared, her eyes wide with disbelief, her mouth slightly agape as if she couldn’t comprehend what she’d just seen.


  Then Stormbreaker raised a hand, and lightning bolts streaked down from the sky, frying the remaining bandits in an instant.


  I watched, just as stunned as the bandit, as the air crackled with raw energy.


  Stormbreaker had obliterated them all with a mere gesture. That was the extent of her power.


  And somehow, she believed I had the potential to reach that same level.


  
    
      Chapter


      Nine

    

  


  "Are you the Stormbreaker?" the red-haired bandit finally asked, her voice hushed with disbelief.


  For a moment, the only sound around us was the steady march of the soldiers toward the carnage. The coachmen climbed atop the carriage, preparing to lead the horses forward. Stormbreaker kept her gaze fixed on the horizon as if admiring her work—a massacre of nearly twenty men. But as I stood there, I realized I was not that different.


  Lives ended because I had swung an axe the right way. The weight of it pressed down on me, too immense to fully grasp.


  Stormbreaker’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, and for that, I was grateful. "How did you figure that out?" she asked with a playful grin.


  The bandit stared at her, still stunned.


  "The lightning... Ten, fifteen—hell, twenty bolts at once. It had to be you." She caught Stormbreaker’s grin at the end of her sentence, and her awe drained away, leaving only sadness. Her expression twisted into a frown, the spark in her eyes extinguished like a candle in the wind.


  "What’s wrong, girl?" Stormbreaker asked, her tone softening—a rare glimpse of empathy from the seasoned adventurer.


  "Just my luck," the bandit mumbled, avoiding our gazes, her fingers fidgeting nervously.


  I moved closer to Sophia and Stormbreaker as notifications popped up in my field of vision:


  Ding!: You have slain horse, level one.


  You have slain human warrior, level five.


  You learned a new skill: Runic Swing.


  The messages flickered and disappeared, but they left chaos in their wake. Part of me wanted to celebrate learning a new skill, yet another part felt weighed down by the cold reality of what had just transpired. Under the pale moonlight, my excitement warred with guilt.


  It felt as though something fundamental inside me had shifted. As if my old self—the blacksmith, the man from Mercuria—was gone, replaced by someone new. Someone who could kill. The thought clawed at me, but I pushed back against it. I’m not a killer; I’m a fighter.


  I hadn’t been reborn; I was the same person, just standing on a different battlefield. The stakes in my life had risen, and I needed to be ready to fight not just for myself but for those I cared about.


  I inhaled deeply, filling my lungs as if I were drawing in the entire world. The coppery scent of blood clung to the air, thick and nauseating, but I forced myself to take everything in.


  I knew this was only the beginning. A dungeon diver’s life would demand this kind of resolve, and though I might face more monsters than men, death would remain a constant companion—whether in the depths of a dungeon or out on the open road.


  The soldiers marched past, their boots heavy on the blood-soaked ground. As they moved, they pressed their hands to the earth, and the soil responded, shifting and opening beneath the fallen horses and bandits.


  The ground swallowed the bodies, dragging them toward the distant tree line, where the remaining bandits lay. With earth magic, the soldiers shoved the corpses aside as if clearing away debris.


  Sophia pinched her nose, grimacing at the stench. "What are you doing with the bodies?" she asked.


  "What do you think?" Stormbreaker replied, her tone matter-of-fact. "I’m leaving them here, where everyone can see what happens when they cross our path."


  "You’re not going to bury them?" Sophia asked, her voice tight with unease. "They’ll be damned if we don’t."


  Stormbreaker gave a shrug. "They chose their fate."


  Sophia turned to me, searching my face for support, but I had nothing to offer. I didn’t relish what we had done, but neither did I feel any obligation to honor these men. They had tried to kill us. I would bury Max if he fell, or even Sophia or Stormbreaker. But these bandits? No. They had earned their place in the ground the moment they raised their swords against us.


  "Tradition commands that we bury them," Sophia insisted, but Stormbreaker didn’t respond right away. She shifted her gaze from the horizon to the red-haired bandit still tied up near the carriage.


  "What do you think, young lady? Do you want us to bury your friends?" Stormbreaker asked, her tone almost mocking.


  The bandit spat on the ground, her voice sharp with disdain. "They weren’t my friends. They can rot for all I care."


  Stormbreaker hummed, scratching her chin as if in thought. "That’s fine, then. So, what’s your plan, considering we’re going to let you live?"


  "My plan just went to shit," the bandit muttered through clenched teeth, clearly struggling to maintain eye contact. She looked away, visibly ashamed.


  "It has something to do with why you didn’t want them attacking guild members, doesn’t it?" Stormbreaker pressed, her eyes narrowing.


  The bandit finally met her gaze, her eyes flaring with a mix of anger and determination. "Yes. They were just a means to an end. I needed money to reach the guild and sign up as a recruit. They told us we were going to rob nobles, like I said, but you didn’t listen. Where I come from, nobles are corrupt assholes. They locked me up for something I didn’t do, and I escaped, searching for you, Stormbreaker." She chuckled, but her body trembled from fatigue. "Can you believe it?"


  "Maybe," Stormbreaker said, her voice steady, "but I’m not sure the Royal Guards will believe you. They’re everywhere, and you’re bound to cross paths with one soon. I really hope they’re in a listening mood. But I’ll admit... I’m starting to believe you." She crouched, staring deep into the rogue’s eyes.


  Her words hit me harder than I expected. I hadn’t suffered personally at the hands of nobles, but I knew others from Mercuria who had disappeared after supposedly being "helped" by well-intentioned people.


  Their fates had haunted me, and seeing this rogue fighting for a chance at a different life struck me with a pang of empathy.


  "Why don’t you come with us?" I blurted out, stepping forward to stand beside Stormbreaker and Sophia.


  "What?" Stormbreaker said, clearly caught off guard.


  "What?" Sophia echoed, her voice exasperated.


  I ignored them. "What do you think?" I asked, looking directly at the rogue. She stared back, incredulous.


  "Are you kidding me?"


  "If I were joking, I’d have a better punchline. I’m serious. You want to join the guild, right? You could scout for us in the dungeons. Sophia and I—we’re recruits, just like you wanted to be. How about joining our party?"


  Stormbreaker repeated, "What?"


  This was followed by another incredulous, "What?" from Sophia. But I pressed on, undeterred.


  The rogue’s expression shifted. The anger and frustration melted into something else—a flicker of hope, perhaps?


  "I accept," she said, standing slowly. "Yes, I accept." As she rose, her hands and legs slipped free. I had suspected she’d untied herself earlier, but seeing it confirmed brought a smirk to my face.


  "See, Stormbreaker? She could’ve fled before. I bet she was already untied when we were busy fighting the bandits."


  Stormbreaker’s expression remained cold, though there was a hint of reluctant admiration. "You have no way of knowing if she’s telling the truth, John. We’re not a charity. We can’t pick up strays from the road just because they have a sob story."


  "I believe in her," I said, though my voice wavered slightly. "But you’re right. I can’t be sure she’s telling the truth. That’s why it’s better to keep her close. If she tries anything, we’ll be ready. Better than letting her go and risking her coming back for revenge."


  Stormbreaker’s eyes narrowed, the weight of her authority pressing down on me. "Or," she said coldly, "we could kill her now. Less risk that way." She stared hard at me, daring me to defy her.


  A new side of Stormbreaker emerged then, one I hadn’t fully grasped before. I had seen her wield seduction like a blade, unleash power with ease, and now I witnessed her brandish raw threat.


  The air around her seemed to shimmer with latent static energy, lifting strands of her hair as if charged with electricity. She wasn’t used to being challenged, and her anger buzzed through the atmosphere. But I couldn’t let the rogue go. She had warned us—clumsily, sure—but her intentions felt genuine enough. That didn’t mean I’d let my guard down. I’d keep a close eye on her, just in case.


  Stormbreaker studied me, her piercing gaze searching for any hint of hesitation. When my determination remained unshaken, the intensity around her slowly faded. Her hair settled, and the static in the air dissipated.


  She raised a finger at me, her voice low and dangerous. "Your favors with me are stretching thin, John. Don’t push your luck, or I’ll find another way to reach my goals. Do you understand?"


  "Yes, ma’am," I replied, swallowing the lump in my throat. She turned on her heel and headed toward the first carriage, her presence as commanding as ever.


  Sophia stood close by, her eyes wide—not in defiance but in quiet disbelief. She didn’t say anything, just spun on her heel and climbed into the carriage. I heard the soft thud of her lying down on the floor. The way she moved told me she was upset, though I couldn’t fully understand why. It would be a conversation for later.


  Turning back to the rogue, I extended my hand. "What’s your name, by the way?"


  She removed her gloves, revealing a pale, delicate hand. Her grin spread wide as she shook my hand with a warm, firm grip.


  "Mel. Just Mel," she said, her voice light with gratitude.


  Her bright green eyes sparkled with relief, and her ivory face seemed to glow with newfound hope. That grin of hers was infectious, and despite myself, I found that I liked her already.


  
    
      Chapter


      Ten

    

  


  Something crashed against my chest with a deep thump, and it jolted me awake. I pushed myself up quickly, but before I could catch a glimpse of what had just happened, a shadowy silhouette was already slipping out of the carriage.


  My hands instinctively moved to my chest, and I quickly understood what had happened. A training sword had just been thrown at me. It was made of wood and was somewhat heavy. Not as much as a real sword but certainly enough to leave a bruise if swung with enough force.


  "Time to train," Stormbreaker’s voice called from outside.


  Sophia was nowhere to be seen, and I suspected she had already headed out. The affection she had shown me earlier in the night had vanished after Mel joined our small traveling group.


  Mel had slept in Stormbreaker’s carriage, while Sophia and I shared the other one. But unlike before, Sophia didn’t want to be close to me. I had a good idea of what was bothering her, but we had more pressing matters to deal with now. Like combat training with Stormbreaker herself.


  Never in a lifetime did I think this would happen, but here I was, being called to train by a legendary adventurer. Not in the gentlest way, but still, she was going to teach me how to fight.


  I heaved myself up, grabbed my shirt, and put it on. After wiping the dust off my trousers and putting my boots back on, I called out, "I’m coming," as I heard Stormbreaker’s footsteps moving away from the carriage.


  When I stepped outside, the first light of day met my eyes, forcing me to squint. The night had been restless, and my eyes felt heavy, sensitive to the sun’s rising glare. It was just the beginning of the morning, but I could already tell it was going to be a hot day. There was no gentle breeze, only dry air and the occasional warm gust that barely moved my hair.


  "Any day is a good day to learn something new," I muttered to myself as I walked toward Stormbreaker.


  The soldiers and coachmen were gathered around a bonfire with pans heating above it, and the smell of coffee filled the air.


  "Good luck, boy," one of them greeted me, while the others raised their cups. "We’ll keep the coffee hot for when you get back. Try not to break anything, alright?"


  "I’ll try, boys," I replied with a grin. "Thanks."


  I quickened my pace to catch up with Stormbreaker, leaving the others to enjoy their well-deserved rest.


  Far ahead on the road, Stormbreaker waited, waving one hand for me to follow her deep into the forest. After a few minutes of walking and dodging vines and tree trunks, we arrived at yet another ravine.


  Stormbreaker stood in the middle of it, and at the far edge, Sophia leaned her back against a tree trunk, her arms crossed with a sword resting on her belt.


  Beside her, Mel sat with her arms crossed as well, her sword resting between her crossed legs. In the daylight, she seemed completely different. She still wore her black clothes, but without the hood, she looked more like a sleek and sexy warrior than a bandit.


  She wore tight black trousers and light armor, crisscrossed with leather straps and buckles. Two daggers were positioned at her side, and when she noticed my arrival, she grinned from ear to ear and nodded.


  Sophia caught the interaction and scowled heavily. Gods protect me, I thought, not sure if I was joking or if a part of me was really afraid for my well-being.


  "Right, we have no time to waste," Stormbreaker began. She waved one hand, and both Sophia and Mel moved toward her. "You proved yesterday that you already have some combat skills. Sophia didn’t join the army, the mage academy, or the guild when she turned 18, two years ago, yet she’s still precise with her ice bolts. That’s commendable."


  Sophia smirked for the first time since last night, and Stormbreaker nodded before looking at Mel. "You almost killed my new recruit, and you also don’t seem to have a lot of formal training, so I assume you have raw skills and determination. I like that."


  Mel nodded, happy with the compliment.


  Then Stormbreaker looked at me. "You showed a lot of potential as well, John. Both in brute strength and in magic. Congratulations."


  I nodded in gratitude as she continued speaking.


  "However, these are probably the only compliments you'll receive for the rest of this trip. We don't have much time, but I want to make sure you're at least a little prepared for what's to come. Today, you will learn how to use a sword."


  "Do I need to?" Sophia asked, raising one hand high. Her question seemed to catch Stormbreaker off guard. She raised an eyebrow, her expression twisting into a grimace of frustration.


  "No, you don't need to," Stormbreaker snapped. "You can just grab your stuff, go back to your father, and watch him die. What do you think about that?"


  Sophia froze, stunned by the harsh words. Her eyes widened, and her hands lifted in a gesture of apology. "I'm sorry, that’s not what I meant. It's just that, as you said, I'm good with ice magic. I don't have many spells, but⁠—"


  Stormbreaker cut her off. "You’ve already answered your own question. You're a very limited mage. Performing ice bolts with precision is commendable, but it's still the work of a recruit. You’ll be ahead of other ice mages when they arrive at the guild, but you’ll still lag behind anyone with just two more weeks of training than you. And as I said, that’s only half the answer."


  She pointed her wooden sword at Sophia. "When you enter a dungeon, you have no idea what you’ll find. We’ve mapped everything, but the floors change over time. Sometimes, the number of monsters increases. Other times, the boss becomes more dangerous. And, in the worst-case scenarios, a Nether creature appears."


  Mel’s eyes flickered with curiosity at the mention of Nether creatures, but she kept her mouth shut, smart enough to wait and learn instead of asking questions at the wrong time.


  "Your mana will eventually run out," Stormbreaker continued. "You might face an enemy that drains mana, or you’ll have to fight more monsters than expected. You can always use mana stones, but even they run out eventually. However, when magic fails, a blade won’t. There’s nothing more reliable than that. Ask your boyfriend," she said, glancing at me. "He spent years handling those pretty things. Aren’t they reliable?"


  Stormbreaker’s sharp gaze pinned me in place. I nodded, not wanting to encourage her harsh tone toward Sophia but also unwilling to contradict her.


  Satisfied, Stormbreaker gave a slight nod. "Are you ready?"


  We all answered affirmatively.


  "Raise your swords," she ordered.


  Before I could lift my sword above my waist, I heard the wind cut sharply, and Stormbreaker was upon me with inhuman speed. The dust where she had stood hadn’t even settled before her wooden blade slammed into my shoulder. The force of the blow hurled me sideways, and I had to plant a hand on the ground to keep from falling.


  I had never been hit so hard. I didn’t even know it was possible to be struck with such force using just a wooden sword.


  I raised my own sword instinctively, but her next strike was already descending toward my neck. I managed to deflect it, but the impact sent a shockwave through my hands, up my arms, and into my shoulder. Gritting my teeth, I tried to retaliate, but she was too fast.


  She struck my shoulder again, then landed a blow to my ribs. The air rushed out of my lungs, and I fought the urge to grunt in pain. Clenching my teeth, I swung at her, but before my attack could land, she slipped past my defenses. Her sword connected with my thigh, then both knees.


  I felt my legs buckle, my strength draining, and I wavered, barely staying upright.


  I grunted in anger and raised my sword just as she brought hers down toward my head. The deflection worked again, and before she could strike, I shoved her with my free arm, creating enough distance to land a hit before she could react.


  My wooden blade crashed against her, and I saw her arm tremble. A wave of satisfaction coursed through me, guiding my focus to the rhythm of the fight, even if only for a fleeting moment. I struck again, and she deflected, so I aimed for her neck, only for her to dodge and parry once more.


  She thrust her sword toward my heart. If it had been a real blade, I would’ve been dead. But since it wasn’t, I used the momentum of her strike to shove it aside, sliding my own sword along the length of hers toward the hilt, trying to open her guard. Just as I prepared to attack, she moved with lightning speed, faster than before.


  Her blade rose and struck mine near the hilt with such force that my sword splintered and flew from my grip. I watched in awe, panting, trying to steady my breath.


  Stormbreaker, on the other hand, seemed entirely unfazed. The only sign of exertion was a single bead of sweat trickling down her forehead, disappearing into her brow. For a split second, I caught the hint of a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth, but she quickly wiped it away.


  She wasn’t about to praise us again—she’d made that clear. Yet her eyes conveyed something different, something almost approving.


  We locked eyes for several seconds, a silent exchange of mutual acknowledgment. She seemed to be measuring me, calculating something as if deciding my worth. Finally, she spoke. "You’ll feel bruised tomorrow when you arrive at the guild, but this was necessary. Important lessons are the hardest to learn, but they stick. So, listen carefully, and all of you"—she glanced back at Mel and Sophia, who straightened under her gaze—"do the same."


  She continued, her tone stern but not unkind. "What you did yesterday to save Mel might seem honorable to some, but not to everyone. I wasn’t lying when I said the guild values honor, but honor is subjective. If one of the veterans decides you’re a liability, a threat to your comrades, someone will come after you. Most of the guild believes that evil must be cut away at the root.


  You need to be careful—very careful—about what you say and to whom. Not everyone will be as lenient as I am, and don’t mistake leniency for weakness. If you show me that you’re more of a problem than a solution, you’ll be on your own. That goes for all of you. You’re the only reason both Sophia and Mel are here training with me and on their way to becoming guild members. So, think about your actions because they will suffer the consequences, just as you will. Do you understand?"


  "I do," I replied immediately, holding her gaze without flinching. Her words lodged deep in my mind. Whether or not I believed she was telling the whole truth, she was one of the few allies I had. I couldn’t afford to make her my enemy. If anything, I hoped she might even become a friend—so long as I didn’t ruin that chance with the stubborn defiance that had been growing in me over the past day.


  "One thing you said last night is true," Stormbreaker continued. "You need a party, and both Mel and Sophia seem like solid choices. In my experience, five members is the ideal number for dungeon-diving. But it’s not the only way. You can dive solo, in pairs, or in trios if that’s what you prefer. For the upper floors, having a rogue, a mage, and you should be enough. You’ll likely manage just fine with the early challenges. But as you go deeper, you’ll need more. I’d recommend adding a healer or two, maybe another fighter—someone specialized in tanking. You’ve got power, John, but I assume your role will evolve into more of a buffer, supporting the others with your unique skills."


  I nodded in agreement as I listened to her.


  "However, it doesn't matter how many members you have in your party if you can't trust them or have their back when they need it. That's why you're here. To learn how to fight with a sword. The blade will be by your side in any situation. It's not a magic device; it doesn't rely on mana or even on strength. Only on your ability to use it properly."


  After saying those words, she spent the next hour teaching us proper postures based on our personalities and fighting styles. She showed me how to hold and wield a sword with both hands, explaining that I could mimic the same movements to wield the battle axe. The demonstration of postures was brief. After about ten minutes, we were already repeating the movements she had shown us.


  They were simple, but the repetition soon wore me down. My biceps burned, and my breathing grew short. I lost count after the first hundred swings into the air. Each time I glanced at Stormbreaker she stared back, her expression daring anyone to complain. I was certain that if anyone said a word, she’d double our workload. So I kept my mouth shut and continued to swing at the invisible enemy in front of me.


  After what felt like at least six hundred swings, she finally told us to stop. Stormbreaker pulled a canteen from her inventory and handed it to us. We took turns drinking from it, savoring the cold water as we tried to catch our breath.


  After a few minutes of rest, she gave the next set of instructions. "Now, you’ll fight against each other. The attacker will use the posture they’ve learned, and the defender will deflect the blow. Then switch roles. We’ll do this for another hour before we return to the carriages."


  She paired me with Sophia while she worked with Mel. I smiled at Sophia, but her deep blue eyes were cold, devoid of warmth or kindness.


  "What?" I asked, but she gave no reply. Instead, she positioned one foot forward, placed one hand behind her back, and raised her sword. Her weapon was light and thin compared to mine, which required two hands to wield.


  Her posture prioritized agility over strength, and it showed. Before I could react, her sword struck me in the stomach. I tried to brush it off, but she struck again. And again.


  By the third hit, I managed to deflect one of her attacks, but it only seemed to fuel her anger. She swung even harder, her strikes coming faster and more aggressively.


  Why do all the beautiful women in the world seem to want to kill me today?


  "Hey, what’s going on?" I asked, parrying one of her blows. "We can talk, you know."


  She gritted her teeth, her frustration spilling into every swing. Abandoning the posture Stormbreaker had taught her, she unleashed a flurry of wild, reckless strikes. I had to work hard to defend myself from her relentless attack.


  If the monsters inside the dungeons are half as troublesome as she is, I’m doomed.


  "You should’ve talked to me before inviting her to our party," she hissed, her voice mingling with the clash of our swords. "You didn’t even ask me to join, and now she’s just part of the group?"


  She struck again, and this time, I caught her blade with my hand while holding my wooden weapon in the other. She pushed down, but I was stronger and held her off.


  "I’m sorry, Sophia," I said. "I didn’t know you cared so much. We just met."


  As soon as the words left my mouth, the strength in her arms vanished. Her sword slipped from her grip and clattered to the ground.


  Her eyes widened, and her mouth opened in disbelief. She looked between me and Mel, her expression shifting from shock to hurt. Mel’s expression was empathetic, but that seemed to offend Sophia even more. Her face twisted into a scowl, and without another word, she turned and ran into the forest.


  I turned to Stormbreaker, who shook her head, disappointment clear in the furrow of her brow. She waved a hand toward the direction Sophia had run, a silent command. I understood what she wanted.


  With a heavy sigh, I followed Sophia into the woods, knowing all too well that I had messed up.


  
    
      Chapter


      Eleven

    

  


  Sophia was moving fast. By the time I reached the edge of the ravine, she was already out of sight.


  "Sophia!" I called, but the only response was the growing sound of branches snapping in the distance. A part of me had thought she was just playing around with her jealousy and clinginess. But now, I realized how deeply she had bonded with me. I couldn’t deny that I felt a connection with her, too. We had fought for our lives twice now, and both times, we had depended on each other to succeed. She had opened up to me—shared her goals, her insecurities—and the least I could do was try to understand her.


  Soon, her footsteps faded, and I could no longer hear her. She must have good speed stats because I had already lost her trail. Thankfully, the path she had taken wasn’t hard to follow. Broken twigs, disturbed leaves, and trampled vines marked her way.


  "Sophia, wait! There are wild animals in here!" I shouted with all the force I could muster, but still, no answer.


  I wasn’t a hunter, nor was I accustomed to moving through the woods, but everyone knew that the forests around Mercuria were no place to wander carelessly.


  Jaguars were known to stalk these parts, along with large monkeys, and occasionally, even a lone bear. This forest was no joke. And being a mage in unfamiliar territory, with only one spell at her disposal, was far from wise. I quickened my pace, determined to catch up to her before anything went wrong.


  After a few minutes, I heard a new sound—the steady rush of water crashing against rocks. It had to be a stream. I followed the noise until, through the thinning trees, I spotted Sophia. She was sitting at the water’s edge, her sword sunk in the mud beside her as she hugged her knees.


  She wore the same white dress from the day we first met. I figured it must be filthy by now, but she didn’t seem to care.


  "Sophia, can we talk?" I asked gently.


  She turned her head toward me, and I saw the pain in her eyes. But before I could say anything else, a noise from the stream yanked my attention away.


  Something was coming… fast.


  From the middle of the stream, a jaguar leaped from one large rock to another, charging straight toward Sophia. Its sleek black fur glistened like shadows given form, allowing it to blend seamlessly with the darkened trunks of the forest. But here, in the open, it was unmistakable. And it was fast.


  Too fast for Sophia.


  She didn’t even seem aware of the danger, her gaze still locked on mine. But when she saw the fighting determination etched across my face, she turned, scrambling backward. Her hands and feet slipped in the mud as she struggled to get up.


  The jaguar, however, moved with deadly grace. It bound from rock to rock as fluid and effortless as a circus trapeze artist.


  I bolted toward her, heart pounding. There was no time to think, only to act.


  I reached her just as the jaguar launched itself from the final rock, its jaws wide, claws glinting in the dim light with lethal intent.


  I grabbed Sophia by the shoulders and hurled her to the side. The beast sailed past her, landing with a heavy thud on the muddy ground, inches from where she had been a heartbeat earlier. Its growl echoed in my ears, deep and menacing.


  Sophia scrambled to her feet, the crackling sound of magic filling the air as she prepared one of her spells.


  But to my surprise, the jaguar seemed to notice the magic as well.


  I wanted to grab the axe from my inventory, but before I could access it, the creature lunged at me, dodging the spell Sophia released and reaching me in the same instant.


  Its jaws snapped, aiming for my neck. The creature’s muscles must have been incredibly strong because, in a fraction of a second, it leaped from the ground into the air.


  I only had time to shove my left hand sideways, striking the creature in the jugular. My left wasn’t my strong arm, but it was enough to deflect its deadly fangs.


  Sophia prepared another spell and released it toward the creature, but it was already upon me again, this time aiming for my right arm. Its jaws clamped down on my wrist with immense force, and I felt its claws tear deep into my flesh. Sophia’s spell missed.


  At that moment, everything became a blur. I stopped thinking and started swinging—punch after punch—my right hand weakening with each strike. My wooden weapon slipped from my grasp and fell to the ground as the jaguar thrashed, trying to get a firmer grip on my arm.


  Then, Sophia's spell hit its mark. The ice bolt struck the beast’s right leg, and it let out a sharp whimper, releasing my arm and staggering back. It cried out in pain as the magic took hold of it, freezing the limb. For a moment, the jaguar seemed to hesitate, watching me bleed, weighing whether to retreat or press the attack.


  "I’ve got only one bolt left," Sophia called out, her voice strained. I could feel the air around her shift as the magic began to coalesce, the atmosphere thickening with energy.


  An idea flashed through my mind. A desperate, reckless idea. I thought about the runic language, about Sophia’s, and the skill description that said I could alter abilities. I thought about her anger and how I needed to make things right. And then it clicked. I could end this now. Even with my injured arm, I could still do something.


  When the words formed in my mind, a message appeared before my eyes:


  Analyzing Connection between Magical Inscript users: Life connection is strong enough.


  Connection established.


  Runic Modifier skill activated.


  Ice bolt modified.


  Ice Spikes created.


  "Now!" I shouted, screaming the runic version of the Ice Spike in my mind.


  Sophia released the spell just as the jaguar, injured and desperate, lunged at us one last time. It was a final, frenzied attempt—us or it.


  The bolt flew through the air, but where there had been one, now there were many. I watched as the single spell multiplied, each bolt flying like arrows loosed from an army of archers. The jaguar tried to evade them, managing to dodge three, but the remaining seven struck true, pinning it to the ground.


  The creature didn’t even have time to cry out as the bolts pierced its snout, ears, and body, freezing it in place.


  Sophia stared at the fallen beast, her eyes wide with disbelief. "What did you do?" she asked, shock etched across her face.


  "I'm not sure," I replied, catching my breath. "I just tapped into our connection with the Magical Inscript, and I was able to modify your skill."


  Her expression shifted, but I couldn’t tell exactly what she was feeling—anger, confusion, or something else entirely.


  Without a word, she grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward the stream. I dismissed the glowing notifications appearing in my vision, too focused on the pain in my right arm to care about new achievements.


  Sophia knelt by the water’s edge and motioned for me to do the same. As I crouched beside her, she cupped her hands, gathering water from the stream. The cold liquid stung as it touched my torn flesh, sending a shiver through me. I clenched my teeth, the pain sharp and biting, but I endured it.


  Sophia's hands worked quickly, washing the blood away, her movements brisk but careful. I stayed silent, letting the strange mixture of agony and relief wash over me with the icy water.


  "It's not that bad," I said. My breaths came labored, heart pounding against the sharp sting radiating from my arm. The skin threatened to peel in several places, but I wasn’t lying. It really wasn’t that bad. No bones peeked through, and the bleeding slowed.


  As Sophia cleaned my wounds, I noticed the bite missed the vein running through my wrist. For that, I felt relief. Bleeding out wasn't on my agenda.


  Sophia tore a piece from her skirt, exposing a flash of her panties. Gorgeous—there was no ignoring that fact. She caught me staring, but instead of scolding or encouraging me, she met my gaze briefly, cool and unreadable. Without a word, she wrapped the fabric around my wrist, twisted it tight, and tied it off. Blood soaked the cloth, but the flow dwindled beneath her makeshift bandage.


  "Thank you," I began, but before I could finish, a sharp slap cracked across my right cheek.


  I barely had time to process the sting before she grabbed my collar, helped me raise and kissed me… hard. Her lips crashed into mine, her teeth biting my lower lip, sending a jolt of pain laced with pleasure. As I started to respond, she yanked away, leaving me breathless.


  Her hands clamped around my neck, her fierce gaze locking with mine.


  "You need to stop saving my life," she whispered before kissing me again, each word drenched in heat. "It's fucking hard to stay mad at you when you keep doing that."


  Her right hand slid from my neck and, before I could react, closed around my cock with an unyielding grip.


  That intense look in her eyes stayed fixed on me, daring me to meet her fervor. My body answered instinctively, cock throbbing in her grasp. I pulled her closer, gripping her ass and grinding against her, making her hand press harder between us. Her tongue slipped past my lips, deepening the kiss, her mouth as demanding as her hands.


  Then, just as abruptly, she broke away. For a split second, I thought she might slap me again. But instead, she gently pried my hands off her waist, mindful of my injured arm, and dropped to her knees.


  Her hands fumbled with my belt, awkward but determined—like it might be her first time. She yanked down my trousers, revealing my cock, swollen and eager.


  She wrapped her fingers around the base, kissed the tip, and locked her eyes with mine, swallowing nervously. The thought of how wet she must be flickered through my mind, but it vanished the moment she took me into her mouth.


  At first, her teeth grazed the tip, drawing a grunt from me. She paused, then adjusted, understanding instinctively. Her wet lips tightened around me, sliding over my shaft, sending shivers racing down my spine. She teased with her tongue before taking me deeper, her throat tightening as she pushed herself further. Saliva dripped from her chin, her face glistening as she lost herself in the act, relentless and determined.


  She gasped for air but didn’t stop, her hand wrapping around me, stroking in a steady rhythm. Up and down, over and over, building tension until I could barely hold on.


  "Give it to me," she whispered, her breath hot against my skin. "Cum inside my mouth."


  Her hand quickened, and the pressure inside me reached its peak. With a guttural groan, I released.


  She held me steady, swallowing every drop as my legs buckled beneath the weight of pleasure. Her lips stayed locked on me, milking the last tremors from my body until I could hardly stand the sensitivity.


  When she was satisfied, she rose to her feet, wiping her lips with the back of her hand. Her intense blue eyes burned with both defiance and possession.


  "Neither Stormbreaker nor the Rogue would do this for you. I understand the party dynamic, and I know we need more people, but I wanted to be consulted." Her voice carried the same determination as her touch. "If it wasn't clear before, I’m yours. But I expect you to be mine, too."


  Even if her words felt a bit intense, they made sense in that moment. I nodded, unable to summon anything but agreement in the aftermath of what just happened.


  Sophia gave me one last glance, then turned and hurried back down the path we had taken, her skirt fluttering behind her. She left me standing beside the dead jaguar, trousers around my ankles, my cock still exposed to the chill of the forest air.


  It was then the message flashed before my eyes.


  You have slain Jaguar, level 2: You leveled up.


  You have 5 free stat points.


  The sting in my hand barely registered. All I could think was that this morning couldn’t possibly get any better.


  
    
      Chapter


      Twelve

    

  


  The way back to camp passed uneventfully. No jaguars pouncing from behind tree trunks, no surprise blowjobs, and no more level-ups. Aside from the second and third, I counted my blessings.


  Sophia stayed ahead the entire time, keeping her distance. That’s a peculiar woman. When we first met, I figured she was a shy young lady from another city, trying to sell her battle axe to clear a debt. I had been half-right. The debt part was true, but the rest? Way off. She wasn’t shy, just someone who needed time to reveal her true colors. And those colors burned bright red and orange.


  I couldn’t help but appreciate it. A little spice never hurt anyone, right? I thought, watching her walk ahead, her skirt riding higher from the piece she'd torn off to bandage my wrist. Yeah, a little spice was great.


  With the rest of the road behind us and a view worth savoring, I allowed myself to think about the future. By this time tomorrow, I'd be at the dungeon’s guild. Curiosity gnawed at me.


  I couldn’t wait to ask Stormbreaker some questions or, better yet, get there and see things for myself. But first, we had a long day ahead, including hours of training. Not that I could complain. Every bit of it would be worth it.


  When we reached the ravine, Mel and Stormbreaker were nowhere in sight. Their tracks led back to the main road, and after a few minutes, we found them gathered around a bonfire. Soldiers and coachmen bustled around the campsite, preparing for the return trip. Some fed the horses, while others packed supplies into the wagons.


  "Oh, you're back," Stormbreaker called, barely glancing up from her food before taking a long sip of hot coffee.


  "A part of us, at least."


  I sat across from her, the fire’s warmth licking at my skin. Mel, seated nearby, stood up the moment I arrived and shuffled farther away. For a fleeting second, our eyes met. She quickly dropped her gaze, focusing on her meal. A knot twisted in my chest. Why can’t everyone just be happy? The tension between the women gnawed at me—like happiness for one came at the expense of the other. Or at least that was how it felt.


  Stormbreaker and Sophia seemed blissfully indifferent to it. Sophia took the spot beside me, neither clinging to my arm nor showing any jealousy. She simply ate, content with everything that had transpired in the woods.


  Stormbreaker’s gaze flicked to my wrist, her sharp eyes catching the wound. She scooted closer, already unwrapping the bandage before I could protest. The bandage stuck to the dried blood, the sting sharper now than when Sophia first tied it. I explained what happened between gritted teeth, though I left out the part about the blowjob. That detail seemed best kept to myself.


  Stormbreaker listened, lips curling slightly as she opened her inventory and pulled out a small flask. I recognized it instantly. A healing potion. They were rare and usually only dropped from bosses or high-tier enemies. Most adventuring parties needed dedicated healers, or they would need lots of healing potions to make it through alive.


  She handed me the flask, and the system notification appeared:


  Small healing potion. Drink to heal a large wound or several smaller ones.


  "You sure?" I asked, knowing how steep the price was. Healing potions didn’t come cheap.


  "Of course." Stormbreaker shrugged as if giving away rare loot was no big deal. "Besides, you'll already attract enough attention showing up late with me and two beautiful women. No need to add a nearly severed arm to the spectacle."


  "It’s not that bad," I mumbled, glancing at the gash and realizing it was that bad.


  Stormbreaker didn’t argue. She simply arched a brow and pushed the flask into my hand.


  I popped the cap and downed the potion in one go. A rush of sweetness hit my tongue like sugary orange juice—my favorite.


  For a moment, I wondered if healing potions always tasted this way or if they adapted to the drinker’s preference. The thought drifted off as warmth spread through me, from my throat to the tips of my fingers and toes.


  Energy buzzed through my veins, making my hair stand on end. I watched in awe as the wound stitched itself closed, blood reversing course and slipping back beneath the skin. In seconds, my arm looked as good as new as if the injury had never happened.


  "Wow." The word slipped from my lips as I marveled at the magical sensation. It was as if the wound had never existed—no scar, no trace left behind.


  "It’s incredible," Stormbreaker agreed, sliding back to her seat and picking up her meal again. "Eat and rest. We’ll train more at noon, and then even more tonight."


  I followed her instructions without complaint. The bread, bacon, and coffee were simple but satisfying. After eating, I sank into a bench on the carriage. Before I knew it, the steady sway of the ride lulled me to sleep, and when the carriage stopped four hours later, it felt like only minutes had passed.


  Lunch preparations began as soldiers milled about, and we used the break to train. Mel sparred with Sophia and me, swinging her blade with quiet intensity. Thankfully, no tension flared between them this time, but I couldn’t ignore how Mel avoided my gaze—never meeting my eyes, not even once. I debated asking what was wrong but decided to give her space for now. There would be time to address it later.


  In the afternoon, we helped the coachmen with the horses, giving them a break. Guiding the animals came easier than I expected, and there was something deeply satisfying about the sun warming my skin. With a smile, I realized that the heat reminded me of the forge.


  As the orange hues of the sunset bled into the deep blues of twilight, I felt a strange comfort like I was home again—if only for a moment.


  Later, we stopped once more, and Stormbreaker had us dive back into training.


  My muscles screamed in protest, but I pushed through, executing the same movements over and over without complaint. Sophia and Mel did the same, striking the air and sparring with each other until they sharpened their techniques. Watching them, I saw no hostility, only a silent respect between their strikes and parries. They fought better against each other than against me or Stormbreaker. And while I didn’t mind their growing camaraderie, I worried whether I might be the cause of whatever was bothering Mel.


  By the time Stormbreaker called off our training, the moon was already high in the sky. Dinner awaited us back at camp, kept warm over the fire. I wasted no time digging in, the savory aroma of garlic and onions making my stomach growl. The soldiers had long since eaten, leaving the meal for us: black beans, white rice, and chicken. Simple but well-made.


  "Training more tonight?" I looked sidelong at Stormbreaker, who was still eating her food.


  Stormbreaker smirked. "Eager to get your ass beaten again?"


  "I didn’t get my ass beaten," I said, my words muffled by a mouthful of rice. Not exactly the strongest retort.


  "I saw you struggle against Mel more than once today."


  "What can I say? She’s good with a blade. I’m good at making them, though. Bet she can’t do that."


  A fleeting smile ghosted across Mel’s lips, but the second I noticed, she looked away again.


  Shit. Something was definitely bothering her.


  Stormbreaker noticed the exchange but wisely kept her thoughts to herself. She studied us quietly, her sharp eyes observing the things left unsaid. The tension simmering beneath the surface. The unspoken truths hanging between us.


  "Your training is over—at least the combat part. My goal of getting you to understand each other is nearly complete. You still have personal stuff to work through, but when it comes to combat, I think both Mel and Sophia are ready to cover your back and protect each other."


  "That’s good, I guess," I said, taking a long drink of water and eyeing the food. If we weren’t training the rest of the night, I might as well enjoy myself—the meal was too good to pass up.


  "And the guild. Yesterday, you talked more about its politics than the day-to-day stuff."


  "That’s because no one will tell you about the politics when you get there. They’ll only show you the day-to-day. I’m here to open your eyes and prepare you, not to give you a tour."


  Her tone was blunt, but a flicker of regret crossed her face as she sighed and continued, "The place is nice, though. Comfortable. You’ll enjoy it. More than that, I’d just be spoiling the surprise. When you arrive, you’ll see for yourself, and I think you’ll love it."


  "Fair enough. But anything else about the politics you can share?"


  The moment the words left my mouth, both Sophia and Mel leaned in, their curiosity mirroring mine. Stormbreaker had been drip-feeding us information, likely to avoid overwhelming us or scaring off recruits.


  "Yeah, one more thing. I don’t remember if I mentioned it already, but there’s more than just monsters inside the dungeons. In recent years, more portals have opened, and most of them aren’t under human control. For a long time, the dungeon was ours—we could explore freely and never encounter anyone but guild members. That’s not the case anymore. Now, elves and orcs show up regularly. Even animals wander through portals that we can’t trace.


  "We call them 'invaders,' but they aren’t exactly thrilled with us either. There’s bad blood. Not everyone’s happy about the monopoly we held over the dungeons for so long. And the fact that the Magical Inscript chooses humans as its wielders only makes things worse. That’s why our people are so cautious these days when they enter. It’s also why we need members who are all in, not wavering or half-hearted."


  "And there are conflicts inside the dungeon?" Mel asked, breaking her silence.


  "All the time," Stormbreaker answered. "Elven magic and orc magic are powerful. They use it to clear floors, find bosses, and fight anyone standing between them and the relics. Some relics are strong enough to shift the tide of wars, forge new kingdoms, or destroy old ones. Being a new recruit is harder now than it was ten years ago. When I started, I knew I’d face goblins, and I knew a hobgoblin would be waiting at the end inside the boss room. Now, recruits might find elves lurking on the first floor, goblins warped into monstrosities, or entirely different bosses at the exit."


  She paused, scanning us with an intensity that underlined her words. "I wanted to show you how tough this life is. And how much trust you need in your comrades to gather resources, discover new floors, and eventually, defeat the Nether infection. Before we sleep tonight, I need to say: if your heart isn’t in this, you can leave. No judgment. I’ll even provide a carriage and a coachman to escort you home. The guild isn’t a prison, and we need people who are all in."


  Her gaze moved from Mel to me, then to Sophia, searching for any flicker of hesitation. All she found was determination.


  "So, what do you say? Do you want to see the end of the road and reach the guild tomorrow?"


  We answered in unison: "Yes."


  The grin that spread across Stormbreaker’s face was the widest I’d seen—pure joy without a hint of malice or ulterior motive.


  "Great. That’s actually great. Now, finish your food and get some sleep. When you wake up tomorrow, you’ll be in your new home."


  We nodded as she stood and headed toward her carriage. I doubted she planned to sleep anytime soon.


  "Good night," Mel said softly, standing and bowing slightly before following Stormbreaker. I waved goodbye, but she didn’t return the gesture.


  Sophia’s gaze met mine, her expression unreadable.


  "You ready for bed?" I asked, setting my plate down and standing.


  "Yeah, I’m tired. Today was crazy. Maybe not as wild as yesterday but still more intense than any other day of my life." She sighed, then smiled.


  "Same here." I offered her my hand. She took it gently, and I pulled her toward our carriage. She hugged my arm and kissed my shoulder as we walked, and I smiled, relieved to feel her tenderness return.


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirteen

    

  


  That night, I didn’t dream. I slept on the floor, holding Sophia close, and I only stirred when the morning sun barged through the carriage’s cracks. The vehicle rocked slowly over rougher terrain than the night before. Sophia stirred beside me, her body warm and soft against mine. She let out a long yawn, followed by a contented moan, laziness draping over her like a blanket.


  "Did we arrive yet?" she mumbled, her voice heavy with sleep, blonde hair falling haphazardly over one eye. She didn’t bother brushing it away, and I certainly wasn’t about to complain. It was only our second night sharing a bed—or floor—and I was still amazed at how effortlessly beautiful she looked.


  "I’m not sure. Maybe. I’ll check."


  "Are you sure?" she whispered, her voice laced with sleep. "We could just stay here until they call us."


  She stretched her arms overhead, her nightgown sliding up and exposing more of her thighs—and her panties. She wasn’t trying to be seductive, but Sophia seemed incapable of not being seductive. I grinned, but the sound of Stormbreaker’s voice outside pulled me back to reality.


  Stormbreaker chatted with the soldiers and coachmen, their laughter light and infectious. They were talking about how good it felt to be back and how much they missed the food at the guild’s canteen.


  If the food there is better than what these guys cook, I’ll need to start working out more or else I’ll get fat in no time, I thought, stifling a chuckle as I got up. I leaned my head through the covered window of the carriage, curious.


  Sophia, hearing the conversation, joined me at the window. It was low enough for both of us to peek through, our heads pressed together. The surprise in her eyes mirrored what I felt. I was sure I looked just as stunned.


  The road we had been traveling on had shrunk to a narrow path, just wide enough for the carriages to follow single file. Gone were the sparse shrubs and pine trees that lined the earlier roads. Now, we found ourselves surrounded by an entirely different landscape.


  Massive trees loomed on either side of the path, their trunks towering like ancient skyscrapers. Even three men linking arms couldn’t encircle one. The forest stretched endlessly in every direction, and though the sun hung high, its light barely pierced the dense canopy overhead. The air was thick with humidity like the sticky aftermath of rain, even though the ground remained dry.


  "I didn’t know there was a place like this near Mercuria," I muttered, mostly to myself.


  Stormbreaker glanced over her shoulder from the front of the caravan, a knowing smile playing on her lips. The coachman next to her wore the same expression.


  "We’re not in Mercuria anymore, are we?" I asked, though their raised eyebrows were the only response I got before they returned to their conversation.


  Wherever we were, it wasn’t near Mercuria. If it had been, I would’ve known about a place like this. Something magical had brought us here, and curiosity began to buzz in the back of my mind.


  "Are we close?" I asked.


  “Very, very close,” Stormbreaker replied. “You can step outside and grab your things. In just a few minutes, we’ll be there.”


  I jumped out of the carriage without hesitation. I didn’t have much, just my Mana Stone and the Battle Axe tucked away in my inventory. With only the clothes on my back, it took me seconds to reach the front of the carriages.


  The soldiers, coachmen, and Stormbreaker all wore easy smiles, and for once, Stormbreaker’s face was free of the usual intensity. There was no challenge in her eyes, just the kind of joy that only comes from returning home after a long journey.


  Mel followed soon after, with Sophia close behind. We walked side by side down the narrowing road. Despite the tension from the previous day, Mel seemed more at ease. She didn’t say much, but the awkwardness between us felt lighter, as if it had lifted overnight.


  Ahead, sunlight filtered through the canopy, illuminating patches of the path. I guessed another ravine awaited us at the end. If so, it would be the third one in the last three days. These places were starting to feel less like obstacles and more like familiar training grounds.


  After a short walk, the forest opened into a wide grassy field. In the middle of it stood a small wooden cabin, too tiny to house more than a handful of people comfortably. Behind the cabin, the road stretched farther into the unknown, disappearing beyond the horizon.


  To the side, several young men and women practiced sword drills in a rhythmic dance, repeating the same movements Stormbreaker had taught us. A grizzled figure stood at the front, hands clasped behind their back, silently watching the students' progress. At first, I couldn’t tell their gender from a distance, but the precision of the students' strikes spoke volumes about the discipline they upheld.


  As the carriages rolled to a stop, the figure turned toward us, and I saw it was an older woman. She spoke a few words to the trainees before heading our way with measured steps.


  "Let’s go," Stormbreaker said with a wave, striding toward the cabin with purpose.


  What are we going to do in there? I wondered, looking at the small cabin but keeping the question to myself. Stormbreaker’s hand had just grasped the door handle when the old woman reached us.


  "Veteran Leslie," came the woman’s voice, ragged and heavy with disdain. Her face, deeply lined with wrinkles, matched the tone perfectly. She was tall and lean, her posture sharp in the black and green uniform of the guild, which clung to her wiry frame.


  Though the years had not been kind to her, she carried herself with the quiet confidence of someone who had once turned heads. I imagined she must have been beautiful in her youth, but now, her features seemed like a distorted echo of that beauty, as though time had twisted her reflection into a mockery of what once was, and it bothered her, deeply.


  "Veteran Mahogany," Stormbreaker greeted with a respectful nod, her fingers still resting on the cabin’s handle.


  "You’re late." Mahogany’s words cut through the air like a blade, her tone sharp and accusatory. "Your duties to the guild have been slipping lately. And who are these with you?"


  Stormbreaker let go of the handle and turned to face Mahogany fully. Though the older woman stood slightly taller, Stormbreaker’s unwavering gaze made her seem like the larger presence.


  "I had to make sure these recruits arrived safely," Stormbreaker replied calmly. "Being late wasn’t part of the plan, but things rarely go perfectly. I doubt your arrival went flawlessly back in the day, either. Mine certainly didn’t—if you remember."


  The story behind Stormbreaker’s words seemed to trigger something in Mahogany; a twitch flickered across her face, but she held back whatever response threatened to slip out. Instead, her sharp gaze turned to me, clearly waiting for Stormbreaker to make introductions.


  "This is John, a warrior," Stormbreaker said. "Sophia is a skilled mage. And Mel, she’s a rogue. They’ve been through hell to get here and become students of the guild. And now, here we are."


  A warrior? I thought, catching the subtle mistrust in Stormbreaker’s introduction. She wasn’t giving away too much, not to Mahogany. Then it dawned on me. Stormbreaker’s real name is Leslie. That nearly brought a chuckle to my lips, but the severe expression on Mahogany’s face quickly smothered the impulse.


  "I see." Mahogany’s eyes raked over us with a piercing gaze. "It just so happens I’m short three students for my class. Don’t you want to join?" Her tone suggested an invitation, but her eyes left no room for refusal. I felt Sophia and Mel glance toward Stormbreaker, but I didn’t look away from Mahogany. There was something dangerous about her, a bitterness she seemed eager to take out on us. But I wasn’t about to flinch. Stormbreaker had been clear. We’d maintain respect, but not show weakness.


  "Of course, they’ll join your class," Stormbreaker answered. "Are you doing sword training?"


  "Yes, same as in your days," Mahogany replied with a smirk as if trying to stir up old memories. But Stormbreaker didn’t bite.


  "Right. I remember," Stormbreaker said evenly. "You’re one of the oldest instructors here, if not the oldest."


  Mahogany’s face twitched again, words forming behind her tight-lipped expression but never escaping. This time, the tension between them was almost palpable.


  "After today’s class, each of you will be assigned a teacher for your specific disciplines," Mahogany said, her tone clipped. "If you stay in this class, I will be your combat instructor from now on. Now, join the others." She waved her hand dismissively.


  "I’ll wait inside," Stormbreaker said, already turning toward the small cabin. "When you’re finished, come find me."


  With that, she disappeared inside, the door clicking shut behind her before we could catch a glimpse of whatever lay within.


  The tiny cabin, with no windows or ventilation, seemed like the last place I’d want to spend time. But she was the legendary adventurer here. Whatever she planned to do, she had her reasons.


  As the carriages rolled past the cabin and continued down the road, the coachmen and soldiers gave us friendly waves goodbye. We waved back before following Mahogany toward her training ground, ready to face whatever came next.


  Mahogany raised a hand to the sky, and the students immediately stopped their drills. They stood panting, bodies drenched in sweat, their faces marked by exhaustion. All wore the same black and green uniforms. Some of the girls had adjusted theirs—either making them more revealing or, on the opposite end, hiding their curves entirely. The men wore theirs uniformly. No matter how they clothes were, all of them had exhaustion etched into their faces.


  "Good, good," Mahogany murmured. "Take a rest while I introduce your new colleagues."


  She gestured toward us. "This is John, Mel, and Sophia. They are new recruits, just like you. But there’s one thing that sets them apart from the rest of you."


  She paced slowly, back and forth, while we stood in a line behind her. "They are late." The word slipped from her mouth as if it were the gravest offense imaginable. "And you know I don’t tolerate delays. Neither does danger. Being there for your comrades, your party members… that is what separates life from death. So today, there is a lesson to be learned."


  The expressions of the recruits shifted from exhaustion to fear as if a cold wind had swept through them. It was clear that this woman had an iron grip on her students. After only two days of classes, they feared her completely. I felt a knot tighten in my stomach—not fear, but anger. Yet anger and respect could coexist, so I kept my mouth shut and focused on listening.


  "They weren’t here yesterday to learn proper postures. And they weren’t here today to learn how to spar. But as you know, mastering the sword is one of the most essential skills an adventurer can possess—regardless of class, relics, or party composition. Inside the dungeon, when all else fails, you rely on your sword."


  She paused for effect, and the crowd responded with subtle nods. The lesson she had drilled into them yesterday was the same one Stormbreaker had given us before.


  I realized Stormbreaker had likely prepared us for this exact scenario. The thought almost made me grin, but I swallowed the urge and stood firm, hands clasped behind my back, scanning the crowd without focusing on anyone in particular.


  "I need three volunteers to spar with them," Mahogany continued. "And I expect you to fight with everything you’ve got. There will be no leniency. If I see anyone holding back, they’ll face punishment. Do you understand?"


  The recruits nodded silently, and an eerie tension fell over the group as Mahogany deliberated her next move.


  She walked over to a small wooden balcony, where three metal training swords waited. Lifting them one by one, she handed them to us. The swords were far heavier than the wooden ones Stormbreaker had given us the day before. Their dull edges made cutting impossible, but the weight alone promised bruises. I knew these would hurt far more than the wooden swords.


  "Who wants to step up?" Mahogany asked, scanning the crowd.


  At first, no one moved. Then, on the far-right side of the line, a hand shot up.


  The arm belonged to a short man, almost hidden by the crowd. I acknowledged him by fragments as he moved—his height first, then his short-cropped blond hair, followed by his piercing blue eyes and the smug grin stretched across his face. He looked directly at Mahogany with burning determination, his expression practically begging for her approval. A suck-up, I thought, already disliking him.


  "Leo Neville," Mahogany started, her voice dripping with approval. "Good, good. I knew you had some guts in you, son."


  She seemed genuinely pleased, which only deepened my distaste for him. As Leo stepped forward, I noticed Mel stiffen beside me. She shifted back, an involuntary retreat that made my stomach churn. I glanced at her and saw her expression twist from embarrassment to pure loathing. Her glare locked onto Leo, and he caught it. Instead of flinching, his grin widened as if her hatred fueled his satisfaction.


  Mahogany didn’t miss the exchange. Her sharp eyes narrowed slightly, and a gleam of amusement flickered across her face.


  "You’ll spar with Mel," Mahogany announced with a hint of sadistic pleasure.


  Leo gave a polite nod and bowed; his smugness was masked by a mask of respect. He took his place opposite Mel, one hand resting on the hilt of his sheathed sword while the other fidgeted just above it, a nervous tell he couldn’t quite suppress.


  "No more volunteers?" Mahogany asked, her voice laced with disappointment. The students cast their eyes downward, unwilling to join the twisted game she orchestrated, their shame palpable in the silence.


  "Alright, then. You and you," Mahogany said, pointing toward two recruits at the front of the crowd.


  The first was a petite young woman, barely five and a half feet tall, with dark hair and solemn eyes. Though reluctant, she stepped forward under Mahogany’s gaze, each step heavy. The second was a gangly ginger-haired boy with a face full of freckles. He moved with more eagerness than the girl, though it was clear he wasn’t thrilled about it either. Smart enough to know better, he avoided showing hesitation in front of Mahogany and took his place beside us.


  "As you’ve been taught, I expect you to fight with everything you’ve got," Mahogany instructed. "Use your stances, maintain proper posture, and strike harder with every blow. Do you understand?"


  She raised one hand, and the recruits nodded in unison.


  "Good. Assume your positions."


  The dark-haired girl faced me, her eyes a mixture of reluctance and determination. The freckled boy squared off against Sophia, shifting nervously under Mahogany’s stern gaze. And, as expected, Leo positioned himself across from Mel. Even before their swords clashed, they were locked in a silent battle, their glaring eyes saying more than any words could.


  "Begin," Mahogany commanded.


  I assumed the stance Stormbreaker had drilled into me: one foot forward, knees bent, and sword held low but ready. As the dark-haired girl’s blade came down, I deflected the strike with a satisfying clang. Her eyes widened in surprise, and I noticed a flicker of relief behind her guarded expression.


  Our movements fell into a rhythm, her attacks steady and predictable. I dodged more than I deflected, quickly recognizing openings where I could counterstrike—if the rules allowed it. She smiled faintly each time I evaded her blows as if appreciating the effort I put into the drills. Stormbreaker’s training had sunk in, and it showed.


  Between strikes, I stole glances toward Sophia. She was holding her ground well, though her opponent, the freckle-faced boy, proved stronger than he looked. His rapid, relentless strikes nearly overwhelmed her several times, but Sophia’s icy resolve kept her in the fight. Each time he pressed her, she adjusted, deflecting with precision and holding her own.


  This wasn’t the spectacle Mahogany had hoped for. We weren’t faltering. We weren’t breaking. If anything, we were making her planned humiliation look boring.


  Except for Mel.


  The sharp clatter of metal and the harsh grunts from her side drew my attention. Leo fought with a smug grin, driving Mel to the edge, blow after blow. She stumbled more than once, and the crowd gasped in shared discomfort. Something about Leo gave him an edge over her, which seemed to be some kind of twisted connection from their past. Whatever it was, it wasn’t friendly.


  My opponent swung again, and I raised my blade, gripping it firmly with both hands—one on the hilt, the other bracing the edge—but my focus stayed on Mel.


  Leo landed a hard strike to her shoulder, and she let out a sharp cry of pain.


  "Is this allowed?" I shouted at Mahogany, anger boiling under my skin.


  She didn’t even flinch, her expression betraying the satisfaction she took in watching Mel suffer. To her, this was all part of the lesson—a lesson meant to humiliate one of us, just as she intended.


  "This is perfectly normal," Mahogany said, her voice dripping with satisfaction. "She can’t deflect the blows, but thankfully, the blade doesn’t have an edge. If he were using a sharp blade, then it might be a problem."


  Her words were punctuated by the thwack of another strike.


  Mel raised her sword just in time to block it, a miracle in itself, but Leo’s next blow smashed into her ribs with a force that didn’t seem possible for someone his size.


  She grunted in pain, too drained to scream, but instead of yielding, she clenched her teeth and shoved back at him. He deflected her blow with ease and continued his assault.


  My opponent swung again, but her strikes had lost all focus. She seemed to sense that my attention wasn’t on her anymore. When I glanced over, I saw Sophia and her freckled opponent had also stopped, both watching with wide eyes as Mel fought like her life depended on it.


  No one else moved. The entire training ground had fallen into a stunned silence, every pair of eyes glued to the brutal dance between Mel and Leo.


  Mel deflected Leo’s blows with a wild, desperate precision, matching his attacks strike for strike. Her ferocity grew with each deflection, and the smug grin on Leo’s face slowly faded, replaced by a scowl of frustration. He glanced toward Mahogany, searching for some unspoken permission in her cold, watchful gaze. Whatever he found there seemed to reignite his twisted confidence, and his grin returned. He pressed harder.


  All eyes remained on the fight, captivated by the raw energy pouring from Mel. She stood her ground, a defiant warrior in every sense. But Leo was stronger, and the fight was far from fair.


  He swung in a wide arc, and Mel stepped back to block it, but the heavy metal blade slammed into her hand with brutal force. Her sword clattered to the ground, the metallic clang echoing through the silent field.


  Mel’s posture relaxed slightly—she believed the fight was over. But Leo wasn’t finished.


  With a grunt, he lifted his blade high, ready to bring it down on her unprotected head. Edgeless or not, the weight behind that strike could still kill.


  My body moved before my mind could catch up.


  I sprinted toward them, fueled by pure instinct, hands clenched with every ounce of strength I could summon. The next thing I knew, my fist connected with Leo’s face, his nose crumpling beneath my knuckles with a sickening crunch.


  The crowd gasped in unison as Leo staggered backward, clutching his face.


  Then came the howl—a deep, guttural cry of pain that filled the training ground.


  I never imagined a sound could be so satisfying.


  
    
      Chapter


      Fourteen

    

  


  If the gods were anywhere above or below them, Mel figured they must have a wicked sense of humor.


  She stared at Leo, writhing on the ground, moaning and howling in pain until her eyes shifted to the one standing over him. The man who’d delivered that beautiful punch.


  She had spent the last few years running, always escaping, and now the only two people who had ever managed to catch her stood before her: one bleeding on the ground, the other looming over him like a champion of justice. And for the first time in a long while, she felt a spark of happiness. The one she despised lay broken, and the one she admired stood victorious.


  You must be having a blast up there, she thought dryly. It was obvious to her that if gods existed, they were definitely above them, not below.


  But that fleeting amusement vanished as something darker churned inside her.


  This had been her fight. The fight she’d been dreaming of, steeling herself for. And now John had taken it from her. That isn’t fair, she thought bitterly as she exhaled, pushing herself off the ground.


  No matter how she tried to spin it, the truth hit her like a slap. She’d already lost the moment John intervened. And deeper still, she knew she’d lost long before today. He was the vilest person she had ever met, and yet he had beaten her. Again.


  Once on her feet, Mel clenched her fists, suppressing the overwhelming urge to kick Leo in the gut and finish what John had started. She wanted to stomp on him until there was nothing left but regret in his smug, bloodied face. But she held back. This wasn’t her old life. There were new rules here—rules she barely understood. And, worst of all, Veteran Mahogany was watching them with that grotesque grin like she wasn’t just training recruits but quietly plotting their ruin.


  The sight of it drained Mel’s rage, leaving only exhaustion in its wake. All she wanted now was to be as far away from that tall, small-minded woman as possible.


  The crowd stared, mouths agape, eyes wide with shock, watching as if they couldn’t decide whether John was a hero returning from exile or a villain mid-execution. Maybe both. People, Mel had learned, were weird that way. They’d gawk at tragedy and triumph alike, leaving entertained regardless of the outcome.


  Mahogany lumbered toward John, her eyes gleaming with something dark and unreadable. John, standing firm, merely shrugged, his expression calm as if to say, What else could I have done


  Mel couldn’t suppress a smirk. She liked that easy going nature he had. He could be serious, competent, but not above a little humor. Looking at him, triumphant, made her realize that she wanted to know more about John. She wanted to know where he’d come from, and what made him step in to help her. She even found herself wondering what he smelled like. She wanted to know if his eyes were as beautiful up close as they seemed from a distance.


  Something about him felt so familiar but hard to point like the rare parts of herself she didn’t hate.


  But Mel wasn’t one to step into someone else’s shoes. Sophia had gotten there first, and Mel respected that.


  The blonde mage had a knack for making sure everyone knew their place, and Mel wasn’t eager to test those boundaries. Sophia wasn’t just beautiful—she was terrifying. After seeing her take down two gang members with her magic, Mel had no desire to be next on Sophia’s list.


  Which was a shame, really. Mel let herself steal another glance at John, his angular face catching the light just right. But as her gaze lingered, she felt Sophia’s eyes lock onto hers, sharp and unwavering. Mel quickly looked away.


  Shit. She wasn’t sure what unsettled her more, Sophia’s quiet dominance or the trouble thundering toward them in the form of Mahogany’s looming figure. Either way, she knew the consequences were coming.


  "What were you thinking, John, when you decided to strike an unsuspecting colleague?" Mahogany’s voice came cold and sharp like a blade scraping against stone. She spoke to him as if he were a misbehaving child, not a recruit of the guild. But John didn’t flinch.


  He held her gaze, steady and unwavering, and answered, "I was thinking something along the lines of, I will not let this fucker kill my friend."


  "Such eloquent words." Mahogany snorted. A few in the crowd dared to chuckle at John's boldness, but the moment Mahogany's cold gaze swept over them, silence returned, smothering their amusement.


  "I'm not surprised that's this little bitch's company," Leo spat, his voice thick and muffled by blood. On all fours, he struggled to lift himself but failed miserably. John’s punch had clearly rattled something inside his skull, and he looked far from steady. Yet Mahogany showed no sign of concern.


  Without hesitation, she raised her right foot almost to waist level and swung it with a force that defied her wiry frame. The kick sent Leo a few inches into the air, his gasp escaping along with a spray of blood from his nose and mouth, painting the grass in deep crimson. He tried to scream, but no sound came out. He tried to lift his arms, but they hung limp.


  Mel watched, expecting satisfaction from seeing him humiliated again, but all she felt was a hollow sadness. Disappointment that it wasn’t her kicking his ribs or breaking his face.


  "You stay quiet, boy!" Mahogany barked, her voice tight with anger, her fists clenched so hard her knuckles turned white. She took a deep breath, adjusted her clothing, and turned her icy gaze back to John.


  "You lack eloquence," she said, "but your heart is in the right place. She’ll be diving dungeons with you, won’t she?" She pointed at Mel, who swallowed hard but forced herself to stand tall, ignoring the instinct to hunch her shoulders. The crowd watched her closely, waiting for any sign of weakness.


  "Yes, ma’am!" John answered, his posture firm. His unwavering stance only deepened Mel’s admiration. He looked twenty times more noble than Leo, who belonged to a ten-generation noble family. A family not accustomed to seeing their son beaten down twice in a single day.


  Mahogany’s sharp eyes glinted with something between approval and calculation.


  "You understand the importance of protecting your party members," she said, almost as if she were commending him. The strange flicker of praise in her voice reminded Mel of a schoolteacher, the kind who smiled proudly when you finally wrote your name correctly, after having smacked your hand with a ruler for every mistake.


  "However, it wasn’t your place to pass judgment," Mahogany continued. "You don’t know this yet, but I have a high-speed stat. I was ready to stop him before he struck your disarmed friend."


  John met her gaze without hesitation. "I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’ll need to be faster next time, or I’ll put him down again."


  The air around them thickened as if the entire ravine held its breath. Even the birds stopped singing, their chatter swallowed by the weight of John’s words. Leo’s pained groans seemed to vanish into the silence, every recruits’ eyes glued to Mahogany, waiting to see what she would do next.


  For a moment, Mahogany’s expression was unreadable, as cold as a frozen mountaintop. Mel braced herself, convinced the old adventurer would lash out at John the same way she had with Leo.


  But instead, Mahogany laughed.


  The sound began as a low chuckle, growing into a full-throated belly laugh. She doubled over, clutching her stomach, laughing so hard it echoed off the trees.


  The tension broke like a snapped bowstring. The recruits exhaled as one, the invisible weight lifting from the air. Even Mel let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.


  After almost a minute of uncontrollable laughter, Mahogany finally spoke.


  "You’re not that bad."


  Mel guessed that was the highest compliment the woman was capable of giving anyone, and she felt a spark of pride for John. She didn’t know him well yet, but it was reassuring to know that he’d be by her side in the dungeons.


  "However," Mahogany continued, "as I said before, it’s not your place to pass judgment. That’s why veterans like me—and others, including your friend, Stormbreaker—are instructors here."


  At the mention of Stormbreaker’s name, a collective gasp rippled through the crowd, louder even than the one when John hit Leo. Mel saw the glimmer of awe and fantasy fill the recruits' eyes. She might have reacted the same way if she hadn’t already met Stormbreaker herself. While the adventurer was incredible—worthy of admiration—Mel had come to realize that she, too, was human.


  Strong, capable, but still human, just like the rest of them.


  After Mahogany’s words, the crowd's attention shifted to John. Mel noticed the emotions in their faces: admiration, envy, and even desire. But their hungry gazes didn’t go unnoticed. Sophia’s cold, possessive stare cut through the crowd, a silent warning radiating with murderous intent.


  I’m already in line, girls, Mel thought, amused.


  John sighed but kept his gaze steady on Mahogany. "I’m sorry, ma’am. What can I do to make things right?"


  Mahogany scratched her chin thoughtfully, much like Stormbreaker did when she was deep in thought. It seemed as though she was waiting for John to push back, giving her an excuse to escalate things. But when he remained calm, she made her decision.


  "Not much. I need you to run for two hours around the ravine. Now."


  The simplicity of the punishment surprised Mel. It wasn’t harsh, just tiring. Yet the crowd reacted as though it was a terrible ordeal. Lazy bastards, Mel thought with a grin, watching John’s expression. She could almost see the gratitude in his eyes, though he was smart enough not to say it aloud.


  "Yes, ma’am," he replied. Without hesitation, he moved to the edge of the ravine and readied himself to run.


  Mahogany turned to the recruits. "The rest of you are dismissed." She then strolled toward the small cabin, leaned against its wooden wall with her arms crossed as she fixed her gaze on John as if daring him to falter.


  The recruits rushed toward the cabin, entering one by one. Mel furrowed her brow. How in the seven hells are all of them fitting inside? The cabin, which had looked barely large enough for two people, somehow accommodated them all. She decided not to dwell on it, dismissing the illogical sight.


  Instead, her eyes tracked John. He had already started running, setting a slow and steady pace around the ravine. Then, in the corner of her vision, she noticed Leo crawling toward the line of recruits, his humiliation palpable in every painful movement.


  That was enough to settle her decision.


  Mel sprinted toward John, and she heard Sophia’s light footsteps falling in sync beside her. For a moment, she thought the blonde mage might reprimand her. But when she glanced over, Sophia smiled. Not a warning smile but a genuine one.


  It didn’t say, Touch my boyfriend and I’ll kill you. It felt more like, Let’s do this together.


  Running side by side with John, Mel finally broke the silence that had weighed on her since the fight.


  "Thank you." The words felt lighter than she’d expected, as if they’d been waiting to come out all along.


  John turned to her with a grin.


  "Thank me for what?" he asked, as if the idea made no sense to him.


  Mel smiled back, and the three of them continued running together in comfortable silence, an unspoken understanding forming between them.


  Mahogany watched from the cabin wall, her sharp eyes tracking every step they took. But she made no move to stop them. Mel knew the older adventurer could wait there all morning if she wanted, but that wouldn’t matter. They weren’t the type to quit halfway. If they’d made a promise, they were going to see it through to the end.
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  Before I realized it, the two hours were over. We kept a steady pace, something between a trot and a run. Mahogany had granted us a few breaks along the way, but neither Mel nor Sophia ever complained or asked to slow down.


  To be honest, I was having the time of my life. I’d never run for so long, and it was only now that I began to understand how my stats were reshaping my body. With 5 stat points per level, and already a few levels under my belt, everything felt easier and way more enjoyable.


  I didn’t know Mel or Sophia’s stats, but they didn’t seem far behind. Their postures held steady, their strides in sync with mine the whole way. We barely exchanged words, each of us focused on finishing the task without giving Mahogany the satisfaction of hearing a single complaint. When the two hours ended, Mahogany waved us toward the small shack in the middle of the ravine and disappeared inside.


  How in the seven hells is everyone fitting in there? I wondered, still panting but grinning, satisfied that I’d seen the punishment through. I glanced over my shoulder.


  "Are you girls ready?"


  They both nodded, and I turned the handle, stepping into the shack.


  What I saw inside nearly made my jaw hit the floor.


  The cramped shack had transformed into a massive hall, at least fifty feet wide, with a ceiling soaring high above us. Giant lamps swayed gently from thick chains overhead, casting warm light across the hall. The walls were lined with more lamps, their glow flickering like dancing fireflies.


  But it wasn’t just the size of the place that stole my breath. It was the people.


  Dozens of recruits milled about in the same black-and-green uniforms we had seen earlier. But mixed among them were warriors clad in armor that gleamed under the lamplight—some in heavy plate, others in light, flexible mail. A few were practically naked, carrying weapons far too large for their size. Swords the length of a grown man’s body. Axes broad enough to split a tree in one swing.


  One mage stood off to the side, juggling fire and shadow magic between his hands. In one palm, a flickering flame danced, and in the other, a swirling orb of darkness pulsed like a heartbeat. Beside him, a massive bear wandered lazily through the crowd, brushing past the mage without so much as a glance.


  Nearby, another beast caught my eye. A lion, its golden mane unmistakable. I had only heard stories of such creatures, but seeing one in the flesh was something else entirely.


  For a moment, the bear and the lion locked eyes, and I braced myself, thinking a fight was about to break out. But instead, the two creatures sniffed at each other briefly, then went their separate ways. The bear lumbered on, while the lion flopped onto the floor with a heavy sigh as a woman petted its mane, murmuring praise.


  Just as I began to take it all in, Stormbreaker emerged from the crowd, a grin splitting her face as she walked toward us with arms wide open.


  "Incredible, isn’t it?" She clapped me on the shoulder.


  I blinked, forcing my mouth shut before finally returning her grin.


  "Your dumbfounded faces say it all."


  I glanced behind me to find Mel and Sophia standing in stunned silence, their wide eyes reflecting the same awe.


  "How is this possible?" I asked, shaking my head in disbelief. "I’ve never even heard of anything like this." I didn’t believe even a powerful Magical Inscript user could conjure something this surreal.


  Stormbreaker’s grin didn’t falter. "We don’t know exactly how it’s possible. This magic is beyond anything we’ve mastered. It’s Elven magic. This place was once their hideout—used to conceal troops during one of the ancient wars." She paused as if considering the mystery herself. "At least, that’s the best theory we’ve got. For whatever reason, they never came back for it."


  I finally managed to focus on Stormbreaker, resisting the urge to keep staring at the chaos around us.


  "They didn’t?" I asked. "Maybe they don’t even know this place still exists."


  "The headquarters has been in human hands for a long time," she explained. "We had control over it long before the dungeon portal appeared."


  "So the portal’s here? Inside the guild’s headquarters?" Mel asked, raising a brow and smirking. "That’s... convenient."


  "It is. The portal being here is what made the guild possible. It gave us stability, and it will sustain the guild until the end of time."


  Then, shifting closer to me, she whispered near my ear, her breath warm but her tone sharp. "I see you’ve already started doing the opposite of what I told you."


  I raised my shoulders with a feigned look of innocence.


  "What? Beat a bully?"


  "Draw attention," she hissed, keeping her voice low enough for only Mel, Sophia, and me to hear. "If you keep this up, it’ll get harder to hide your... you know what."


  "I’ll try to pay more attention," I muttered.


  "And if you’re going to beat someone, at least don’t pick one from one of the most powerful families in the country," she added, her voice flat but full of warning.


  That was valuable information. But instead of dwelling on the bigger implications, I shrugged, playing it off. "It seems that there are plenty of other assholes around here, though."


  "A few," Stormbreaker agreed with a sly smile. "And yeah, most of them are nobles." "Not all nobles are bad," she added, shooting a glance at Sophia. "Like Sophia here. She’s one of the good ones. But it’s not uncommon to run into a few Leos along the way."


  She leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a murmur.


  "Just be discreet, alright? We still need to figure out your class’s limits—and your connection to the Nether creatures."


  Her words, laced with secrecy, started to wear on me. It was frustrating, all these whispers and half-truths. But I forced myself to keep calm.


  "Alright, alright," I said, forcing a reassuring smile. "I’ll be careful."


  Stormbreaker studied me for a moment, catching the trace of irritation in my expression. Her shoulders eased, and she gave me a quick pat on the back.


  "Sorry if I’m being too insistent," she said softly. "I just want things to go well for you."


  I gave her a small nod and waited for her to continue, but she didn’t get the chance.


  A loud bell rang, reverberating through the massive hall, drowning out every other sound. It was so sudden and deafening that I barely had time to react before it stopped, leaving the air heavy with silence.


  I lowered my hands from my ears, glancing at Stormbreaker.


  "Right, it’s time for lunch," Stormbreaker said, pointing toward the far end of the hallway. "You’ve got 30 minutes to eat and an hour to rest before your next class. Well, technically your second since you’ve already covered the combat basics."


  "What’s the class?" Sophia asked eagerly, stepping closer with her hands clasped, anticipation written all over her face.


  Stormbreaker grinned. "Monster Combat Class, with me."


  "Oh," Mel muttered, her voice carrying a strange blend of excitement and apprehension. We knew how tough Stormbreaker could be, and her grin told us this class wasn’t going to be a walk in the park.


  "After lunch, head through the exit on the left side of the refectory. Your room is on the third floor—room number 20," Stormbreaker continued.


  "We’re staying together?" Sophia asked, her curiosity edging into disbelief.


  "Of course," Stormbreaker answered smoothly. "We encourage close relationships between party members. You, Mel, and John will share a room. For now, it’s just the three of you, but that can change. Five is the ideal number for a party. If you recruit a healer and a tank—or even two healers—your party will be much more effective."


  The girls’ reactions to this news were interesting. I quickly realized Mel was flushed at the idea of all three of us sharing a room. Meanwhile, Sophia’s expression shifted, her brow tightening with that same flicker of jealousy I’d seen before. It was less intense than the day prior but still enough to make Mel avoid meeting her gaze.


  "All right, see you later. I hope you enjoy the food." Stormbreaker waved to us as she turned back toward the hall.


  "Thanks," I called after her, and we made our way toward the refectory.


  As we walked, Sophia slipped her hand into mine, her touch gentle as her fingers brushed over my bruised knuckles.


  "You okay?" she asked, concern softening her voice.


  "If I wasn’t before, I am now," I reassured her.


  "But you’re thinking about fighting him again, aren’t you?" she asked, her eyes narrowing slightly.


  "Maybe," I admitted with a half-smile. "I doubt he’s gonna let it slide."


  "He won’t," Mel chimed in. "He’s not the type to let things go. You need to watch your back."


  "Tell me more about him?"


  Mel’s expression twisted into a grimace. "Maybe later. I’m not comfortable talking about it right now."


  "Fair enough," I replied. But her gaze had already drifted elsewhere, her demeanor weighed down by whatever memories she was wrestling with.


  Sophia’s expression softened—just for a moment—hinting at a flicker of compassion. But her jealousy was still there, simmering beneath the surface.


  Thankfully, we reached the refectory before the mood could shift further.


  The dining hall was lively, filled with the hum of conversations and clattering dishes. It featured a variety of seating options—some massive tables capable of holding fifty people, others smaller and more intimate, designed for pairs or individuals. Recruits filled the space, their green-and-black uniforms highlighting them amidst the crowd.


  The instructors and guild administrators stood out with their own uniforms, decorated with gold embroidery and insignias over their hearts.


  The rest of the people in the refectory were the most striking of all. These were the guild members not tied up to the administration—free to roam, complete quests for the Magical Inscript, or dive into dungeons for treasure.


  Instructors sat together, and the recruits clustered at larger tables, while the independent guild members kept to their own parties, occupying smaller, more exclusive tables. Power practically radiated from them, making my pulse quicken with excitement.


  We lined up to get food, and the variety was beyond anything I expected. Pork, chicken, beef—alongside meats I couldn’t even identify—and grains of every kind: rice, beans, chickpeas, lentils, and more. I wanted to try a bit of everything, but I knew better than to stuff myself before Stormbreaker’s monster combat class. The last thing I needed was to throw up mid-lesson.


  "Crazy, huh?" I said as we sat down at a small table with three seats. The awe on Mel and Sophia’s faces mirrored my own.


  "I expected it to be magical, but not like this," Sophia replied, biting into a piece of buttered bread. A soft moan escaped her, and she grinned. "And the food—oh my god, it’s delicious." That was the last thing she said as we became too engrossed in the meal to speak.


  Each bite was an explosion of flavor, the kind of food that made talking feel like a distraction.


  Just as we finished, the bell rang, echoing through the hall. Immediately, the crowd scattered toward the dorms, and we followed close behind.


  The path to the dorms felt oddly familiar, resembling my old apartment building back in Mercuria. Plain corridors and stairwells, unremarkable except for the strange knowledge that we were inside a strange magical cabin. The ordinary feel of the place only made the magic beneath it more surreal.


  When we reached the third floor, a row of corridors greeted us. Finding our room wasn’t hard; the dorms were neatly arranged, five rooms per hall. Some recruits leaned against the walls, chatting or sitting on the floor, trying to predict what Stormbreaker’s class would bring. I could almost smell their excitement in the air.


  But not all the excitement was about Stormbreaker. I caught some of their eyes on us. Some looked at us with admiration, others with jealousy, and a few women had their gaze fixed on me as if wanting to undress me with their eyes.


  "What are you looking at?" Sophia’s voice snapped through the corridor, sharp and cold.


  The women turned away immediately, fear flickering across their faces as they averted their eyes.


  How can someone so small be so terrifying? I thought, chuckling as I took her hand and pulled her close to walk beside me. She beamed at the gesture, kissing my knuckles once or twice along the way.


  "What?" I asked, catching her mischievous grin.


  "Nothing at all," she said, the smile never leaving her lips. "Here it is. Room 20." She nodded toward the sign on the door.


  The same strange magic that expanded the cabin seemed to apply here. From the narrow spacing between the doors in the corridor, you’d expect cramped quarters. Instead, we stepped into a large, comfortable room that seemed impossible given the building’s exterior. Three beds awaited us—two against one wall and the third on the opposite side. A massive wardrobe stood in the corner, and Mel rushed to open it, her curiosity getting the better of her.


  Inside, neatly arranged compartments revealed uniforms with each of our names embroidered on them.


  "Stormbreaker definitely had a hand in this," I said, grateful for the thoughtful preparation.


  Sophia, however, wasn’t interested in the uniforms. Instead, she walked over to one of the beds and, with surprising ease, began pushing it toward the other. The heavy wooden frames scraped across the floor with a low rumble until the beds aligned, leaving only a small gap between them.


  "I hope you don’t mind the noise," she said to Mel, who turned crimson once again.


  "We’re going to sleep together, alright?" Sophia added. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. One that didn’t leave much room for negotiation—not that I intended to negotiate.


  I could have objected, but before I could say anything, Sophia darted toward me and wrapped her arms around my waist, pressing herself against my chest. The warmth of her body and the soft press of her breasts against me made it hard to find anything to argue about.


  "I think we should take a nap," she said with a playful smile.


  "Yeah, I think so, too," I replied, already sinking into the bed as exhaustion settled deep into my bones.


  Sophia curled up against me, her warmth spreading through my tired muscles. Mel, though still blushing, didn’t protest, and instead, she sat quietly on the edge of the other bed.


  Sleep took me faster than I expected. The warmth, the comfort, and the soft rhythm of Sophia’s breath lulled me into unconsciousness.


  The next thing I knew, the bell was ringing again, pulling me out of a dreamless slumber.


  Time for monster combat class.


  
    
      Chapter


      Sixteen

    

  


  We scrambled into our uniforms as fast as we could and hurried into the hallway, which was almost deserted. Only a few late recruits lingered ahead, their shadows stretching along the walls. We followed quickly, the sound of our footsteps echoing in the quiet corridors.


  Though the halls all looked identical, the signs on the walls made it easy to find our way. In no time, we reached the door of the monster combat class. A crowd of students gathered around it, murmuring in excitement.


  But one group stood apart from the rest.


  Leo’s.


  He stood front and center, flanked by two hulking figures who could have been pulled straight from the pages of a cheap pulp novel—big, brutish, and identical enough to be twins. With their arms crossed, they mimicked Leo’s stance perfectly, working hard to look as intimidating as possible. And judging by their glares, we were the intended targets of their hostility.


  I, however, couldn’t stop grinning. Leo’s face was a sight to behold, his nose swathed in bandages, bruises blooming purple beneath both eyes. The swollen, red-tipped nose made him look like a sad caricature of himself. I was grateful the guild hadn’t wasted a healing potion on him. And it seemed like Leo’s bruised ego had monopolized the bad attention. I noticed other students greeting us with nods and friendly smiles.


  Maybe they aren’t so bad after all.


  But Sophia didn’t share my optimism. Her scowl deepened every time a girl so much as glanced my way, her possessive energy filling the air.


  "You don’t need to act like that, you know?" I said, leaning against the wall, far enough from the crowd to keep my distance but close enough to see when Stormbreaker arrived.


  "Of course I do. I see how those bitches are looking at you." Sophia nudged Mel, who seemed caught off guard by the sudden shift. “Right, Mel?”


  Mel blinked as if trying to catch up. "I guess so," she replied, shrugging with a touch of awkwardness.


  I fought back a grin. At least they were getting along.


  Stormbreaker swept through the corridor like a gust of wind, paying no attention to us or anyone else. The faint scent she carried hit me, intoxicating and sharp. Her light armor hugged her curves perfectly, just as it had the day we met. Her hair streamed behind her as if carried by an invisible breeze.


  Where’s that wind coming from? I wondered, but the question evaporated as I watched her stride ahead, a picture of effortless beauty and command.


  Sophia’s elbow jabbed into my side—not lightly this time, but with just enough force to make me wince.


  "Ouch!" I protested, rubbing my ribs. But her sly smile told me she didn’t actually reprove my stare. Even Sophia couldn’t deny how hard it was not to look at Stormbreaker.


  We followed her into the classroom, filing in one by one.


  The room was circular, with three rows of cemented benches rising along the walls. Those who arrived early had claimed the upper seats, leaving us with the front row near the ground. We sat down, close enough to feel the energy radiating from the instructor.


  In the center of the room stood Stormbreaker, framed by the open space around her. Weapons of every kind lined the shelves along the walls—blades, maces, bows, and other tools of war.


  "Welcome to the monster combat class," she announced, spreading her arms wide. The students stared at her in awe, their jaws practically on the floor. But Stormbreaker didn’t seem fazed by their admiration, nor did she bask in it.


  "I’ve heard good things about you from your basic combat instructor," she continued. "That gives me confidence in your abilities today. But be warned: the lesson ahead will not be easy. It will challenge you, and some of you may not like it. But it’s a necessary one. Are you ready?"


  The room remained silent, no one daring to answer. All eyes were glued on her, mouths slightly agape, as if they couldn’t believe they were seeing her in the flesh.


  Stormbreaker smiled slightly, a knowing look in her eyes. "I’ll take that as a yes."


  "The stories they tell about me are exaggerated," Stormbreaker said with a half-smile. "I’m not that big of a hero. You can act naturally around me." Her words had little effect on the awe-struck crowd, but she carried on. "I’m just an instructor here. The wardens are far stronger than me. Some of them have already reached level 60, which, as you know, is the maximum level."


  "Yeah, but none of them did it as fast as you. Or with lightning skills," a guy sitting above me called out.


  "And they’re all healers," added a girl next to me. "You’ve got direct combat skills—and a rare affinity. Lightning magic isn’t something you see every day."


  "That’s true," Stormbreaker admitted, nodding. "But it doesn’t change the fact that the wardens are way above me in power. They reached the maximum level and lived to tell the tale." Her expression darkened slightly. "I’m level 45... but I lost all my party members along the way. And it wasn’t just a few."


  The air in the room grew heavy, excitement giving way to somber reflection. Several students slumped in their seats, the thrill of diving into dungeons tempered by the cold reality: death was a constant companion, always lurking, always waiting.


  "Don’t take it the wrong way," Stormbreaker continued, her voice softening. "If I’d been better prepared, I might have saved some of them. That’s why you’re here—to avoid the mistakes I made." She paused, looking each of us in the eye. "Knowledge is your greatest weapon. Facing a new, unexplored floor is dangerous, but walking into an already charted level without the proper knowledge? That’s just stupidity. And I was, for a long time, that stupid.


  "Many divers of my generation hated classes, hated books. They thought the only way to learn was by diving headfirst into the unknown." She sighed deeply. "They’re all dead. My job is to make sure none of you end up the same way."


  Stormbreaker began pacing across the room, her gaze sharp and genuine. There was no deception in her eyes, just the fierce determination of someone who wanted us to survive. I felt an unexpected surge of gratitude that she had found me that day at the blacksmith’s forge.


  She clapped her hands, the sharp sound making half the class jump in their seats.


  "Alright! Does everyone already have a party?" she asked.


  Students nodded, shifting to show their group numbers. Most were in groups of four or five. Ours—with just me, Mel, and Sophia—was one of the smaller ones. Leo’s group mirrored ours, a trio with him at the center, flanked by his two massive thugs.


  I couldn’t help but grin at their ridiculous posturing, but Leo caught my smile and glared, stepping forward as if to start something. I tensed, ready to meet him halfway, but Stormbreaker cleared her throat, stopping us both in our tracks.


  "Behind this door"—she gestured toward the large entrance at the front of the room—"lies a challenge designed to prepare you for what’s to come. What happens inside is confidential. You will keep it to yourselves until the last party enters. If anyone talks, I’ll know, and the consequences will be... unpleasant." Her eyes glinted with unspoken authority, and the murmuring students quickly fell silent.


  "Form a line and wait here," she instructed, pointing toward the entrance.


  Before I could even think about getting one of the first spots, the other groups surged forward, crowding the door in their eagerness.


  I exchanged glances with Mel and Sophia, a silent understanding passing between us. Whatever awaited behind that door, we were ready for it—together.


  "Good, I like to see the commitment," Stormbreaker said with a grin, holding the door open. Beyond it, the room was pitch-black—impossible to see what waited inside. The first group to step forward was a trio: two women of average build, one blonde and one brunette, with a massive guy between them. From the looks of their formation, the big man was likely a tank, with the women acting as support. They seemed more than capable of handling an exercise.


  Time dragged on painfully, every second stretching like an eternity. My nerves gnawed at me, my nails cut almost down to the flash. I could feel the same tension rippling through the room, a rhythm of anxious foot-tapping filling the air. Everyone seemed caught in the same uneasy anticipation.


  Leo and his thugs stood just ahead of us, doing their best to look composed, but their restless fidgeting told another story. They snapped their fingers, wiped their brows, and tightened their grips on their weapons with shaking hands.


  Ten minutes passed—or was it thirty? Time blurred as we waited. Then, finally, the first trio emerged from the blackened room.


  They looked like they’d been through hell.


  Their faces were streaked with blood, and for a moment, I thought all three were injured. Then I realized most of the blood belonged to the big guy. His skin had gone pale, and dark bruises formed around his eyes. He stumbled between the two women, barely able to stand. If he kept bleeding like that, he wouldn’t last much longer. The two women, struggling under his weight, were on the verge of collapsing.


  Shock rippled through the crowd, paralyzing everyone in place.


  Stormbreaker stood calmly by the door, waving for the next group to step forward as if nothing was amiss.


  I couldn’t just stand there. I rushed to the trio, taking the place of the blonde woman, who looked like she was about to buckle. I steadied the injured man, guiding him to a nearby wall and lowering him to sit. His eyes were wide with something worse than pain—pure, unfiltered fear.


  He knew how close he was to death.


  The brunette knelt beside him, her hands glowing as she pressed them against his forehead. Healing magic spread from her palms, and the blood staining his skin flowed back into his wounds, knitting the torn flesh together. His breathing steadied, and the light returned to his eyes, if only a little. Relief washed over the women as their friend clung to life.


  "Are you alright?" I asked the big guy, keeping my voice low.


  He nodded weakly. "Thanks, man," he rasped, voice as rough as sandpaper. I patted his shoulder, giving him a reassuring squeeze, then returned to my place beside Sophia and Mel.


  Stormbreaker remained at the door as calm as ever.


  Leo and his thugs shuffled forward, but their bravado had faded. The sight of the first group stumbling out, battered and broken, had drained the smugness from Leo’s face. His two goons looked equally uneasy; their earlier menace had been replaced with something closer to dread.


  As the trio disappeared into the blackened room, Stormbreaker closed the door behind them with a quiet click.


  And we waited.


  Again.
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  People continued filing in and out of the room. Some looked slightly better than the first trio, while others emerged with fresh bruises and cuts. But none wore a more victorious grin than Leo and his lackeys.


  Despite the minor wounds on the others, Leo sported a nasty gash just under his eye, complementing his already misshapen nose. Yet, even that didn’t dampen his arrogant smile.


  What the hell is going on in there? I wondered. Is Stormbreaker fighting all of them? No, that wouldn’t make sense... Maybe it’s some sort of high-level monster? Whatever it was, it was clearly rough on everyone. Healers lined the walls, treating battered recruits as they exited.


  The realization that every other group had a healer gnawed at me. Without one, our odds of getting through unharmed were few. I didn’t worry much about myself—I could handle a few scrapes—but the thought of Sophia or Mel getting seriously hurt tightened a knot in my chest. Stormbreaker wasn’t kidding about needing a healer. But among this batch of recruits, it looked like every healer was already taken.


  We’ll just have to get through this and find one later, I decided. Recruiting a healer would be my top priority once this was over. If forming strong parties was key to survival in the guild, as Stormbreaker had said, finding the right person wouldn’t be optional. It would be essential.


  I glanced at Sophia and Mel. They both looked ready, as if their minds were already racing through the possibilities of what awaited us. Just then, Stormbreaker’s silhouette appeared in the doorway, waving us forward.


  Our time had come.


  We followed her into the darkened room. The moment we crossed the threshold, the darkness lifted, as if we’d walked through an invisible veil. What lay beyond wasn’t a dungeon filled with monsters, nor a battlefield littered with traps. It was a plain room, containing only a desk, a chair behind it, and a single door along the far wall.


  Stormbreaker strode to the desk, sat down, and grabbed three sheets of paper from a stack beside her. She lifted a small lens to her eye, examining the documents without saying a word.


  I exchanged a quick glance with Sophia and Mel. Both of them were sweating, though neither made a move to wipe their brows. The tension was palpable, with each of us ready for a fight, expecting something to go down at any moment.


  Stormbreaker cleared her throat, still reading through the papers.


  "Except for Sophia, I don’t have much information on either of you," she said, her voice calm but deliberate. "Unfortunately, I only have a few days to assess you fully. But from what I’ve seen, I believe you have the potential to be good members of this guild—and capable enough to handle the challenge I've prepared for you."


  Her words were measured, giving nothing away. My pulse quickened. Is she going to jump across the desk and attack us? My hand twitched, ready to summon my battle axe if things went sideways. Sophia and Mel stood tense beside me, their breathing shallow but controlled.


  Stormbreaker kept her gaze steady, waiting, as if daring us to make the first move.


  “Before you begin, I’d like to inform you that your father is receiving proper care, Sophia. The special treatment he was promised is underway.”


  Sophia exhaled, a long sigh of relief slipping past her lips. It felt like watching a heavy weight lift from her shoulders. Her entire expression softened as a bright smile bloomed, sweeping away the fear and tension that had gripped her moments earlier.


  “Thank you.” She clasped her hands together, gratitude shining in her eyes.


  Stormbreaker shook her head. “Don’t thank me. You still need to prove yourself to the guild. If you need to be grateful to anyone, thank John. He’s the reason you stand here now.”


  Sophia turned toward me and mouthed a silent thank you. She didn’t need to say it, but I enjoyed it anyway.


  “Head through the door behind me, and I hope your blades are sharp.” Stormbreaker gestured toward the door with a flick of her hand. “If the challenge overwhelms you, press the button, and you’ll be released immediately.”


  “What button? Mel asked, glancing around in confusion.


  Stormbreaker answered with a raised brow, her expression unchanging as she kept pointing at the door.


  We slipped past her, tension knotting in my stomach. With Stormbreaker, every lesson felt like a trap waiting to be activated. The door swallowed us in darkness, but as we stepped through, it gave way to a dazzlingly white room.


  For a moment, I thought I’d gone blind—white light stretched endlessly in every direction, void of shadows or depth. Then I saw my hands, followed by the women beside me.


  No obstacles. No cover. Just us, standing exposed in a blank arena.


  Before I could speak, glowing words appeared before us:


  Monster Combat Class is about to begin. Skills are disabled. Stats set to 5. Relics unavailable. Only weapons and your bodies may be used as weapons. Survive the waves of monsters, or press the button if you can't handle it. Fatal injuries are a possibility.


  What happened to all that ‘I want you to survive’ talk earlier? I thought, frowning at the message. A small button hovered in the corner of my vision, the word EXIT glowing in red beneath it. One mental command would trigger it, but quitting wasn’t an option.


  First wave arriving in 3, 2, 1...


  A portal burst open in the room’s center in a chaotic swirl of green light. Waves of magic churned and twisted together, forming a doorway to somewhere unknown. Is this connected to the dungeon? The thought flickered in my mind, but I had no time to dwell on it.


  Figures emerged from the portal.


  First, their feet—small, thick, and oddly muscular—followed by their gnarled hands and hunched forms. Three goblins stumbled forward, their skin the green of summer leaves. Rusty breastplates clung to their wiry bodies, and ragged trousers swayed as they moved. Tusks curled from their upper lips, and thick rings pierced their round noses, giving them the look of beasts waiting for a fight. Their bloodshot eyes gleamed with rage, and they let out bone-chilling screams.


  At first, they looked confused, but as soon as their eyes locked on us, their intent became clear: kill us before we could kill them.


  They charged, their movements gangly and uncoordinated. They were unarmed, but their long fingers and sharp nails looked more than capable of ripping through flesh.


  Thankfully, we were ready. Mel with her daggers, and Sophia and I with our swords, all poised for the fight. Sophia stood on one side of me, Mel on the other, both gripping their weapons tightly. I stepped forward, targeting the goblin in the middle while the others engaged the other two.


  It ended quickly, almost too easily. My sword sliced through the goblin’s throat like paper. It staggered, clutching its neck, a gurgle rising from its throat before it crumpled to the floor. Sophia drove her sword into her goblin’s chest, and Mel slashed hers across the throat, mirroring my strike.


  The goblins hit the ground and dissolved into dust.


  First wave concluded. Congratulations. Second wave of monsters arriving in 3, 2, 1.


  The purpose of the exercise started to click as we prepared for the next wave. This time, six goblins emerged from the portal, splitting into pairs. It was like they were programmed to keep the challenge balanced, ensuring each of us faced two enemies. They still had no weapons but moved faster, though not fast enough to catch us off guard.


  We dispatched them almost as quickly as the first wave. Two goblins fell beneath my sword with single strikes, leaving me time to assist Sophia, who struggled to find an opening without exposing herself to a counterattack from her second opponent.


  We finished the second wave without taking any hits, but unease flickered across their faces. How many waves are we supposed to fight? I wondered as more words appeared in the air.


  Second wave of monsters concluded. Third wave of monsters arriving in 3, 2, 1.


  The portal reappeared, and this time nine goblins stumbled out, glancing around as if they might start fighting each other. Then one growled, pointing toward us. The rest of the group stilled, their focus snapping into place. They began shifting positions, one moving from the far right to the far left as if organizing themselves to match us—like certain goblins were better suited to fight Mel, Sophia, or me.


  I gritted my teeth. We can't wait.


  “Attack!” I barked, shooting a glance at Sophia and Mel. They caught on instantly, and we charged forward. Instead of rushing the goblins that had singled me out, I veered left, targeting the ones advancing on Sophia.


  These goblins were bulkier and bigger than the others, while the ones in the middle looked thinner and more agile. I wasn’t about to make things easy for them. If they wanted to strategize to kill me, I’d do the same against them.


  The goblins hesitated, caught off guard by my quick, decisive movement. My sword cut through the air in a wide arc, slicing through the first goblin’s breastplate and catching the second just below the armpit. Its flesh split, and the creature shrieked, collapsing in a heap. The third goblin reacted faster, leaping back before lunging toward me.


  I matched its movement, retreating just in time and almost stumbling into Sophia, who shifted toward the goblins in the middle. The goblin lunged for her, claws extended, but my blade swung upward in a clean strike, cleaving its face in half.


  The goblin on the far left froze, stunned by the ferocity of our attack. It made no attempt to block or dodge my final strike. I aimed for its neck, feeling the blade bite through muscle, followed by the sharp crack of metal against its armor. Sophia had slain her goblin, too, but her sword lodged deep in its chest, and she struggled to pull it free.


  Mel fought three goblins at once, her daggers slicing through the air in sweeping arcs to keep them at bay. She divided her focus between the goblins and Sophia, ensuring none of the creatures took advantage of her vulnerability. I finished my fight and rushed to help, just in time to see a goblin lunge toward Sophia’s exposed side.


  Without hesitation, I thrust my sword forward, the momentum carrying the blade deep into the goblin’s body just below the ribs. It thrashed violently as it fell, nails scraping against my arms, and it dragged me down with it. I twisted my blade, forcing myself upright while the goblin’s movements slowed, and it stilled beneath me.


  There’s another one. I yanked my sword free and turned just as the third goblin lunged. Before I could react, a metallic clang rang out, followed by a sharp cry. Sophia had slit the goblin’s throat.


  The last three goblins hesitated, fear clear in their bloodshot eyes. They dodged Mel’s swings, but their will to fight crumbled. Sophia and I closed in from either side, trapping them between us. The goblins fell before they could mount a proper defense, their bodies collapsing in quick succession. I felt bruises forming along my arms, but we emerged otherwise unharmed.


  Third wave of monsters concluded. Fourth wave of monsters arriving in 3, 2, 1.


  “Shit,” I muttered, catching my breath. “They could at least give us some water between waves,” I joked, watching as the fallen monsters and blood vanished, leaving only the swirling portal behind.


  I braced myself for the next wave, expecting twelve goblins, but only three figures emerged. For a moment, I thought there’d been a mistake. Then I saw the armor, and the truth hit me. These weren’t regular goblins. They were war goblins. Second only to hobgoblins, these creatures commanded the goblin forces we’d just fought.


  They wore light armor, polished and deadly, with massive blades in their hands. Their helms left their faces exposed, revealing skin the color of dark sludge like mud churned up in a rainstorm. Their eyes, nothing but blood-red pupils, gleamed with pure malice.


  There was no hesitation in these creatures, no sign of strategy or training. They charged straight at us, as if they already knew all they needed. No doubts, only the urge to fight and win.


  Unfortunately for them, I had the same intentions.


  Instinct screamed at me to unleash an empowered swing, to call upon Light Rune or enhance Sophia’s ice shards. But those instincts died fast when the truth hit me. I was cut off from the Magical Inscript. It felt like losing a limb I hadn’t realized I relied on so heavily.


  The weight of that realization struck in the middle of the fourth wave as fear threatened to wash over me. Whether it was the menacing armor, the oversized swords, or the lack of a healer, I didn’t know. But fear had no place here. I shoved it aside, focusing on the only thing that mattered: hurting them before they could hurt my companions.


  I lunged at the first war goblin, swinging my blade down hard, aiming for the gap between its neck and helm. The creature raised its sword, deflecting my strike with a powerful shove. I attacked again, only to meet the same resistance. My teeth clenched as I pressed on, blow after blow, but the war goblin, though straining, blocked every swing. It wasn’t counterattacking yet, waiting instead for me to slip.


  Metal clanged against metal beside me, but no sounds of pain accompanied it.


  I couldn’t risk looking away. The goblin studied me, waiting for an opening. I had to act first. I swung again, and when our swords met, I didn’t pull back. Instead, I let my blade slide along the goblin’s until our pommels nearly touched. Its rancid breath hit me like a wall as our eyes locked, both of us grunting with the strain of trying to overpower the other.


  I pushed harder, every ounce of strength summoned from years of swinging hammers, pounding anvils, and hauling weight that could crush a lesser man. That muscle memory surged forward as I gave a final shove, forcing the war goblin to stumble back.


  Before it could recover, I struck again. This time, I was too fast. My blade slipped into the gap between its arm and shoulder, drawing a ragged gasp from the creature. But I didn’t stop. I swung again, though the goblin dodged by a hair’s breadth, and my missed strike left me open.


  Pain exploded in my shoulder as the pommel of its sword smashed into me. My knees buckled, and for a fleeting second, I thought I might go down.


  Then I heard the scream.


  It wasn’t from the goblins. The sound tore through the air, raw and filled with agony. It was Sophia or Mel.


  My blood ignited. My sword moved faster than it had all fight, driven by something deeper than stats or skills. My sword cleaved through the goblin with brutal force. It had no time to react. Its dying scream was cut short, drowned by the blood gurgling in its throat. The blade carved from neck to chin and on to forehead, slipping through the gaps in its helm with deadly precision. One moment, it had the upper hand. The next, it was dead.


  I spun around and saw Sophia pinned beneath a goblin, a sword embedded deep in her shoulder. The creature loomed over her, savoring the pain it inflicted as she pounded at its leg with her free hand. It twisted the blade in her flesh, and her scream tore through the room, louder than anything I’d ever heard. My heart pounded in my chest, ready to burst. With a howl, I charged, my sword leading the way.


  The goblin turned just in time to meet its end. The sword found the opening in its helm, driving between its eyes and piercing straight through to the other side.


  I barely confirmed its death before Mel’s voice rang out in desperation. “Help! I can’t hold it off any longer!”


  I rushed to her side. Sophia gave me a nod—she was okay for now. I turned back to Mel, who struggled to hold off the goblin’s relentless strikes, her movements slowing with each clash. The creature seemed to grow stronger as she weakened, feeding off her exhaustion.


  The goblin raised its sword for another swing, but I intercepted the blow, meeting it with a hard clash. Seizing the moment, Mel thrust her blade into the goblin’s ribcage.


  It staggered, trying to retreat, but her sword had already pierced its armor, cutting deep into muscle. It grimaced, its grip faltering as pain overtook it. I saw the opening and struck again, locking its blade with mine.


  With a sharp kick to its chest, I sent the goblin stumbling. Mel’s dagger slid free from its flesh, and the goblin dropped its weapon, clutching the wound instinctively. Before it could react, my sword flashed through the air. In one smooth motion, I severed its head from its body. It hit the ground with a loud thud, and just like that, the room fell silent.


  Fourth wave of monsters concluded


  If there's one more, we're doomed, I thought, though I kept it to myself. No point in making anyone more desperate. We could always press the button and escape. I glanced at Sophia, noticing her pale face. Maybe leaving was the smarter option.


  But before I could decide, new text flashed before us:


  Exercise concluded. Your team completed the exercise in 5 minutes and 15 seconds. This is the record for your class and the third fastest in the guild’s history. Congratulations.


  “It’s over,” I muttered.


  Mel exhaled a shaky breath, a grin spreading across her face. Until she saw Sophia on the ground.


  I hurried over to Sophia. “It’s over,” I repeated, hoping to reassure her.


  The door behind us creaked open, and Stormbreaker’s silhouette appeared in the frame. But Sophia didn’t respond. Her face was as pale as the white walls surrounding us, and the edges of her eyes darkened. She was bleeding out—of that I was certain. Any sense of victory evaporated in an instant.


  “We should take out the sword,” Mel whispered at my side. She’d moved so quietly that I hadn’t noticed her, or maybe I was too focused on Sophia.


  “No. If it hit an artery, pulling it out will only make her bleed faster. We need a healer, now.”


  I lifted Sophia carefully, and Mel stepped in to support her other side. Sophia grunted in pain, her breath ragged as we hoisted her up. At the door, Stormbreaker hesitated for a moment, but then she stepped aside, allowing us to pass.


  We stumbled into the room with the other recruits, their wide eyes locking onto us. Fear and apprehension hung heavy in the air, plastered across their faces. A flicker of doubt crept in. Will they help us?


  “We need a healer, now!” I shouted, my voice booming through the room.


  Silence greeted me.


  
    
      Chapter


      Eighteen

    

  


  "Did you hear me? We need a healer!" I shouted, making sure everyone in the room heard me this time. Maybe Stormbreaker had been right. Maybe people would hold a grudge against Sophia for what she’d done before joining the guild. I expected resentment, but outright ignoring someone dying in front of them was beyond what I imagined.


  Before my anger could take over, someone stepped forward—the same woman who had healed the big guy I’d helped earlier.


  “Over here,” she said, motioning to an empty spot against the wall.


  I laid Sophia down as gently as I could. Every movement made her grunt in pain, but at least she stayed conscious. Her eyes fluttered, rolling back into her head, and panic began to creep in. How long could she last? Just as I felt myself slipping into fear, the healer’s voice anchored me.


  “Remove the sword. Quickly.”


  I didn’t hesitate. As soon as the blade slid free, Sophia’s eyes shot open, and she screamed—a raw, agonizing sound that echoed painfully through the room.


  Stormbreaker remained unfazed, waving a hand and calling the next group to enter the training room as if nothing had happened. I glanced at her, wondering if she cared at all or if her earlier words had just been for show.


  “It hit an artery... I’ll need help,” the healer called, looking at her surroundings.


  For a moment, no one moved, and I braced myself for the worst. Then, two more healers stepped forward, clasping hands and channeling warm light from their palms.


  Others followed, forming a line of healers, one from nearly every party present. It was hard to make sense of these guild members. One minute they acted like indifferent pricks, and the next, they stepped up to help without hesitation. But I was grateful, regardless.


  The healing light poured into Sophia, and slowly, the pallor in her skin gave way to a healthier hue. Her eyes flickered open, then settled on mine. A wide grin spread across her face.


  “You’re alive,” I muttered, realizing only then how tightly I was gripping her hand.


  “Barely... but I’d still like my hand back.”


  A soft chuckle escaped me as I released her hand, noticing how pale it still was compared to the rest of her.


  “It looks like you care,” she teased, her voice weak but playful.


  “Of course I care.” I sat beside her, brushing her damp hair away from her forehead and tucking it behind her ears. She looked more alive now than she had moments ago despite still being in recovery.


  “You seem happy, too,” she remarked, her gaze shifting to Mel, who wore a rare grin.


  Mel shrugged as if trying to act indifferent, though the smile lingered on her face.


  “We’re companions, aren’t we?” Mel took Sophia’s other hand gently. They exchanged a quiet smile, and for a brief moment, the weight of the battle lifted.


  I glanced around the room. Everyone had returned to their own groups, leaving only the first healer with us. She sat down beside Sophia, shoulders slumped from exhaustion.


  “Your run was fast.” The healer’s voice was heavy with fatigue. It dawned on me how much healing drained a person, and I realized just how little I knew about mana and how it worked.


  “We’re not supposed to talk about what happens inside,” I murmured.


  The healer gave me a knowing look. “Everyone here has already been through it. There’s no need to keep secrets anymore. You gave up, didn’t you?” The healer’s tone held a spark of genuine curiosity. “We sure did. As soon as the ones with swords appeared, we freaked out. Gunnar was already half-dead by the third wave. But at least you fought.” She nodded toward our bloodied swords with a smile.


  “We won,” I whispered, almost to myself, and the healer’s eyes widened in surprise.


  Just then, the last group stumbled out of the training room. They were in rough shape, but none were as bad as Sophia had been.


  Stormbreaker entered behind them, a satisfied grin spreading across her face. Anger flared in my chest. I hadn’t realized how deeply I cared for Sophia until her life had hung by a thread. Now, seeing the woman responsible for putting us in that situation smiling only stoked the fire. She caught my glare, and her expression softened, if only slightly.


  “As I made clear before,” she began, her voice calm but firm, “the dungeons are unforgiving. Situations like today’s will happen on the dungeon floors. Whether it’s the first floor or the tenth, surprises will always be waiting. I didn’t endanger you for no reason, nor did I place your lives on the line just to make a point.”


  She paced slowly, meeting the eyes of each recruit. Some looked furious, others eager, but most were just scared.


  “I knew there were healers among you,” she continued, “and I trusted that, as part of the same guild, you would help each other. And I was right. Everyone is fine, and now you learnt a hard lesson. No one died, and you’ve gained experience facing goblins and war goblins. The odds of encountering as many at once inside a real dungeon are slim. When you step inside tomorrow, you’ll be more than prepared. You’ll thank me later.”


  “Tomorrow?” someone from the crowd gasped.


  “Yes, tomorrow,” Stormbreaker confirmed, her tone unyielding, “you’ll enter the dungeon for the first time. I’ll provide more details during the next class. For now, collect yourselves and rest. Instructor Mahud will cover the first floor—its geography, climate, and the enemies you’ll encounter, including the war goblins and the hobgoblin that always spawns as the first-floor boss.”


  Murmurs rippled through the room, excitement and anxiety mingling among the recruits. I couldn’t deny the flicker of excitement stirring in my chest. Somehow, my annoyance began to vanish, fading into the background.


  Sophia gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “Let it go,” she whispered. “I’m fine. She didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “What did I do?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “You were ready to murder her with your gaze.” Mel smirked, placing a hand on my shoulder and helping me to my feet. I turned and did the same for Sophia.


  “Mel’s right. Relax. We’re fine. And we won, didn’t we?” Sophia added, her soft smile easing the tension coiled inside me.


  I took a deep breath and nodded. "Yeah, we did."


  Before the first group could exit the room, Leo’s voice rang out above the others.


  “What about the scores?” His tone was sharp, arms crossed, one eyebrow raised in challenge.


  Stormbreaker turned her gaze toward him, and the intensity of her look drained all the bravado from Leo’s stance. He shrank under her stare, suddenly looking small and embarrassed. The silence dragged, amplifying the awkwardness. Just when I thought we might leave without an answer, Leo cleared his throat and tried again.


  “Can you tell us the score, ma’am? I’m curious if I won.”


  His voice carried a certainty, as if he believed he had topped the rankings—or at least come close.


  “Let me see,” Stormbreaker said, her eyes distant as if accessing a hidden menu in the Magical Inscript. “Leo Neville and his party… you placed second in the class and tenth overall in the guild’s general ranking.”


  Some people around Leo patted him on the back, a few even clapped, but his expression stayed flat.


  “What? Second? That can’t be right. We finished faster than everyone else, and none of us got injured.”


  Stormbreaker smirked. “You performed well, Leo. But John, Mel, and Sophia finished three minutes faster than you.” She tilted her head slightly. “You thought they’d given up because Sophia was wounded? They fought fiercely and fast. The war goblins never stood a chance.”


  What happened to keeping a low profile? I thought as every eye in the room turned toward me. Their stares felt heavy, a mix of amusement and something else. Was it fear? I couldn’t tell if they were afraid of us or of what Leo might do next. His face twisted, rage simmering beneath the surface like a storm waiting to break.


  Stormbreaker wasn’t finished. “They finished just behind me and my party from back in the day—and the wardens, who’ve held first place for a long time.”


  Now it was our turn for pats on the shoulder, congratulations, and even a few cheers. The mood grew lighter, but Stormbreaker cut through it with her sharp tone.


  “Don’t let this go to your heads. There are no controlled environments inside the dungeon, and no one will cheer when you return from the first level. I expect all of you to come back. If you don’t, it’ll be a disgrace.”


  Her words cast a cold shadow over the room. The mention of death snuffed out the celebratory mood, and silence settled in once more.


  Then Stormbreaker smiled again, her mood shifting like a sudden breeze. The way she balanced between sharpness and care threw everyone off—but I was already getting used to her ways.


  “However,” she continued, “I’m proud of what you accomplished today. You all did exceptionally well, and I believe you’ll make fine guild members. I look forward to hearing about your achievements tomorrow. Now, go. Mahud will be waiting for you in the classroom in a few minutes. Don’t embarrass me by being late.”


  With that, she dismissed us, her words lingering in the air as we made our way toward our next lesson, the weight of what lay ahead settling over all of us.


  We had some time to clean up and prepare for the next class, but my thoughts kept drifting toward tomorrow. I couldn’t wait to step into the dungeon and finally discover what awaited us. No more exercises or theory. Just the real thing, with my life hanging in the balance and glory waiting on the other side.


  When we returned to our rooms, we found extra uniforms waiting for us. After a quick change, we made our way to the second class. It was only a short walk from the first room, so finding it was easy enough.


  Instructor Mahud greeted us as we entered. He was short and stocky, with the build of a chubby innkeeper, but a closer look revealed thick muscle beneath his clothes. His beard, long and wild, nearly reached his belly button, and he spoke with an accent I couldn’t place—likely from one of the islands near Mercuria, known for their woodworking skills and proximity to the elves. It was the only place I knew where men never trimmed their beards, and Mahud’s looked untouched by a blade for years.


  "Alright," he began, his deep voice carrying a playful undertone, "I hear you’ve already met some goblins. Stormbreaker has her own way of doing things. Not sure I’d do it her way, but what you learned today will serve you well."


  Mahud was hard to read, but he felt approachable, which was a welcome change from the stern intensity of Instructor Mahogany. Over the next hour, he described the first floor’s layout: a maze of twisting tunnels, along with hints about the temperature and signs to follow when searching for the exit or the boss room.


  He detailed goblin physiology and behavior. As I’d guessed, the creatures were clever, though they fought like wild children rather than disciplined soldiers.


  War goblins, Mahud explained, were slightly smarter and more dangerous, driven by bloodlust and recklessness but compensating with brute strength. Then came the hobgoblin—the largest, most cunning of the lot, always flanked by war goblins. Facing one would be a challenge, especially with its entourage. The thought of it was daunting, but for me, it sparked more excitement than fear.


  Would have been nice to know this before we fought them, I thought.


  Mel leaned in and echoed my thoughts with a muttered, “I guess she doesn’t believe in teaching without torture.” We both stifled quiet laughter as Mahud’s gaze flicked toward us.


  It didn’t take long for him to wrap up the lesson. He dismissed us to eat and rest, leaving us to mull over everything we had learned.


  Later that night, after long baths and a hearty dinner in the refectory, we prepared for bed. I sat on my own, lost in thought, reflecting on everything that had happened. I stared at my open palms, noticing the small calluses near the base of my fingers.


  I’d built them over years of hammering iron and shaping steel, working from sunrise to sundown, and they still remained. Being a blacksmith felt like a distant memory, a life I had left behind. But strangely, in the past week, being anything other than a blacksmith seemed unimaginable. I sighed, shoving the thoughts aside as Sophia stepped out of the bathroom.


  She wore an almost transparent nightgown, but with the light behind her, all I could make out was her silhouette, teasingly obscuring what lay beneath the fabric. I felt a twinge of disappointment. But as she moved toward me, slow and deliberate, Mel’s reaction stole my attention.


  Mel lay on the bed, reading under the soft glow of a desk lamp, but the second she noticed Sophia’s sly smile, her book snapped shut with a loud thump. She buried her head in the pillow and threw the blanket over herself as if hiding would save her from the embarrassment. I could only imagine how red her face was under there.


  Sophia, seemingly oblivious, continued her slow, mesmerizing approach. Her eyes locked onto mine, and I felt heat surge through me, my pulse quickening as blood rushed down south. When she reached me, her hands slid gently onto my shoulders, fingers resting near my neck. One of her knees slipped between my legs, keeping her balance as she held my gaze.


  “Are you tired?” she whispered.


  “Not at all,” I lied, ignoring the soreness in my legs. Whatever she had planned, I was more than ready.


  Her smile deepened, a sly edge curling at the corners of her mouth. She leaned in, her lips brushing against mine—first soft and teasing, then growing more passionate. Her weight shifted, pulling me down onto the bed. The connected beds merged beneath us, just as she’d arranged earlier. As my back hit the mattress, her breasts pressed against me through the thin silk of her nightgown, leaving nothing to the imagination.


  In that moment, everything else vanished—every thought, every worry. All that existed was the warmth of her tongue against mine and the sweetness of her kiss. The desire to be inside her burned stronger than anything I’d ever felt.


  She pulled the sheet over us, her body moving against mine in a slow, deliberate rhythm. My hands found her neck, drawing her closer, though there was hardly any space left between us. There was only one way to close the gap completely, and the slick heat of her crotch told me she knew it, too.


  As my hand began to trail lower, she let out a soft gasp and suddenly rolled to the side, pressing her back against my chest.


  “What?” I whispered against her ear, still dazed, my thoughts entirely consumed by her. I’d forgotten Mel’s presence, forgotten everything but the feel of Sophia’s body.


  She glanced at me, a playful glint in her eye. “Remember, you have to take me somewhere nice. Until then, all you get is kisses.”


  “We did more than that in the woods,” I murmured, reminding her.


  “Yes, we did.” Her tone was soft but firm, her confidence undeniable. “But you still owe me a date somewhere nice.”


  I exhaled slowly, feeling my body reluctantly begin to settle as she closed her eyes and took my hand, holding it close to her chest. Her breathing softened, and within moments, quiet, nearly inaudible snores escaped her lips.


  But sleep didn’t come for me. I lay there, breathing in the sweet scent of her hair, my thoughts drifting. It was strange how quickly life could change, how the past could feel so distant and the present so intoxicatingly real.


  
    
      Chapter
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  The invisible bell rang from the ceiling, and I nearly jumped out of bed. I was used to waking up alone, always ready by 6 a.m., no matter how exhausted I was. But now, with the sun blazing through the windows, it was clear I had overslept.


  It had to be past 7, and thankfully, the bell’s deafening chime made staying in bed impossible. Otherwise, I might have considered it; the soreness in my muscles begged me not to move.


  But today was the day we’d enter the dungeon for the first time, and that wasn’t something I would miss. What I also couldn’t miss was Sophia, already up, standing tall in the center of the room, fully dressed in her uniform.


  I sat up, and Mel mirrored my movements on the other side of the room. Sophia’s broad smile was hard to ignore as she glanced pointedly at the edge of our beds, where our uniforms lay—clean, pressed, and ready to wear.


  “So?” she asked, eyebrows raised, glancing between us.


  “Thank you?” Mel and I responded in unison, more question than statement, but it seemed to satisfy her.


  “You’re welcome. We’ve got a lot to do before class starts, so get ready as soon as possible.” Her happiness was infectious, and I found myself smiling despite the ache in my limbs. She scribbled something quickly in a small notebook before tucking it into her coat pocket.


  “Anything else to do besides entering the dungeon and, you know, maybe dying to goblins?” I asked.


  “We need to find a healer, of course. I’ve got a few names already. I’ll wait for you outside.” With that, she turned and slipped out the door without waiting for a reply.


  Mel and I exchanged a shrug before I headed into the bathroom to change while she dressed in the room. A few minutes later, we were walking down the guild’s halls, our footsteps echoing faintly off the stone walls.


  “Okay,” Sophia began, glancing at her notebook, “we have two candidates. First, Lina Beldevere. Lina comes from a wealthy family in the capital and is desperate for a party. Then there’s Nilea. I don’t know much about her family, but she’s... unique. She’s a druid with healing abilities, though she doesn’t seem too concerned about not being in a party.”


  “When did you have time to learn all this?” I asked, genuinely surprised. Mel arched an eyebrow, just as curious.


  “Not everyone needs eight hours of sleep like you two,” Sophia replied, her tone light but teasing.


  “We only slept six,” I said, annoyed at the insinuation. I wasn’t much of a sleeper to begin with—last night had been an exception.


  “I slept two,” Sophia said with a shrug. “Somebody had to figure out how to find a healer for the party. And there are plenty of people who don’t need much sleep—I just had to dig up the right information. The rest of the time, I cleaned your stuff and made sure you two were ready for today. Because I’m the best companion ever.”


  Her voice was calm, almost monk-like in its humility, though the words she spoke were anything but modest. She gave a tiny shrug, barely lifting her shoulders as if the effort meant nothing.


  “We’re so blessed,” I teased, and Mel clasped her hands together, bowing with exaggerated reverence.


  “So, so blessed,” she echoed with a grin.


  Sofia didn’t seem bothered at all. Instead, she gave a small, satisfied nod as we made our way to the refectory, where the other recruits were already gathering for breakfast before class.


  The atmosphere buzzed with energy. I wasn’t sure if every recruit was heading into the dungeon for the first time today, but from the excitement filling the halls and refectory, it sure felt that way. The hushed mutterings of the past few days had evolved into animated conversations, with people gesturing wildly as they speculated about the challenge ahead.


  The excitement was contagious. I stood still for a moment, absorbing the scene. It was nice to see everyone united by a common goal—except for Leo Neville. He sat at a small table with his usual thugs, arms crossed, glaring at the lively crowd as if disgusted by the whole display.


  Our eyes met, and Leo smiled at me—a wicked, knowing grin, like he was privy to a joke at my expense. He looked delighted by the thought.


  “What’s that piece of shit planning?” I muttered.


  Mel followed my gaze. “He’s definitely planning something. You can count on that.”


  “I’ll be ready,” I promised, just as Sofia tugged us toward the other end of the room.


  It didn’t take long to spot our first potential healer. She sat at a table by herself, the only person I’d seen alone since joining the guild.


  “There she is,” Sofia whispered. “Lina can be... difficult, from what I’ve heard.”


  “It can’t be that bad.” I smiled, trying to sound reassuring. But as I watched the woman, doubts crept in.


  Her posture was impossibly straight, her nose lifted as if the air itself around her were beneath her. She ate slowly, deliberately, as if savoring every bite for dramatic effect. Her gaze swept over the room like someone watching waves crash on the shore, utterly detached—convinced that she, not the ocean, was the grander force of nature. Even without Sofia’s intel, her demeanor screamed wealthy family.


  I gave her a small wave as I slid into the chair across from her.


  “Oh, they finally sent you. I was getting quite tired of waiting,” she said, her voice carrying the lilting accent of the capital. Her words slurred at the edges, high-pitched and syrupy—somehow both sweet and grating.


  “Who sent me?” I asked.


  “The wardens, of course.” She raised an eyebrow, her expression one of mild disdain as though I’d just asked a painfully obvious question. “I told them I needed someone to carry my things, fetch my meals, and assist with my chores. They said they’d consider it, but clearly, they’ve come to their senses.”


  She leaned forward slightly, her smile sharp enough to cut. “This way, I won’t need to inform my father of their disgraceful neglect. The Beldevere family isn’t accustomed to⁠—”


  “To what?” I interrupted, cutting her off mid-sentence, making her mouth drop open in shock. “I’m not here to work for you. I’m here to invite you to join our party. We’re going into the dungeon today, and we need a healer. What do you say?”


  Being direct felt like the best option. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to keep talking to her, no matter how sharp her dark eyes were or how strikingly beautiful her smile might have been. She was gorgeous—a busty brunette with the kind of charm nobles carried effortlessly. But her attitude rubbed me the wrong way. As nobles almost always did.


  “Wait, aren’t you the boy who came with Stormbreaker? The blacksmith?” She spat the last word like an accusation of murder. Her gaze flicked to Sophia next. “And you’re the one who disobeyed an order and somehow got into the guild while other nobles were refused for not having the right class?” She turned to Mel, but I cut her off before she could continue.


  “All right, have a good morning. We don’t need you in our party. Enjoy yourself alone.” I rose from my seat, without giving her the opportunity to reply.


  “Wait! I didn’t⁠—”


  “Don’t bother.” I gestured to the empty space surrounding her. “I’m sure you’ll find someone more suited to be your companion. Seems like you’ve got a long line forming.”


  Her face turned a furious shade of red, and she looked ready to explode. I didn’t stick around to watch. We walked away, her angry protests fading into the hum of conversations filling the refectory.


  “You know, she’s really powerful,” Sophia said softly as if trying to ease me out of my annoyance. “I heard her class is unique—she can heal and deal damage.”


  “She could be a goddess capable of making us immortal with a snap of her fingers, and I still wouldn’t let her insult my friends.”


  “She didn’t insult me,” Mel added with a grin.


  “Yet,” I muttered. “But give her five minutes, and she would’ve.”


  Sofia chuckled. “Fair point.” The girls exchanged amused glances as we moved through the crowded room.


  “So, where’s the other one? Hopefully, she’s not as crazy.”


  If she was, I couldn’t tell, but she definitely didn’t look normal.


  We spotted her sitting in the middle of a long table, surrounded by seasoned guild members, though she wore the same recruit uniform as us. She looked small—around 5'5"—made even smaller by the hulking woman seated beside her, who had an enormous battleaxe strapped to her back.


  What stood out the most, though, was her appearance. Her skin was pale, almost ghostly, contrasting with the jet-black raven perched on her shoulder. The bird was unusually large—nearly the size of a cat—and its talons clung possessively to her uniform.


  The woman took a slow, deliberate bite of bread, then tore off a small piece to feed the raven. The strange part was the way she looked at the bird, as if they were engaged in some kind of silent conversation. It tilted its head toward her, and for a moment, it almost seemed like it was whispering in her ear.


  Her mismatched eyes—one green, the other blue—only added to her strange, otherworldly appearance. And something about her distant, unbothered demeanor made me think that, compared to Lina, she might be an entirely different kind of crazy.


  As we approached, the giant woman with the battleaxe stood, gathering her plate before leaving the table. I seized the moment and slid into the seat beside the strange girl. She continued eating as if I wasn’t there.


  “Hi!” I greeted, keeping my tone polite and leaning slightly forward. She lifted her gaze, her mismatched eyes locking onto mine. Something about her stare felt almost unsettling, as if she saw through me entirely. Holding her gaze took more effort than I’d expected, but I managed.


  “Hello, hello!” a crackling voice chimed in from her side.


  It took me a second to realize who had spoken.


  “I’m here!” cawed the raven, hopping from one of her shoulders to the other.


  The girl kept eating, chewing slowly, her eyes never leaving mine. Meanwhile, the raven tilted its head, studying me as if I were some curiosity to be picked apart.


  I’d heard of druids communicating with animals, but never animals speaking back like this.


  “Oh,” I muttered, the word slipping from my mouth unbidden.


  “Ha! I never get tired of that reaction,” the raven said, and though it was impossible for a bird to smile, something about its tone felt playful, amused.


  “I’m sorry if I offended you.”


  “No, no, no! You didn’t! What do you want with us? You seem nice!” the raven chirped cheerfully.


  The girl, on the other hand, didn’t seem to share the raven’s enthusiasm. If anything, she looked like she was silently debating what to do with me, and none of the options seemed particularly pleasant.


  “I heard you don’t have a party yet,” I shifted awkwardly under her stare. “We’re looking for a healer. Who am I addressing here, anyway?”


  The raven puffed its feathers proudly. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. We share a mind! Her thoughts are my thoughts, and my thoughts are hers!”


  “Is that true?” I asked, looking back at the girl.


  She finally gave a small shrug, offering no further insight.


  At that moment, Sofia and Mel joined us, taking seats beside me.


  “This is Mel, a rogue,” I introduced. “And Sofia, an ice mage. I’m... some sort of warrior and buffer.”


  “Interesting,” the raven croaked. “You probably have a very unique class, then.”


  “Maybe,” I admitted. “I’d be happy to share more if you accept us. As you can see, we’ve got a solid party composition, but we need a healer. I’ve heard you two are the perfect fit.”


  “Oh, you flatter us!” the raven chirped, puffing out its chest. “But I’m afraid we can’t accept. You see, Nilea here is a very timid young lady. She couldn’t handle the stress of a dungeon. And monsters? No, no, no—far too dangerous!”


  “You do understand that’s the whole point of the guild, right?” I raised an eyebrow at the comment’s sheer absurdity.


  For the first time, Nilea’s gaze shifted from mine. She stared down at her bread, nibbling even more slowly as if weighing my words carefully.


  “Oh, we know, we know!” the raven cawed. “But I’m brave, courageous even! And she’s doing this for me.”


  “So, are you going to accept?”


  Before I could say anything more, the raven squawked again,


  “Of course not! We could die!”


  “All right, then. Good luck. I hope the guild doesn’t expel you when they find out you’re refusing to dive into dungeons—which, by the way, is mandatory,” I said, my annoyance slipping through.


  Mel crossed her arms, equally bothered by the interaction. “First a smug noble, now a contradictory raven and a mute girl.”


  “Wait, wait!” the raven called out, hopping excitedly from one of the woman’s shoulders to the other. As strange as they were, they’d at least been polite, so I stayed seated.


  “Yes, yes!” the bird began, its high-pitched voice full of urgency. “The food here is very good!” It leapt back to the other shoulder. “And the clothes—oh, they’re nice! They sometimes clean my feathers!” The raven’s voice reached an almost emotional pitch, as if it might shed a tear over laundry. “But we could die! Those goblins… I heard they eat people! And if they eat people… they could probably eat birds.”


  “That’s a very intelligent assumption,” I muttered dryly.


  The raven twisted its head sharply toward me. “He’s a very funny guy! I like him!” it declared with a squawk.


  The two of them fell silent for a moment—Nilea staring down at her bread, and the raven locking its dark eyes on me.


  “All right, we’ll go!” the raven said abruptly. “But you must promise to protect us! Nilea here is very, very, very afraid. You have to help me keep her safe!”


  Sofia stepped forward, her voice solemn.


  “We swear to protect the healer of our party. Without you two, we wouldn’t stand a chance if one of us suffered a fatal wound.” She stared directly into the raven’s eyes, treating it like the true spokesperson.


  “I vow to protect you,” I added, giving the raven a small nod.


  Mel followed with a reluctant shrug. “Yeah, what they said.”


  The raven seemed satisfied, hopping with excitement. “Then we have no complaints! We’ll join you.”


  “Perfect,” Sofia said. “We’ll wait for you outside the refectory.”


  “Oh, but we’re already finished!” the raven protested, despite Nilea still nibbling on her bread at a painfully slow pace. I glanced between the raven and the pale-haired woman. If this really was a shared mind, it functioned in bizarre ways.


  Finally, Nilea stood, her expression blank as ever, while the raven flapped excitedly around her head, filling the air with its squawks.


  “Right, right! Show us the way!” it cried.


  We headed toward the classroom, none of us feeling much appetite for breakfast.


  Stormbreaker had ordered us to meet there before leading us to the portal room—the most important place in the guild, where the ancient portal had been discovered and maintained for centuries.


  As we walked through the corridors, the raven chattered endlessly, its voice carrying through the hall like a child’s who couldn’t stop talking.


  “That’s where we had our first combat class!” it squawked. “And over there—oh, that’s where two druids fought over a relic! And right there—that’s where we saw Stormbreaker for the first time!”


  Every corner of the guild seemed to hold some strange story from the raven’s perspective, and I was beginning to regret bringing them along. But we needed a healer, and there was no time to find a less annoying one.


  To my surprise, Sofia and Mel didn’t seem irritated by the bird’s antics. In fact, they joined in on the strange conversations, chuckling at its odd observations.


  As we walked, none of us noticed Stormbreaker approaching, her expression unusually grim. She raised a hand, signaling me to stop. I did so abruptly, causing Nilea and the raven to stumble into my back, nearly toppling over.


  “Oh, by the seven hells! Be careful!” the raven cawed in outrage. “Nilea is a very sensitive woman! She can’t get hurt!” It flapped frantically, circling above us in distress. But the moment it spotted Stormbreaker, it abruptly fell silent, landing lightly on my shoulder and bowing its head.


  “I’m sorry, ma’am!” it croaked, its tone almost reverent. “My name is Raven, and that’s Nilea. She’s a druid… and I’m her bonded beast.”


  “Your name is... Raven?” Stormbreaker asked, her tone flat.


  “We thought it would be fitting!” the bird said proudly, puffing up its chest.


  Stormbreaker allowed the briefest hint of a smile, but it vanished as quickly as it had come. Her eyes locked onto mine, and the seriousness in her gaze sent a chill down my spine.


  “Promise me... you won’t accept the challenge,” she said, her voice heavy with warning.
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  "Okay, but what challenge?" I kept my voice calm despite her hard face. Her expression told half the story; she clearly wasn’t joking. I’d probably never seen her so serious, except for the time she caught me fighting Nether monsters inside the blacksmith shop.


  “Leo Neville will propose a duel. You don’t have to accept it, right?”


  The very idea of refusing a duel against that prick didn’t sit well with me.


  “Why shouldn’t I accept it?”


  “It’s not worth it. If you lose, you’ll be exiled from the guild for at least a year. Not just you, but your entire party.”


  The thought of being forced out made my jaw clench, but before I could respond, the raven chimed in, “We can’t survive without the buttered bread from the refectory!” It flew in circles above me, its frantic movements drawing a sideways glance from Stormbreaker. As soon as it caught her stare, the bird hastily perched back on my shoulder. “I mean, Sophia really likes it here,” it added as if trying to soften the blow.


  Ignoring the raven, I turned my attention back to Stormbreaker.


  “So, if I win, he’ll be exiled for a year? That’s a risk I can handle,” I muttered.


  “No, you don’t understand.” Her voice dropped lower, edged with frustration. “Leo has trained his whole life to be here. His class is combat-centric, and powerful. Yours has potential, but we don’t know enough about it yet. If he loses, he’ll have tutors waiting to keep him sharp. And his family? They might have access to other portals into the dungeon. One year away might not mean much to him, but it could ruin your chances.”


  Her words hit harder than I expected. One year out of sync with the Magical Inscript—out of the dungeon’s loop—was a dangerous gamble. Who knew how much the Nether influence might change the landscape in that time?


  She wasn’t wrong, but Mel’s furious expression made it even harder to think clearly. Refusing the duel might make sense, but standing down while that arrogant bastard threatened my friends? That was hard to swallow.


  I exhaled through my nose, nodding slowly. “Alright, I’ll think about it.”


  “Thanks, that’s all I need from you right now.” Stormbreaker’s voice softened slightly. “But don’t forget my words. You know what kind of piece of shit Leo is. What you don’t is how much worse his mother and sister are. If you win, they won’t let this go, no matter what.”


  “Right,” I said, “I won’t forget.”


  “Good. Now, let’s get to class.”


  With that, she turned and strode quickly down the corridor toward the portal room. We followed close behind, the raven muttering little comments to itself as we walked.


  When we reached the door, Stormbreaker stopped, waiting for the recruits to gather. Once satisfied with the turnout, she opened the door and led the class inside, with us trailing closely behind.


  “Welcome, welcome! I’m glad to announce that you’re the first to enter the dungeon this year,” she announced. “Other classes will follow soon.” The dungeons were vast. So vast, in fact, that hundreds, sometimes thousands, of people could enter the same floor without crossing paths. Unless, of course, everyone was heading toward the boss room.


  Stormbreaker raised her arms high, a broad smile lighting up her face.


  "I’m proud to have you here for your first dive. I know how important this is, and I’m honored to be your instructor today. Your faces, all of you, are a reward in themselves."


  I couldn’t deny the awe that swept over me. The room was simple, yet it carried a strange majesty. Torches lined the walls at perfect intervals, burning with a green flame that glowed against Stormbreaker’s pale skin, making her appear eerie and powerful.


  There were no chairs, only a series of steps leading to a small stage in the center. Above it floated something that held every recruit’s gaze.


  A portal.


  It hovered in the air, shaped like the room itself—an oval, glimmering and shifting like the surface of a tranquil sea. Waves of liquid energy drifted across it, bouncing and twisting in defiance of gravity, converging in the center to form an unsettling silhouette. A door to the unknown.


  I could hardly believe I was standing before it. Stranger still, it felt as though the portal was speaking to me.


  "Come inside. Prove yourself. Earn your victory. Kill your enemies."


  The words whispered directly into my ear, and my feet moved toward the portal of their own accord.


  "Wait, wait!" Stormbreaker called out, raising both hands sharply. Her eyes flicked between me and another recruit who had also taken a few steps forward.


  "You’re all hearing the dungeon’s call," she explained. "It can be unsettling the first time. I’ve seen more than one recruit piss themselves because of it." Her grin was almost mischievous, though there was pride behind it. "But I see eagerness in your eyes—and even some bold steps forward. That’s encouraging. It reminds me of my own class. A good sign. A perfect sign. But step back for now, and listen to my instructions."


  We obeyed, reluctantly retreating from the portal’s allure. Sophia’s hand brushed against mine, and I glanced at her. Her gaze reflected the same eagerness I felt, but beneath it was a calmness that cooled my impulse to rush ahead.


  "I hope you paid attention to Instructor Mahud’s class yesterday," Stormbreaker continued, her tone now steady and instructive. "You’ll need every bit of that knowledge today.


  "Do not underestimate the goblins. You’ve faced more of them in training than you’ll likely encounter inside the dungeon, but that doesn’t mean you’re safe. A single precise strike can end you, whether your enemy is a level 1 goblin or a level 50 diver. Stay alert.


  "And remember, you won’t just encounter monsters. You might run into other adventurers. Our advice is to avoid fighting invaders, but destroy the goblins you find. Every one of them will be a threat, no matter how weak they seem."


  Her gaze swept across the group, pausing briefly on me before continuing.


  "We’ll be waiting here for your return. You’ll have two ways out: find an exit, or kill the hobgoblin waiting at the end. Either option brings you back. We won’t judge you if you take an easy way out, but if you defeat the hobgoblin, you’ll earn rewards well worth the risk."


  Stormbreaker let the weight of her words settle over us before adding, "You’ll enter at two-minute intervals to keep the groups separated. Once you go in, you’re on your own.


  "Any questions?"


  More than one hand shot up, and I was one of them.


  "John?" Stormbreaker’s raised eyebrows landed on me.


  "Can we go first?"


  Her grin faded, but a flicker of amusement played at the corner of her mouth. Was that pride I saw? The thought set my heart ablaze with determination. I didn’t want to waste any more time. Finding an exit wasn’t even an option in my mind. Our only goal was to defeat the boss.


  "Step closer," Stormbreaker gestured for us to step forward. My party followed, their footsteps close behind me.


  "Are you the leader of your party?" she asked, her gaze sharp and direct.


  Before I could answer, Sophia, Mel, and the raven all said, “Yes,” in unison.


  Before I realized it, a grin tugged at my lips. I had never thought of myself as a leader before, but hearing their confidence in me stirred something new. Something I pretty much liked.


  "It’s your responsibility to bring everyone back in one piece. Do you understand?" Stormbreaker’s piercing eyes seemed to strip away every doubt, searching for any crack in my resolve. I held her gaze without flinching, nodding once.


  Her tone shifted slightly, more personal now as if only for me. “Remember, goblins won’t be your only threat in the dungeon. Stay alert, and bring your party back alive.” Her words were quiet, spoken low enough that no one else would hear, as if to keep our bond hidden from the others.


  "We’ll handle it," I said with quiet certainty.


  She stepped aside, sweeping her arm toward the glowing portal. The moment had come. No hesitation, no second thoughts, just pure exhilaration. Three steps were all that separated me from the dungeon.


  Three steps, and I would be inside.


  As my hand brushed against the cool surface of the green portal, I felt it envelop me, pulling me through. And in that instant, the realization hit me: This is who I am now.


  A diver. An adventurer.


  The words settled into my mind as steady and immutable as stone, just as the world shifted around me in a swirling green light.
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  Thankfully, there was no sudden jolt or disorienting change. Crossing through the portal felt like stepping through a door, except one where you couldn’t see the other side until you passed through. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding and took in my surroundings.


  Footsteps echoed behind me, and I turned to see my three companions arrive, safe and sound. Their faces mirrored mine—a blend of fear and excitement. Even Nilea’s stoic expression cracked, replaced by wide eyes that darted around in awe. And for once, the raven was silent, perched on her shoulder without a single nervous caw or witty remark. It, too, seemed to be absorbing the moment.


  However, there wasn’t much to absorb—at least, not yet. The corridor was just as Instructor Mahud had described: wide enough for us to walk side by side, but with a low ceiling that felt like it might brush my head if I stood too tall. Lines of flickering torches stretched along the walls, casting long shadows that flickered like restless spirits. The corridor seemed endless, but somewhere ahead, I knew we’d find an intersection leading deeper into the dungeon’s labyrinthine depths.


  “Everyone safe?” I asked, scanning their faces.


  They nodded, still glancing around, taking in every detail of the dungeon’s eerie quiet.


  “Great.” I forced a smile—though, truthfully, it wasn’t hard. I was genuinely glad we had made it here, and just seeing my companions beside me was reassuring.


  We had spent our points earlier in the morning, and I was satisfied with my choices. I’d allocated six points to Strength and four to Arcane.


  The Magical Inscript gave no precise hints on how much mana I could burn before running out, so I figured it was best to test it as we went. Just in case, I focused more on Strength. If my mana ran dry, I could still rely on brute force. My battle axe didn’t care about magic. It only demanded energy and resolve, and I was ready to swing it all day if that’s what it took.


  “Is there anything you need to tell us about how your healing works?” I asked, turning to Nilea. “We haven’t seen a druid heal in action yet.”


  “Shouldn’t we be looking for an exit? Like, right now?” the raven croaked, his voice tight with anxiety.


  Sophia rolled her eyes. “Didn’t you attend monster theory class yesterday? The instructor was very clear that we’re safe for the first few minutes after arriving. The dungeon needs time to recognize intruders and calibrate the challenge to match us.” Her tone carried that subtle, know-it-all air that people get when they can’t believe someone missed an obvious detail. There was no malice in it, though—it just showed that she was more of a nerd than I’d realized. And strangely, I found it kind of hot. I didn’t know I had a thing for that, but life was full of surprises.


  “We were occupied yesterday,” the raven snapped irritably. Nilea blushed, clearly embarrassed—whether by what they had been doing or just for missing the class, I couldn’t say. These two were growing more complicated by the minute.


  “Don’t worry, we’ll catch you up,” I said, raising both hands in a calming gesture. “I just need a quick rundown of how your powers work. Doesn’t need to be complicated—just the basics.”


  "We just have to fly around you," the raven chirped. "Nilea will think the words, and everything will be fine."


  "Alright..." I replied, though I wasn’t entirely convinced. Still, a simple answer was better than nothing. "So, here’s the plan: I’ll take point with Mel beside me since her class allows some scouting. We’ll handle anything that comes at us from the front. Nilea and the raven stay behind us, with Sophia bringing up the rear, ready to snipe any threats from behind. This way, the healer stays protected, and we can switch positions if needed. No reason to walk side by side here. Protect Nilea at all costs, and we’ll be fine by the end of the run."


  Sophia shot me a reluctant glance, clearly unhappy about leaving my side, but after a moment, she nodded and shifted to stand next to Nilea.


  "I guess we’re in this together. I hope I didn’t offend you earlier—that wasn’t my intention." Sophia smiled warmly, her voice soft and sincere, free of any trace of jealousy.


  Nilea returned the smile, her lips curling gently. It was the first time I’d seen her smile, and the small gesture seemed to ease the tension between them. They took their positions without complaint—except for the raven, of course, who couldn’t stay quiet.


  "Aren’t we supposed to be looking for an exit? Stormbreaker was very clear—find an exit, and we’re done!" The raven flapped its wings so hard I was sure anyone within a mile could hear it.


  "Can you please be a little quieter? The last thing we need is to attract a swarm of goblins."


  "Is that a possibility? Oh, by the Seven Hells!" The raven flapped even more violently. I resisted the urge to grab it by the wings and clamp its beak shut, but Nilea intervened with a stern look, and the bird reluctantly settled back on her shoulder.


  "Are you sure this is a good idea? You’ll be in danger. I’ll be in danger," it whispered, sounding genuinely anxious. Nilea gave it a grave look as if silently telling it to get a grip.


  Share a mind, my ass, I thought, realizing they were probably bickering telepathically the whole time. Shoving the thought aside, I focused on steadying the group.


  "We’re not actively hunting for an exit," I explained calmly. "But we’ll probably come across one along the way. That’s not our goal, though. We’re not here to fight a few goblins and sprint back to Stormbreaker like cowards. Would she even welcome us if we did?"


  The raven flapped its wings again, screeching in frustration. "I just— What if— What if there are too many?"


  I sighed, rubbing my temples. "Since you missed yesterday’s class, here’s the short version. We’ll explore the dungeon. Some areas will have denser groups of enemies, and that’s usually where we’ll find a portal back to the guild. But we’re aiming for more than just survival. We want the boss. We want to win."


  I glanced at Mel and Sophia, and both gave me confident nods. Nilea remained stoic, her gaze fixed on me. The raven, however, seemed to vibrate with nervous energy as if trembling, but before it could speak again, I cut it off.


  "Look, we know what we’re doing. Stick with us, follow the plan, and we’ll get through this. Got it?"


  The raven puffed its feathers, clearly irritated, but it stayed silent this time. I gave my companions one last look, satisfied with the team’s readiness, and then I took the first step deeper into the dungeon.


  "We promised you. We made an oath to protect our healer. And that’s exactly what we’ll do, whether the healer is Nilea, you, or both. The two of you will leave this dungeon in one piece, even if one of us dies for it. So, for the gods’ sake, shut your mouth and keep walking behind me—or stay on her shoulder—but keep quiet. We want this to go smoothly, just like you do. But we’re not taking a shortcut back. We’re going all the way, and your safety is our priority."


  Nilea nodded in agreement, but the raven hesitated before croaking an almost inaudible: "Yes."


  "I can work with that," I muttered in response, turning my gaze forward instead of watching the raven for its next remark. Thankfully, the creature stayed quiet the rest of the way, though its wings rustled, and its beak clicked against its feathers as if silence physically pained it. I almost pitied the thing.


  But we had a mission to accomplish, and pity wouldn’t save us from an ambush. Whatever sympathy I had for the raven dissolved the moment I caught movement ahead.


  An intersection loomed in the distance, and the noise came from there. At first, I thought it might be bugs—cockroaches or giant flies often skittered around the early levels—but the rhythm of the sounds marked them as footsteps, not the flutter of wings.


  I summoned my battle axe, and Mel unsheathed her daggers, settling into a fighting stance. The raven flew to my shoulder, and, strangely, I appreciated its small act of courage—and the reassurance that healing magic would be close at hand.


  The creatures soon revealed themselves at the corridor’s end. We pressed forward, slow and deliberate, keeping Sophia and Nilea a few steps behind. When the shadows of three goblins took shape, and it was clear no others followed, we struck, rushing them as silently as we could.


  The shock on the goblins' faces was almost satisfying, but there was no time to savor it. Surprise turned to rage in a heartbeat, and we became their targets.


  The first goblin barely had time to react. My axe cleaved deep into its torso, and it crumpled without a sound. The other two were faster. As I swung at the one on the left, it leapt back, nearly tripping over the fallen goblin. The second wasn’t as lucky. Mel slammed into it with a dull thud, both of them hitting the ground. Grunts of pain followed as she dragged her daggers through the creature’s flesh.


  The goblin in front of me noticed my attention shift and lunged. Its short sword gleamed as it sliced through the air toward my thigh. I sidestepped just in time, dodging the blow and creating an opening. My battle axe swung in a deadly arc, crashing into the creature’s left shoulder from behind. I didn’t bother watching it crumple lifelessly to the ground.


  "Are you alright?" I called, already moving toward Mel.


  She was twisting her dagger deep into the goblin’s heart, her face and arms drenched in blood. I couldn’t tell if it was hers or the enemy's.


  "I'm fine," she panted, driving the blade into the goblin again, anger simmering in her expression. "But the bastard got me," she added, turning toward me. A deep cut marred her cheek, narrowly missing her eye. A knot of worry tightened in my chest.


  I rushed toward her, my legs heavier than before, but the raven was faster. It fluttered around her head, wings glowing faintly. Tiny sparks drifted like sand slipping through a crack of light, delicate and ethereal. Nilea stood at the back, her eyes focused. She must’ve been channeling magic through the bird.


  In moments, the wound on Mel’s cheek vanished, taking her fury with it. She stood, brushing herself off, the tension melting from her face as if the fight had never happened.


  "Are you fully healed? Any other injuries?" I asked, gripping her shoulders.


  "I told you, I’m fine. It wasn’t even that bad. I just didn’t want a scar on my face."


  "You’d still look fine," I teased, a grin tugging at my lips. From behind, Sophia cleared her throat.


  "Did you get the message?" she asked, her voice calm, without the annoyance or frustration I expected. That, more than anything, put me at ease.


  The notification had slipped my mind in the heat of the moment, but as soon as I focused, the Magical Inscript shimmered into view.


  Ding! Quest available: Find an exit.


  Ding! Quest available.


  Find the boss's room.


  Requirements: 3/20 goblins slain, or 0 out of 1 challenge completed.


  As soon as one of the requirements is met, a map will display instructions to find the Hobgoblin’s Den.


  Reward: a runic relic and experience points. Hurry up!


  A smile crept across my face, but before I could say anything, the raven exploded into frantic motion, wings flapping wildly as its voice echoed down the tunnel.


  "We still need seventeen more! You almost died, and there were only three!" it squawked. Before it could launch into a full-blown tirade, Mel clamped its beak shut and gestured toward the far end of the intersection. She tapped her ear, and I caught on immediately.


  Something else was in the corridors. The footsteps weren’t like goblins’. And I could hear voices.


  The raven twitched, eager to squawk again, but the collective stares from the group silenced it. A flicker of understanding seemed to dawn in its small, restless eyes. The question lingered unspoken between us: what do we do? There wasn’t an easy answer. It could be other recruits—or worse, invaders. And the possibility that it was something mimicking human voices was even more troubling. We couldn’t afford to take risks. We had to move carefully.


  With a subtle wave of my hand, I signaled the group, and we advanced toward the sound, each step both deliberate and silent. Even the raven stilled, abandoning its usual restless fidgeting for a tense silence. I could feel the weight of its unease in the way it huddled, and I shared the same creeping worry.


  The voices echoed from a second intersection, only a few dozen steps ahead. Heated and sharp, the argument made it difficult to catch full sentences. We crept closer, rounding the corner of the corridor where ours met theirs. Then I heard something—a phrase, just clear enough—that sent a chill down my spine, making the hairs on the back of my neck rise.
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  "Don’t make me kill a newbie, you idiot. We’re on the first floor, stupid."


  "I’m sorry, sir... lady."


  A sharp slap echoed down the corridor, followed by the dull thud of someone collapsing. I couldn’t see it, but the muffled sobs that followed told me all I needed to know. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of that hit, but a flicker of pity stirred for the man crumpled on the ground.


  "Swallow that cry and get us out of here. The thing’s on the third floor, not the first."


  I leaned slowly around the corner for a cautious look.


  A tall woman stood with her back to me, clad in gleaming silver armor that caught the faint dungeon light. She was nearly as tall as I was, with long blonde hair flowing down to her waist—an impractical length for a fighter in armor, yet it lent her an air of elegance. There was no pretending with her; she was the real thing. The longsword at her hip, its ruby-encrusted hilt glinting even in the dim corridor, only reinforced that fact. It rested snugly in a pristine white scabbard, its presence alone radiating menace.


  At her feet, a short, stocky man lay trembling, hands fumbling with some intricate mechanism. His voice wavered between whining, crying, and strange concentration.


  "Just g-give me a m-minute," he stammered.


  "We don’t have a minute!" the woman snapped. "We need to find it now. The recruits’ first dive is today; they’ll be here soon. And you don’t want to kill a newbie, right?" she added with mocking venom. "You learn fast, good. Don’t make me repeat myself. Get the portal working."


  "Okay, okay," the man muttered, his hands moving faster. The strange device in his hands twisted and clicked with soft, mechanical noises. As my eyes adjusted to the low light, I saw the intricate design: a set of interconnected cubes, each segment shifting and rotating as if alive under his touch. I’d never seen anything like it. The complexity of the mechanism was hypnotic.


  Whoever these two were, it was clear they weren’t ordinary. The woman carried herself like a high-level fighter, and the man’s device hinted at some kind of rare, dungeon-altering ability. I needed to get this information to Stormbreaker and fast.


  I turned to my companions, who watched me with expectant expressions. I raised my hands as if to say I have no idea what’s happening. Sophia began creeping toward the corner, but I stopped her, holding her back. Let me check again, I mouthed, careful not to make a sound.


  Peeking once more, I saw the woman had turned to face my direction. Her sharp green eyes narrowed, and her lips pressed into a firm line. Arms crossed, she stood as if she owned the dungeon itself. For a heartbeat, it felt like our eyes locked. My breath hitched, and I jerked back into cover, heart thudding in my chest.


  She looked more like Stormbreaker than any recruit. There was no way the four of us could take her on. My best bet was that she hadn’t noticed us and would move along. Maybe, someday, I’d be strong enough to face her. But that day wasn’t today.


  However, by the sounds in the corridor it seemed she had other plans.


  As soon as I turned back to my companions, the distinct sound of her boots echoed off the stone floor. The clank of metal against rock—usually such a mundane noise—now carried a weight that set my nerves on edge.


  I tightened my grip on my battle axe and gave a quick nod for my companions to ready their weapons. We waited, tension thick between us, as her measured footsteps drew nearer. All I could hear was the steady rhythm of her approach and the frantic clicking of the man's strange mechanism.


  We had only seconds left. Should we fight? Run? But the idea of fleeing felt impossible now. If I was going to die, I’d do it standing, weapon in hand. Another step and she’d spot us, just around the corner.


  That step never came.


  "Done! It’s done!" the man shouted from the far end of the corridor. His voice echoed through the dungeon, and before I could react, a new sound erupted—a deafening roar, louder than the raven’s shriek, overwhelming in its intensity.


  It felt like being caught in the middle of a raging storm, the sound of crashing waves battering my senses. I fought the instinct to drop my weapon and cover my ears as the noise rumbled through the walls. It lasted only a few seconds, but its force lingered in my mind.


  "Are you sure this one will take us to the right floor?" the woman asked, her voice laced with smug confidence. Something about her tone seemed familiar. Had I seen her before? Maybe in Mercuria or passing through the city streets? The urge to peek again gnawed at me, but I knew better. If she caught us, there wouldn’t be another chance to tell Stormbreaker what I’d seen.


  Relief washed over me as the stocky man confirmed the portal would take them to the third floor. I heard her boots shift as she turned toward him.


  "Good. Don’t make that mistake again, alright?" she said, her tone unexpectedly softer, almost casual. "I don’t enjoy hitting you, you know. We’ve just met, and I’d rather not give the wrong impression. But I need a good impression of you, too. Doesn’t matter how smart you are if you’re not using that brain for both of our sakes. Got it?"


  "Yes, ma’am. I understand," the man replied, his voice steadier, more professional. Somehow, this new exchange made them seem even more dangerous.


  Another surge of that crashing sound filled the corridor and then... silence. The weight of the silence pressed down on us, thick and heavy. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, and the others did the same, the collective release almost drawing a chuckle from me.


  "What the hell was that?" Mel whispered, breaking the silence first.


  Before I could answer, Sophia cut in.


  "If that was some kind of portable portal. That’s unprecedented! By the Seven Hells, we need to tell Stormbreaker!" She ran both hands through her hair, pacing back and forth, her urgency spilling into the air around us.


  "Calm down. We don’t know anything for sure. Maybe they already know about it. There’s no need to panic right now. We still have a mission to finish here. After that, we’ll report everything to Stormbreaker." I kept my voice steady, though the unease threatened to wash over me.


  I needed my team focused for the rest of the quest. As unsettling as the encounter with the armored woman and her companion had been, they weren’t the reason we were here. Our job was to kill goblins, find the boss, and return to the guild. The rest could wait. I told them that, and I kept telling myself the same.


  "Let’s move. Standing around won’t help." I didn’t waste another second. There was no use debating the danger of someone having access to a portable portal. That was a problem for later.


  Unfortunately, the seven goblins charging toward us from the far end of the corridor had other ideas. The portal’s deafening roar must have drawn their attention. Their snarling faces confirmed they weren’t here to chat. Before I could call out a warning, the others had already fallen into formation.


  Sophia, usually hanging back, joined me up front. Mel took her place on my other side, with Nilea guarding the rear. The raven circled above, its wings nearly brushing the ceiling as it kept an overwatch position.


  This time, we stood our ground. No charging in. This would require strategy. Sophia began summoning an ice shard spell, but I reached over and touched her hand, halting her magic.


  "Let’s do the combined one," I said, focusing my energy on amplifying her spell. She grinned, and together, we wove the magic. The single shard she had summoned split into dozens, swirling in a deadly dance.


  The shards shot forward with terrifying speed, striking the goblins before they could react. Their light armor offered no protection. Within seconds, all seven of them lay lifeless on the ground, their bodies riddled with jagged ice. Notifications flooded my vision.


  Ding! You killed a goblin level one: Ding! You killed a goblin level one.
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  The notifications continued until all seven were accounted for. I glanced at the raven, now perched on the ground, staring wide-eyed at the aftermath.


  "Just ten more and we’re done. Easy enough, right?" I grinned.


  "You’re all mad! Absolutely mad! We should’ve stayed in the forest. We never asked for any of this!" the raven squawked, flapping its wings dramatically.


  "But you’re here, aren’t you?" I smirked, casting a glance at Nilea. She flushed a deep red and quickly looked away. The raven flew to her, then back to me, tilting its head from side to side before bursting into hysterical laughter—a sound so loud, it seemed impossible for such a small body to produce.


  The laughter was contagious. Soon, we were all laughing, even me, though I had no idea what was so funny. It just felt too good to resist.


  "What’s so funny?" I asked, struggling to catch my breath.


  "She... You won’t believe it, but she—" the raven began, only for Nilea to snap its beak shut with both hands.


  She held the bird firmly as it wriggled against her grip. After a moment, she released it with a final warning glare.


  "Ouch, ouch! Fine! I won’t say anything, I swear," the raven squawked, fluttering free. It landed on my shoulder, fixing me with an exaggerated, thoughtful gaze before blinking slowly.


  The odd little interaction only made me more curious, but now wasn’t the time to unravel it. We had a dungeon to clear. With a shared glance, we set aside the strangeness of the moment and continued deeper into the tunnels.
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  "Okay, okay, this time we are going inside!" The raven flapped frantically above the green portal, its panic rising with each passing second. I yanked the blade of my battle axe free from the goblin’s corpse at my feet and cast a glance at the bird.


  "For the millionth time, we’re not entering the dungeon exit. We just need one more goblin, then the boss will be revealed."


  "That’s exactly the problem! The boss will be waiting for us! You’ve already killed nineteen goblins. Nineteen! Isn’t that enough? Stormbreaker will be so proud of you. Really! What a mighty warrior you are, Master John. Now, let’s head back and share the good news with Stormbreaker, shall we?"


  The raven’s over-the-top flattery didn’t stir any pride in me. If anything, it only confirmed that the bird had two default settings: panic-laced cowardice or exaggerated praise, both with equal doses of fear.


  Meanwhile, Nilea’s expression remained unreadable, her mismatched, deep eyes offering nothing, in sharp contrast to her earlier blush when the raven embarrassed her with its teasing.


  "Come on," I said, motioning for the raven to follow. As expected, it flew to my shoulder, just like the last four times. The thing talked endlessly, but when push came to shove, it never abandoned us. No matter how terrified it was, it stayed. It whined, complained, and squawked about doom at every turn, but it stuck by us—never falling behind, never fleeing. I could respect that, even if its constant muttering made my head ache.


  We pressed on, with Nilea, Sophia, and Mel taking their positions behind me, sticking to the same formation we’d used since entering the dungeon. Just one more goblin. That’s all we needed.


  As I walked, I couldn’t help but reflect on how smoothly everything had gone so far. Stormbreaker’s training had paid off in ways I hadn’t fully appreciated before. We’d dealt with every goblin efficiently, barely taking any damage—except for Mel’s wound from the first skirmish. If it wasn’t my axe ending them, it was Mel’s daggers or Sophia’s spells.


  The more I thought about Stormbreaker’s lessons, the more I wondered if I should take her advice regarding the duel with Leo. She had been right about everything so far. Maybe I should just let the matter drop. But the thought didn’t sit well with me. If I backed down now, I’d look like a coward. Hell, maybe I already did.


  I’d punched him first, hadn’t I? Leo never saw it coming, even if I’d done it to protect someone—not just someone. A companion. A party member. Every time I glanced at Mel, that moment replayed in my mind: Leo lunging toward her, rage in his eyes, aiming to hurt or worse.


  I couldn’t forgive that. If I let it go, would the guilt ever leave me, or would it rot in my gut forever?


  Before I lingered more in those thoughts, the clatter of metal on stone snapped me back to the present. In the distance, a goblin sprinted toward us. But this one wasn’t like the others.


  It was bigger—heavier, too—clad in full black armor that glinted dully in the dungeon's dim light.


  A war goblin.


  I recognized the creature instantly, instincts kicking in as I narrowed my focus on the coming fight. The creature barreled toward us, sword awkwardly dragging near the ground as it sprinted. Strangely, it seemed more interested in whatever was behind me than in us.


  When I charged forward with my battle axe, the goblin didn’t even notice me until the last moment. It wasn’t fear of us that filled its eyes. It was pure terror of something else. But I wasn’t about to stop and ask what it was running from. Besides, Professor Mahud’s lecture echoed in my mind: Goblins can’t communicate effectively, even if they wanted to.


  The moment our eyes locked, its fear evaporated, replaced by cold, murderous instinct. But it was too late. My axe crashed into its chest armor before it could react. The thick metal didn’t split under the blade, but the force of the blow sent the goblin sprawling onto its back, sword clattering from its grip.


  I didn’t let it recover. With a swift step forward, I swung my axe down, aiming for its helmeted head. The goblin scrambled desperately, trying to regain its footing, but the blow came too fast. The blade cleaved into its skull, nearly splitting it in two. Blood and gore splattered across the tunnel in a gruesome display, one I had no time—or desire—to linger on.


  But the familiar chime of notifications more than made up for the unpleasant sight.


  Ding! You slayed War Goblin, level 2: You completed the task: kill 20 goblins.


  Reward: Hobgoblin boss location unlocked.


  Open your map to navigate toward your final fight.


  I glanced at my companions, and the excitement was clear in their eyes. Everyone except the raven, of course. It perched quietly for once, wings tucked in as if resigned to the inevitable. It knew we weren’t turning back now. The boss fight was waiting, and there was no avoiding it.


  A flicker of disappointment crossed my mind—20 kills and still no level-ups. Stormbreaker had warned me that leveling was tough, but it stung all the same. I thought of her at level 45, a legend among warriors. Stormbreaker, the instructors, and the wardens were some of the highest-leveled individuals in the known world.


  The truth of the situation finally got to me: I wanted more. I wanted to close the gap between us faster. But I knew better than to hoard experience for myself. Everyone here was essential to our success. We wouldn’t have made it this far without each other. Sharing the XP was a small price to pay for survival.


  I focused on the map, and the familiar layout of the dungeon materialized in my mind’s eye. A red dot appeared, marked with a small triangle indicating our position. As I tilted my head to the right, the dot moved in sync with my vision, tracking our movement. The tunnels looked like a twisted labyrinth, but the map highlighted our final destination with chilling clarity: a bold X marked with a skull, crowned with two horns and a star.


  That was where the hobgoblin boss waited. There wasn’t just one way to reach the end—several paths converged on the same point.


  "Others are probably already running toward the hobgoblin, but we’re close. Let’s move!" I called, urgency sharpening my voice.


  The map showed we were only three corridors away from the boss’s entrance. Just a straight path with three turns, and then we’d be at the gates of the final challenge. My heart pounded with excitement as we sprinted through the winding halls, each corner bringing us closer.


  In the distance, noises echoed, faint but growing louder. The sounds didn’t match the idle chatter of goblins lying in wait or the harsh clashes of a fight. It was the sound of footsteps—rapid, disorganized, and frantic.


  "Someone’s already rushing toward it. Let’s go!" I urged again, picking up the pace. My companions followed closely, with the raven soaring ahead, scanning the shadows for threats.


  "Goblins, goblins ahead," the raven called from up ahead. I skidded to a halt, my muscles tensing. Relief flooded me. The sound of boots wasn't other recruits trying to steal our prize but more goblins in our way.


  The creatures were still hidden in the dim light, but the raven’s sharp eyes had already spotted them. A moment later, their silhouettes emerged from the shadows, and what I saw made my blood run cold.


  Five goblins staggered toward us, their green skin streaked with dark, sticky blood. But something was off. This wasn’t the usual bloodthirsty horde.


  Their steps were uneven, almost as if they were injured or crippled, and they screamed as they ran. Not in rage or fury, but in pure, unfiltered panic. It was the same kind of scream I’d heard only once before—a neighbor vendor’s anguished wail when she learned her mother had died. It was the sound of shock, despair, and overwhelming fear.


  These goblins were unarmed, and the murderous gleam that usually filled their eyes was gone, replaced by terror. I raised my axe instinctively, ready to fight, but as they reached us, they didn’t attack.


  Instead, they veered toward the walls, covering their faces as they ran past us, desperate to escape. Their behavior was unlike anything I had seen before. It was almost as if they were begging for mercy, pleading for their lives to be spared.


  A strange pity welled up inside me. Whatever had broken these creatures wasn’t natural. I’d fought goblins before, in both training and real battle, and I knew they could be frightened, but not like this. Goblins didn’t run from a fight, not with such hopelessness. Something had shattered them, mind and spirit.


  A chill prickled along the back of my neck. What could have done this? Was it one of the other students, wielding some power to break the creatures’ minds? If so, we’d need to be ready, just in case whoever reached the boss’s chamber decided to fight anyone who stood in their way.


  We pressed on, urgency fading into caution as we moved. Our eyes were wide and our ears attuned to any sign of danger.


  "More goblins! More goblins!" the raven squawked. This time, however, I had already spotted them. Two war goblins staggered forward, struggling to carry a third, whose leg had been gruesomely severed above the knee. Flesh hung in tatters as they ran, leaving a gruesome trail. When they saw us, they howled, their eyes filled with a pleading desperation that didn’t match their usual ferocity.


  "But all they want is to die in battle… Isn’t that what Instructor Mahoud told us?" Sophia murmured, voicing our collective unease. I glanced at Nilea, who had missed that lesson entirely.


  The war goblins pressed themselves against the wall, moving slowly as if seeking permission to pass. I gestured for my companions to do the same, allowing them to shuffle by. Killing them didn’t sit right anymore; something else awaited us down the corridor that deserved our focus. I felt a nagging certainty it wasn’t a goblin. Perhaps the woman from before? Maybe she had returned to hunt the recruits.


  Time was running short. As we neared the end of the path, the marked X came into view. Ahead loomed a towering set of double doors, intricately carved with images of trees and fruits, their beauty contrasting sharply with the grimness of our surroundings. The door stood ajar, and another group of goblins rushed through, these even more battered than the last.


  “There’s already someone inside,” the raven warned. “We should head back and take the exit.”


  “Nonsense,” Mel interjected firmly. “If someone were inside, the door would be closed, and we’d have received a notification that the boss was engaged. Whatever’s happening in there isn’t just a group of recruits.”


  The goblins scurried past us, and from a side corridor, footsteps rushed toward the boss room, not away from it this time.


  “I guess we’ll have to find out ourselves,” I said, moving toward the gap in the double doors.


  “Are you sure?” Sophia stopped me, her grip tight on my arm.


  “We don’t have a choice. If we don’t go in, they will,” I replied, pointing toward the approaching sound of boots. Silhouettes began to form in the flickering torchlight, and I recognized them immediately. Mel followed my gaze, her expression twisting into a fierce scowl.


  “They’re not getting in before us,” she growled, her determination palpable.


  Sophia hesitated for a heartbeat, processing the situation, then it clicked. She recognized them, too.


  “Right. I’m with you. Let’s go.”


  Before she could finish her sentence, I charged through the door, the sound of my companions’ footsteps echoing close behind me. As I crossed the threshold, I was met with a sight that felt taken straight out of the seven hells.
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  The room was round and white, with stark white lines etched on the ground, radiating from the edges to the center in concentric circles that dwindled into a single dot.


  At least, that’s what I assumed, but the figure at the center obscured my view. Bodies littered the floor—goblins, I thought, though the chaotic mess made it difficult to tell what lay where. Limbs and organs were scattered across the once-pristine lines, painting them crimson as they approached the center.


  Nausea surged in my throat, my mouth went dry, and my knees felt weak. I heard someone gag behind me, but I couldn’t turn to see who it was. The horror before me was too mesmerizing to look away from.


  Chunk! Slurp! Chunk! Chunk! Chunk! Slurp! Slurp!


  The sounds reverberated through the room, twisting my stomach as the creature at the center feasted on the remains of a war goblin, sucking the marrow from its bones. It chewed through metal, bone, and flesh as if they were nothing.


  Chunk! Chunk! Slurp!


  A goblin lay crying before the massive creature, and it took me a moment to realize it was missing a leg—the very leg now held firmly in the creature's grasp.


  The goblin’s desperate screams sliced through the air, igniting something deep within me. The monster responded with a laugh, a primal, animalistic sound that was nothing short of evil. It threw its head back and cackled again, the laughter echoing maniacally through the chamber.


  This couldn’t be a hobgoblin. It was nothing like what the instructor had warned us about. We were supposed to face a war fanatic. An imposing goblin clad in armor. A warrior and leader among its kind. Instead, we confronted this cannibalistic horror that seemed to thrive on suffering.


  My nausea faded, replaced by a surge of anger. I wasn’t sure if I felt sympathy for the goblin on the floor or if I simply loathed the creature in front of me. My body screamed to act, to charge in and kill the beast. But before I could move, its neck twisted unnaturally, turning almost in a full circle until its eyes locked onto us.


  That was definitely not a hobgoblin.


  Black veins spread from its eyes, snaking across its grotesque body. The whites of its eyes had turned into an impenetrable darkness, glowing faintly in the torchlight. Its muscles bulged grotesquely; skin stretched tightly over inflated flesh. I knew it wasn’t air that filled this abomination muscles. It was pure, concentrated power and malice.


  This monster was something entirely different. The Nether infection had reached the first floor—an area Stormbreaker had assured us remained untouched. And now, it had claimed the most formidable creature on this level.


  The monster bore no weapons, but its clawed fingers and grotesquely bloated physique made it a weapon in its own right. When its eyes met mine, a horrific grin stretched across its face, wide enough to reveal sharp, triangular teeth dripping with blood and gore. Its gaze never wavered from me, not even for a second, as if my companions didn’t exist.


  That was the kind of information I could use in a fight, no matter how terrifying this creature appeared.


  The monster extended one of its massive hands toward the goblin on the ground, reaching for its neck without breaking eye contact with me.


  "Spread out! We’ll fight this differently this time!"


  "You said we should stay together. How will you protect Nilea if you're apart?" Sophia protested, a note of panic creeping into her voice.


  "The thing is coming for me; can’t you see?" I snapped, urgency lacing my words. There wasn’t time for debate; they needed to follow my orders without hesitation. They moved slowly to the side, step by step, like wary animals approaching a predator.


  "You stick with me, raven!" I commanded. The bird opened its beak to argue but, meeting my determined gaze, rushed to my side, its talons gripping my coat over my shoulder.


  The Nether hobgoblin twisted the goblin’s head with a sickening crack, letting the limp body drop to the ground. It chuckled, the sound a grotesque promise of what was to come. What it intended to do to me. Its focus was solely on me.


  "Mel, you—" I began, but before I could finish, something massive slammed into my chest. The impact sent me flying across the room, crashing hard into the far wall. Pain shot through my body like wildfire, and all the air left my lungs in a single, choking gasp.


  For a moment, I could only hear the creature’s dark, mocking laughter.


  That thing, nearly nine feet tall, had no right to be that fast.


  My vision blurred, and I struggled to make out where anyone else was. My head throbbed painfully until a familiar sound reached my ears—the flapping of wings. A strange stillness fell over me as the raven whispered in my ear,


  "The monster’s searching for you. It can’t see you."


  I blinked in confusion, watching as the creature at the center of the room turned its head from side to side, scanning the area as if trying to find me. It hadn’t thrown me that far; there was nowhere to hide.


  "That thing must have a unique perspective on things," the raven muttered.


  "That’s a very nice way to call it dumb, but yeah, it’s either stupid or stupidly blind. Or both," I replied, hoisting myself up and gripping my battle axe with both hands.


  Mel moved stealthily through the room, her daggers glinting in the dim light. Nilea stood ready, bow and arrow at the ready—a weapon I hadn’t even realized she had. Sophia was already summoning an ice shard in front of her, preparing for the fight.


  "We can handle this," I told the raven. "Just be ready to heal me again."


  "Sure, boss, but we can always⁠—"


  "We're not escaping. We’re not cowards. We’ve come too far for that."


  "Yes, sir, but that thing isn’t a hobgoblin!"


  "Exactly. Which is why we need to deal with it. It just became bigger than us, so stop being so difficult."


  The hobgoblin—or whatever it was—must have heard our conversation because its eyes finally locked onto me again.


  "Shit, see what you did? Now, shut your mouth, and let’s fight," I muttered, keeping my eyes locked on the creature. When it charged at me with blinding speed, I was ready. I dodged just in time, barely an inch between us, but I knew I couldn’t sustain this for long. It was too fast, and a direct hit would leave me shattered.


  Luckily, I wasn’t alone. Just as I evaded, the creature slammed into the wall behind me, trying to stop its momentum. In that split second, I heard the sharp whistle of an arrow slicing through the air, followed by the crack of Sophia’s ice shard hitting its mark.


  Both struck the beast, and it grunted—a deep, guttural sound reverberating from its massive throat. But that noise didn’t inspire any hope; this fight was far from over.


  We needed more power. We had to end this far quicker. No matter how stupid the creature was, it would soon realize the women were the easier targets.


  Now it was my time to strike. I rushed toward the creature, swinging my weapon and aiming for its waist. But the beast fell back again, dodging my strike with ease. I needed a distraction to land a hit, and fortunately, one was already on the way.


  Sophia released another ice shard, and as I heard it slicing through the air, I amplified it with my runesmith ability. The shard expanded, piercing the creature’s shoulder. This time, it wasn’t just a grunt of pain; it howled, a full-throated scream that echoed in the chamber. The monster whipped its head toward Sophia, its grin vanishing, replaced by a grimace of pure hatred. I could see her legs trembling from across the room, and I seized the moment.


  I swung my battle axe, infusing it with runic power, making the blade glow with energy. The axe cleaved through the monster’s flesh, and a portion of its back muscles exploded in a spray of red blood and black goo.


  The creature’s legs faltered, and it dropped to its knees, both hands bracing itself as the liquid pooled beneath it. Now it was screaming—desperate, consumed by pain.


  Mel moved with a speed that I barely registered; she leapt onto the creature’s back, locking her legs around its neck. Her daggers plunged into its flesh over and over. Blood and black goo splattered everywhere, coating both her and the monster.


  For a brief moment, it seemed like the creature might succumb, but then, in a fit of rage, it surged to its feet, thrashing its massive arms wildly. Mel lost her balance, and just as she prepared to strike again, the creature flung her off.


  In one swift motion, it snatched her from the air, grabbing her around the waist with its giant hands. She fought back fiercely, gripping its fingers to prevent them from crushing her, demonstrating more strength than I ever expected. I had to act fast. I focused on the War Cry's ability—the Taunt—and commanded the Magical Inscript to activate it.


  Instantly, the monster dropped Mel, who hit the ground with a cry of pain. Its eyes locked onto me once again, its movements slower, its breathing labored, but the rage burned hotter than ever. Despite its weakened state, I knew it could still kill us all if we weren’t careful.


  The creature stepped past Mel, and I saw Nilea rushing to her side. I nodded to the raven, signaling for it to assist the rogue. The raven flew off to help her, leaving just me and the creature. But I wasn’t alone for long. Sophia was still in the fight.


  She conjured another ice shard, and as I charged toward the enemy, I amplified her spell once more. This time, the ice split into several smaller shards, not powerful enough to inflict major damage, but just enough to distract the creature for a precious moment. That moment was all I needed.


  I activated the Light Rune, flooding the room with blinding white light as I swung my battle axe. The runic energy tore through skin and muscle, and I heard a heavy thud as something hit the ground.


  Time seemed to slow down, my vision gradually returning to normal. I braced myself for another strike, unsure if my plan had worked.


  But as my eyes adjusted to the brightness, I saw the creature's severed head lying beside its limp body.


  “It worked,” I muttered to myself, scanning the room to confirm everyone was safe.


  Before I could rush to my companions, notifications flashed before my eyes.


  Ding! You have slain a hobgoblin, level 3.


  Ding! Congratulations, you leveled up: Ding! Congratulations, you leveled up.


  Ding! Congratulations, you defeated the hobgoblin and earned a new relic.


  Ding! Dual Axes of the Pristine Lord.
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  “Wow” It was the only thing I could mutter because I couldn’t believe I had just earned two level-ups and a magical relic.


  Not even in my wildest dreams did I think this day would come. Excitement surged through me, a shiver running down my spine as a smile slowly spread across my face.


  But that happiness faded quickly as I turned to check on my companions. I still needed to ensure they were truly alright. That creature had been the strongest foe I’d ever encountered, and the way it grabbed Mel… It had looked like it was going to turn her into… something else. Something broken beyond repair.


  But there she was, sitting up on the ground, one hand on her neck while the raven circled her. Its magic flowed over her, healing as she regained her strength. Before I could reach her, Sophia rushed to her side.


  "Are you alright?" she asked, her voice laced with worry I didn’t know she had for Mel. I couldn’t help but smile as I moved toward them, with Nilea following closely behind. Nilea placed a hand on Mel’s shoulder, and they exchanged a glance. That was all Nilea needed to know that the healing had worked.


  "Are you sure? Nothing’s broken?" I asked, glancing at Nilea, but Mel was the one who answered, standing up and giving me a light pat on the shoulder.


  "Hey, you don’t need to worry so much. I’m fine." Yet there was a shadow behind her smile—not directed at me, but at the situation. Mel was clearly someone who always wanted to win. To thrive. Being wounded first by the goblin and now by the hobgoblin had hit her pride harder than her body. Still, she was alive and well, and for that, I was more than thankful.


  It was only then that I realized how scared I’d been of losing them. How much I was already relying on their presence. I couldn’t envision a world where one of these three women died under my watch. No matter how clingy Sophia could be, how complex Mel’s past and feelings were, or how distant Nilea seemed at times, I needed them. And it was my responsibility to keep them alive.


  "What was that thing?" Mel asked, her eyes fixed on the center of the room, where blood and black goo mingled from the Nether hobgoblin’s wounds.


  "It’s definitely not a hobgoblin," the raven interjected. "The Magical Inscript is broken. Neither Nilea nor I can read it. Whatever that creature was, we have no way of knowing."


  The raven flew to Nilea’s shoulder, tilting its small head from side to side as it always did when deep in thought. Sophia and I exchanged glances, silently questioning whether we should speak up about what we knew. But if we were going to be a party for the years to come—maybe even decades—we needed trust. And trust started with sharing important information.


  "You probably heard Stormbreaker mention it, Mel, but maybe you and the raven didn’t," I began, looking from her to Nilea, who stood with her arms crossed, waiting. "This creature—it’s a Nether creature. We don’t have much information about it, but what we do know is that the Nether, this black stuff, is corrupting the dungeons. It’s infecting creatures, relics, maybe even entire floors, turning them into something far more dangerous than they were meant to be."


  "Stormbreaker is trying to figure it out and fight these creatures, but this corruption... it’s spreading," Sophia added.


  “And she knew this thing was here and sent us anyway?” Mel asked, annoyance shifting into a full-blown grimace.


  “I don’t think so,” I reassured her. “When we talked, Stormbreaker mentioned the Nether infection being in the deepest floors. It’s been climbing, but theoretically, the farther down you go, the worse it gets. The fact that it’s on the first floor now… I don’t know what to make of it.”


  “And how do you know all that, mister?” the raven chimed in, suspicion lacing its voice. It was time to share the second part of the truth.


  “I’m not just a simple warrior, as you may have already suspected,” I said. “You’ve seen me amplify Sophia’s ice shard or turn a normal swing into a magical one. My class is somewhat connected to the Nether realm—not in serving it, but in understanding how the Magical Inscript wants to fight it. My class gives me tools to read and interpret Nether corruption. That’s how I know this creature was a level 3 hobgoblin and why we gained so many levels by defeating it. These creatures are much stronger than their level would suggest—probably twice as strong.”


  “So we just killed... a level 6 boss?” Sophia asked, her eyes wide with disbelief.


  “I think so. It sure felt like it,” I replied.


  “Oh, by the seven hells, that’s impressive!” the raven croaked, flapping its wings and landing on my shoulder. “I always knew you could pull this off, Master John. Never doubted it, not for a second.”


  “You’ve got no shame, do you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “What do you mean?” the raven responded, genuinely puzzled.


  “Forget about it,” I said with a smile, turning back to the others. “I earned a new relic.”


  With that, I summoned the relic, and in my hands appeared two short axes. The handles were wrapped in fine, leathery fabric, and the blades were crafted from a sleek, white metal I couldn’t identify. They were almost triangular, with the inner edge curving into a semicircle. Beautiful carvings of owls adorned the junction where the handle met the blade on both axes.


  Dual Axes of the Pristine Lord: +10 Strength, +10 Speed


  Description: The weapon of the Pristine Lord, the first to fight the Nether creatures.


  Hidden Ability: The axes of the Pristine Lord are the sharpest weapons in the multiverse. They can cut through anything and require no maintenance. Handle with care.


  I read the description aloud, and the expressions of the women shifted from shock to awe.


  “Do any of you want them? We should discuss who should use these,” I offered.


  Mel shook her head and met my gaze.


  “Of course you should use them. You already wield an axe, and you’re the one who killed that thing. If anyone should have a weapon that can cut through anything, it’s you.”


  “I agree,” Sophia chimed in, and the raven added,


  “Nilea agrees, too. But maybe me? I probably could use them.”


  I ignored the raven’s comment, looking down at the axes again, briefly wondering if I should be the one to wield them. The decision didn’t take long; I silently agreed.


  I put the weapons back into my inventory, alongside my battle axe and the Mana Stone I’d obtained earlier.


  “And you guys earned something, too,” I added. Sophia had gained three high-grade Mana Stones, while Mel and Nilea each received two. I suspected Sophia’s extra stone came from helping me with the final blow, and my relic was a reward for landing the killing strike.


  Everyone leveled up twice, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much I would’ve gained had I killed the creature on my own or if the Magical Inscript already divided rewards equally.


  Ding!


  Congratulations! You are the first to kill the boss of the level 1 floor in this diving expedition. Please return to your dimension.


  The message appeared, and alongside it, a green portal materialized in the middle of the room, right next to the corpse of the Nether hobgoblin. I sighed in relief. We had made it. Finally, after all the chaos, we had proven our worth, and everyone was still in one piece. Now it was time to go back and see what rewards Stormbreaker had in store for us.


  "Let's go, girls. No need to waste any more time here," I said, eager to leave.


  "Please, I can’t take this smell anymore," Sophia groaned, her eyes lingering on the piles of corpses scattered across the room. She rushed over, grabbing my arm and hugging it tightly. I felt a warmth I had been missing. We’d spent only a few hours inside the dungeon, but we had been focused, professional. Now, I couldn’t wait to get out of here and have some time alone with Sophia.


  We stepped through the portal, and just like before, it felt like walking through a door. On the other side, the world reappeared around us, and we found ourselves back in the main hall. But something was off.


  Everyone was staring at us, their faces a mixture of shock and fear. I couldn’t quite make sense of what I was seeing. It was... unsettling. The crowd’s silence felt heavy, as if they knew something we didn’t.


  What had happened while we were gone? I looked around and spotted Stormbreaker amidst the crowd, her eyes focused on us but quickly shifting past.


  Following her gaze, I noticed something terrifying. Beside the familiar green portal that led to the dungeon floors, there was a different one.


  This portal wasn’t made of flowing green waves but of revolting black ones. The energy surrounding it thrashed in all directions like liquid chaos crashing against itself, yet somehow never spilling to the ground. It pulsed with a life of its own, an eerie counterpart to the dungeon’s entrance, clearly composed of Nether energy.


  Everyone was mesmerized, frozen by the sight, and I couldn’t blame them. I felt the same way when I first saw the Nether creeping into our world. But this time, there were no spider-like creatures emerging from the goo to attack us… yet. The portal just stood there, silent but ominous, as if mocking the dungeon, mimicking its presence.


  "Everyone out!" Stormbreaker’s voice boomed, the authority in her tone sending a chill down my spine.


  “Wait, don’t you think I—” I started, but she cut me off.


  “Out, now!” she commanded again, raising one arm and muttering some words close to a bracelet in her right arm “All wardens attend to the portal room. We have an emergency.”


  Before anyone could leave, she spoke once more, her voice more serious than ever. “And don’t talk about this with anyone besides the people in this room. Do you understand?”


  As the recruits filtered out of the room, we hung back with the last to leave. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were witnessing something far more dangerous than anything we’d encountered in the dungeon.


  Stormbreaker stood with her arms crossed, staring at the portal, her thoughts unreadable. This new one didn’t call to me like the other one had. There was no sense of adventure or excitement in its presence. Instead, a faint whisper hissed in my ear, soft but persistent:


  We want you. We want you, the voice echoed ominously like a melody.


  I could barely hear myself think over its sinister song, repeating over and over.
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  "What the hell was that?" I muttered, more to myself than my companions, though their eyes reflected the same confusion. We huddled close to the wall, whispering as quietly as possible. Groups of other recruits lingered nearby, but most had already scattered to the refectory or their dorms, afraid of being caught discussing what had just occurred.


  We stayed near the door, hoping to catch some action, but Stormbreaker hadn’t emerged, and no wardens had passed us. Not that I’d recognize any of them, but if they were inside the portal room, they must have entered through a secret route.


  Everyone still around belonged to Stormbreaker’s class, so we weren’t too nervous about speaking, but we kept our voices low, just in case.


  "I'm sure she’ll tell us eventually." I tried to sound reassuring, though I needed to hear it for myself just as much.


  “Do you think that was a portal?” Mel asked, her gaze fixed on me.


  “Maybe,” I replied. “But if it’s a dungeon filled with creatures like that hobgoblin…”


  “Why weren’t you this quiet in the dungeon when our lives were on the line?” I questioned as I noticed Raven quiet on Nilea’s shoulder. When it responded, its voice was barely a whisper.


  "Our lives are on the line here. You didn’t hear what Stormbreaker said—she’s going to send us to prison if we share anything about this! That’s worse than dying. There’s no good food in prison. Everyone knows that." Its tone was agitated, but I ignored it. No one was in the mood for its exaggerations.


  “If that’s actually a portal, maybe what’s behind it is the answer to fighting the Nether creatures,” Sophia suggested thoughtfully. I could see where she was going with it. Maybe this was a way for the Magical Inscript to have us confront the Nether realm directly, instead of being ambushed by it inside the dungeons—or outside them, like what had happened to me and Sophia at the blacksmith shop.


  “It doesn’t matter what we think. We’ll only know when Stormbreaker decides to share,” Mel cut through our speculations, and I nodded in agreement.


  “Maybe we should just rest for a bit,” I suggested. “We can talk more later.”


  “And no one’s mentioned the fact that we won the dungeon,” Mel added, her tone sharp with sarcasm.


  It was true that no one brought up the boss fight or how we’d triumphed, but I didn’t blame them. After all, there was a freaking black portal in the middle of the portal room—where the original portal had stood alone for millennia. Whatever had just happened, it was huge.


  I stretched my arms over my head, feeling the exhaustion from the fight settle deep into my muscles. All I wanted now was to collapse into bed and sleep for hours. But just as I yawned, I heard an all-too-familiar voice from my side.


  "I'm tired of seeing you being carried by your party."


  Leo's voice grated on my nerves instantly. Of all people, he was the last one I wanted to deal with right now. I ignored him, hoping he’d take the hint and leave me alone, but instead, I felt his hand clamp onto my arm.


  "You were at the front of the boss’s room, weren’t you?" he asked, his face twisted in disgust. I glanced down at his hand on my arm, then looked back up at him, my eyes daring him to keep holding on.


  He released me quickly, and I smirked.


  "And you were the one lagging behind, right?" I shot back, turning the tables with a smile.


  “I wonder how this bitch stole the victory,” Leo snapped, his eyes locked on Mel.


  My body moved instinctively. I was already raising my arm, ready to punch the bastard again, but before I could reach him, I was shoved back.


  Mel had both hands on my shoulders, her grip strong, holding me in place. Her fingers dug into my biceps, and I gritted my teeth, fighting the urge to shove her aside and charge at Leo. I glanced at her, but she forced me to meet her eyes, pulling my attention away from the smug bastard grinning behind her.


  “He’s counting on you losing control. Look!” she whispered, nodding toward Leo. I followed her gaze and saw an instructor on the opposite wall, watching us closely with their arms crossed, an expression of curiosity on their face.


  They were waiting, ready to take me to the wardens if I hit Leo again, marking me as the villain. It was a trap, and Leo was just waiting for me to fall into it.


  “He’s setting you up. Don’t fall for it,” she whispered in my ear, her breath hot against my skin, making me shiver. Suddenly, the desire to fight drained from me. Her eyes held mine, grounding me, but then Leo opened his mouth again, and anger flared once more.


  “What? Where’s your protective nature? Are you going to let me insult your whore?” he spat, his voice dripping with mockery. He sounded like an actor in a cheap play, trying to bait me into a reaction. But I wouldn’t fall for it. Not this time.


  “You can say whatever you want. You’re the one with the swollen nose. You came in second yesterday, and you’re second again today,” I shot back, keeping my voice calm but sharp. The grin fell from his face. His mouth twisted downward, and his brow furrowed so deeply it was almost comical. Seeing him that worked up filled me with a sick satisfaction.


  “You’re a lucky bastard,” he growled, stepping closer to Mel and raising a finger toward us. “A weak liar who seizes the moment and basks in the glories of your party. Who’s really powerful here? You?” He pointed at Sophia, who was glaring daggers at him, her eyes filled with fury. “Or you?” He pointed at Nilea, stoic as always, but I could see the tension in her posture.


  The raven flapped its wings, trying to intimidate Leo, but he ignored it. His two thugs, however, kept their eyes on my companions, clearly sizing them up, planning how to hurt us. I bet Sophia, Nilea, and the raven were doing the same, quietly calculating.


  "You don’t belong here. None of you. As far as I’m concerned, we have a code of honor, and it doesn’t permit striking colleagues.”


  “And does your code of honor permit imprisoning someone just because she didn’t want to go on a date with you?” Mel chimed in, turning her back on me and slapping his raised hand away. She stepped up to him, her finger in his face. I could feel her body pressed against mine, and even in this tense moment, I couldn’t help but register the sensation.


  Leo blushed, and suddenly, I understood where the rivalry came from. This bastard had tried to ruin her life because she rejected him. I almost couldn’t believe it, but the look in his eyes told me everything. He was the epitome of pettiness and malice.


  “Let’s settle this,” he said, looking past Mel and directly at me. “You and me. A classic duel.”


  I took a deep breath, remembering Stormbreaker’s words. She had been clear: I don’t need to fight him. I have way more to lose.


  She had a point, a point that was eating me up, urging me to walk away. But there was another part of me—a much louder part—that wanted to put this bastard in his place. The guild would be better without him and his thugs strutting around, bullying people. I wanted to see him humiliated, on the ground. This time, he’d see it coming, and it would hurt.


  “Let’s do it,” I said through gritted teeth.


  “On the Saturday after the next one. At noon. Fight to submission. Relics allowed, but the fight will be done with swords.” The words sounding rehearsed.


  “No,” Mel interrupted, her voice firm. “He’ll fight with his weapon of choice.” Leo looked like he wanted to protest, but the words died on his lips. Instead, he nodded, his face contorting with barely contained rage.


  “We’ll see each other in thirteen days then,” he said, backing away toward the refectory.


  “I can’t wait,” I replied, watching as he turned his back and left.


  "What was that about the sword?" I asked as Mel moved away.


  "His class is tied to swords," she explained. "The coward was trying to gain an edge over you. His whole family—generations of them—are swordsmen and swordswomen, both magical and regular. You wouldn't want to fight him on equal grounds with a sword. If you have any chance of winning, you'll need a different weapon, like your battleaxe or the new ones."


  "That was really smart of you," the raven chimed in, flying toward Mel, and even Nilea nodded in agreement.


  Before I could say more, Sophia rushed toward me, wrapping her arms around me in a tight hug, and then she kissed me on the lips.


  "I'm so proud of you for defending Mel like that. Defending us like that. I'm really glad we’re in the same party."


  "Me, too," I said, brushing a lock of her hair behind her ear and gently cupping her face. She was stunning, and for a moment, I lost myself in her eyes. I leaned in to kiss her again, but before I could, she pulled away with a mischievous grin, grabbing Mel by the hand.


  "Hey, let’s go to the dorm! I want to try on some clothes for dinner. Would you help me?" she asked, brimming with excitement. Before Mel could even reply, Sophia was already pulling her down the corridor, practically dragging her along.


  Amidst all the chaos of the day, that moment warmed my heart. I couldn’t help but smile, watching them disappear around a corner. For a brief second, I almost forgot where I was and what had happened. When I snapped back to reality, I noticed Nilea and the raven already heading off somewhere.


  “All this dungeon diving made me starving, Nilea,” the raven squawked. “You want to eat something? Oh, by the seven heavens, how about pasta from Aurelius?”


  A pause followed as she appeared to communicate with the raven mentally. Finally, the bird spoke again.


  "That is a damn nice place."


  Hearing that sparked something in my brain. I rushed to catch up to them.


  "Hey, what’s this about a nice place?"
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  Dear Sophia,


  I woke up this morning with a surprising pang of sadness. At first, I couldn’t place it, but as soon as I remembered what had happened, a wave of happiness washed over me. Strange, isn’t it? I never thought I’d feel even a hint of disappointment about being happy, but that’s life, I suppose. I want you to know that, through all the crises I went through, part of me was still here, watching everything fade. Your courage and your determination to stay by my side kept me going, kept me grounded.


  I believed you each time you promised, again and again, that you’d find a way to cure me, and now the steadiness of my hand speaks for itself. Thank you, my sweet child.


  The shaman, who turned out to be a gentle and rather amiable orc, brought me a letter from the Dungeon Diver guild. You can’t imagine my surprise when I saw Stormbreaker’s signature at the bottom. She told me everything about your adventures and even how you boldly challenged their rules to raise the coin needed for my recovery. Maybe it wasn’t the wisest choice, but I’m grateful you did it.


  She also mentioned a young man named John, who apparently played a crucial role in helping you secure your position at the guild and in seeing to my recovery. Stormbreaker didn’t come right out and say it, but I get the sense that you and he aren’t just friends—perhaps you’re party members or something more.


  I could write about how I met your mother during my own dungeon-diving years, but honestly, I’m exhausted, and you’ve heard that story more times than either of us can count.


  Just know that I’m looking forward to meeting this young man, and I trust your judgment. I wish you all the best in your new journey, daughter, and I hope you’ll take time to reflect a little. You’ve always been a little... possessive. Please don’t let that part of you get in the way of your happiness.


  I’m here, waiting for you at home. Bring John and the other members of your party when you come back.


  With love,


  Father.


  A tear slid down onto the paper as Sophia’s efforts to hold back her emotions crumbled. Her feelings, kept under careful guard for the past few months, finally spilled out in a wave of unrestrained tears. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t swallow the lump that had formed in her throat.


  Sophia had cried tears of happiness before, but never quite like this.


  Is this what Father felt all this time? The thought barged in, unbidden, as her heart seemed to sink heavily, almost as though it might settle into her stomach. She should be used to this feeling by now, but she doubted she ever would be.


  I don’t need to. She reminded herself, drawing in a deep breath, feeling the shivers in her body gradually ease as her heartbeat slowed. I don’t need to feel this way ever again. Father is healed, and I have John by my side.


  Just the thought of John brought a warm, unbidden smile to her face. His easy, reassuring smile alone made her feel more secure, more prepared to face the days ahead.


  She glanced up at the ceiling of their dorm room, a wish forming quietly in her mind. She wished he were beside her now, though some part of her didn’t want him to see her in this vulnerable state. She’d worked so hard to look beautiful around him, wanting to please him since the very first time she’d laid eyes on him.


  The fact that she couldn’t yet please him in the way she most deeply desired still brought a pang to her heart.


  Why did you have to be so persuasive, Mother? she thought, recalling her mother’s old lessons—especially when it came to the one you wanted for the rest of your life.


  ‘Don’t give everything at once; he needs to feel desire for you. No man falls for someone who’s too easy. Times may change, but a man’s mind doesn’t. He wants to feel loved, cared for, desired and wants to desire as well. When you can offer that and he’s grateful, you’ll know he’s the right one.’


  It was simple advice, and Sophia knew, without a doubt, that John was the right one. But that didn’t make it any easier to hold back. Many nights, she’d lain awake pretending to sleep, longing deeply for something more, her heart burning with feelings she couldn’t yet express.


  Why is he taking so long to make the next move? Is he reconsidering us?


  The question haunted her, and that morning, it stung even more. After breakfast, she hadn’t seen John all day, and when she asked him what he was going to do, he’d been so vague, so evasive.


  Is he planning something, or has he realized I’m not worth it? The thought gnawed at her, threatening to bring tears again, but this time, they wouldn’t be from happiness.


  Her gaze drifted over to the opposite side of the room, where Mel’s bed lay neatly made. The rogue was perceptive, and Sophia had caught her watching earlier. Mel seemed to know more than she let on, but getting close to her wasn’t easy. And, worst of all, Sophia couldn’t even blame her.


  Gods, she couldn’t blame any woman who found herself drawn to John. The mere thought of someone else intruding on her relationship with him made her blood boil. She’d seen the good in him before anyone else, had fallen for him even before he’d saved her life or gained his new class.


  Since she first saw him, she knew he was someone special, someone she wasn’t prepared to lose.


  “You can be a little... possessive,” her father had written. But Sophia knew she was more than a little possessive, and that kind of attitude could drive away the very people she cared about most.


  She needed to get a grip on herself, to control her emotions better. She needed to change, or at the very least, make an effort.


  But it was damn difficult with John constantly surrounded by beautiful women. Mel, with her striking red hair and a smile that could even charm her, made her feel insecure. Nilea, quiet and regal, held an ethereal presence, mesmerizing all who looked upon her. Sophia wasn’t even sure who intimidated her more—Nilea or Lina, if the noblewoman were to join the party.


  Lina was simply stunning—tall, with jet-black hair and a gaze that could be both commanding and alluring.


  And then there were the other recruits, who couldn’t seem to stop gawking at John. Whenever they looked her way, their eyes glinted with barely veiled contempt.


  But Mel, Nilea, and even Lina didn’t look at her like that. In fact, Mel displayed a deep respect toward John, and toward Sophia as well, which the blonde couldn’t help but reciprocate.


  And John, undeniably, had feelings for Mel, too.


  No matter how much Sophia tried to push the thought aside, the truth was there, clear as day, on both of their faces.


  Harems in adventuring parties were common—almost the norm, in fact. And if someone wasn’t willing to share, they’d likely end up replaced. Sophia didn’t want to be replaced, nor did she want to force John into a decision he didn’t want to make.


  With these thoughts swirling in her mind, she carefully tucked her father’s letter into her pocket, wiped the dampness from her cheeks, and headed to the bathroom.


  Her face was a mess, makeup smudged by her tears, but she ignored it, forced herself to smile, and looked at her reflection.


  She wasn’t ready to lose John. She wasn’t prepared to let anyone get in the way of their happiness. But maybe, just maybe, she was ready to let someone she respected and enjoyed join them, too.


  It wouldn’t be easy. It would probably hurt at first, but you do what you have to do for those you love.


  Is that what I’m feeling? she wondered as the question lingered, soft but unshakable.


  Two days on the road. Two of classes, and seven since Stormbreaker’s outburst inside the portal room, and she couldn’t even imagine a life without John.


  If what I’m feeling is that strong, then maybe I need to be willing to sacrifice something, too.


  She took a deep breath, wiped off the last of her makeup, and returned to the room.


  Her mind was made up. The next time she saw John, she’d find a way to explain her feelings. She couldn’t afford to be an obstacle in his life; she needed to be his support. And if that meant embracing Mel’s presence in their lives, well, she could imagine worse scenarios.


  The more she thought about it, the more the idea started to seem... almost pleasant.


  There was a knock on the door—three times, then twice. John’s usual signal.


  “Sophia? Are you in there?”


  “Yes. Is something wrong?” She detected a subtle hint in his voice—was it just her nerves amplifying it?


  “Not at all.” He opened the door, slipping his head in with a warm smile. “Can I come in?”


  “It’s your room; of course you can.” She smiled, waving him in.


  He wore a brown leather coat over a crisp white shirt, loose pants, and a pair of shoes she hadn’t seen before.


  “You look amazing.” The words slipped out before she could catch them as her eyes took him in. Where was he? Should I worry? Am I too late with my whole ‘you can pursue Mel’ speech? She raised an eyebrow, her insecurity seeping through, though he didn’t seem to notice.


  “‘What’s the occasion’ would be the right question.” He grinned, strolling over to her and pressing a gentle kiss on her cheek. His scent wrapped around her senses, sending a shiver down her spine. She fought the urge to close her eyes, to savor it, but managed to keep her composure.


  “What’s the occasion, then?”


  “You’ll see. I’ll wait for you outside, alright?”


  “Where are we going?”


  “You’ll see.”


  “Wait, John! Don’t be like that! You didn’t even tell me what to wear.”


  He was almost out the door but poked his head back in at her words.


  “I’m sure you’ll look beautiful no matter what, but if I were to suggest... maybe a nice dress. Something to match me.”


  And with that, he was gone, leaving her alone again.


  In an instant, the insecurities and doubts fell away, leaving her with just one feeling: excitement.
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  “Where are you taking me?” Sophia asked for what felt like the tenth time in the last ten minutes, and I simply replied, "You’ll see. Be patient. Weren’t you complaining about my secrecy these past few days? You’re close to your answer.”


  “All right, but I really don’t like walking in the dark,” she protested, though I could sense the eagerness in her body language. We were all on edge after Stormbreaker’s outburst following the dungeon dive, and the past seven days had been stressful enough. I hoped tonight would bring us both some much-needed peace,


  “You won’t need the blindfold for much longer.” I had one hand on her waist and the other holding her hand, guiding her through the corridors of the guild. “We’re already here,” I said as I opened the door and led her inside. “You can take the blindfold off now.”


  Sophia eagerly removed it, her fingers tangling in her hair as the blindfold fell away, though her hair somehow settled perfectly on her shoulders. Her eyes widened as she took in the room.


  “Wow, what is this place?”


  The walls consisted of an amalgamation of rocks, all sizes and shapes glued together, giving the restaurant an old, rustic charm. Yet the floors and tables gleamed, almost glowing under the soft lighting. Chairs were stacked on the tables, except for one near a window that let in silvery moonlight. At the far end of the room, behind a counter, stood Aurelius, the owner, his smile as wide as ever. I didn’t blame him—half of my extremely expensive Mana Stone had gone into booking this entire restaurant for tonight. I’d never thought I’d spend so much on something like this, but seeing Sophia’s reaction made it all worth it.


  Her face radiated a mix of shock and joy, a soft smile playing on her lips, and she looked even more beautiful when she was speechless.


  “Did you like it?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.


  “Yes,” she replied, still wide-eyed. “But… where are we? I didn’t notice we left the guild. Are we inside a dungeon or something? Did we travel through a portal?”


  I chuckled at her confusion as I led her to our table.


  “This is inside the guild. Aurelius is an old member—he used to be part of some big parties. He has a chef class and made food for buffs and heals. Now, he runs this place as his retirement project for anyone who wants something different from the refectory.”


  “So why isn’t the place full? Where is everyone? Don’t tell me the food here is bad because, honestly, the refectory food is great.”


  “I booked the whole place.”


  Her eyes widened. “You did?”


  “Of course. You told me I needed to take you somewhere nice.”


  We sat down across from each other, the table small enough that our knees brushed. She placed her hand on the table, searching for mine, and I took it, gently intertwining our fingers.


  “This is incredible,” she said softly, her gaze meeting mine. “No one has ever done anything like this for me before.”


  “You deserve more, Sophia. For your loyalty, your companionship⁠—”


  “And maybe because you want something more from me.” She interrupted with a smirk and a playful tone.


  “I’d have done this, nonetheless.”


  She smiled, shaking her head. “Don’t lie to me, John.”


  “I’m not lying,” I protested, and she tilted her head, studying me. “You don’t fully know me yet, but I’ve always dreamed of finding someone like you. Someone who really cares. Someone to be a partner for life.” I looked away, nervous about possibly rushing things. “I’ve always wanted that. A family. Not now, of course, but in the future... I want to braid my daughter’s hair, play games with our son. You know, the simple things. Sorry if I’m going too far.”


  Before I could continue, Sophia squeezed my hand.


  “No, that’s my dream, too.”


  She grabbed my other hand, holding both tightly. Her palms were sweaty, and I realized mine were, too. When had I started getting so nervous around her? Why was my stomach cold with excitement? But when she smiled at me, all of that melted away.


  Her words settled deep inside me, and suddenly, I felt like I was floating. Like I was outside, flying toward the moon.


  How could this amazing, beautiful woman be on the same page as me? It seemed almost too good to be true, but it was real.


  Deep down, I knew I deserved this happiness. I would cherish it, hoping it would never end.


  I heard someone clearing their throat behind us, and I noticed Aurelius’s large silhouette entering our sight. The man was huge—6’5” with enormous arms—wearing an apron that sported the same smiley face logo matching his warm expression. Despite his ogre-like build, his smile was inviting and reassuring.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt. Can I start bringing the food?” he asked.


  “Yes, of course,” I replied. “And don’t forget about the wine.”


  “Of course, Master John. I’ll bring the best we have.” With that, he was gone.


  “The best they have? You really spent some mana stones here, didn’t you?” Sophia asked, her eyebrows raised.


  “A few,” I admitted with a grin.


  She studied me with a thoughtful expression. “And you already know what he’ll serve?”


  “Yeah, he gave me a few options. I chose based on what I’ve seen you pick at the refectory most days.”


  “Oh, so you have been paying attention to me?”


  “Of course. How could I not? You’d probably beat me up if I paid attention to someone else.”


  As soon as I made the joke, her smile faded. Her expression shifted into something more serious, and her grip on my hands loosened.


  “I’m sorry for that,” she murmured, her voice wavering. “It’s just… hard to control. I lost my mother when I was really young, and then my father was sick for so long. I just have a hard time letting go of things. And you… you’re a catch, John. But maybe I’m pushing you away by being too jealous.”


  “You’re not losing me,” I said firmly, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. I held her gaze, and after a moment, she met my eyes again. “You just need to ease up a little sometimes, especially with our party members. But, in general, I try not to let it bother me. You are who you are, and I like you that way.”


  Her smile returned, soft and genuine, and she tilted her head playfully. “Where’s the catch here, John? What are you hiding? You can’t be this perfect. If you keep going like this, it’ll be hard to keep you all to myself. The other girls in the guild will want a piece of you.”


  “And I’m guessing you’re not ready to share,” I teased, expecting her to get playful or annoyed, but instead, she shrugged.


  “Maybe I am,” she said with a smirk. “But that’s a conversation for another day.”


  I raised my brows, surprised by her response, and I had to hold myself back from pressing her for more details. But I took it in stride. A "maybe" was more than enough for now.


  Aurelius returned with a platter of fried rice balls accompanied by a red sauce. A woman followed him, carrying a bottle of wine and two glasses, which she carefully filled before stepping aside.


  “Our finest wine from the elven realm,” Aurelius announced with pride. “I only have three bottles of this left, but tonight felt like a special occasion. To accompany it, I’m serving arancini with tomato sauce—an in-house specialty. I hope you enjoy it.”


  “Thank you,” I nodded, and Sophia gave a brief nod as well, her expression neutral. But as soon as she picked up one of the arancini and took a bite, her face lit up.


  “Oh gods, this is delicious,” she moaned before dunking the rest in the sauce and finishing it off in one bite.


  “Is it?” I asked, grabbing one for myself. The arancini were, indeed, magnificent. The crispy outside gave way to a soft, cheesy filling that melded perfectly with the tangy tomato sauce. There was a hint of sweetness in the food that, when combined with the acidic sauce, made my mouth water.


  “This is amazing,” I muttered as I took another bite, savoring the blend of flavors.


  It didn’t take long for the plate to empty, and we washed everything down with the sweet, refreshing wine. I’d never been much of a drinker, but this was different. It was smooth, not like the cheap stuff I used to sip after long shifts at the blacksmith shop. It went down easily, leaving a pleasant warmth in my chest and a light sheen of sweat on my forehead.


  By the time we’d finished the second glass, Sophia’s cheeks were flushed, and she looked happier than ever. Her laughter was infectious, and I matched her mood, thrilled that I had been able to give her this moment.


  As we finished the main course—a spicy pasta with smoked meat and tomato sauce—the bottle of wine was almost empty. We had spent the time talking about everything: the day we met, our travels, our first classes together. Sophia had told me how scared she was when the hobgoblin grabbed Mel in its hands and how proud she felt about how we reacted together. How we ended it.


  "I guess we’re the best Nether creature hunters in the guild," I joked.


  "There aren’t any others, silly," she replied with a chuckle, holding her glass in one hand and giving me a sidelong glance, a sly smirk growing more mischievous with each second. I couldn’t control the smile plastered on my face as well, my cheeks already hurting from holding it so long.


  When dessert arrived—a delicious pudding—I could barely focus.


  Sophia’s feet had been under the table, brushing against my legs for the last five minutes. Her toes traveled up my inner thighs, making my body tense, and I was nearly ready to tell Aurelius to skip serving the dessert altogether.


  But when she looked at me with those inquiring eyes and her foot found my growing hardness under the table, I struggled to maintain composure.


  "Maybe we should go," I managed to say, swallowing hard as she continued to tease me with her foot, going up and down, up and down. It was getting harder to control myself.


  "Why? I want dessert," she said playfully, grabbing her fork and slowly eating the pudding while her foot continued its deliberate movements. Her eyes stayed locked on mine, challenging me as I gripped the edge of the table, trying to keep my breathing steady.


  I could barely think as she kept at it, making me almost explode under the table.


  "You seem a little… excited," she teased, feigning innocence as she continued to eat. "I guess I’m full. Aren’t you going to eat?" she asked after finishing half of her pudding, pointing at mine while her foot continued its relentless teasing.


  "I’m fine. Can we go?" I managed to say.


  "Yeah, we can," she said dismissively, acting as though nothing had happened under the table as she adjusted herself on her chair, removing her feet from my hard member.


  "Let’s go?" she asked, getting ready to stand, but I quickly stopped her.


  "Can you give me a minute, please?"


  She raised her eyebrows, confused. "Why?"


  "Because... you know..." I pointed downward with my eyes, and she chuckled, finally understanding.


  "Oh! Yes, we wouldn’t want anyone looking at you like that," she said with a sly grin.


  "Yeah, that was my bet," I replied, smiling as she settled back into her seat, taking another bite of her pudding while I finally managed to calm myself down and eat some of mine.


  It was sweet, creamy, and melted perfectly in my mouth—a good distraction from the intense sensations I’d just experienced.


  After a few minutes, I was finally composed enough to leave. Sophia got up first, thanking Aurelius for the wonderful food, and I echoed her words. As we moved out of the restaurant and into the corridor, Sophia glanced around.


  "Oh, I know where we are now. I had no idea there was a restaurant here," she said, looking around. "The refectory is just around that corner, isn’t it?"


  "Yeah, you’re right," I answered, still slightly flustered.


  She took the lead, walking ahead of me with quick, deliberate steps.


  Then, she slowed down, every step making her hips sway, her red dress hugging her perfect waist and bouncing with each movement. She knew exactly what she was doing, and I could barely contain myself.


  Her teasing walk, her stunning figure… It was all too much, but at the same time, I didn’t want it to end. I followed behind, watching her, trying to manage the tension building inside me.


  I lost track of time as we made our way to the dorm—it felt like both an eternity and far too short. The anticipation built with every step. Finally, we reached the dormitory, and Sophia stopped at the door, her back against it, waiting for me to get closer.


  I stepped toward her, feeling the rush of everything that had happened and everything that was about to happen. I glanced down both sides of the corridor, checking if anyone else was there, though I didn't really care. My hands instinctively moved to her waist while the other reached for her neck, my thumb caressing her cheek. She looked directly at me, her eyes locked with mine, mouth slightly agape. I pulled at her clothes, and she grunted.


  "What are you doing?" she whispered, her wine-scented breath intoxicating me, tempting me to kiss her, to taste her lips and tongue.


  "What do you think?" I asked, getting closer, feeling her belly press against my stomach, her waist giving way to the touch of my firm hand.


  "And if anyone sees us?"


  "I don't mind," I replied, kissing her passionately. Her lips tasted sweet, like wine, and when our tongues touched, she moaned again, her knees buckling in pleasure. But I held her in place, savoring every second of the kiss.


  "All this teasing, and I’m the one who can't control myself," she murmured, leaning close to my ear. "Let's go inside. I want you inside me." Her words sent a shiver down my spine as my hand reached for the door handle. When the door clicked open, she placed her hand over mine.


  "What about Mel?" she asked urgently.


  "She's not here. I asked her to sleep in Nilea's room."


  "You thought of everything, didn't you?"


  "I just followed your instructions," I replied with a smile as I pushed the door open. Our beds remained pushed together, forming a larger one, and moonlight poured through the window, just like in the restaurant. I wasn't sure if it was real or just an illusion, but at that moment, I couldn't have cared less. All I wanted was to see Sofia.


  She moved through the room, walking backward toward the bed until she sat down, her hands on the mattress, her gaze filled with desire as she bit her lower lip.


  "What?" she asked, watching me with curiosity.


  "I'm just savoring the moment," I replied, slowly walking toward her.


  "You don't need to do that. There will be other times, you know?"


  "And I'll savor each one." I drew closer, leaning against the bed, placing one knee between her legs and a hand on her chin, lifting her face to mine. Then I kissed her again.


  She smiled, leaning back on the bed and pulling me with her. I braced myself with one hand as I kissed her more patiently, her legs wrapping around my waist in a tight grip. I could feel her warmth pressed against me, her panties damp beneath her dress. With every caress of our tongues, she moaned softly into my mouth.


  I rubbed against her sex, over and over, enjoying the sensations as our kiss deepened. Lip against lip, tongue against tongue—even when our teeth grazed, it still felt right. She raised the skirt of her dress to her waist, and I caught the sweet scent from between her legs.


  "Come on, I can't take it anymore. Put it inside me," she pleaded, her flushed cheeks glowing. She didn't need to ask, but I relished hearing her beg. I pulled down my pants and slid my cock into her. She gasped, her eyes widening in surprise.


  "Oh, you're so thick," she muttered as I pushed deeper, slowly but surely.


  "Is it hurting?" I asked between breaths.


  "For the gods, it's amazing. Please, keep going." I felt her nails dig into my back as I thrust deeper and deeper. She moaned, her voice growing louder with each stroke. It was as if she wanted to say something but couldn't, and I couldn't find the words either, my focus entirely on moving up and down.


  The fact that she was still half-dressed made her look even more stunning. Watching her made it hard to hold back, but I kept control, pumping into her. She gripped my neck with both hands, her breath labored as she pressed her forehead against mine.


  "By the gods, keep going. Yes, right there, right there, right there, please, don't stop," she pleaded, her voice urging me on. I could feel myself throbbing with every stroke.


  "Oh, I'm cumming," she moaned. As her legs trembled violently around my waist, I grabbed one of her breasts firmly with one hand and thrust hard inside her, all the way through. Her mouth fell open, her eyes wide. She wanted to moan, but the scream of pleasure caught in her throat.


  She couldn’t express what she felt, but if it was anything like mine, she was probably over the moon. I stroked her one last time, feeling her warmth around me, and then I exploded, a rush of excitement coursing down my spine. As I filled her, I grunted with pleasure, my strength fading as my chest leaned against hers.


  Our breaths synchronized, both of us panting, as we kissed—a sloppy kiss, but one filled with a something I couldn’t quite describe. Joy, excitement, maybe even love.


  No words were needed in that moment. Our bodies seemed to speak their own language. I kept moving inside her, slowly, deliberately, and she kissed me again, now with less urgency but more intention as if savoring the moment. I found myself doing the same, enjoying every second, feeling her around me—her tongue, her lips, her breasts pressed against my chest. I soaked in the moment until our mouths finally parted, and she looked deeply into my eyes.


  “I think I love you,” she said, surprise in her gaze.


  
    
      Chapter


      Twenty-Nine

    

  


  I breathed deeply, resisting my body's urge to wake up. My muscles stretched lazily as I extended my legs, letting calm wash over me. Feeling Sophia's skin against mine didn’t help. Still, I knew the bell hadn’t rung yet, so there was a little more time before we had to get up.


  The sunlight streaming through the window, however, hinted that it was closer than I wanted. Sophia stirred slightly, turning her head toward me, but her eyes remained shut. I was oddly grateful for that—not because she was asleep, but because she hadn’t woken up early to fuss over something or check that our uniforms were ready for the day. She was probably exhausted, and I couldn’t blame her. I was in the same boat. The night had been long and... energetic.


  When her eyes finally fluttered open, I wished we could both close them again, enjoying the warmth of her skin against mine for another hour. Her voice was raspy, and she had to clear her throat before speaking.


  "I guess I wasn’t dreaming," she whispered.


  I smiled, watching as her smile slowly bloomed across her face while she stretched her legs.


  "Yeah, it wasn’t a dream. Can you believe it?"


  Her hand found its way to my chest, her fingers tracing gentle rhythms on my skin. "I’m still processing. Did I tell you I love you, or was that just a dream?"


  "You actually did."


  "And what did you say?" Her eyebrows arched, curiosity lighting her eyes, a sly smile playing on her lips.


  "I told you I love you, too." I pulled her closer, kissing her softly as her grin widened.


  "Good, good. I was starting to get scared it was a dream. If it is, I don’t want to wake up."


  "Honestly, I don’t either."


  "Yeah? But we have to."


  "Yeah, but we have to," I echoed, glancing at the sun already high in the sky.


  "The bell’s going to ring any minute now."


  "Ugh, don’t remind me." I groaned, pressing my hand to my forehead and then my eyes, trying to push the tiredness away. It didn’t work.


  Noticing my struggle, Sophia suddenly got up and moved toward the window, her waist swaying with each step. When she turned to face me, I was met with the sight of her perfect, naked body. The sunlight behind her cast shadows along her curves, making her look like a living painting. Seeing her like this, without the contrast of light or darkness, made my eyes widen. I could feel my blood rushing to one very specific place.


  "You don’t look so tired now," she teased, her fingers drifting to one of her nipples.


  Oh, by the gods, how I wished I was the one touching her. Wait, I can be, I thought as I got up, already hard and ready for more. I took a step toward her, but she raised her hand to stop me and looked up. As soon as her gaze hit the ceiling, the bell rang—loud and unmistakable.


  "Fuck," I muttered under my breath, waiting for the sound to fade.


  When our eyes met again, any trace of a smile had vanished from Sophia's gaze. She looked utterly serious—not like something terrible had happened, but as if she was caught up in a difficult thought.


  "What?" I asked, worry creeping in.


  "You can pursue her if you want." She let the words slip, and her shoulders fell.


  "What? What are you talking about?"


  She let out a deep sigh. "Mel. I see how she looks at you, and I see how you look at her."


  "Wait, is this some kind of trap? We don’t have to talk about this."


  "No, John, it’s not a trap." Her tone shifted to mild annoyance, but she didn’t seem to be lying or setting me up for something. I paused, waiting a few seconds before speaking again.


  "Alright, then. Please, continue." I gestured for her to go on. Strangely, the subject didn’t deflate my arousal; instead, it heightened it. The idea of being with both women was undeniably exciting.


  "We’re all in the same party. And after everything we’ve been through recently, I think I trust her. I’d rather we all be on the same page instead of risking losing you. I want us to succeed in every way—dungeon-wise and love-wise."


  "I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting this."


  "Neither was I." Sophia attempted a smile, but it was strained, and I could tell she was still processing her own feelings. All I could do was respect her honesty.


  "If you're fine with it, I'll think about it," I said, trying to sound reassuring as I stepped closer to her. Finally, I felt my erection starting to subside. It seemed my body had its priorities.


  "We both know you've already made up your mind," she replied with a smirk, stepping closer to me as well. "But I’ll accept this gentle lie."


  "Maybe we can be a little late to class today," I muttered, raising an eyebrow.


  "You think so?" she asked, feigning innocence as we slowly walked toward each other.


  "Considering Stormbreaker disappeared the day before yesterday and there weren’t classes yesterday as well, maybe the same thing will happen this morning. Who knows?" I shrugged, taking another step.


  "Who knows?" Sophia echoed, shrugging, which made her breasts bounce. Suddenly, my erection returned, hard as a rock, pressing against her underbelly. Her hands were just about to reach me when the door burst open with a loud thud, slamming against the wall.


  "Wake up! I need to talk to you." Stormbreaker’s voice rang out as she stormed into the room.


  Instinctively, I moved toward her, momentarily forgetting we were both completely naked. Her eyes widened, and for a second, she stared at my throbbing cock, seemingly processing what she was seeing. Then she looked at Sophia before quickly turning on her heel, faster than she had entered.


  "Ever heard of knocking?" I snapped.


  "I’m sorry!" she shouted, slamming the door behind her as we scrambled to get dressed. "I’ll be waiting outside. Please hurry!" Her muffled voice came from the other side of the door.


  As we rushed to dress, a strange mixture of curiosity and embarrassment settled over us. But then I felt a laugh building in my stomach, and when I glanced at Sophia, I saw she was already chuckling. The absurdity of the situation got the better of us.


  "Fucking Stormbreaker just caught us in the act," I muttered, and Sophia responded with a louder laugh as she pulled her dress over her head.


  "Anything happened? You seem worried."


  Stormbreaker’s face was as unreadable as ever. Her voice and demeanor gave nothing away, and I couldn’t tell if that should make me feel more relaxed or more tense. Either way, it was clear she wasn’t ready to share yet.


  "Just follow me. I'll explain everything when we arrive at the portal room," she said curtly, already moving before I could fully respond.


  "Right," I replied, but the word had barely left my mouth before she was halfway down the hall. I exchanged a glance with Sophia; we both shrugged and followed. Halfway there, Nilea and Mel joined us. Stormbreaker had apparently stopped by their room, too, though they didn’t seem to know more than I did.


  "What’s that smell?" the raven perched on Nilea's shoulder piped up, snapping its wings in agitation. "It smells like sweat... like someone had some fun yesterday." It stared directly at Sophia and me. Sophia flushed deeply, clearly embarrassed by the bird’s comment.


  My eyes met Nilea’s. "Does the bird really speak your mind?"


  She didn’t answer, instead looking away as if a sliver of embarrassment had seeped into her otherwise stoic demeanor. The more I spoke with her, the less I believed the raven's words. Their connection seemed far more complex than the bird let on.


  "Of course I speak her mind. Nilea and I are one," the raven squawked, flying to my shoulder and twisting its head in that curious way birds do. "Something bad is happening, Master John. Nilea does not like being in danger again."


  "I don’t know what happened, but you can tell her that danger is going to be a regular part of our lives now."


  The raven seemed to gulp, though it was hard to tell with its limited expressions. "I'll tell her, but you can count on me to be your courageous sidekick."


  "Of course. Who else would I rely on?" I replied, my tone exaggerated. The raven puffed up happily at my comment, and we continued trudging through the halls.


  It became increasingly difficult to keep up with Stormbreaker. Her pace was faster than I’d ever seen anyone walk, as if she couldn’t control her speed. Whatever she was leading us to, it was serious. And I still needed to tell her everything we’d seen in the dungeon the other day.


  When we finally crossed the doorway, Stormbreaker was already standing there, arms crossed, staring intently at the black portal next to the green one. The black portal had grown, now towering over the original one.


  Whatever was happening didn’t look good at all. Black waves of energy rippled and collapsed within it, far more violently than before. Then the hissing voice began to echo in my mind again.


  We want your blood. Enter, enter, enter. Come and die.


  The sinister invitation sent a shiver down my spine, yet a strange excitement accompanied it. The Nether realm—or whatever this was—didn’t have a face, but its pull felt almost human, its taunts personal. And I hated it. The fact that it wanted to break me only fueled my desire to face it head-on.


  "John, can you please inspect the portal?" Stormbreaker’s voice cut through my thoughts, pulling me back to reality. I glanced at the runes inscribed around the portal. New symbols had appeared, glowing faintly. They began to translate themselves in my mind, slowly shifting into the common language.


  Nether Realm Entrance, Level 1: **Floor Available


  Required Party Member: Runesmith


  Max Level to Enter: Level 5


  Quest: Defeat the first floor of the Nether Realm and diminish its power.


  Difficulty: Extremely hard: Reward: Magical relic for each party member. Access to the second floor and experience points.


  I read the inscription in my mind once, then again, piecing the words together. After a moment, I glanced at Stormbreaker.


  "Do you want me to show it to you?" I asked, starting to move toward her, but Sofia stopped me with a firm grip on my arm.


  "You can just read it to her, can't you?" Her brows furrowed, and only then did I realize what I’d been about to suggest.


  "Yeah, you're right. Sorry," I said, feeling a little foolish. I read the inscription aloud.


  "So, it’s as I imagined." Stormbreaker sighed heavily. "The Magical Inscript wants us to defeat the Nether Infection. And it needs you, John. Are you sure about the level limitation?"


  "Yeah, pretty sure." I couldn’t deny I wasn’t thrilled about entering without a powerful ally like Stormbreaker by my side. But in a strange way, knowing the level limitation imposed by the Magical Inscript gave me a sense that we could handle it. It wouldn’t be easy—Nether creatures didn’t follow the same rules as normal dungeon monsters—but we’d faced the hobgoblin. We could do it again. "I still need to tell you what happened inside the dungeon."


  "Yeah," Stormbreaker responded, her tone softer. "I’m sorry for disappearing the other day. We were trying to figure out what was going on, diving into some of the deeper floors. And what we saw was... terrifying."


  "That’s part of why I needed to talk to you," I said. "The dungeon boss—the hobgoblin—was infected by the Nether."


  Stormbreaker’s expression shifted, confusion clouding her face. I explained everything that had happened in the dungeon, skipping over the specifics of our fights and the rush to the boss room. Instead, I focused on the woman with the portable portal, her mysterious companion, and how the hobgoblin was cannibalizing its own.


  With every detail, Stormbreaker grew more worried. By the time I finished, she visibly struggled to suppress her anxiety, her lips forcing a thin, tight smile. It was unsettling to see her like this.


  "So, it's worse than we thought," she muttered, more to herself than to us. "I'll look into this invader you mentioned. But what you said about the boss... that confirms the gravity of the situation. We need to decide, right now, what to do with this new portal."


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty

    

  


  "Decide what? We need to enter it now, before it's too late." The words escaped my mouth instinctively. Deep down, I knew this was the only choice—there was no need to overthink it. But it seemed that realization hadn’t hit everyone else as easily as it hit me.


  I couldn’t tell if the flicker in Sophia’s eyes was doubt, but the raven’s reaction left no room for interpretation. It launched into the air as soon as I spoke, its wings flapping violently, but not nearly as loud as its voice.


  "Are you all mad? We have no idea what’s on the other side! We can’t just enter it!" the raven screeched, circling above us frantically.


  Everyone exchanged glances, but no one spoke. The bird’s frantic complaints echoed through the room, but slowly, I noticed the grim expression on Stormbreaker’s face shift. Her familiar, confident smile returned—the one I was used to seeing.


  "Why are you smiling?" the raven croaked, twisting mid-air. "There’s nothing funny about this! What if it’s filled with hobgoblins like the one we barely survived? This is insane!"


  "Wait." Sophia raised a hand, and the raven began to slow its flight, wings flapping more softly as it settled down a little.


  "We don’t know for sure," Sophia continued calmly, "but the portal says it’s level 5, and the hobgoblin was only level 3. So, we can expect things to be even harder in there."


  "What?" The raven’s voice turned almost maniacal as it took flight again, nearly scraping the ceiling. Its words devolved into an unintelligible squawk.


  "He’ll calm down soon," I said to Stormbreaker, though she seemed entirely uninterested in the bird’s panic. She kept smiling, and I couldn’t help but smile back.


  "So, you already knew what was written above the portal, didn’t you?" I asked, narrowing my eyes.


  She shrugged. "I had an idea. Since you showed me your Magical Inscript script, I’ve been trying to understand this new language. The runes above the portal gave me just enough to figure out the rest of the alphabet. I suspected this was an entrance to the Nether Realm, but I needed you to confirm the details."


  "So, you were already expecting us to enter, weren’t you?" I pushed, trying to understand her better before we stepped into the unknown.


  Stormbreaker exhaled slowly, her gaze sharpening. "To be honest, John, I was hoping you’d act a bit more like the raven... and a bit less like you are now. This quest isn’t one I’d ask anyone to undertake lightly. It’s more dangerous than any dungeon dive we’ve ever done—not because of the difficulty, but because of the unknown that waits on the other side."


  She gestured toward the black portal, where dark waves of energy crashed violently within. "When we dive into a new floor, we have some idea of what to expect. But this… this is something else. It’s unknown. And when I think about the unknown..." She paused, her voice quieter now. "I can’t help but think of death. And that’s not something I want for you or for anyone in this guild."


  The raven slowly drifted down to Nilea’s shoulder, its previous defiance replaced by exhaustion. It rubbed its head against her face in a gesture of vulnerability, almost as if it needed comfort from her. Nilea, though, ever stoic, gently stroked the bird’s side, offering silent reassurance. The sight filled me with a strange sense of pride.


  Stormbreaker’s words echoed in my mind, filling me with unease. But I shook it off, forcing a confident smile.


  "We’re not going to die," I said firmly. "I promise you that."


  Stormbreaker gave a small nod. "Good. Do just that, and I’ll be happy."


  She looked at my companions one by one. "You’ve got a good leader in front of you. Trust him. Follow his orders, work together, and come back alive. That’s all I ask."


  The women nodded, determination flashing in their eyes.


  "Shall we go?" I asked, already taking a step toward the portal.


  "Wait, please. There are a few preparations we need to make first." Stormbreaker raised a hand, stopping me in my tracks.


  “What do you have in store for us?” I asked, raising an eyebrow as Stormbreaker’s grin widened—a rare sight after the past few stressful days. She clearly enjoyed surprising us, and judging by her expression, this one was going to be a good one.


  She pulled something from her inventory: a simple leather sack tied with a cord of the same material. Judging by the way she held it, the sack seemed heavy. She crouched, opened it, and revealed its contents. Inside were several mana stones, most of them lower grade, but the sheer quantity was staggering. This was more than I had ever seen in one place—easily worth ten or twenty times the stones I currently had in my inventory, especially after spending a good portion of mine on my dinner with Sofia.


  "Wow! Are you trying to buy us? We already agreed to go; you don’t need to make us rich."


  Stormbreaker chuckled. "Oh, you’ll be rich by the end of the year—if you come back alive. But that’s not why I’m giving you these. Some parts of the guild’s training are left for practical discovery. Mana control and management are one of them. Normally, you'd figure it out over time, learning how many spells you can cast before running out, but since I’m sending you on a dangerous mission, it’s time you know."


  Finally. I’d been wondering about this for a while, and the lack of clarity had been bothering me. I was relieved that, at least, this crucial piece of information was coming before we ventured into the unknown.


  "The Magical Inscript doesn’t tell you how much mana you have or how much each spell consumes. What we’ve discovered, however, is that your mana pool works on a segmented system. Each type of spell draws from its own mana reserve, and the amount is proportional to the points you have on the Arcane stat."


  She paused, letting that sink in before continuing. "For example, let’s say you can use your empowered swing five times before your mana for that ability runs out. But that doesn’t mean you can’t use a light attack afterward—you still have mana allocated for that. The trick is learning how your abilities interact with these segments. Since I suspect you’ve never pushed yourself to that limit, you probably haven’t noticed. But Sophia might have."


  I glanced at Sophia, and she gave a small nod. I’d seen her mutter complaints now and then about running out of mana. This lesson was already proving to be more valuable than I’d expected.


  "You’ll need to figure out your limits on your own, John," Stormbreaker continued, her tone serious. "But I’m giving you enough mana stones to make sure you don’t run out—weeks, maybe even months’ worth. Even if using just one spell depletes your reserves, you’ll have what you need to get through this mission."


  Stormbreaker leaned forward slightly. "After you use any skill twice, consume a mana stone. The higher the grade, the better. Don’t worry about wasting them. They aren’t currency in the dungeon; they’re resources to get you back in one piece. I know how much these stones meant to you before, but inside the Nether Realm, they’re just tools. Use them."


  "Use spells, consume stones, fight the creatures, and repeat until we return," I said, summarizing her instructions.


  "Exactly." Stormbreaker gave a satisfied nod. "But I have more for you. This next part isn’t from me—it’s from the entire guild."


  At those words, I noticed Sophia and the others shifting nervously, glancing at each other.


  "You’re all well-armed," she continued. "John has two relics, Sophia has her innate magic, Nilea has her bow, and Mel has two powerful daggers. But you lack defense—something essential for long fights. That’s why we’re gifting you with four sets of guild armor."


  Stormbreaker reached into her inventory again and laid out the armor, piece by piece.


  The first piece was sleek black leather armor, designed to be worn beneath other armor. The material felt soft and supple yet sturdy under my touch. Then came a chainmail, and above it the actual armor, dark green with black streaks woven into the metal. The guild’s emblem rested proudly on the chest. The mail shimmered in a way I couldn’t identify—clearly made from some rare alloy. It was elegant and regal but ominous at the same time. I’d seen soldiers in full armor before, but this set exuded an air of menace and power unlike anything I’d encountered.


  "Go ahead," Stormbreaker urged, stepping back and crossing her arms. "Try it on."


  We exchanged glances, excitement building as we moved to equip the armor. I inspected the setup closely, analyzing each piece in detail. Individually, none of the pieces displayed any description. But as I took in the full set, a message appeared in my vision:


  Set of Armor of the Dungeon Divers Guild


  +7 in all attributes: Description:


  The guild armor is imbued with magic, giving it the mobility of light armor with the endurance of heavy armor. The user will experience reduced fatigue, enhanced reflexes, and increased strength. Healing the user also heals the armor. Bonus: You look awesome.


  The description made me smile, and I began putting on the pieces one by one. When I slipped on the gauntlets, the armor responded, tightening against my body. It fit snugly, yet it felt as if it molded perfectly to my shape—comfortably secure, not restrictive. I glanced at Mel, Sophia, and Nilea as they equipped their own sets.


  To my surprise, the armor fit them just as closely, highlighting their curves in ways I hadn’t anticipated. Nilea, in particular, had been more modest before, and I was caught off guard by how much more there was to her than she let on. I noticed a subtle blush creeping across her cheeks when she caught me looking, and I quickly averted my gaze, not wanting to embarrass her, but I couldn’t deny that I liked what I saw.


  I clenched my gauntleted fist, feeling the strength and solidity of the armor. The metal surface felt durable, yet light enough that I could still move freely. With this new gear, along with our weapons and relics, I felt a surge of confidence that we could take on whatever horrors waited on the other side of the portal. But I tempered that feeling quickly. Overconfidence was a dangerous thing. I needed to stay sharp. Fear was not something to overcome but a tool to wield. It kept us ready.


  We started moving, excitement making me want to cross the portal as soon as possible. Stormbreaker noticed it and brought us back to reality.


  "Wait, there’s one more thing. I don't think the party is optimal as it stands," she said thoughtfully. "You could benefit from another tank, healer, or maybe a mage. So, I took the liberty of finding you a second healer. She’ll be temporary for now. After the mission, you can decide if she stays with your party or not. But I strongly recommend you take her. Her abilities might be the difference between life and death."


  I turned, following Stormbreaker’s gaze toward the doorway just as it creaked open. Walking through was none other than Lina Beldevere—the same woman we’d rejected a few days ago in favor of Nilea and the raven. She was even more gorgeous clad in full armor, her large eyes searching for mine as she seemed to glow. Her armor highlighted her features in all the right places, and the bright yellow contrasted perfectly with her dark hair and eyes. She looked more like an experienced adventurer than a recruit. Lina looked far less smug now. As our eyes met, she quickly glanced down, a hint of a blush on her cheeks. But when she looked at me again, I caught a glimpse of the arrogant woman from before, just buried under a thin veneer of humility.


  "I’m sorry for my behavior the other day," she said, her tone carefully measured. "Stormbreaker explained the situation to me, and I wanted to... apologize for my mistakes. I misjudged you."


  Something in her voice told me the apology wasn’t entirely genuine, as if she expected us to also apologize in return. She was a noble, after all, likely more interested in earning glory and making her parents proud than holding a grudge against a few adventurers. I could live with a bit of insincerity if she could contribute to our success.


  "Are you okay with this?" I asked, glancing at Mel and Sophia for their input.


  Mel and Sophia didn’t seem thrilled with the addition of Lina, but they held their tongues. Nilea, ever oblivious, showed no signs of discomfort. If anything, her indifference made me feel more at ease.


  "Welcome to our party, Lina," I said, keeping my tone diplomatic. "I hope we can let bygones be bygones."


  "That’s what I desire the most," Lina replied formally, her words so stiff it was as if she were addressing royalty. Her polished demeanor was enhanced by the bright yellow armor she wore, gleaming with a sun symbol carved into the center of her chest. The golden armor, coupled with her fair hair and sharp eyes, gave her a noble, radiant presence. She carried two swords on her belt, one a standard guild weapon, the other unmistakably a magical relic. Its hilt was wrapped in yellow leather, with the same sun emblem embossed on it. It looked like an heirloom, something handed down through generations.


  Lina was clearly a step ahead of most recruits. But thanks to Stormbreaker and the resources we’d gathered, I felt confident that my party stood on equal ground. We were as ready as anyone at our level could be.


  "Anything else you want to say to us?" I asked.


  "Just one thing." Stormbreaker reached into her inventory and handed me a bracelet—a simple silver chain with a green jewel embedded in the center.


  "Speak into this once you enter the dungeon. If it works as it usually does, we’ll be able to hear each other. I’ll try to assist you from here."


  I nodded, appreciating the gesture but hiding my relief. I didn’t want my team to think I relied on outside help.


  "That’s all. Good luck." Stormbreaker placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. Her gaze locked onto mine, her expression softening just slightly. I caught a glimpse of the fear that lingered in her eyes, though she masked it well. I forced a reassuring smile in response.


  "Thank you, Stormbreaker, for everything. We’ll be back before you even notice we’re gone."


  "That would be great," she said with a small, genuine smile. She looked at my companions and gave them a nod, silently wishing us luck one more time.


  I used the rest of the walk to allocate the ten points I still had at my disposal.


  ---: Name: John Ashenveil


  Level: 5


  Class: [Runesmith]


  Arcane: 19


  Constitution: 15


  Speed: 13


  Strength: 30


  Free Points: 0
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  Satisfied with a few points in Arcane, Speed, and Strength, I took a deep breath, turned toward the black portal, and stepped forward, ready to face whatever lay on the other side. The world shifted as I crossed the threshold, bracing myself for the unknown that awaited us.


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty-One

    

  


  Entering the portal was unlike anything I had experienced before. It wasn’t like crossing a door or stepping into a new room. It felt more like diving into freezing black water. The moment my face breached the dark waves, everything vanished into oblivion.


  I couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, and couldn’t feel anything but a crawling sensation beneath my armor as if countless insects scurried across my skin, biting and pinching at every inch. The excruciating sensation made me want to scream, but just as the urge built inside me, the pain vanished, dissolving like mist.


  Light burst into my vision, sharp and overwhelming. My body, dormant for what felt like hours, began to stir. Flexing my fingers took effort. At first, they felt numb like they belonged to someone else, but soon, the feeling returned. My palms tingled, then my legs, and after a few moments, I could stand firmly again.


  I found myself standing on solid ground—or at least, it felt solid beneath my boots, though I couldn’t see it. Everywhere I looked was bathed in an endless green light, identical to the hue I had seen in the portal room. A sense of calm washed over me, my heart slowing as the eerie light soothed my frayed nerves. The drowning sensation faded. I could breathe, and I could walk, but it no longer felt like I was on stable ground.


  The world around me began to change. My feet sank slowly into something soft, grains sliding beneath my boots. Sand. I could hear the gentle scrape of it shifting as I moved, the grains scattering with each step.


  The oppressive green light faded, and I blinked until my vision sharpened. I looked down at my hands, encased in the dark gauntlets of the guild armor. A few more blinks and the rest of my surroundings came into focus.


  We were standing in a sea of white sand, endless dunes stretching as far as the eye could see under a dark sky.


  "This isn’t a dungeon," Lina’s voice broke through the silence, and I turned to see her and the others standing behind me. Relief washed over me at the sight of them—alive, safe, and mostly unscathed. The raven perched on Nilea’s shoulder coughed harshly, flapping its wings irritably, but everyone else seemed calm.


  Above us, a massive, bright full moon hung in the sky, illuminating the strange landscape. Yet, for all its beauty, nothing about this place felt familiar or right. There were no signs that this was the domain of Nether creatures. If anything, it felt more like a forgotten wasteland. A desert from the real world rather than some eldritch dimension.


  But deep inside, I knew better. This place was dangerous, even if the threat wasn’t yet visible. I could feel it in my bones.


  "Look, John," Sophia said, pointing to my right.


  I turned to where she indicated, and my heart skipped a beat. Amidst the stars that blanketed the night sky, there was a faint glow. A flickering green light, barely visible against the darkness. It was the same shade of green as the portal's Magical Inscript. But what disturbed me most was the shadowy material slowly swallowing the light, wrapping around it like tendrils, threatening to smother it completely.


  That was it. That was the source of the infection. The place we needed to reach. I knew it without needing anyone to tell me.


  "I guess we found our destination," I muttered, preparing to move toward the distant glow.


  Before we started, I tapped the green jewel on my bracelet and spoke into it. "Stormbreaker, can you hear me?"


  I waited a few seconds, and just as I was about to give up, her voice crackled through the jewel, distorted and choppy. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but it was undeniably her.


  "We’re alive," I said into the jewel. "We’re in a desert, and I think we know where to go."


  More garbled sounds came through, bits and pieces of her voice breaking up. I caught the word "right" amidst the noise, but that was it. It wasn’t the clear communication I had hoped for, but at least she knew we were alive, and that was some comfort.


  "We’re moving. I’m ceasing communications for now." I pressed against the jewel one last time. Her final message was slightly clearer:


  "Good luck."


  I turned to my companions, meeting each of their gazes in turn. They all nodded, ready. I waved them forward, and together, we began our journey toward the faint green light flickering on the horizon.


  “Can you fly ahead and see if you find anything, Raven?” I asked.


  The bird didn’t reply, it just took off without a word, wings beating against the still air. It flew high into the sky, shifting directions sporadically as if tracing a perimeter around us. We continued trudging through the sand, which reached up to our knees and slowed our pace. After a few minutes, the raven returned, perching back on my shoulder as I pressed forward.


  “The black thing is corrupting a tower," it rasped. "There’s someone—or something—at the base of it. It looks like... it’s bracing the structure.”


  “I see. Thank you, Raven. That’s helpful.”


  “It’s my pleasure, Master John. If we must die, at least I’ll die fighting by your side.”


  “No one’s going to die, Raven,” I assured it. “But thank you. Go be with Nilea for now. I’ll call for you if I need more.”


  The raven gave a slight tilt of its head, then flapped over to Nilea’s shoulder, where it nestled quietly. I resumed my walk, my mind racing. If this corruption was spreading from towers inside the Nether Realm, it made sense. The infection would flow from these towers into the dungeon like poison seeping through interconnected veins. Our mission was clear: eliminate whatever waited for us at the base of the corrupted tower, and hopefully, the infection would stop spreading.


  I glanced over my shoulder at my companions. "Let’s stay silent for the rest of the way. We don’t know what’s lurking out here, and everything feels way too calm for my taste."


  They nodded in quiet agreement, and we pressed on through the endless dunes, the only sound the soft scraping of sand beneath our boots.


  Then, as we reached the top of a small hill, something caught my eye. I stopped abruptly. There, at the base of the slope, something moved through the sand.


  It was zigzagging toward us, carving a triangular path through the dunes like a shark or dolphin cutting through the water—or at least, how I’d heard those creatures behaved. The sand parted smoothly as the shape moved closer, gaining speed with each second.


  “Look ahead,” I whispered, pointing at the shifting figure. My companions quickly gathered at my side, eyes locked on the strange movement below. It was heading directly toward us, accelerating with every pass through the sand.


  “Prepare yourselves,” I ordered, summoning my battleaxe and tightening my grip on the weapon. “We’re going to fight.” Weapons drawn, we braced ourselves as the creature charged through the sand, cutting an erratic, zigzagging path toward us. With every second, it became clearer just how massive it was—far larger than I’d initially assumed.


  "Spread out! Now!" I commanded.


  To my relief, my companions reacted instantly, spreading at least six to nine feet apart. As soon as I glanced back toward the thing—what I had thought was a shark-like fin cutting through the sand—it was suddenly upon us, only twenty feet away.


  Then it jumped—or more accurately, erupted—from the ground in a violent burst of sand. The fin I had seen earlier wasn’t even close to the full size of the beast.


  The creature was the size of a giant bull. But it was no shark, nor bull. The monster was more insect than anything else, with six thick, bulbous legs and an exoskeleton that covered its entire body in a black sheen. Six eyes bulged grotesquely from its face, accompanied by spider-like fangs. What I had mistaken for a dorsal fin was actually a long antenna. Everything about this thing screamed Nether Realm.


  I leapt to the side just as its massive jaws snapped at the air where I’d been standing a heartbeat before. If I’d been a second slower, it would’ve torn me apart.


  Sophia was quick to respond, summoning a sharp ice shard that whistled through the air, but the shard glanced off the creature’s exoskeleton without leaving so much as a scratch.


  The beast turned toward Sophia, all six of its eyes locking onto her. Fear washed over her face. None of the creatures we had fought so far had resisted her magic like this one. And now the monster had fixated on her.


  I rushed to intercept the creature, but before I could get there, Nilea fired an arrow. It, too, ricocheted off the monster’s shell harmlessly. The creature turned toward her next, drawn to the sound of the shot until Mel leapt onto its back, daggers ready to plunge into the beast’s flesh.


  The monster reacted with terrifying speed, bucking violently and flinging Mel off like a rag doll. She tumbled across the sand but quickly scrambled back to her feet, miraculously unhurt.


  I dismissed the battle axe and summoned my twin axes, the familiar weight settling perfectly into my hands. By the way the creature resisted to the other attacks, I assumed only the axes would penetrate the monster’s armor.


  I charged toward the creature, passing Mel as she regained her footing. But just as I closed the distance, an explosion of flames erupted beside me. For a split second, I halted, thinking another creature had joined the fight. But then I saw Lina hurling fireballs from both hands, alternating between them like a deadly dance.


  This is my chance.


  I lunged, swinging both axes toward one of its front legs. The blades bit deep, cutting through the exoskeleton like butter. The creature screeched louder, thrashing violently. One of its legs—sharp as a scythe—swiped toward me.


  I tried to dodge, but not quickly enough. The jagged leg slashed across my arm, and pain erupted like fire, sharp and excruciating. I gritted my teeth, unwilling to cry out.


  The beast, still burning from Lina’s attack, rubbed its head against the ground in a desperate attempt to extinguish the flames. I seized the moment. With a single, powerful motion, I brought both axes down on its neck.


  The blades sank deep, and blood gushed from the wound, staining the white sand with dark red. The monster gurgled and screeched, its cries echoing through the desert as life drained from it.


  I dropped to my knees, finally succumbing to the pain in my arm. I gasped for breath, clutching the wound as the creature's body twitched and then went still.


  The raven fluttered down beside me, its healing magic washing over my arm. Slowly, the torn flesh began to knit itself back together. Even the damaged part of my armor seemed to respond, repairing itself as described. I exhaled in relief as the pain dulled.


  "Use the mana stones," I said, mostly to myself but loud enough for everyone to hear. I hadn’t needed to consume any yet, but I wanted my companions to stay prepared.


  The raven tilted its head, looking at me with curiosity. "What? It wasn’t so hard, was it?" I said, grinning. "We can do this."


  "Maybe," the raven replied cautiously, but then everything changed.


  The ground beneath us began to tremble violently.


  "What the—?" I started, but the words were swallowed by the sudden roar of shifting earth. The sand collapsed beneath our feet, sending us plummeting into darkness.


  We screamed in surprise—some of the women crying out in fear—as we entered a freefall, the world spinning wildly around us. We were falling into the unknown, plummeting toward what felt like certain death.
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  The shock of freefalling was abruptly interrupted by the impact of our bodies hitting the ground. For a moment, I thought I was dead. But then I realized we had landed on something soft, the fall wasn’t as great as it had felt, or maybe our armor had absorbed most of the impact. Probably a bit of all three.


  "Everyone okay?" I asked, sitting up and scanning the surroundings as my eyes adjusted to the darkness.


  Above us, the moon hung high in the sky, framed by the opening we had fallen through. Around me, I could hear grunts and the sound of shifting armor, but there were no screams of pain. That was a good sign.


  "I’m fine," Lina muttered, though she sounded more annoyed than hurt.


  "Nilea’s fine," the raven squawked, adding sarcastically, "thanks for asking."


  "We’re good, John," Mel’s voice came from behind me. I turned to see her helping Sophia to her feet, who nodded silently in agreement.


  Lina raised her hand, conjuring a glowing orb of fire that hovered just above her palm. It wasn’t like the fireballs she had hurled at the creature—it was softer, more stable, like a lamp used in the dungeons. So, she has utility spells, too, I thought. For a healer, Lina seemed to have a lot of useful tricks.


  As she waved the light around, illuminating our surroundings, I realized we hadn’t landed in a hole but rather at the center of an intersection of tunnels. The passageways around us weren’t like the carefully designed corridors of a dungeon. These were wild and natural, more like a labyrinth of caves that twisted and stretched in every direction.


  I examined each of the six tunnels branching out from our position. Some sloped downward to the left, while others rose upward to the right. If we wanted to find a way out—and hopefully back on track toward the source of the infection—our best chance was to take the paths leading up.


  "Let’s keep quiet and find a way out," I whispered.


  Sophia glanced toward the hole above. "We can’t climb out, right?" she asked, though her tone suggested she already knew the answer.


  I shook my head. "I don’t think so. Our best bet is to follow the upward paths and hope they lead us toward the surface—or at least closer to the source of the infection."


  "And what about the monster?" Lina asked, her voice laced with unease.


  "What about it?" I replied. "We killed it."


  "But..." Lina hesitated. "We didn’t get a confirmation message for the kill."


  Her words sent a chill down my spine. She was right. In every previous encounter, the Magical Inscript would confirm a kill. This time, there had been nothing—no confirmation, no reward, no message at all.


  I clenched my fists, feeling the weight of the unease settle over me like a second skin. "Stay sharp," I said, scanning the tunnels again. "We killed it—or at least we thought we did. But if it’s not dead..."


  I trailed off, letting the unspoken possibility linger in the air.


  "Then it might be coming back," Mel muttered grimly, tightening her grip on her daggers.


  "Let’s not wait around to find out." I motioned for everyone to follow. "We stick to the paths going up. Stay close and stay quiet."


  With that, we began moving, our boots softly scraping against the stone floor as we advanced deeper into the maze of tunnels, the weight of uncertainty pressing down on all of us.


  The tunnels stretched endlessly, twisting and turning like the maze of a demented architect. Each intersection led either downward, sideways, or upward. We stuck to the upward slopes, trying to keep on course toward where we’d seen the corrupted tower. But inside this labyrinth, all we had was our intuition and hope. And hope alone wouldn’t be enough—we needed to escape first, get our bearings, and plan from there. Falling into another pit like the one before was not an option.


  Time felt slippery here. Hours seemed to pass as we moved through the tunnels, yet it was impossible to say for certain. Lina led the way with her glowing flame, stopping only when we reached intersections, waiting for me to make a choice. The others followed without complaint, trusting me to make the right calls. I was grateful for their trust, though the pressure weighed heavily on my shoulders. Every step forward felt like a gamble, and every wrong turn could doom us.


  We pressed on. The incline of the tunnels began to flatten out, giving me a sliver of hope that we were nearing the surface. Cool gusts of air brushed our faces here and there, a sign we might be close to an exit.


  But with the breeze came a troubling change. The faint sounds we’d heard earlier grew louder with each step.


  At first, it was just a distant hum like the chirping of insects deep in a forest. But as we advanced, the sound grew sharper, louder, and more aggressive, coming from within the walls themselves.


  It was an overwhelming chorus, as if the very stone around us was alive with movement. The noise became so intense that we all started glancing over our shoulders more often than we looked ahead as though the sound wasn’t a distant threat but a certainty, creeping closer by the second.


  And then it happened.


  A deafening shriek filled the tunnel, freezing us in place. It was a high-pitched screech like the buzzing of cicadas mixed with the snarling rage of a mad dog—a sound so unnatural, it made my skin crawl. Sand rained from the ceiling as the walls trembled.


  At first, we thought the sound came from the entrance, but after a few seconds it became clear it was coming from our back. We turned our necks towards it and then we saw it—the hulking figure of the creature we thought we’d slain earlier. The monster, still horribly maimed, charged toward us, its mouth open in a violent scream. Its exoskeleton was scarred where my axes had torn through it, and it was missing a leg, dragging itself forward with rage-fueled determination.


  I clenched my twin axes and took my place at the rear of the group. This time, I would end it for good.


  With a snarl, I lunged forward, bringing my axes down in a brutal cross slash. The beast’s mandibles snapped at me, its maw stretching wider as it reeled back, thick ichor spilling from its gaping wounds. Its claws swung with desperate ferocity, forcing me to duck, each swipe grazing inches from my face. It roared, the sound rattling my bones, and then it lurched forward, determined to drag me down with it.


  Seizing my chance, I slid to the side, planting one axe deep into the exposed joint of its remaining front leg. The creature stumbled, and I twisted the blade, grinding through the cartilage. With a final swing, I drove my other axe into its skull, splitting it with a sickening crack. The scavenger’s scream cut off mid-shriek as it slumped forward, its monstrous weight collapsing into the dust.


  Ding!: Congratulations, you have slain a Scavenger, Level 4.


  I exhaled, wiping the sweat from my brow, but the look on my companions’ faces stopped me cold. Their wide eyes weren’t filled with relief or praise, only horror.


  Sophia raised a trembling hand, pointing behind me. I followed her gaze and saw it—a smaller version of the scavenger, about the size of a cat, darting toward me with frantic speed.


  I didn’t hesitate. I swung one axe, cleaving the creature in two before it could reach me. Its tiny body crumpled to the ground.


  But as it hit the dirt, the sound behind it grew.


  Hundreds—thousands—of tiny scavengers swarmed into view, pouring from the depths of the tunnels like a flood of nightmares. Each one was as fast and vicious as the first, their shrieks blending into a deafening chorus of death. The walls echoed with the sound of countless legs skittering over stone, their maddened cries filling every inch of the corridor.


  "Shit!" I cursed, springing to my feet. "Run!"


  I didn’t need to say it twice. The women bolted down the tunnel, sprinting for their lives. We no longer had the luxury of choosing our path carefully; there was no time for planning or second-guessing.


  The swarm followed, relentless and screeching, their countless legs thundering against the ground as if the very earth was coming alive. Their shrieks echoed off the walls, driving us forward with the primal knowledge that if we slowed, even for a second, we’d be consumed.


  We ran faster than I thought possible, lungs burning, hearts pounding, driven only by the desperate need to survive. The gush of wind grew fiercer, whipping against our faces, carrying the scent of freedom—of the outside. We were close. But the creatures behind us weren’t letting up. Their legs drummed the ground relentlessly, closing the gap with every second.


  “Get your heads down!” Lina shouted from the front.


  A fireball flew overhead, crashing into the swarm behind us. The creatures stumbled and screeched, their limbs tangling as the fire consumed them. For a moment, I felt a flicker of hope, but that relief was short-lived.


  A muffled noise came from the wall beside me.


  We had been hugging the wall to avoid getting lost, and now that choice turned against us. A creature burst from the stone, its bulging eyes gleaming with hatred, fangs clacking hungrily. I swung my axe in one fluid motion, cutting it down before it could pounce. But two more immediately followed, one lunging from the same hole, another from a fresh breach in the wall.


  We were surrounded.


  Our dash toward the exit became chaotic as we fought while moving. Blades clashed, fireballs exploded, and ice shards cracked against chitinous shells. My axes blurred in my hands, striking down scavengers left and right, but there were too many to count. Some of the creatures clung to my armor, their sharp legs piercing the joints, slicing my skin. Pain flared, but I pushed through.


  I heard someone cry out—a sharp, pained scream—but no one stopped running. We had no choice. Stopping now meant death.


  “We’re close! I see the exit!” the raven called from the front, its voice carrying a rare note of triumph.


  The moonlight glimmered at the end of the corridor, faint but unmistakable. The tunnel narrowed as it ascended, forcing us into a single-file dash. At the end, a small hole—just wide enough for one person—led to the surface. The raven slipped through it effortlessly, calling us to follow.


  One by one, we scrambled through the gap. I watched my companions emerge into the night, but the creatures surged behind us, their shrieks growing louder—more eager. They sensed victory as if we were prey within their grasp.


  Sophia climbed through the hole, and I followed right after her. As soon as I pulled myself free, I turned to see the swarm pouring out behind us, their screeches turning into maniacal triumph.


  Weapons in hand, we fought back. Lina hurled fireballs faster than I thought possible, consuming mana stones between blasts, her determination blazing in her eyes. Mel and Nilea sliced through the creatures with desperate precision, and Sophia's ice shards flew, though less effective than Lina’s flames. I activated my light skill, and as the radiant glow flooded the tunnel entrance, several scavengers screeched in agony, stunned momentarily before Lina’s fire consumed them.


  But it wasn’t enough.


  The creatures just kept coming. The sound of their endless legs, their shrieks filling the air was overwhelming. There was no stopping them. I glanced around and saw the faint green light of the tower, now much closer, its glow nearly drowned out by the encroaching blackness of the Nether.


  If we ran, the swarm would catch us. Worse, they might bring larger scavengers with them. If we stayed and fought, the sheer number of enemies would overwhelm us. There seemed to be no end to them.


  We needed something drastic.


  I looked at Lina, her hands ablaze, fireballs flying with relentless intensity. Determination burned in her eyes, but I could see the fatigue creeping in. She couldn’t keep this up forever. I knew what had to be done.


  I strode toward her quickly. “I need access to your Magical Inscript. I need to understand your magic.”


  “What?” she asked breathlessly, throwing another fireball, her gaze flickering to me in disbelief. “This is not the time.”


  “He has a plan!” Sofia shouted as she stepped in front of Lina, hurling ice shards to cover for her. “Listen to him!”


  Lina hesitated, her expression wavering under the pressure. Then, with a shaky nod, she relented. “Right.”


  I didn’t give her time to think. I grabbed her by the waist, pulled her close, and kissed her.
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  Her lips were warm, fiery, just like her magic. For a split second, time seemed to stop. The shrieks of the scavengers, the chaos of battle, and the weight of our situation all faded into the background. Her body tensed in shock, but after a heartbeat, she relaxed into the kiss, her hands brushing against my armor as if drawn instinctively.


  Magic flowed between us, an electric charge crackling in the air. I felt her essence—her fire—flicker inside me, not as a foreign force but as something I could reach out and touch. Her Magical Inscript unfolded in my mind like a puzzle, and in that moment, I understood.


  I broke the kiss, breathless but focused.


  "I've got it," I said, catching my breath. "Both hands on the hole now!"


  For a brief moment, Lina stared at me, cheeks flushed in surprise. But she didn’t hesitate for long. She planted her hands on the tunnel entrance.


  “Now! Cast the fireball!” I commanded, focusing my power to amplify hers.


  As soon as the magic surged through her, the simple fireball I had seen in her Magical Inscript transformed. Flames erupted violently from her hands, cascading into the tunnel like a raging inferno. Lina stumbled slightly, almost losing her balance, but she held firm, channeling the magic with precision.


  The creatures’ shrieks turned to maddened screams, pain replacing the excitement they had shared only moments ago. The firestorm poured into the tunnels, relentless and growing stronger with every second. The exoskeletons of the scavengers melted under the intense heat, their bodies consumed by the flames. I could barely keep up with the notifications flooding my mind.


  Ding!: You have slain minor scavenger, Level 1.


  The messages continued to pour in, and the experience points flowed.


  Ding!


  Congratulations! You leveled up!


  We gained two levels in mere moments as Lina’s flames incinerated wave after wave of scavengers. The heat radiated from the tunnel entrance, and soon the creatures’ shrieks faded, replaced only by the crackling of fire.


  When the sounds of the swarm ceased entirely, Lina pulled her hands back, shaking them frantically as if they were burning. Her palms glowed pink, the skin looking raw and tender, but then a warm, reddish light emanated from them. In seconds, the burns vanished, her hands healing before our eyes.


  Lina stared at her hands in disbelief. It was becoming clearer to me just how powerful her class was—capable of immense destruction and healing in equal measure. She bore no physical wounds, but the shock of what she had just done lingered on her face.


  While the raven flitted between us, using its healing magic to patch up any injuries we had sustained, Lina stood frozen, staring into the tunnel as if trying to process what she had unleashed.


  “What... was that?” she whispered, her voice full of awe. "I didn’t know I could do that."


  "You couldn’t," I said, stepping closer and placing a hand on her shoulder. She glanced at it, and for a second, I thought she might pull away. But instead, she reached up, grabbed my hand, and pressed it firmly against her shoulder as if needing the reassurance.


  "How did you do that?" she asked, her eyes locked on mine.


  "It’s my class," I explained. "I can empower the skills of others if we share a deep connection—or if I gain access to their Magical Inscript."


  "I see..." she murmured, glancing at her hands again before looking back at me. The shock had faded from her expression, replaced by awe.


  “This power, John... I’ve never heard of anything like it. Buffer classes are usually straightforward—boosting speed or strength. Nothing like creating new abilities.


  “And fire healing? That shouldn’t exist as well. If you’re unique, Lina, then so am I," I said, hoping to reassure her. I didn’t want her dwelling too much on my abilities. "We have a new tool in our arsenal. Let’s focus on that. You did well. And... sorry for the kiss."


  Her face reddened slightly, a mix of embarrassment and surprise flashing across her features. There was something almost mesmerizing about how different she looked with that red tint on her cheeks. Lina was strikingly beautiful, but her noble bearing often hid it beneath a smug mask. Yet when she blushed, she seemed like an entirely different person. And damn, this version was hot.


  "That’s... fine," she said, though her tone betrayed a hint of awkwardness.


  "It was the only way," I added, trying to smooth things over.


  Lina’s expression softened. "Yes, I know. There’s no problem. We can... talk about it later."


  "Alright then. We’ve got a quest to finish," I said, turning my attention to the task at hand. "And it looks like we’re close."


  Lina followed my gaze. The faint green glow of the tower was now within reach, less than a hundred steps away. We stood on the edge of a hill, unable to see the base of the structure, but the raven had already flown ahead, scouting the area.


  Its voice echoed in my mind, sharp and filled with concern.


  "John, you need to see this," the raven called, its tone tinged with worry.


  A low, mournful howl echoed across the desert, sending a shiver down my spine. It was eerily familiar—like the cries of the scavengers we’d fought earlier—but this one was deeper, louder, and filled with something far worse than physical pain. It was the sound of loss as if the creature were grieving, questioning why the world was the way it was.


  The hair on the back of my neck stood on end.


  "Let's move," I muttered, following the raven’s direction toward the top of the hill. The others didn’t need further instruction; I heard their footsteps close behind, kicking up sand as we rushed to the summit.


  And then we saw it.


  The creature at the base of the tower was massive—at least three times the size of the scavenger we had fought before. Its bulbous, segmented body twisted grotesquely around the base of the tower, its massive legs embedded in the structure like roots strangling a tree.


  There was no mistaking it now. This was the source of the infection. The creature’s bloated form pulsed with dark energy, and black goo oozed from it, seeping into the tower like poison. It had burrowed through the ground, creating the very tunnels we had escaped from, only to anchor itself here, sacrificing its own life essence to corrupt the Magical Inscript with the Nether infection.


  The sight was grotesque, a macabre fusion of life and decay, and I could feel the understanding settle over all of us at once.


  "Looks like all we have to do is kill the giant monster, and then we can go home," Mel quipped.


  "And maybe," Sofia added with a smirk, "John can kiss the insect and discover a new skill." The sarcasm in her tone was thick enough to drown in.


  I raised both hands in disbelief. “You literally told me to kiss her!” I exclaimed, looking at Sofia.


  She didn’t flinch. Her expression remained calm as if daring me to challenge her reasoning. I let out a long sigh, shaking my head.


  “Besides,” I muttered, “I don’t make the rules. I just follow them.”


  “It was a good kiss, though.” Lina’s words slipped out before she could stop them.


  I turned to her, eyebrows raised, just in time to see her blush furiously. She looked mortified, realizing she had spoken her thoughts aloud. Everyone heard it, and the awkward silence that followed only made her embarrassment worse.


  The raven seized the opportunity, flapping wildly around my head, its wings brushing my hair in a chaotic flutter. “Master John, you’re nailing it!” it crowed, its voice filled with unmistakable glee. “First, it was Sofia! And now both Lina and⁠—”


  “Don’t get used to it,” Sofia interrupted, raising a hand toward Lina, her voice sharp with warning. “It was a one-time thing. Only Mel and I can kiss him.”


  I blinked, stunned by the sudden declaration. And I wasn’t the only one—Lina looked as though she wanted the ground to swallow her whole. Mel’s reaction was priceless, her eyes widening almost comically, practically bulging out of her head.


  “M-me? Wh-what?” Mel stammered. “I don’t want to kiss John!”


  Sofia waved dismissively as if brushing aside an irrelevant detail.


  “You can’t fool anyone,” she said matter-of-factly. “But we can discuss that later.”


  The raven, now brimming with mischief, resumed its ramble. “As I was saying, first, Sofia fell in love with Master John. Then it was⁠—”


  The bird’s words were cut off abruptly by a bone-chilling howl.


  My blood ran cold as the creature’s enormous head twisted toward us at an impossible angle just like the hobgoblin we’d fought in the dungeon. The red glow in its eyes burned brighter, more sinister. It knew we were here. It knew we had killed the smaller scavengers. And it was out for vengeance.


  The creature shrieked again, its bloated, grotesque body spasming violently. It was still anchored to the tower, but I could see its front legs tearing free from the blackened mass that held them. The cracking of bones echoed through the desert, the sound sharp enough to make me flinch.


  Then came the thudding noise of its legs detaching fully, hitting the ground with a wet, sickening sound. The creature let out a final, bone-rattling howl, not of pain but of bloodlust. The same manic excitement the smaller scavengers had shown in the tunnels was now reflected in its massive, glowing eyes.


  The beast turned toward us, dragging its bulk forward with surprising speed despite now having only two pairs of legs. The infection in the tower seemed to falter without the monster's presence, the green magical light growing stronger with each passing second. The tower began to heal, the corruption slowly receding. But it was too late; the beast no longer cared about the infection. It was driven purely by instinct now, by rage.


  The air vibrated as the creature’s exoskeleton split open, revealing a mass of wings folded beneath. In an instant, they unfurled and began beating frantically like the rapid fluttering of a demented insect. It sounded nothing like a bird; it was the unnerving, mechanical buzz of an oversized cockroach, magnified a thousandfold.


  “Prepare yourselves!” I shouted, gripping my axes. But when I glanced to my sides, I saw that everyone was already armed and ready.


  I allocated seven points into speed and the other three into Strength as fast as I could and then turned back toward the creature, only to find that it had vanished again.


  I scanned the horizon frantically, following the sound of its wings. A blur of movement flashed under the moonlight—a grotesque shadow darting too fast for me to track.


  “There!” I called, pointing toward the monster as it shifted through the darkness like a ghost. But the second I spotted it, it was gone again, moving at a speed that was nothing short of obscene.


  A moment later, I heard the buzz right above us.


  "Watch out!" Mel shouted, but it was too late.


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty-Four

    

  


  The monster plummeted from the sky, striking with the force of a battering ram. Its enormous body slammed into the ground between us, hurling a shockwave of sand and dust into the air. I dove to the side, narrowly evading one of its legs, but the beast spun toward us with terrifying speed.


  "Close your eyes!" I shouted. As my companions obeyed, I triggered my Light Rune ability. Blinding light flooded our surroundings. When I opened my eyes again, the creature writhed in confusion, its massive red eyes blinded by the radiance. It thrashed in the sand, screeching and snapping at the empty air.


  Seizing the moment, I dismissed my twin axes and summoned my Battle Axe, needing more reach to take this monstrosity down. I charged forward, targeting the vulnerable spot between the creature’s head and torso, where the exoskeleton thinned.


  I lifted the axe, poised for a decisive blow, only for the beast to twist toward me at the last moment.


  What? My swing faltered as a massive, V-shaped horn emerged from its face. My blade wedged between the two prongs, and the faint crack of exoskeleton echoed through the air. The impact jolted up my arms, nearly knocking me off balance.


  Before I could react, the creature's wings flapped violently, lifting it skyward with a buzzing drone. Its grotesque body twisted mid-flight, preparing to dive with deadly intent.


  Lina hurled a fireball into the air, striking the creature mid-flight. Flames erupted along its side, and it let out a guttural scream, thrashing as it lost balance. As it struggled to regain control, an ice shard shot from Sophia’s hands, slamming into one of its glowing red eyes.


  The monster’s shrieks turned high-pitched and frantic. Its wings beat furiously as it ascended higher, vanishing briefly into the clouds.


  "It’s coming back," I muttered, rising to my feet. I scanned the sky, trying to anticipate its next move. "We have to ground it. If it stays airborne, we’re finished."


  Sophia nodded. "I’ll try to freeze the wings," she said, steadying herself.


  Before I could reply, the beast reappeared, a blur of rage cutting through the sky. Its scythe-like legs slashed through the air with deadly precision. I rolled aside just in time, the strike missing me by a hair’s breadth.


  Another fireball collided with its side, followed by one of Nilea’s arrows. The creature faltered but pressed on, circling us like a vulture. But I noticed something: the raven's healing magic coursed through me, dulling my bruises and keeping me in peak form.


  The monster swooped low again, scythe legs slicing the air.


  "Sophia, now!" I shouted.


  Sophia’s hands glowed blue, and a wave of frost surged upward. I empowered her skill, and ice encased one side of the monster's wings, making them heavy and sluggish. The beast struggled to stay aloft, but with only one functional wing, it listed uncontrollably, spiraling downward.


  "Now, Lina!" I called.


  Lina raised both hands, and a cascade of flames surged from her palms, pouring over the creature’s frozen wings. The intense heat melted the ice instantly but scorched the delicate membranes. The monster screeched in agony, thrashing to escape, but it was too late. With its wings ruined, it plummeted to the ground, slamming into the sand with a thunderous impact.


  The beast writhed, rolling through the dunes in a desperate attempt to extinguish the flames. It dragged itself toward the hole we had escaped from as if trying to retreat into the depths.


  "Not a chance," I growled.


  I sprinted after it, Mel keeping pace beside me with silent, agile steps. She reached the monster first, leaping onto its back and driving both daggers into the sides of its head. With a fierce yell, she drew her sword and tried to plunge it into the creature’s skull.


  But the monster’s flesh was thicker than expected. It thrashed violently, nearly throwing Mel off. She clung to one of its horns with a single hand, struggling to keep her grip as the sword slipped from her grasp, leaving an opening.


  "Now!" she shouted.


  I needed no further encouragement. Sliding beneath the monster's raised head, I summoned my dual axes. In one fluid motion, I swung both axes into the creature’s exposed neck.


  The blades sank deep, slicing through its throat with such precision that I only realized the kill when a hot spray of blood splattered across my face.


  DING!: CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE SLAIN MATRIARCH SCAVENGER, LEVEL 5.


  There was no time to celebrate. The beast’s massive body began to collapse, threatening to crush me. I rolled clear just in time, coughing out a mouthful of sand. Waves of dust swept over me as the creature landed with a deafening thud.


  I lay there, spitting out sand. "I swear," I muttered, "I’ll be finding sand in my teeth for a week."


  Mel knelt beside me, her expression somewhere between exhaustion and triumph. "We did it," she whispered. I nodded, still catching my breath.


  I looked toward the hill where Nilea, Raven, Lina, and Sophia stood, weapons in hand, watching intently. They seemed unharmed—and judging by their expressions, they had received the same victory message. No one looked worried anymore.


  Then the world exploded with light.


  Behind my companions, the tower’s green light surged, flooding the horizon. It was the same brilliant glow we had seen when we crossed through the portal. I shielded my eyes as radiant energy spread like a wave, driving away the last remnants of darkness from the tower.


  The infection burned away.


  The black ooze that clung to the tower evaporated, consumed by the bright magic. The once-corrupted spire now shone like a beacon, its green light shimmering across the night sky. The oppressive darkness lifted, replaced by a peaceful glow that rippled through the clouds like waves across a calm sea.


  I rushed toward my companions, still unsure if we were truly safe, but the awe on their faces told me we’d succeeded. When we reached the top of the hill, I looked toward the tower, only to realize it wasn’t a tower at all.


  It was a lighthouse.


  Its once-corrupted walls, now restored, gleamed beneath the moonlight. The green beacon at the top rotated gently, casting its light across the horizon like a guide for weary travelers, offering the promise of a safe haven. A few minutes ago, it had been anything but. Now, it felt like a symbol of hope, of something reclaimed.


  We descended the hill toward the lighthouse, our steps careful and deliberate. At the base, we found something waiting in front of the wooden door: a swirling mass of black goo, writhing violently. It guarded the entrance like a final gatekeeper, warning us to turn back. At its center, a red jewel pulsated with an ominous glow.


  A chill ran down my spine at the sight of that jewel, a sensation like claws dragging through my soul. Its light wasn’t reflected from the moon or the green beacon. It radiated from somewhere darker. Somewhere evil.


  Without hesitation, I summoned my twin axes and stepped forward, my heart pounding as I raised the right blade, gripping it tightly.


  One blow. That’s all it would take.


  I swung with every ounce of strength in my body, striking the jewel dead center. It shattered into two pieces, clinking dully as they hit the ground.


  The black goo screamed—a horrible, invisible wail, just like the ones from the spiders I had slain in the blacksmith shop. The darkness twisted and evaporated into the night air, vanishing as if it had never existed.


  The oppressive feeling vanished with it. The jewel’s light faded to nothing, and the last traces of dread lifted from the air.


  I stepped closer, revealing the door—simple and wooden, now free of corruption. It looked ordinary, yet sturdy, like a relic from an ancient era.


  Above the doorway, runes shimmered into view. These weren’t part of the Magical Inscript, yet their meaning was unmistakably clear. The words echoed in my mind:


  "The first lighthouse, where the Pristine Lord fought against the Nether invasion millennia ago, protecting the multiverse from its evil tentacles."


  I repeated the words aloud, and they resonated with my companions. Their solemn expressions showed the weight of the revelation. This place, this lighthouse, wasn’t just a building. It was part of something far greater. The Nether was older and more dangerous than we had imagined, and the fight against it was far from over.


  "Stormbreaker will definitely want to hear about this," I murmured, resting my hand on the door handle.


  I turned the handle, and the door swung open with a soft creak. Beyond it, a familiar green portal shimmered, humming quietly with energy.


  The moment I saw it, notifications filled my vision.


  QUEST COMPLETED!: YOU HAVE DESTROYED ONE POINT OF INFLUENCE OF THE NETHER REALM. NEW LEVELS WILL BE GENERATED.


  Ding!


  You have earned experience points.


  Ding!


  Congratulations! You leveled up!


  Ding!


  You have earned five polished mana stones.


  Ding!: You have acquired a new relic: Ring of the Pristine Lord.


  Relic: Ring of the Pristine Lord


  +5 Arcane


  +15 Strength


  +10 Speed


  Effect: Once per combat, reveal the weak points of your enemies.


  Description: The Pristine Lord was the leader who fought the first Nether invasion. A hero celebrated throughout the multiverse for millennia. Though forgotten by most, the Pristine Lord’s legacy endures. Shine bright, as the Pristine Lord once did.


  Before I could say a word, Mel rested a hand on my shoulder and gave me an encouraging nod. "You don’t even have to ask. It’s yours."


  The others smiled in agreement, their approval clear.


  "I think it’ll come in handy against Leo," Mel added with a sly grin.


  Sophia smirked. "Now that we’re officially Nether slayers, maybe they’ll reconsider exiling us."


  Raven flapped its wings nervously, landing on Nilea’s shoulder. "We’re not going to do this again, are we?" it asked, dread edging its voice. "Nilea doesn’t want to be near death again."


  I chuckled at the bird’s antics. "Of course not," I said with mock seriousness. "We’ll never do something like this again."


  The raven tilted its head suspiciously but stayed silent as we turned toward the portal.


  "Come on," I said, waving them toward the glowing gateway. "Let’s go home."


  We stepped toward the portal, one by one. As I crossed the threshold, the green light washed over me, warm and welcoming, promising rest at last.


  The moment I crossed, the glow engulfed my vision, and for a brief, terrifying moment, a crushing pressure clamped down on my chest. My first thought was that the portal had dumped us into another layer of the Nether Realm, with some unseen monster already closing in. But then a familiar scent of flowers drifted into my nose, and the temperature around me felt oddly comforting.


  We weren’t in the Nether Realm. We weren’t even in the dungeon. We were home—back in the portal room.


  As the green glow faded, a new sensation hit me: Stormbreaker was hugging me.


  She stood nearly as tall as me, her head nestled just beneath my nose, soft hair brushing against my face. Her scent—fresh and calming like wildflowers in spring—wrapped around me. For a moment, I froze, unsure how to respond. But when her arms tightened around me, I instinctively returned the hug, my hands resting lightly on her back.


  Then, with a grin spreading from ear to ear, she stepped back.


  "You're alive." Her hand lingered on my face for a brief moment. She turned to the others and embraced each of them in turn, her excitement breaking through her usual composure.


  The gesture took me by surprise, but as I stood there, it dawned on me how much this moment meant to her. Stormbreaker had probably watched countless friends—countless recruits—venture into dungeons and never return. None of them had faced the Nether Realm before.


  "Yes, we made it," I said, trying to downplay everything we’d been through. "Almost got eaten by a swarm of scavengers, then their queen. But we killed it and ended the infection—at least this part of it."


  I glanced over my shoulder at the portal, expecting to see the swirling waves of dark energy that had nearly consumed us. Instead, a small ball of black goo floated in the air, no longer volatile. Above it, glowing letters shimmered:


  Calculating new entrance…


  I read it aloud, a sinking feeling settling in my gut. "Looks like perhaps we’ll have to do this again," I muttered.


  Stormbreaker folded her arms, raising an eyebrow. "I think so."


  "It wasn’t that bad, honestly," I said, forcing a grin. "Dangerous, sure, but we kept our cool and worked as a team. We’re all fine, and we leveled up. Three levels, to be exact."


  Stormbreaker’s grin widened. "Level eight already?"


  "Almost all of us," I confirmed. "I think that makes us the strongest recruits right now."


  "Maybe you’ve got a real shot against Leo now," Mel added, though her voice carried a note of concern. "But we need more than luck to beat him."


  My stomach clenched. I had planned to tell Stormbreaker I’d accepted the challenge, but the right moment hadn’t come yet. This wasn’t how I wanted her to find out, but before I could dwell on it, Stormbreaker interjected, raising a hand as if to calm both Mel’s worries and mine.


  "Don’t worry about that," Stormbreaker said, her tone steady but mischievous. "You’ve got a week or so before the duel. What do you say I train you, John?" She raised an eyebrow, that sly smile returning. "Think you can handle it?"


  “You already knew, didn’t you?” When she nodded, I chuckled and sighed. "Training sounds exactly like what I need."


  "Good." She clapped me on the shoulder. "Meet me here tomorrow after breakfast. We’ll make sure you’re ready."


  Before we left, I gave Stormbreaker a full report—everything from the tunnels, the scavenger queen, and the corrupted tower to the strange messages about the Pristine Lord. She listened intently, her sharp mind absorbing every detail, though she remained calm, more collected than when we’d left.


  When I finished, she gave a thoughtful nod. "I’ll consider everything you’ve told me. The armor is yours, along with any mana stones you didn’t use. And the relics you found. They’re your property now. The Dungeon Guild thanks you for your service, but I need your discretion."


  "Understood," I replied.


  "We don’t know yet how your actions will affect the Nether Realm," she continued, "but if I had to guess, the infection on the first few floors is probably cleared. We’ll investigate further."


  "Thanks, Leslie," I said with a playful grin.


  Her eyes narrowed slightly, though the grin on her face didn’t waver. "I’ll let you call me that today," she said, "because you did far more than I expected. But don’t push your luck."


  I laughed, and she gave me a knowing nod. "Tomorrow, after breakfast. Don’t be late."


  Exhaustion hit us hard as we made our way out of the portal room. The rush of adrenaline faded, and with every step, my muscles cried out for rest. Even trading words with my companions grew difficult, our thoughts too preoccupied with the promise of sleep.


  The dungeon guild’s corridors lay eerily quiet, bathed in the fading light of late afternoon. The sun hadn’t even set, though it felt like we’d lived through days of battle.


  All I could think about was collapsing into bed, letting the weight of the day drain away. As I trudged toward my room, I glanced at my companions, grateful beyond words that we’d made it through, alive and stronger than before.


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty-Five

    

  


  Hot air rushed against my chest, and a deep urge to stretch rippled through me, a sensation washing over every muscle. I’d felt this way just the other day, but somehow, now, it carried a sense of gratitude.


  Sophia breathed softly against my chest, while Mel lay on the opposite side of the room, both alive and well after venturing into the Nether Realm and making it back in one piece. What more could I ask for?


  I opened my eyes slowly as sunlight filtered through the room. A beam of light slipped through, catching Sophia's blonde hair and making it shimmer. She clung to me tightly, and I wondered if she was lost in a bad dream or if her protective instincts kicked in even while she slept. I ran my fingers through her hair, hoping to ease her mind either way.


  I glanced toward Mel, sprawled peacefully on her stomach, her belly pressing into the mattress. She yawned, stretching her arms, and the motion caused her nightgown to slide off her right shoulder, revealing part of her breast and the edge of a pink nipple. In that moment, she looked stunning. With a sleepy flick of her hand, she adjusted her nightgown and yawned again before slowly sitting up.


  The movement stirred Sophia, who began to wake.


  "Hello, sunshine," I whispered, brushing her hair from her forehead and placing a soft kiss there.


  She looked up at me with a drowsy smile, still glowing with joy. No nightmare, then.


  "Good morning," she murmured, her voice husky with sleep. She nuzzled closer, trailing slow kisses along my chest as if she were either savoring the moment or grateful I was there. Her kisses tickled, and I chuckled, making her laugh along with me. She gazed into my eyes, her hand drifting lazily across my abs.


  Mel shuffled toward the bathroom, yawning as she went. She usually washed her face and dressed there for the day before breakfast. With a lazy wave in our direction, she disappeared inside, still half-asleep and far less energetic than Sophia. I couldn’t blame her—yesterday had drained us all.


  "How are you feeling today?" Sophia’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.


  "Good, I guess," I replied, but my stomach betrayed me with a loud growl, twisting uncomfortably.


  "And hungry, I suppose," Sophia said with a giggle.


  "I'm starving," I admitted with a yawn. "But I wouldn’t mind staying here a bit longer..."


  Before she could answer, the room’s bell rang, and I fought the urge to cover my ears.


  "Damn, they could tone that thing down," I muttered as Sophia chuckled.


  "It would be nice." she smiled, moving up. "As much as the idea of staying in bed is tempting, I'm starving as well. We can have fun later. No classes today, remember?"


  "But I’ve got training with Stormbreaker. That might take hours."


  "Shit," she muttered, clicking her tongue as she recalled the promise I’d made. "We’ll have to find another time. If I try anything before eating, I might pass out."


  "Same here," I agreed, dragging myself out of bed and heading to the wardrobe.


  Sophia jumped ahead of me, grabbing our uniforms and aligning them perfectly. She always said she hated seeing me looking unkempt; she wanted us to make a good impression. I didn’t care much about appearances, but pleasing her was something I enjoyed.


  So, I sat on the bed and let her fuss over our clothes, adjusting them until everything looked just right.


  Not long after, we were already moving through the corridors of the guild. The place buzzed with recruits following the same path. I noticed a few glances in our direction—some wide-eyed, some curious. No one said anything, but I wondered if they knew we had entered the Nether Realm yesterday or, at least, that we’d done something significant for Stormbreaker.


  Sophia and Mel seemed oblivious. The first clung to one of my arms, while the latter walked beside me, both smiling as if they’d just won a prize. When I tried to smile back, I realized I’d already been smiling without even knowing it.


  What will happen next? I thought, recalling something Max always told me: When joy is the only thing on your mind, that’s when bad news tends to arrive.


  Maybe you’re wrong this time, old man, I thought. Maybe, just this once, we should enjoy the fun while it lasts. I had a duel in seven days. I didn’t need any bad news before then. These next few days were for enjoying and preparing.


  We continued walking, steady and proud, not letting go of our smiles, making our way toward the refectory.


  It was hard to tell who among the three of us had the biggest or most packed plate. We all seemed equally hungry. My attention locked on the food: crispy bacon, refreshing grape juice sliding down my throat, bread, couscous, and savory chicken completing the meal. Everything tasted amazing, as always.


  Even as I ate, I noticed Mel sneaking glances at Sophia and me. Sophia caught her too, but instead of calling her out, she smiled warmly, making Mel blush and look away.


  As we finished our plates, I downed the last of my juice and waited for Mel’s gaze to meet mine again.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked when our eyes finally locked. She couldn’t pretend she hadn’t been staring. “Is everything okay, Mel? Did I say something wrong?”


  Sophia chuckled, squeezing my hand. “Don’t be silly, baby. It’s nothing bad. Quite the opposite.”


  “You can talk to us, Mel,” I said gently, trying to reassure her. She sighed and looked down at her plate.


  “It’s about yesterday...”


  “What?” I asked. “Did something happen that you didn’t tell us?”


  Sophia clicked her tongue in annoyance. “Don’t be silly, John. She’s talking about what I said yesterday, not something that happened.”


  “Oh.” The word slipped out before I could stop it.


  Mel finally looked straight at Sophia. “You were serious yesterday?”


  Sophia held her gaze, calm and unbothered. “Yes.”


  “You two can hook up as much as you want. I’m fine with it.” Sophia shrugged.


  Mel raised an eyebrow, suspicion flickering across her face. “Just like that?”


  Sophia’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “Yes. You don’t want that?”


  Mel held her gaze for a moment longer, but her expression slowly shifted into something like reluctant acceptance. With a sigh, she finally let it out.


  “Yes. I want it.”


  “Good,” Sophia replied without hesitation, popping a piece of bacon into her mouth and eating it in one bite. “Do you want to sleep with us tonight? Or maybe try something else?”


  Mel gave her a half-amused, half-exasperated look. “Your practicality scares me.”


  Sophia shrugged again. “I am what I am.”


  They shared a knowing smile, and then Mel’s tone shifted like she was haggling in a market.


  “Can we have the room to ourselves tonight? With the duel coming up, I’d like some time alone with him.”


  “Hey, I’m right here,” I cut in, only mildly annoyed—though, if I was honest, more aroused by the way they were talking. “You don’t have to act like I’m invisible.”


  Sophia chuckled but kept her focus on Mel. One hand caressed mine while the other reached toward the red-haired woman.


  “That’s fine with me.”


  They shook hands, and I was relieved things had resolved quickly and without drama. And honestly, having a night with one of the most beautiful women in the guild? I really couldn’t complain; I was a lucky bastard.


  As their handshake ended, Mel ate in silence for a few moments before speaking again.


  “What about Nilea?”


  “What about her?” I asked, genuinely curious.


  Mel hesitated, twirling her fork between her fingers. “I get the feeling she likes you, too. I’m fine with it, but maybe Sophia has a problem with it. I’m not sure.”


  Sophia shrugged. “I doubt it. That raven is always spouting nonsense, and if they really share a mind like it claims, I don’t think Nilea’s interested in anyone romantically—or sexually.”


  Mel hummed, unconvinced. “Maybe. But sometimes she doesn’t act like that... I guess we’ll see. Either way, she’s part of our party.”


  “Have either of you seen her since we came back from the portal?” Sophia asked.


  We both shook our heads. Nilea had disappeared shortly after we left the portal room, though I wasn’t too worried. If anything had gone wrong, the raven would’ve been the first to bring me the news, with no small amount of drama, I was sure.


  “I should get going,” I said, finishing the last of my juice. I leaned over and kissed Sophia’s forehead, and when I glanced at Mel, she raised her eyebrows expectantly, waiting to see if I’d do the same for her.


  I smiled, cupped her face gently, and pressed a kiss to her forehead. She returned the smile.


  “Bye. Be careful,” Mel said. “And don’t let Stormbreaker rough you up too much. If you’re too sore, I doubt Sophia will let me have you again tomorrow night.”


  “You can bet on that,” Sophia added with a warm smile—a far cry from the sharp looks she used to give Mel when we first met.


  “I’ll do my best,” I said, standing from the bench and making my way toward the portal room, where Stormbreaker was waiting for me.


  I arrived fifteen minutes early; there was no way I’d risk showing up late to a meeting with a veteran. So it didn’t surprise me to find her already there when I opened the door.


  Stormbreaker stood at the center of the room, her practice sword resting loosely at her side. There was no playful grin on her face, just the hard, focused expression of someone about to break me down piece by piece.


  "Leo Neville…" Stormbreaker tilted her head thoughtfully as if I wasn’t in the room. "He’s quick, smart, and likes to pick his moments. If you rely on brute force and blind swings, you’ll give him every chance to tear you apart."


  I nodded, summoning my dual axes and gripping them tightly. "So, what’s the plan?"


  She glanced at the axes before locking eyes with me. “First, dismiss your weapons, I don’t want to get maimed during training. Use these ones.”


  She handed me two training axes that felt similar enough to mine and assumed her position again, not waiting for a reply.


  "Your advantage is power, but power alone won’t cut it. You need to disrupt his rhythm, control the space, and make him uncomfortable. Axes aren’t just for hitting—they’re for bullying."


  Stormbreaker stepped closer, raising her sword into a defensive stance. "Let’s start with range control. Axes are heavier and harder to recover than a sword. That means you commit less often, but when you do, make it count. No wasted moves."


  I adjusted my grip, feeling the weight settle in my hands. "So fewer swings?"


  "Not fewer. Smarter," she corrected, her eyes sharp. "Swordsmen rely on feints, precision, and quick shifts. You can’t match him in speed, but you can corner him, cut off his angles, and force him into bad spots."


  She lunged suddenly, faster than I anticipated. I crossed my axes, catching her blade between them with a metallic clang. The force slid me back, but I held firm.


  "Good block," she said evenly. "But here’s the thing"—she twisted her wrist, sliding the flat of her blade along the shaft of one axe, smacking my hand—"if you lose control of one, you’re done."


  My grip faltered, and the axe tumbled from my fingers.


  I grimaced, shaking the sting from my hand. "So what do I do?"


  "Learn to bind a sword." She stepped back, rolling her shoulders. "When you catch his blade, don’t just block it. Trap it. Use one axe to lock his weapon down, then hammer him with the other. That’s the beauty of dual axes—defense and offense, all in one."


  I retrieved my fallen axe and reset my stance. "Got it. Bind with one, hit with the other."


  "Exactly. But binding only works if you read his movements right. Leo won’t telegraph his swings; you’ll need to bait him."


  I raised an eyebrow. "How?"


  Stormbreaker grinned, this time with a playful glint. "Feints. Fake high, swing low. Make him think you’re leaving an opening, then close it fast. Swordsmen fight by rhythm. Your job is to break it."


  She flicked her sword up again and gave me a slow nod. "Let’s practice. Attack me."


  I hesitated. My axes were sharp, and the last thing I wanted was to hurt her by accident. "Just… go for it?"


  "Yes, genius," she said dryly, amusement flickering across her face. "That’s what practice is. Don’t worry; I’ll be gentle."


  I exhaled and swung my right axe in a high arc, aiming for her shoulder. She danced back with ease, deflecting the blow. I followed with a low sweep from the left, but she sidestepped, smacking the flat of her sword against my ribs.


  "Too predictable," she said, half-critique, half-challenge. "If you always follow one swing with the other, he’ll read you like a book."


  She shifted her stance, raising her sword again. "Now, mix it up. Fake the first swing, commit to the second. Keep me guessing."


  I inhaled, focusing, then swung high with my right axe. Halfway through, I pulled back, letting the blade drop short. Her sword moved to intercept, and I followed with a hard, sweeping strike from the left.


  The edge of my axe stopped just shy of her shoulder.


  Stormbreaker arched an eyebrow, clearly impressed. "Not bad. You’re starting to get it."


  I lowered the axes, catching my breath. "So, the key is keeping him guessing?"


  "That’s part of it," she said, stepping closer. "But remember—Leo knows how to bait, too. If you get too confident and chase after him recklessly, you’ll play right into his hands. You need patience."


  I gave her a crooked grin. "Patience isn’t exactly my strong suit."


  She smirked, tilting her head. "No kidding. But you better learn fast. Patience with intent. It’s like holding a bowstring. When you release, it has to be at the perfect moment."


  She raised her sword again. "One more thing before we wrap up. When he closes in, he’ll try to outmaneuver you in tight spaces. That’s when your axes shine. Keep your swings tight—no wide, flashy moves. And if he gets too close, elbow him, kick him, or use the flat of your axe to throw him off balance."


  I nodded, adjusting my stance. “Got it. Bind, bait, stay tight. Anything else?”


  She gave me a sly grin. “Yeah. Don’t let him get inside your head. Leo’s as much a fighter as he is a mind-game player. If you let him make you doubt yourself, it’s over before it starts.”


  I smirked. “And here I thought you liked messing with me.”


  She chuckled, a low, playful sound. “Oh, I do. But I’m not Leo. When I mess with you, it’s all in good fun.” She tapped the side of her sword against her shoulder, her grin lingering. “He’ll try to break you.”


  We circled each other one last time, and I feinted high again, then swung low with everything I had. She caught it—just barely—her eyes gleaming with approval.


  “Nice,” she murmured, stepping back and lowering her sword. “You’ve come a long way already. Keep working on that, and you might just make it through this duel.”


  I wiped the sweat from my brow, grinning. “Thanks. I’ll do my best.”


  Stormbreaker rested her sword across her shoulders again, flashing me a teasing smile. “If you win, I’ll even buy you a drink. But if you lose...” She gave me a mock frown. “Well, let’s just say I don’t hang out with losers.”


  I laughed, already feeling the ache in my muscles. “Guess I’d better win, then.”


  She winked. “That’s the spirit.”


  As I headed for the exit, my axes feeling lighter in my hands, I realized something important. Until now, I’d relied on raw force and good instincts. But now I wasn’t just swinging blindly anymore, I was starting to think like a fighter. Like Stormbreaker.


  Excitement washed over me as I realized I had a real shot against Leo.


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty-Six

    

  


  The training session with Stormbreaker ended quicker than I expected, leaving me with the rest of the day to myself. However, the duel weighed too heavily on my mind to relax, so I turned the guild's rest day into a full training day.


  Sophia sparred with me both before and after lunch. She was improving quickly, and by the end of the afternoon, I had accumulated a few more bruises—and a sharper sense of how to read my opponents.


  I practiced with a sword during these sessions, keeping Stormbreaker’s advice in mind: always press the opponent into a corner or force them into a disadvantageous position.


  It felt good sparring against someone different. Stormbreaker, with all her speed and strength, often let her power make her reckless. Sophia, on the other hand, approached every strike with precision and full commitment.


  Her seriousness in training was unmistakable, and it was paying off. She was becoming a formidable swordswoman. If she ever ran out of mana during a dungeon run, I wouldn’t feel vulnerable next to her. In fact, seeing her handle a sword made me trust in her blades just as much as I trusted her ice magic.


  As the setting sun bathed the windows in orange light, I felt grateful the day had finally come to an end. Sophia looked as worn out as I did. We walked back toward the dorms in comfortable silence, grinning despite our exhaustion. It felt good having her with me—not just as a companion or friend, but as a true partner in every sense.


  When she turned down a hallway heading in the opposite direction, a brief pang of disappointment hit me. But I remembered why. She glanced over her shoulder, giving me a soft smile and a little wave. I returned the gesture and continued toward the dorm, knowing Mel was waiting for me.


  My heart started pounding in my chest. I knew I’d be alone with Mel tonight, and even though I’d prepared for this, the excitement and anticipation surged inside me. I forced those feelings down, taking a deep breath and moving toward the room, step by step.


  After a few minutes, I reached the dorm and gave a quick knock before entering.


  "John?" Mel’s voice called from inside.


  "Yeah, it’s me."


  "You don’t have to knock," she teased. "It’s our room."


  Without hesitation, I opened the door and scanned the bed, but she wasn’t there. Instead, I spotted her in the bathroom, carrying a bucket.


  A few seconds later, she emerged, wearing a wide smile, her eyes bright, and her red hair spilling over her shoulders. She wore a blouse with thin straps resting lightly on her shoulders and a black skirt that skimmed her knees.


  We hadn’t known each other long, and part of me hadn’t expected her to look so... casual. When we first met, she resembled a bandit from old tales, dressed in dark clothes from head to toe. Even afterward, she hadn’t deviated much from that image—always in her uniform, armor, or worn training clothes. She carried herself with seriousness, always ready for action, a determined fire burning in her eyes.


  Now, seeing her grinning like this, dressed in clothes people wore on rest days back in Mercuria, I couldn’t help but smile broadly.


  “You arrived early,” she said, moving slowly toward me, twirling a strand of her hair around one finger. A flicker of embarrassment crossed her face as she bit her lip.


  “You look amazing,” I managed, unable to tear my eyes away, caught under the spell she’d cast. Her blouse, soft and flowing like silk, draped smoothly over her silhouette, hinting at the curves beneath. The sunlight filtering through the room cast a warm glow over her, making her look even more breathtaking.


  She blushed, the color deepening her beauty.


  “And I’m a mess,” I chuckled, glancing down at my sweat-streaked clothes from the long day of training. Sweat still trickled down my back, and my heart pounded, though I wasn’t sure if it was from the exercise or the sight of her. Probably both.


  “You’re not that terrible,” she joked, sounding more relaxed. “I was preparing a bath for you.”


  “You were?” I asked, surprised. No one had ever done that for me before. And I did love my baths. I still remembered the one I’d taken at home before setting off with Sophia and Stormbreaker to the guild—the day I first met Mel. Something about it felt poetic like I’d come full circle.


  I wasn’t just a blacksmith anymore; I was a runesmith. I wasn’t a newcomer to the dungeon guild. I was days away from facing a duel that could define my future.


  “That’s very kind of you.” I stepped toward the bathroom and shrugged off my coat, hanging it on a nearby hook. Mel stood in the doorway, her blush deepening as she watched me.


  “What’s on your mind?” I asked, noticing how uncharacteristically shy she seemed. It was a strange contrast from the way we had started. Sophia, timid at first, had grown wild and confident over time. And here was Mel—someone I’d met in the heat of battle—standing before me, blushing at a simple question.


  “Do you want to join me?” I asked, keeping my tone casual, waiting for her to meet my gaze.


  She hesitated, her eyes flickering with uncertainty before finally replying, “I was thinking more about helping you.”


  Her words came after a brief silence that felt comfortable, even welcome. I didn’t mind the pause—it gave me time to enjoy the way her cheeks deepened in color.


  “We can do that.” I grinned, unbuttoning my shirt. I slipped off my pants and underwear, not bothering with ceremony. The soft sound of her swallowing nervously reached my ears, but I didn’t linger on her embarrassment.


  I stepped into the bath, sighing as the hot water enveloped me, easing the tension from my muscles and sending waves of relaxation through my body.


  Mel followed quietly, picking up the bucket and settling onto a small stool she had brought with her. I rested my head on the edge of the tub, watching her as she dipped a sponge into the soapy water.


  She moved the sponge toward my chest, her eyes meeting mine as if asking for permission. I gave her a slight nod, and soon the cool touch of the wet sponge traced across my skin, in gentle contrast to the heat of the bath.


  “I never really had the chance to thank you properly,” she whispered, her voice soft.


  “You already did. Or at least, I felt it,” I replied, closing my eyes briefly to savor the sensation.


  “Yes, but you had no reason to do what you did. You vouched for me, fought for me, defended my honor… when I thought I didn’t have any left.”


  Her gaze stayed fixed on my chest as the sponge glided over my skin, though her expression became distant, lost in thought.


  “You are very honorable to me,” I said quietly.


  Her lips pressed together, a flicker of emotion flashing across her face before she murmured, “Thank you, John. I’m afraid I made some mistakes before. If Leo was only angry that I rejected him, it wouldn’t have been enough to get me locked up. Not even for someone as powerful as him.”


  Her voice softened as she continued, “I made a mistake... and he offered me a way to fix it. A way to ‘make amends,’ he called it. But I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t sell myself to him.”


  “That’s honorable,” I said firmly, tightening my hand around hers. “And you wouldn’t be here if I thought otherwise.”


  She gave me a sheepish smile, and I loosened my grip so she could continue her task.


  “We’d known each other for so long,” she started again, her voice soft. “I thought we were friends. We used to steal fruit from other noble families’ gardens. Later, when we got older, we started stealing other things. Nothing anyone would miss. We even gave some of it back. It was just fun. Until the day we stole a music box.”


  Her voice grew quieter, burdened with the weight of memory. “We didn’t know it had a jewel hidden inside. But I found out later… Leo knew the whole time. Before I had the chance to return it—before I even knew about the jewel—he set me up.”


  Her jaw tightened. “Our city wasn’t that big, but it had enough powerful families. And enough angry noblemen to throw me in a cell. Then Leo came to me, offering a way out. A disgusting proposal.”


  I gritted my teeth, anger simmering as I pictured her trapped, betrayed by someone she once trusted.


  “It was my dream to come here, to join the guild,” she continued. “I trusted him. We talked about being in the same party. I thought we were close... but he was just waiting for the right moment to take advantage of me. And when I said no? That’s when I saw his true face. He’s a monster, John.”


  “After the duel, he won’t be anywhere near us. I promise you that.”


  I forced the words from my mouth, struggling to suppress the urge to storm out and find Leo right then. But I knew better. If I acted on that impulse, I wouldn’t just destroy myself, I’d drag my entire party down with me.


  Mel’s hand trembled slightly as she continued. “I think I’ve learned how to see through lies now. The signs I missed back then—they’re so obvious to me now. That bastard wronged me, but he also taught me something. He probably thinks he broke me, that I’d never trust anyone again.” She paused, her gaze softening. “And for a while he was right. But then I met you. And Sophia.”


  Her voice steadied, and she lifted her chin with quiet pride. “He has no power over me anymore.”


  Her other hand moved gently to my hair, cradling my head with surprising tenderness. A wave of calm washed over me, unexpected but welcome.


  “Thank you,” I whispered, the words slipping out before I could stop them.


  She didn’t respond with words, just kept washing me, her hands moving slowly and with care. There was a softness in her touch. An unspoken and deep affection.


  In that moment, the rage that had been simmering inside me eased, replaced by something quieter. Something stronger. She’d given me the strength to fight Leo, but not tonight. Tonight was for her, for us. I wouldn’t let anger ruin what we’d found here.


  When the bath was done, Mel handed me a towel. She turned her back as I dried off and stepped into the room, feeling lighter, refreshed, at peace.


  She held out her hand, and I took it without hesitation, following her across the room.


  Her hand stayed warm in mine as we sat on the bed, the tension between us thick. Her breath was quickened; each time we touched ripples of anticipation traveled through us.


  I reached up, brushing a loose strand of her red hair behind her ear. She tilted her head into my touch, her blue eyes flickering with a mix of desire and uncertainty.


  When I leaned in to kiss her, she responded without hesitation. Her lips were soft and warm against mine. The kiss began slow, but she quickly deepened it, a little clumsily as though she wasn’t used to this. That unpolished eagerness only made it more intoxicating.


  Her hands explored my back and pecs, her touch tentative yet curious.


  As the kiss broke, she whispered breathlessly, “I don’t... I don’t want to get anything wrong, but I want to feel all of you.”


  Her words sent my pulse racing. I smiled against her lips, trailing soft kisses along the curve of her neck, feeling her shudder beneath my touch.


  “You won’t get anything wrong,” I murmured. “Just tell me what you want.”


  She shifted slightly, biting her lip, her cheeks warm and flushed. “I want you to show me... everything,” she whispered, her voice soft and filled with need. “I’ve never... done anything like this.”


  Her mix of vulnerability and boldness only made her more irresistible. I kissed down along her collarbone, slowly sliding her blouse off her shoulders. Her breath hitched as the cool air met her skin, and she exhaled in a soft, shaky sigh.


  “Is it supposed to feel this... this good already?” she asked, her voice laced with wonder and anticipation as I nibbled her hard pink nipple. “Be-because I feel like I can’t think when you touch me,” she stammered.


  “That’s the idea,” I whispered against her skin, making her giggle before a soft gasp escaped her lips as I kissed the curve of her breast.


  Her eyes fluttered shut as my mouth closed around the other one, teasing it with slow kisses and gentle sucks.


  Her hands tangled in my hair, her voice a breathless plea. “John... don’t stop. Please, don’t stop...”


  I grinned against her skin, savoring the way her body responded beneath me. “I won’t,” I promised, my voice low. “I’m right here.”


  My hand slid to the waistband of her skirt, and she lifted her hips, helping me pull it down. Her panties followed, and when I kissed the soft skin of her inner thighs, she trembled beneath my lips.


  “I—” She gasped as my tongue travelled through her wet pussy, her voice suddenly breathless with surprise. “It’s... so much better than I imagined.”


  Her inexperience made every touch, every reaction, feel heightened; her soft gasps and whispered cries were unfiltered and intoxicating. It drove me wild, the way she was at once shy and eager, discovering herself through me, her body responding to sensations she hadn’t known before.


  I kissed my way back up her body, my hands tracing the curves of her waist and hips. When I finally slid into her, she let out a shaky breath, her eyes fluttering open to meet mine.


  “Oh, John...” she whispered, her hands gripping my shoulders as if anchoring herself.


  “Is it hurting?”


  I paused, giving her time to adjust. She nodded, her breath hot against my lips. “It’s okay... I want this.”


  Her legs wrapped around my waist, drawing me deeper, her whispered plea soft against my ear. “Show me what it’s supposed to feel like...”


  I moved slowly, letting her feel every inch, her gasps filling the air as her nails traced down my back, dragging lightly. Her breath hitched with every slow thrust, a rhythm building between us.


  “Is it supposed to feel this... full?” she asked, her voice trembling with wonder and pleasure. “It’s like I can’t take it... but please, don’t stop.”


  I kissed her deeply, moving a little harder, and she whimpered against my lips, her hips rising to meet mine. Every motion pulled another soft moan from her, each one more intoxicating than the last.


  “You’re perfect,” I whispered against her ear, my breath warm on her skin. “You feel perfect.”


  Her response was a breathless, needy moan, her hands clutching me tighter. “John... I think I’m... I think I’m close...”


  “Let it happen,” I urged, quickening my pace, feeling her body tightening around me.


  Her soft cry filled the room as her release overtook her, her back arching and her legs tightening around my waist. She trembled beneath me, lost in pleasure.


  “Oh gods...” she whispered, her voice shaking with bliss. “Oh gods!” Her moans grew louder as her whole body quivered against me. “I can’t... I can’t take it anymore!”


  Her climax pushed me over the edge, and with a final thrust, I groaned, the waves of pleasure crashing through me as I spilled my seed into her. We clung to each other, breathless and slick with sweat, the intensity slowly melting into a warm, blissful afterglow.


  Mel rested her head on my chest, her fingers tracing lazy patterns across my skin. “That was... incredible,” she murmured, her voice still tinged with disbelief.


  I pressed a kiss to the top of her head, holding her close. “You were incredible,” I whispered.


  She smiled against my chest, a playful lilt in her voice, though her honesty remained unguarded. “I think... I want to do that again. Maybe... a lot.”


  I chuckled, threading my fingers gently through her hair. “We’ve got all night.”


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty-Seven

    

  


  Grass. Grass that wasn’t green anymore.


  Soaked in red, thick with blood. That was all Nilea saw when she closed her eyes. A pool of blood marred the ground beneath her, its reflection distorted and endless. She knew that if she dared to raise her gaze, she would see the source—the body, the wound, the lifeless eyes—and she wasn’t sure she could bear it.


  “Bread or couscous?” came a grave voice.


  The question shattered the image as she opened her eyes. The impatient refectory worker stood before her, tapping a large spoon against the counter in an uneven rhythm, each tap grating against her nerves.


  Her gaze drifted down to the food on display: one plate with couscous and eggs, another with bread and bacon. The simple act of choosing between them felt monumental.


  Why can’t I decide?


  “Bread and bacon, please!”


  The raven’s sharp voice cut through the fog clouding her thoughts, filling the silence between her and the worker.


  The man frowned at the bird perched on her shoulder but wordlessly scooped bread and bacon onto her plate.


  “What?” the raven muttered, tilting its head toward her, completely unbothered by the man’s annoyed expression. “We were just lost in thought. But we’ve decided. Bread will do.”


  The worker slammed the plate down with a grumble and moved on, dismissing her without a second glance.


  Nilea drifted away from the line, the hum of conversation swirling around her, but she heard none of it. Her gaze wandered until it found John sitting at his usual table, Sophia and Mel beside him, their heads bent together in quiet conversation.


  “They’re waiting for you,” the raven whispered.


  I know.


  “When will you speak to him?” the bird asked, hopping lightly on her shoulder.


  Never.


  It had been a week since they exited the Nether Realm—a week spent watching from the shadows as he trained with Stormbreaker or sparred with his other party members. And every time she thought of approaching him, something inside her twisted, freezing her in place. Just the sight of him stirred a dull pain in her chest. A pain she didn’t know how to name.


  Blood. Blood all over. Was that what she would see when John faced Leo in the duel?


  “We’ll be there, Nilea,” the raven whispered, its voice threading through her thoughts like a soft breeze. “We’ll help him if it comes to that.”


  Right, she replied silently, her gaze dropping to the untouched plate in front of her. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t bring herself to eat.


  Dread coiled inside her, cold and sharp, freezing her from the inside out. It weighed on her like stones pressed into her spine, threatening to break her under its weight. She swallowed hard, but the lump in her throat refused to move.


  The greasy scent of bacon wafted toward her, sharp and overwhelming, churning her stomach.


  Let’s go.


  “Are you sure? This bacon looks amazing.” The raven plucked a strip from her plate, tossing it into the air and snapping it up mid-flight with a sharp clack of its beak.


  Nilea didn’t answer. She rose without a word, her movements stiff and mechanical. The corridors of the guild ahead of her felt like a maze, but she navigated them with ease. Her body moved on autopilot, her expression fixed in a mask of indifference—cold and impassive, just as her mother had taught her long ago.


  She had a class before the duel. Maybe, if she swung her sword enough, the ache in her chest would disappear.


  “Maybe,” the raven echoed aloud as it swallowed the last piece of bacon. “I’m sure Master John will win today.”


  I’m not so sure. You saw how Leo looks at John, she thought bitterly, her hands clenching. Worse, how he looks at Mel.


  The raven tilted its head in disapproval, but her mind was made.


  John can still win. But Leo might try to kill him.


  “That’s off-limits,” the raven reminded her, but she shuddered at the thought anyway. “It’s a fight to submission, not to the death. Even if someone loses, they’re only exiled for a year, not executed.”


  And do you think Leo will follow the rules?


  Nilea’s jaw tightened, the tendons along her neck stiff. The raven clicked its beak thoughtfully.


  You only need to make it look like an accident. No matter how much she tried, her thoughts only got worse and worse.


  Nilea kept walking, her face impassive, though her thoughts churned violently beneath the surface. Stone face. Always a stone face, her mother’s voice echoed in her mind, stern and unforgiving.


  “You don’t have to think about that now,” the raven offered softly, interrupting her spiraling thoughts.


  Nilea exhaled, grateful for the small reprieve. Today was already hard enough; the dark memories threatening to surface had no place here.


  When she arrived at the training circle, Mahogany stood at the center, her gaze sharp and predatory.


  As usual, the recruits shuffled nervously into place around the edge of the arena. Mahogany’s lessons always followed the same ritual—simple, but terrifying for most. There was always an odd number of students, which meant that the unfortunate one left without a sparring partner would face Mahogany herself.


  It didn’t take long for recruits to understand the truth about their instructor: Mahogany enjoyed inflicting pain. Not enough to cause permanent injury, but enough that every student left her class aching and bruised.


  And worse than the bruises was the sick satisfaction that deepened her smile whenever a student faltered beneath her attacks.


  It came as no surprise to Nilea when she found herself the unfortunate one to spar with Mahogany that morning. Even knowing it would eventually come didn’t stop the heavy pit from forming in her stomach.


  “Maybe today will be your last day at the guild, little girl,” Mahogany mused, her smile as sharp as a knife. “I think it’s fitting that you face me—after all, if your friend loses today, you’ll have to survive a whole year without the guild’s protection. Maybe today’s lesson will come in handy.”


  Her words carried a thin veneer of concern, but the mocking curve of her lips gave her true intentions away.


  Nilea nodded stiffly, her jaw tight. Overhead, the raven took flight from her shoulder, circling once before settling on a rafter.


  “That would be great, Instructor,” the raven said, its voice thick with false enthusiasm. “We’re eager to learn.”


  This feels more like punishment than a lesson, Nilea thought bitterly.


  The raven’s voice whispered in her mind, Just try not to get hurt, okay? I really hate bruises.


  Then stop distracting me, she shot back, shifting into her stance. You always make it worse.


  “I’m just saying, be careful,” the raven muttered nervously, clicking its beak. “She’s not the strongest, but she’s clever. And we hate clever.”


  You’re not helping.


  I don’t know what to say! the raven squawked internally, flapping its wings in a fit of nervous energy. Do you want me to be quiet?


  Yes.


  Right, right. Absolutely. But, of course, he couldn’t resist. She’s not that terrible, you know. Maybe she’s just misunderstood…


  Nilea clenched her jaw. The raven always did this, filling the silence with nonsense when fear gripped him. It was his way of coping, throwing out awkward flattery as if it might save them both. She knew better than to rely on it.


  Mahogany's dark eyes flicked between Nilea and the raven as if trying to peer into the depths of her thoughts. But no one—not even Mahogany—could see what lay beneath Nilea’s surface. Well, almost no one.


  When John looked at her, sometimes it felt like he could see through every wall she had built, as if her soul had cracked open, spilling out every hidden fear and yearning. And now, with his duel against Leo looming just beyond the horizon, the thought of losing him made her stomach hurt.


  John, please… just don’t die.


  The sparring session began, and Nilea forced herself to focus, channeling everything into the fight.


  She moved with precision, pushing through the burning pain in her leg, willing her body to keep going. Even when Mahogany landed a brutal strike that nearly knocked her off balance, she stayed upright, refusing to show weakness. She smiled through the agony, wearing her mask of composure until the very end.


  When the session finally ended, she dipped her head to Mahogany in a forced but respectful bow.


  “Thank you for the lesson, Instructor,” The raven cawed dramatically from his perch above the door, adding a mocking flourish to the sentiment before swooping down and flying ahead of her into the hallway. “We are very, very grateful.”


  Nilea followed behind, her leg throbbing with every step, but her mind elsewhere—fixed on the duel, on the blood she could already see pooling on the ground.


  And on John. On how much she wanted to talk to him, to tell him all the things she’d kept locked inside. To touch him, even for a moment, and see what flickered in his steady gaze.


  Lost in thought, she didn’t notice the figure in front of her until they collided in the corridor.


  "Oh, by the gods! Sorry!" Lina exclaimed, rushing to help the woman she had bumped into. It didn’t take long for her to realize it was the mute girl—the one from John’s party.


  “Are you going to the duel?” she asked once the woman with the mismatched eyes was back on her feet.


  She gave a small, deliberate nod.


  “Yes, we’re confident that Master John will win the duel. We’re just going to show our support, you know?” the raven added cheerfully from Nilea’s shoulder. For a moment, Nilea’s expression flickered, revealing a grimace of pain. But in the next instant, her face was smooth and stoic again, a sculpture carved from stone.


  “All right, I’m going, too,” Lina said.


  “Oh, we love company!” the raven croaked, hopping onto Lina’s shoulder as they began walking together.


  Lina, lost in thought, almost missed the bird’s next quip.


  “I wasn’t expecting you to apologize. I thought you’d be the type to say, Watch where you’re going! Don’t stumble over me, you lowly peasant!” the raven teased, its voice full of amusement.


  “I’m trying to be less rude,” Lina replied, carefully keeping her irritation in check. The truth was, she knew she outranked nearly everyone in the guild. But her usual haughtiness wasn’t yielding the results she wanted. Back home, her noble rank had meant everything, but here, it meant almost nothing. If anything, it alienated people.


  And Lina couldn’t afford to be ostracized. Not anymore. If she wanted to thrive here, she needed to adapt, though it grated against every part of her.


  Embarrassment struck her like a boulder as memories started flooding over her.


  “It was a good kiss, though,” she muttered absently, more to herself than anyone else.


  The raven, of course, caught it. “What was that, miss?” it asked, its voice dripping with amusement.


  “Nothing. I said nothing,” she snapped, trying to dismiss the bird and sink back into her thoughts.


  They trudged through the winding halls of the guild, and Lina felt the turmoil bubbling inside her. Part of her wanted to rush to the dueling grounds, desperate to see the outcome. Another part of her wanted to stall, to drag her feet, terrified of what she might find.


  How dare he kiss me like that?


  She’d thought John might ask her to join his party after they returned from that wretched desert. Maybe then she could forgive his boldness. But seven days had passed—seven—and he hadn’t asked. Not once. Sure, he’d been polite. More than polite, really—he’d even gone out of his way to talk to her a few times. But that wasn’t enough.


  He needs to take me to dinner at least. And he needs to meet my family. They won’t tolerate this... this middle-ground nonsense.


  Her thoughts spiraled into a storm of frustration. The very idea of John—a lowly blacksmith—losing to someone like Leo made her heart pound painfully in her chest. Who does he think he is, accepting a duel to defend a woman’s honor?


  And the worst part? The woman isn’t even me.


  Outrage swelled within her, bitter and sharp. She had to be there. She had to see John after the duel—not to thank him, but to confront him. To say everything she hadn’t been able to say before. She needed to look into his eyes and see if they still held that mischievous glimmer. Would his eyebrows lift in that familiar way like they always did when he was about to say something clever? Would he flash that maddening grin, perfect teeth and all?


  Will he kiss me again?


  “He wouldn’t dare,” she whispered to herself, inwardly seething. Her thoughts churned.


  It wasn’t until they reached the guild’s entrance hall that she snapped out of her reverie. The raven on her shoulder hummed a familiar tune—a love song she’d heard countless times at formal balls.


  What’s wrong with this bird? she thought, annoyed. A quick glance at Nilea confirmed that the mute woman was just as irritated by the song. At least Lina wasn’t alone in her frustration.


  She pushed open the heavy door and stepped outside, greeted by the sight of a crowd already gathered at the dueling circle.


  John stood at the edge of the ring, tall and proud, exuding calm confidence. The recruits shifted around him, parting to give him space as he moved toward the center, where Leo waited.


  Lina clenched her fists at her sides, the words she’d been holding in still trapped in her throat. Too heavy. Too complicated.


  Please, she thought, the plea swelling in her chest. Please, don’t die.


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty-Eight

    

  


  The sun blazed high in the sky, its heat soaking into my skin, oddly refreshing. After hours inside the cold stone walls of the Dungeon Guild, I had almost forgotten how good it felt to stand beneath the open sky, letting the sun remind me I was alive.


  A shame that Leo’s murderous gaze tainted the moment.


  The circle of instructors parted, and I stepped forward. At the center of the ring, Leo waited, his arms loose at his sides, tension radiating from every muscle. Sunlight glinted off his short, blond hair, and his narrowed eyes locked onto me with sharp intensity—not just to win, but to make me suffer.


  That expression almost made me laugh. Not out of disrespect but strange amusement. I’d seen his type before. People called him a prodigy with the sword, and they weren’t wrong. Even early in my time at the guild, it had been clear Leo was a skilled fighter. But that wasn’t why I found it hard to take him seriously.


  It was the smallness of the man—the pettiness of his rage and the pathetic nature of his grudges—that undermined every ounce of his talent. He had sharpened himself like a blade, but that blade pointed only at imagined foes and wounded pride.


  His eyes narrowed further, pale blue irises disappearing as if his hatred alone could smother me. If looks could kill, I’d already be dead a dozen times over.


  “What are you laughing at, blacksmith?” His voice dripped venom, sharp and poisonous.


  I thought about not give him the satisfaction of engaging. But hatred was a tool, and he could keep it. I didn’t need it.


  “I’m laughing at you,” I said plainly, watching his eyebrows shoot up in surprise at my bluntness.


  He clenched his teeth so hard I heard the grind. “I’ll rip that grin off your face.”


  The anger bubbling in his voice only widened my grin. Good. Stay angry, Leo.


  I was still smiling when the familiar sound of footsteps entered the circle. Mahogany strode toward us, tall and rigid, hands clasped behind her back. She carried herself with the calm authority of someone who knew she could end any fight here with ease. Her dark eyes scanned the crowd without focusing on anyone, her expression cold and unreadable.


  The instructors closed the perimeter, shields in hand, forming an unbroken wall of steel. Recruits filled the seats along the arena's edges, eager for the spectacle. Some murmured in excitement; others sat in tense silence.


  And beyond them, at the far edge of the circle, sat three wardens—silent, watchful, and ancient. Perched on raised chairs, their robes gleamed softly with medals in the sunlight. Their faces, weathered by time, remained unreadable, and their gray hair lent them an almost monastic air.


  The old man in the center sat perfectly still, flanked by two women whose faces carried faint hints of beauty softened by age. They weren’t here to cheer or mourn, only to witness.


  I scanned the crowd again, searching for familiar faces. Then I saw them: Mel and Sophia, seated together near the top row, their expressions a mix of concern and quiet resolve. Just as I spotted them, Lina and Nilea slipped into place beside them.


  The sight of the four of them—my companions, my friends—sent a wave of peace through me, the kind I hadn’t realized I needed until I found it. When the raven fluttered down, settling on Nilea’s shoulder, I knew I wasn’t alone. They were with me. That was enough.


  The smile on my face softened, taking on a new meaning—not one of defiance but of gratitude.


  But the warmth of that smile faded as Mahogany began to speak.


  “Today, you fight not just for victory but for your place in this guild,” she announced, her voice steady and sharp, slicing through the murmurs of the crowd. “This is no game. This is a test. A test of strength, of discipline, and of will. The winner leaves with honor. The loser leaves with nothing but lessons learned—if they’re wise enough to learn them.”


  Her dark gaze flicked between Leo and me, her expression betraying no hint of bias.


  “Remember the rules. No active skill usages, only your status and passives. Most importantly, this is a duel to submission, not to the death. If you break the rules, you will face consequences more severe than exile.” Her words carried a warning weight, aimed more at Leo than me.


  Leo rolled his shoulders, unfazed by her words. His attention locked on me, expression sharp and hungry.


  “Take your positions,” Mahogany commanded.


  I stepped into place, hands steady on the hilt of my two axes. Across from me, Leo summoned a red sword and mirrored the gesture, the tip of his blade twitching slightly in anticipation. His knuckles whitened against the grip, and his lips curled into a sneer.


  The arena fell silent, all eyes on us.


  I stole one last glance toward the edge of the circle—toward Mel, Sophia, Melina, and Nilea. Mel met my gaze, her eyes filled with something I couldn’t quite place: concern, hope, maybe fear?


  The raven cawed softly as if offering some strange blessing or curse, and Nilea’s mismatched eyes locked on mine for a brief moment. The calm in her gaze gave me strength.


  Please, don’t die, I could almost hear her voice whisper inside my mind.


  I nodded, a small gesture meant for all of them, then turned back to Leo, raising my weapons, ready for whatever came next.


  Mahogany’s voice echoed one final time.


  “Begin.”


  As Mahogany commanded the fight to begin, the arena plunged into a tense silence. No one moved—not John, not Leo. They stood still, eyes locked, measuring each other’s souls through their gaze. Nilea’s heart pounded in her chest, her hands trembling at her sides.


  Calm down, calm down, he’s going to win, the raven muttered inside her mind, but it only twisted her anxiety tighter. The bird's judgment veered between wild pessimism and blind optimism, never in between, and if it was so sure of John’s victory, that only made her doubt more.


  She glanced at the women beside her. They were as tense as she was. Sophia clutched Mel’s hand, their knuckles white from the pressure, gripping with the same force Leo and John seemed to carry in their blades below. Every breath held, every muscle tightened, as if sheer will alone might tip the fight’s outcome.


  Leo’s sword began to glow—first, a deep red, then shifting to molten orange, as if pulled from the heart of a forge. The blade elongated, transforming into a massive two-handed weapon, and Leo gripped it tightly with both hands. Molten steel glimmered in the sunlight, and a droplet slid off the blade, hissing as it hit the ground.


  Lava... Nilea realized, her breath catching.


  She knew the guild armor John wore could withstand great force, but not this. Even a small touch of that liquid fire would burn straight through the metal. Every move had to be perfect, precise, or it would be over in a single blow.


  Before she could finish the thought, Leo charged, his strides fast and brutal, closing the distance in a heartbeat. But John moved faster, sidestepping smoothly, dodging the attack in a blur of motion.


  Nilea’s breath hitched. When did he get so fast?


  “I don’t know, but that’s a lot of speed points,” the raven whispered, amazed.


  Leo swung again, this time from below, aiming to cleave through John’s breastplate and neck. But John danced out of reach with a quick backstep. And then, with a flash of steel, he swung both axes simultaneously.


  Leo barely managed to retreat, but not without cost. A thin line of blood appeared across his cheek. A shallow cut, but an insult all the same.


  Leo touched the cut with the back of his hand, staring at the blood as if it betrayed him. His face twisted with disbelief and rage. This wasn’t how the fight was supposed to go; John wasn’t supposed to be winning.


  Was I a fool to doubt John? Nilea wondered, her heart pounding.


  “I told you he’d win!” the raven cawed triumphantly. “I told you!”


  Leo backed away, nearly brushing against the shielded perimeter held by the instructors. The fighters circled each other, both waiting for the right moment to strike.


  “What is he waiting for?” Lina whispered beside Nilea, frustration edging her voice.


  “He knows something,” Nilea murmured, her eyes locked on John. There was calculation in his movements. A patient strategy neither she nor Leo had yet grasped.


  "Come on, come on," Nilea whispered under her breath, her foot tapping anxiously on the wooden boards beneath her. The tension spread from her to Sophia, to Lina, and then to Mel, rippling outward from the center of the fight.


  Leo rushed forward again, molten steel trailing in fiery arcs, his face a mask of fury and focus. His sword shimmered like liquid flame, radiating heat palpable even from the stands.


  John shifted his weight, prepared to sidestep, but the air around Leo’s sword shimmered, and in a blink, the weapon split into two short blades, one in each hand. Leo grinned wickedly, slashing in a vicious cross pattern.


  John tried to dodge, but one blade nicked his shoulder, the molten steel burning into his armor. He grunted in pain, the sound cutting through the circle.


  But John was ready. As Leo completed his strike, he caught one of the swords with his axe, locking it in place. With a fierce roar, he swung his second axe with all his strength, driving it deep into Leo’s shoulder.


  The blade sliced through Leo’s armor like butter, and the nobleman’s eyes widened in disbelief. The axe, one of the sharpest in existence, had buried itself deep into muscle and bone.


  That should be the end, Nilea thought. No one fights with an axe lodged in their shoulder...


  But Leo was relentless. Instead of collapsing, he planted his foot against John’s chest and kicked with brutal force. Both fighters crashed to the ground, landing hard on their backs.


  John’s armor hissed as molten steel melted parts of it, searing the metal against his skin. Across from him, Leo lay with one of John’s axes still embedded in his shoulder, blood pouring from the wound, yet his eyes held no trace of surrender.


  "Come on, John! You can do it!" Lina’s voice rang out from the stands, loud and clear, cutting through the tense silence. Nilea turned, stunned to see Lina standing, her face flushed with emotion. She had never expected Lina to cheer for John.


  And yet, somehow, the sight made Nilea’s heart swell with unexpected joy.


  On the ground, John grinned at them—at all of them. Despite the pain, despite the burning armor, that familiar, confident grin remained.


  Nilea’s breath steadied, calm washing over her. For the first time, she knew—really knew—John was going to win.


  What did I tell you? the raven’s voice chimed, smug and patronizing, but for once, Nilea didn’t care.


  John rose to his feet, gripping his remaining axe in his good hand. His armor hissed, molten metal dripping from the damaged plates, but his stance was steady. He rolled his shoulder, testing the weight of the axe, his grin unwavering.


  Leo scrambled up, clutching his injured shoulder, but the confidence in his eyes had drained, leaving only frustration and desperation.


  We had traded no more than five strikes, yet exhaustion weighed on my body like a heavy chain. My breath came in ragged gasps, and the burning in my shoulder was unbearable. The molten heat from Leo’s sword had wormed its way through the armor, eating into the chainmail, then my clothes, and finally, my skin and muscles. One more hit like that, and I was finished.


  And yet, despite everything, I had never felt more confident. The ring had showed me where to strike in the right moment, and my twenty-five points in speed outmatched his by a good margin.


  Come on, bastard. I fought to keep my anticipation hidden, hoping the grin I’d flashed toward the women at the benches had been enough to mask my focus. I knew my axe had cut deep—deep enough to touch bone—and I knew that, despite my wounds, Leo’s were worse. But a cornered animal, no matter how wounded, is at its most dangerous.


  The grin faded as I made my decision. No more waiting. It was time to end this.


  I surged forward, aiming another strike at the same shoulder I’d already wounded. If I could deepen the injury, the pain alone would bring him down. He wouldn’t lift that cursed blade again, let alone fight. I arced my axe toward him in a wide, deliberate swing, aiming low—no matter how much I wanted him dead, I wouldn’t risk losing my place at the guild by slashing his throat.


  Leo was ready. His molten blade met my axe with ease, deflecting the blow. He stepped back, quick as a whip, and launched another attack faster than I expected.


  I barely blocked the strike in time, catching it on my axe. But Leo didn’t stop. He struck, again and again, each blow faster than the last, forcing me to react on instinct. He was finding his rhythm, stepping forward, then back, sidestepping and striking from new angles with each move. His molten blade hissed and clanged against my weapon, heating the metal in my hands until holding on became agony.


  Suddenly, the fight no longer felt winnable.


  Every muscle in my body screamed as I fought to keep pace with his relentless assault. My knees wobbled, and my hand shook with every parry. The heat from his blade suffocated me, each strike a furnace against my armor.


  Stormbreaker’s words echoed in my mind: You can’t let him dictate the fight’s rhythm.


  I hadn’t grasped the words fully before, but now their meaning hit me like a lightning bolt. I needed to break his rhythm before it broke me.


  Leo swung again, his molten sword arcing toward my chest. This time, I didn’t deflect. I caught the strike on my axe, locking our weapons together with a fierce clang.


  He grinned, thinking he had me, but I had more strength than he realized.


  I gritted my teeth and forced his blade downward, the molten edge hovering dangerously close to my chest. My muscles screamed in protest, but I held steady, pushing back with every ounce of strength I had. The contest of strength shattered the rhythm of his attacks, grinding the fight’s frantic pace to a crawl.


  And then, with one quick pull, I yanked his blade to the side, throwing his balance off completely.


  Leo’s eyes widened as he realized what I had done, but it was too late.


  His weapon dipped toward the ground, dragging his body with it. Just as he stumbled forward, I drove my foot into his ribs with all the force I could muster.


  The kick sent him sprawling, his back slamming into the dirt. He tried to rise, but I was already on him. My axe—still embedded in his shoulder—glimmered under the sun. Without hesitation, I raised my foot and stomped on the axe’s handle, driving the blade deeper into his flesh.


  Leo’s scream echoed through the arena, raw and desperate. It became the only sound in the world, a shrill, rasping cry that sent a chill down my spine. The crowd fell silent, holding their breath as Leo’s scream broke into jagged gasps, his strength slipping away with every labored breath.


  His face twisted in agony, but the fight still flickered in his pale blue eyes. He wasn’t finished. Not yet.


  I glanced around, searching for the instructors. The fight was over, wasn’t it? I had him beaten. Where was the verdict?


  The circle of instructors opened, and Mahogany stepped forward, her gaze locked on us. She was walking—no, running—toward me.


  I looked down just in time to see Leo’s hand move. His sword reappeared, summoned back into his grip. The blade glinted wickedly in the sunlight, and before I could react, it slashed upward.


  The edge of molten steel tore through my armor, slicing just below my collarbone. I grunted as the searing heat bit into my skin, burning deep into the muscle beneath.


  Instinct took over. I stomped down with my free foot, pinning his sword hand to the ground, the tip of the blade buried in the dirt. Leo’s eyes locked on mine, filled with rage and desperation. His teeth clenched so tightly I thought they might shatter, but there was no fight left in him now.


  Mahogany’s voice rang out, clear and decisive: “The duel is over! John is the winner!”


  I thought relief would come with those words. Instead, all I felt was pain—burning, relentless pain radiating from the wound beneath my neck. The heat spread like wildfire, searing through my chest, and I knew something was wrong.


  My legs gave out beneath me, and the world tilted as I collapsed. But before I hit the ground, hands caught me, strong and steady.


  “We’ve got you,” Sophia’s voice whispered in my ear, calm and reassuring. “We’ve got you. You’re fine. You won.”


  The sound of her voice was a lifeline, pulling me back from the edge of unconsciousness. Other hands steadied me—Mel, Nilea, maybe even Lina—all working together to keep me upright.


  My vision blurred, the edges of the world fading. But for the first time in what felt like hours, I let myself believe it.


  I had won.


  And as I drifted into the comforting darkness, Sophia’s voice stayed with me, soft and steady.


  “You’re going to be fine.”


  And then, everything went black.


  
    
      Chapter


      Thirty-Nine

    

  


  “So, I’m alive, I guess.” The words came out raspier than I intended, my throat dry and raw. My vision blurred slightly, and the ache beneath my collarbone throbbed, but none of that mattered. I felt amazing. Not just because I’d won, but because Sophia and Mel were by my side—and, to my surprise, so were Nilea and Lina, all of them wearing matching looks of worry.


  As soon as I grinned, their concern began to melt away, replaced by hesitant smiles.


  “Are you feeling alright?” Sophia asked softly, leaning closer as she wiped my forehead with a cool cloth. The sensation was refreshing, though truthfully, I didn’t need it.


  “I feel great. Probably never felt this good in my life,” I was honest, but their skeptical expressions told me they weren’t buying it.


  “You were struck near your heart and lungs,” Sophia said, her voice sharp with concern. “Nilea and Lina had to heal you, and they used several mana stones just to seal the wound. And yet... you’ve still got a scar.”


  I glanced down at my chest, noticing the jagged scar that stretched from one armpit to the other—a stark reminder of the molten blade that had nearly taken my life.


  “Damn,” I murmured, running a hand over the scar. “That looks badass.”


  “Badass?” The raven flew above the bed, cawing. “That was terrifying. You shouldn’t have accepted that fight. We despise violence against anyone.” I glanced toward Nilea, half-expecting her to share the bird’s outrage, but instead, she smiled gently.


  Her hand remained entwined with mine, her touch soft and reassuring. When I looked into her eyes, I saw only kindness—no anger, no scolding.


  “You really don’t think with the same mind, do you?” I asked her, raising an eyebrow.


  “Of course we do!” the raven protested indignantly, flapping its wings. “I’ve never been so disrespected in my life!” With an exaggerated caw, it flew toward the window in a huff.


  The women chuckled softly at the bird’s theatrics, though it soon returned, landing with a gentler demeanor. “I wish you the best, Master John,” it said, now calm. “You fought bravely. Congratulations.”


  “Thanks, Raven,” I replied with a small grin. “Your words were in the back of my mind as I fought.”


  The raven chuckled, gave a satisfied nod, and flapped off through the window again, leaving us in peace. Nilea kept her hand in mine, still smiling, and the warmth of it grounded me.


  But the moment was short-lived as Lina’s sharp voice cut through. “Don’t think for a second that just because you almost died, I forgot what you did.”


  Her expression carried anger, though I could see the corners of her mouth twitching, struggling to suppress a smile.


  “What did I do?” I asked, feigning innocence.


  “You kissed me,” Lina hissed, crossing her arms. “And then you ignored me for a whole week. Not even a proper invitation afterward!”


  I raised an eyebrow, smirking. “I told you, I needed access to your Magical Inscript to defeat those creatures.”


  “That doesn’t change the fact that you kissed me.” She jabbed a finger at me.


  “As far as I recall,” Mel teased, leaning in with a wicked grin, “you’re the one who stuck your tongue down John’s throat.”


  Sophia laughed, joining in. “Yeah, I saw that, too.”


  “What?” Lina gasped, clutching her chest dramatically as if deeply offended. But when she realized she had no argument, she let out a resigned sigh. “Fine. I just... I need to be part of your party. If not, my family will be disgraced.”


  I narrowed my eyes, curious. I hadn’t heard anything about noble families being that conservative. Kissing wasn’t exactly scandalous—most nobles had normalized it decades ago. Arranged marriages were still common, sure, but dating before marriage? That was hardly shocking.


  But I understood this was her way of coping. And truth be told, Lina had grown on me. She was fierce, resourceful, and surprisingly brave. So, when I shrugged, no one protested.


  “You can join,” I smiled. “We needed a fifth member anyway.”


  “Really?” Lina’s eyes widened in disbelief before quickly masking her excitement with a smug grin. “I mean... of course. That’s only fitting.”


  “Stormbreaker mentioned she wanted to speak with you once you’re feeling better,” Sophia added gently.


  “I am feeling better,” I said, sitting up and then instantly regretting it as a sharp pain shot through my chest.


  I winced, grimacing as the ache beneath my scar flared. “That bastard really was trying to kill me, wasn’t he?” I muttered, clearing my throat as the pain slowly subsided.


  Before I could dwell on it, Mel and Sophia wrapped their arms around me, hugging me tightly.


  “That will never happen again,” Sophia whispered fiercely.


  “We promise,” Mel added, her voice just as determined.


  Lina stepped around the bed and knelt in front of me, taking one of my hands in hers. Nilea mirrored the gesture, holding my other hand.


  “I swear to be your sword and shield in the years to come,” Lina said softly, glancing at Nilea, who nodded in silent agreement.


  Her words carried a weight I hadn’t expected—a deep respect I hadn’t realized she felt.


  Mel squeezed my hand and echoed Lina’s vow. “I swear it, too.”


  Sophia followed, her voice steady and sure. “And I swear the same.”


  I turned to Nilea, and to my surprise, her lips moved. “I swear...” she whispered, but then she winced, her hand rising to her throat as if the words physically hurt her. It was as if she hadn’t spoken in so long that she had forgotten how.


  Without hesitation, I tightened my grip on her hand. “You don’t need to say it all. I understand.”


  Her shimmering eyes met mine, and before I could react, she threw her arms around me, pulling me into a tight embrace.


  I felt the warmth of her tears on my skin. They were tears of joy.


  “So, be careful, alright?” Sophia said as I opened the door to the portal room. Stormbreaker stood inside, arms crossed, waiting with a patience that somehow still felt intimidating.


  I gave Sophia and the others a grateful look over my shoulder. “Thanks for the support,” I said, stepping inside alone.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Stormbreaker called out before I could take another step.


  The women hadn’t even left the doorway before Stormbreaker waved them back in. “I want you all here,” she said with a firm gesture.


  Sophia, Mel, Lina, and Nilea entered the room, standing close by my side. Stormbreaker pointed toward the large black circle on the air beside the green portal. It had grown, its inky blackness expanding slowly. As I watched, new symbols glowed along the edges, forming intricate shapes that seemed to shift under my gaze.


  Stormbreaker flipped through a notebook in her hands, her notes neatly copied from the strange inscriptions.


  “Still trying to translate it?” I asked, leaning over to take a peek.


  “Yeah, but I think I’ve cracked most of it,” she replied. “I’d like to see if your translation matches mine, though.”


  “Sure.” I squinted at the strange script, reading aloud what I deciphered.


  “The Magical Inscript has a grasp on the Nether Realm thanks to your efforts. A new Nether floor is available. One out of ten levels cleared. Dive deeper into the Nether Realm. Clear its levels. Destroy the infection, and become one with the Multiverse. Level two available. Level needed: ten or below. Requirements: one runesmith among the five who enter.”


  I handed the notebook back with a nod. “Looks like your translation was spot on.”


  Stormbreaker grinned. “Good. Now you know what’s next.”


  “We have to enter the Nether Realm, right?” I asked.


  “Eventually, yes.” Stormbreaker raised a brow. “But not yet. The level cap has increased, so we’ll need to make sure you’re exactly level ten before you dive in. Those creatures in the Nether evolve differently. If you’re not careful, you’ll be in over your heads.”


  The raven flapped its wings dramatically, flying in circles overhead. “The longer we stay away from that cursed place, the better,” it croaked, but everyone ignored it.


  “You’ve got more eyes on you now than ever,” Stormbreaker warned, her expression serious. “Your duel with Leo is all anyone’s talking about. You finished that fight with style—so much so that people are starting to notice that you’re... special. That could cause trouble down the line.”


  I shrugged. “We knew that already.”


  Stormbreaker nodded. “And there’s another issue related—one connected to the invader you encountered in the dungeon.”


  “What does that have to do with my fight with Leo?” I asked, confused.


  Stormbreaker’s gaze hardened. “She’s Leo’s sister—Marjorie Neville.”


  Mel gasped, pinching the bridge of her nose in frustration. “The Dawn Sword! I should have guessed.”


  Stormbreaker’s voice dropped with something close to regret. “She was my student, just like you, John. I was proud of her. She leveled quickly—probably near level twenty-five by now. You were wise to avoid a fight with her. It wouldn’t have ended well.”


  “What happened to her?” Sophia asked. “Why is she invading if she was a member of the guild?”


  She left to join the king’s army. The offer must have been good, but after a year, she vanished without a trace. If she’s sneaking into dungeons now, she’s up to no good.”


  “Do you want me to track her down?” I asked.


  “No,” Stormbreaker said firmly. “I’ve assigned more experienced divers to that task. But keep your eyes open.”


  “You discovered what she was searching for on the third floor?”


  “We searched it for three days and found nothing. Whatever she was after, she either found it or it’s still hidden.”


  “What do you think it was?” Sophia asked, her curiosity evident.


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” Stormbreaker replied, her voice heavy with uncertainty. “And Leo’s exile won’t make it any easier to figure out what she’s up to.”


  “And what, you expected me to throw the fight?” I asked with a smirk.


  Stormbreaker waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m glad you won. I just want you to be ready. The next few months won’t be easy.”


  She crossed her arms in her signature stance when she meant business—as if someone with her reputation needed to emphasize anything.


  “So,” I said, shrugging lightly, “we need to get stronger, collect relics, defeat an unknown evil, and uncover the plots of a rogue swordswoman. Doesn’t seem that hard,” I joked, but my heart pounded with excitement.


  I looked around the room at my companions. With them by my side, nothing felt impossible.


  
    Epilogue

  


  Marjorie couldn’t tear her gaze away from the relic. It floated before her like a sphere of liquid energy, swirling with mesmerizing currents of light and shadow. As her fingers brushed the surface, it pushed back—not forcefully, but enough to keep her grip loose, slipping through her hands like mist.


  This is it, she thought, her heart racing.


  And then, his voice shattered the quiet reverence of the moment.


  “So, that’s it? That’s what will lead us there?” the man asked, his words grating in her ears.


  Marjorie forced herself to remain calm, her polite smile thin and strained. Antagonizing him further would gain her nothing. She had noticed his stares at her after she slapped him. It’d be better if he thought that was just a mistake and not something she wished she could do again.


  “We need another piece,” she replied evenly.


  “And where are we going to find it?” His voice was frustratingly naive as if the answer should be obvious.


  Why him? she thought bitterly. Why does it have to be this lazy, cowardly, fat bastard who holds the key to the Nether Realm?


  She didn’t bother answering his question directly. “The voices aren’t clear yet. But if things keep progressing as they are, we’ll find it on one of the first ten floors.”


  He grunted, seemingly reassured by her answer. “Alright, alright. I think we can handle that.”


  Marjorie finally tore her eyes from the relic, and the world around her came back into focus. The dingy inn room was as miserable as when they first entered—stained walls, warped floorboards, and a mattress that smelled faintly of mold. Better than sleeping in the dungeon, but compared to the lavish chambers she once enjoyed at the king’s castle—or even the guild’s modest accommodations—this place felt beneath her.


  And the fat bastard slouched across the room didn’t make it any easier to tolerate.


  “I’ll handle everything,” she muttered, more to herself than to him. She hated how doubt spread so easily in the presence of incompetence. “You can count on that.”


  The man shifted on the bed, scratching his chin. “And what about the boy? The one who can travel between the realms. What are we gonna do about him? If he reaches the third Nether level before us, he might find it.”


  “I will kill him before he has the chance to interfere.” Her voice was cold, devoid of hesitation. “You don’t need to worry about that.”


  The man chuckled as if her threat amused him, but Marjorie wasn’t joking.


  “Now, go to sleep,” she ordered, her tone sharp. “I need you rested for tomorrow. We’re entering the dungeon first thing in the morning. Even if the voices aren’t whispering yet... they will. And when they do—and I have what I need—you can rest easy knowing you won’t have to endure my company much longer.”


  “Fine, fine,” the man mumbled, rolling onto the rickety bed and pressing his face into the pillows with a contented sigh. Within moments, his breathing slowed, deep and even, filling the room.


  Marjorie barely noticed. Her attention drifted back to the relic in her hands, her thoughts dark and tangled.


  She stared into its swirling depths, watching the lights coil and shift like tiny rivers of energy. But beneath the gleaming surface, something moved. Something black and formless, writhing in slow, deliberate patterns.


  Alive.
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