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Written By Hiflur Rahman

I am beyond excited to share with you the final book of this series, a story I’ve poured my heart and soul into. Each word, each chapter has been crafted with immense care and love, all with the hope of bringing you something truly special and different. Your unwavering support and affection for my earlier books have meant the world to me, and I can never fully express how deeply grateful I am. I often find myself wondering if I will ever be able to repay the debt of love I owe to each and every one of you. 

Yet, instead of trying to pay it all back at once, I’ve decided to take a different path. I will continue writing stories, hoping that each new tale, each new journey, helps me slowly but surely repay this immeasurable gift of your love. My goal is to create stories that resonate deeply within your hearts, to touch you in a way that makes this shared journey of ours worth every moment.

Thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for being a part of this adventure. Your love and support give me the strength to keep going, and I hope this book reflects all the gratitude and love I feel for you.
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Adrian, Mia, Emma, and George were the only ones who managed to survive the island’s terror and dark magic. Yet, as they continue their journey, driven by both curiosity and courage, they ultimately encounter something both astonishing and entirely unexpected, deep within the island's mysteries.
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1

The Beginning Of The Echoes 
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a warm golden glow over the ancient landscape, the four adventurers sat in stunned silence, the weight of their discovery pressing heavily upon them. Before them loomed an ancient machine, resembling a portal, its intricate designs glowing faintly as if pulsating with life. This was the revelation they had never anticipated—a relic of a bygone era, hidden within the heart of Xel Island, shrouded in mystery and power.

Adrian stared intently at the portal, his mind racing. How could they harness its power? What secrets lay beyond? His heart raced with a mix of excitement and dread. The struggles they had endured seemed trivial now, dwarfed by the monumental choice before them.

“Mia, what do you think?” Adrian finally broke the silence, turning to her. “Is it even safe to approach this thing?”

Mia, her brow furrowed in contemplation, shifted her gaze from the portal to Adrian. “I can’t shake the feeling that this is our only chance,” she said, her voice steady yet laced with uncertainty. “We’ve faced so much already—loss, danger, and the island’s dark magic. This... this portal could hold the key to everything.”

Emma nodded in agreement, her blue eyes shining with determination. “We’ve come too far to turn back now. Think about all the sacrifices we’ve made. If we don’t at least try, we might never know what could have been.” 

George, usually the voice of reason, was unusually quiet, his hands clenched into fists. “But what if it’s a trap? We could be walking straight into danger, and we’ve barely survived the island’s wrath as it is.”

Mia leaned forward, her voice rising with passion. “George, we’re already in danger. Staying here, doing nothing, won’t save us. Look at everything we’ve endured! If we don’t take this leap of faith, we risk losing all that we’ve fought for. Don’t you see? This could lead us to answers, to understanding what this island truly is.”

Adrian, feeling the tension in the air, took a deep breath. Could they really do this? “What if there’s a way to control it?” he pondered aloud, glancing at Mia and the others. “What if we can use it to understand the island's history, the civilizations that came before us? Think of the knowledge we could unlock.”

Emma’s eyes lit up. “Exactly! This portal might not just be a doorway; it could be a bridge to the past. We can’t ignore the possibilities.”

George sighed, torn between his fear and the hope ignited by their words. “Alright, I’m in. But we have to be careful. No more reckless decisions.”

Adrian nodded, feeling the weight of responsibility settle on his shoulders. “Then let’s do it together. We’ve faced the darkness as a team; we can’t let fear hold us back now.”

They all stood up, a united front against the unknown. As they faced the enigmatic portal, a newfound determination coursed through them. “We are brave enough to enter this portal!” Adrian called out, his voice resonating in the still air. “No matter the dangers, we’ll face them together!”

Mia stepped forward, her heart racing with exhilaration. “We will not be deterred! We have overcome so much, and we will conquer whatever lies ahead!”

Emma joined in, her voice strong. “This is our moment! We’ve fought too hard to back down now. We will step into the unknown and uncover the truth!”

George took a deep breath, his fear mingling with courage. “For our journey, for those we’ve lost, and for the future we want to shape. Let’s step through together.”

With the sunlight fading and the last rays of warmth touching their backs, the four adventurers stood together before the ancient portal, a symbol of their courage and unity. They exchanged determined glances, each one silently affirming their commitment to the quest ahead. As they readied themselves to enter the unknown, they knew they were not just stepping into a portal; they were embracing their fate, ready to face whatever challenges awaited them on the other side.

As they stood before the shimmering portal, their hearts racing with anticipation, the atmosphere crackled with tension. Just as they were about to take that fateful step into the unknown, a sudden flash illuminated the darkening sky, followed by a deafening crack of thunder. A bolt of lightning struck the ground mere millimeters from their feet, sending a shockwave that knocked them back, tumbling away from the portal in a chaotic scramble.

“Everyone alright?” Adrian gasped as he pushed himself up, his eyes wide with shock. The air around them was charged, the scent of ozone thick and heady.

Mia shook her head, trying to regain her bearings. “What was that?!”

George quickly rose to his feet, his pulse racing. As he turned to face the portal again, a strange silhouette emerged from the smoke and sparks left in the lightning’s wake. The figure was humanoid, but something was distinctly off. The dim light cast eerie shadows across its form, making it hard to discern whether it was friend or foe.

“Stay back!” Emma warned, stepping protectively in front of Mia, her instincts kicking in. But curiosity tugged at George, drawing his gaze to the figure. The more he looked, the more familiar it seemed, as if it was pulling fragments of memory from the depths of his mind.

And then it hit him—a wave of recognition crashing over him like an icy wave. “Wait! That face... it’s Victor!” he shouted, the realization slicing through the tension. But this wasn’t the Victor they had known; this was a twisted reflection of the man he once was.

“Victor?” Mia echoed, disbelief lacing her voice. “But he was... he was killed! We saw it on the television!”

“Yes,” Adrian added, his mind racing. “He was beheaded. There’s no way he could be—”

But the figure before them was undeniably Victor, or at least a version of him. He stood tall and imposing, his expression a mix of fury and despair, but with something darker lurking behind his eyes. His skin was pallid, stretched taut over bone, and his mouth curled into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes—a haunting, unnatural expression.

“Victor!” George called out, stepping forward hesitantly, each word feeling like a betrayal to the memories of their fallen hero. “What happened to you?”

The figure’s head tilted slightly, a glint of recognition flickering in his eyes. “Ah, the brave adventurers return to the island,” he said, his voice a low, eerie whisper that seemed to echo through the air. “You’ve come to face your fate.”

The chill that crept down their spines was palpable, and Emma gripped Mia’s arm tightly. “This can’t be real,” she murmured, her heart pounding. “He can’t be... alive.”

Victor’s twisted smile widened, revealing teeth that were unnaturally sharp. “Alive? Or merely existing in the shadows of this cursed place? You think you can unravel its secrets, but it is I who holds the answers now.”

“Answers?” Adrian asked, his voice steady despite the fear coursing through him. “What do you know about this portal? What have you become?”

“Oh, my dear Adrian,” Victor replied, a hint of mockery in his tone. “You always were the curious one, digging where you shouldn’t. But the truth is a double-edged sword. You want to enter the portal? You must first confront the darkness within yourself.” 

With that, Victor extended an arm, his fingers elongated and twisted, pointing towards the portal that shimmered ominously behind him. “Step forward, if you dare. But know this: the island has changed me, and it will change you too. Your journey has only just begun.”

The air thickened with tension as the four adventurers exchanged glances, each feeling the weight of their past decisions pressing down on them. The flickering light from the portal pulsed like a heartbeat, tempting them to step closer, but the figure of Victor loomed as a reminder of the dangers that lay ahead.

Adrian took a deep breath, stepping forward slightly. “We won’t be intimidated by you, Victor. You may have once been a curious detective or a hero for all, but you’re not the same. We’re not afraid.”

Victor’s laughter echoed, chilling them to the bone. “Fear? You should embrace it! It is the key to survival here. But tell me, what will you do when the portal reveals your darkest fears?”

“Whatever it takes,” George declared, his voice rising with determination. “We’ll face whatever comes, together!”

Mia nodded, her resolve solidifying. “You may have been our role model once, Victor, but we won’t let you stop us now. We’re stronger than the darkness you represent!”

With a collective nod, they braced themselves, knowing the path ahead would test their strength, courage, and very souls. The portal shimmered behind Victor, a gateway to the unknown, and as they steeled themselves for the confrontation, they understood that the true battle lay not just with the figure before them, but within their own hearts as well.

“Victor, move aside,” Adrian commanded, his voice steady despite the fear churning in his stomach. The flickering light from the portal cast ominous shadows across Victor’s face, highlighting the malevolence brewing beneath his surface. 

But Victor simply smiled—a twisted, sardonic grin that sent chills down Adrian’s spine. “Why would I do that?” he asked, his tone dripping with mockery. “You think I’m going to let you pass so easily? This is my domain now.”

As the words left his lips, something shifted within Victor. The air grew thick with an electric tension, a palpable force that made the hairs on the back of their necks stand on end. Adrian felt a surge of dread as he watched Victor’s body start to contort, the familiar contours of his former self warping into something darker and more sinister.

“Victor, please!” Mia pleaded, stepping forward. “You don’t have to do this! We’re here to help you!”

But Victor’s laughter echoed around them, low and menacing. His eyes began to cloud over, transforming into a blinding white that seemed to reflect the very essence of rage itself. “Help? You don’t understand! This island has awakened something within me, something far beyond your comprehension!”

Adrian took a cautious step back, heart pounding in his chest. “Victor, fight it! Remember who you were!”

Yet, as he spoke, Victor’s transformation accelerated. The muscles in his face tightened, and with an agonizing groan, his teeth elongated, becoming sharp and jagged, like the fangs of a predator ready to strike. It was as if the darkness of the island had seeped into him, twisting his humanity into something grotesque.

“Do you see?” Victor roared, his voice now a low growl, barely recognizable. “This power, this rage—it courses through me! I am no longer the man you knew! I am reborn in the shadows!”

“Reborn?” George shot back, anger fueling his words. “You’ve become a monster! This isn’t who you were when you were alive!”

Victor lunged forward, his movements swift and erratic, fueled by a fury that radiated from him like heat from a fire. “You think you can challenge me?” he snarled, his once-familiar features now a mask of wrath. “You have no idea what awaits you beyond this portal!”

Adrian felt a surge of determination welling up inside him. “We don’t fear you, Victor!” he shouted, stepping forward to face the twisted reflection of a once great detective. “We’re here to stop this madness!”

“Then you’ll have to go through me!” Victor hissed, his voice reverberating with an otherworldly echo. “The island has given me power beyond imagination, and I will not let you take it from me!”

In that moment, the air crackled with tension, and the portal behind them pulsed ominously, as if aware of the confrontation unfolding before it. Adrian exchanged glances with Mia and Emma, their resolve solidifying. They couldn’t allow fear to dictate their actions; they had come too far and lost too much to turn back now.

“Together!” Adrian called out, rallying his friends. “We face him together, just as we always have!”

With a fierce nod, they positioned themselves side by side, ready to confront the creature that Victor had become. The storm of energy crackled between them, a force that merged their courage and determination.

As Victor charged at them, the air crackled with tension, a storm brewing both within and around them. The figure that had once been their friend was now a formidable foe, transformed by the island's dark magic. The ground trembled beneath his feet as he lunged, a primal roar erupting from his twisted mouth, sending shockwaves through the air.

“Get ready!” Adrian shouted, adrenaline surging through his veins. He raised his arms defensively, instinctively positioning himself between Mia and Victor. 

Before they could react, Victor barreled into Adrian, slamming him against the ancient stone wall. The impact rattled Adrian’s bones, his vision blurring as he fought to regain his focus. Victor’s eyes—those once warm, familiar eyes—now burned with a fierce, otherworldly light, devoid of the humanity he had once known.

“Adrian!” Mia screamed, her voice laced with panic. She rushed forward, her heart racing. In that instant, she saw Victor’s monstrous form loom over Adrian, his sharpened teeth glistening ominously. 

With a surge of courage, Mia threw herself at Victor, aiming a punch at his side. The blow connected, but Victor barely flinched. He turned to her, fury emanating from his twisted visage. “You think you can stop me?” he growled, shoving Mia aside with a flick of his arm. She tumbled to the ground, but the fire in her eyes only burned brighter.

“Get up!” Emma shouted, her voice a clarion call in the chaos. She dashed toward Mia, helping her to her feet as Adrian wrestled with Victor, trying to regain the upper hand. “We need to stick together!”

George, who had been watching the confrontation unfold, sprang into action. “I’ll distract him!” he yelled, rushing forward with an unwavering resolve. He lunged toward Victor, dodging the flailing arms and sharp teeth, aiming to create an opening for his friends. “Hey! Over here, you twisted freak!” 

Victor turned, eyes narrowing as he locked onto George. In a blur, he pivoted and launched himself toward him, fangs bared. George barely managed to roll out of the way, feeling the rush of wind as Victor passed overhead. The ground erupted in a shower of dirt and debris, the force of Victor’s power shaking the very earth beneath them.

“Now!” Emma shouted, taking advantage of the distraction. She grabbed a nearby stone, its edges sharp, and hurled it at Victor with all her might. The stone struck him in the shoulder, and for a fleeting moment, he staggered back, snarling in rage.

“Nice shot!” Adrian called out, seizing the moment. He lunged at Victor again, fists clenched, aiming to deliver a solid blow. But Victor recovered too quickly, swatting Adrian away like a gnat. Adrian hit the ground hard, a sharp pain radiating through his side. 

“Adrian!” Mia cried, rushing to his side. “Get up! We can’t let him win!”

Adrian grimaced, pushing himself back to his feet despite the pain. “We have to coordinate! We can’t just throw ourselves at him blindly.” 

As Victor regained his composure, his monstrous form radiated a dark energy that filled the space around them, almost tangible in its malevolence. “You cannot hope to defeat me!” he bellowed, eyes glowing with fury. “I am beyond your understanding!”

“Together!” George shouted, rallying them all. “We can’t let him tear us apart!”

In that moment, the four friends formed a tight circle, their backs to one another as they faced the monstrous Victor. Adrian took a deep breath, focusing on the strength of their bond. “Alright, on my count—one, two, three!”

They moved as one, each of them lunging at Victor from different angles. Mia struck low, aiming for his legs, while George went for an uppercut. Adrian targeted Victor’s midsection, and Emma circled around to land a blow from behind. The collision was electrifying, the impact reverberating through the air.

But Victor was stronger than they had anticipated. He spun around, catching George with a powerful swing of his arm that sent him crashing to the ground. “Foolish children!” Victor roared, a sinister grin spreading across his face. “You think you can defeat me with mere strength? I have transcended the limits of this world!”

As George struggled to regain his footing, Mia took advantage of Victor’s momentary distraction. She grabbed a nearby branch, brandishing it like a sword. “Get away from him!” she shouted, charging at Victor with all her might. 

Victor turned to her, eyes flashing with disdain. “You are brave, but bravery alone cannot save you!” he hissed. With a swift motion, he swatted the branch from her hands, sending it flying. 

“Let her go!” Adrian shouted, seizing the opportunity to tackle Victor from the side. They fell to the ground in a chaotic tumble, grappling with one another as Adrian struggled to maintain his grip. 

Victor’s strength was overwhelming, but Adrian could feel the energy of his friends rallying around him. With a surge of determination, he rolled Victor onto his back, pinning him momentarily. “Now!” he shouted, as George and Emma rushed forward to help him restrain Victor.

“Hold him!” Emma cried, trying to pin Victor’s arms. 

But Victor roared with fury, thrashing beneath them, his body twisting in ways that defied logic. “You think you can contain me?” he growled, his voice a guttural snarl. “I will break free! I will consume you all!”

Adrian felt the weight of Victor’s power pushing against him, and for a moment, despair threatened to overtake him. But then he heard Mia’s voice, a steady anchor in the storm. “We have to believe in each other! Together, we’re stronger!”

With renewed resolve, they pushed harder, forcing Victor down. They were four against one, and if they combined their strength and will, they could bring him back from the brink. “On three!” Adrian yelled again, feeling the adrenaline course through his veins.

“One! Two! Three!” 

In a final surge of energy, they pressed down on Victor with all their weight. The ground shook as they struggled, Victor’s screams reverberating in the air. The portal behind them pulsed ominously, reacting to the chaos unfolding before it.

With one last effort, they managed to restrain Victor, forcing him to the ground. “You will not win this battle!” Adrian shouted, his voice fierce and unwavering.

Victor’s eyes, once filled with rage, flickered momentarily, as if the man they had known was trying to break through. “Adrian... help me,” he whispered, his voice a haunting echo. 

But in that moment of vulnerability, the darkness surged once more, and Victor’s monstrous facade returned, eyes blazing with fury. “You cannot save what is lost!” he roared, throwing them off him in a single powerful motion.

They stumbled back, hearts pounding, realizing the fight was far from over. But they refused to give in to despair. They stood together, ready to face whatever came next, knowing that their strength lay in their unity. With a fierce determination, they prepared for the next onslaught, the battle for Victor's soul—and their own—had only just begun.

The fight was far from over. As Victor regained his footing, his once human form seemed to pulse with dark energy, his eyes glowing white-hot with rage. His twisted, elongated figure stood tall before them, an unrelenting force driven by a power none of them fully understood. Adrian, Mia, George, and Emma braced themselves, their breaths coming in ragged gasps as they prepared for another wave of Victor’s assault.

“He’s stronger than we thought!” George shouted, wiping the sweat from his brow. His voice held an edge of fear, but there was determination there too. They had come too far to back down now.

“Don’t lose focus!” Adrian yelled back, his mind racing. His body ached from the earlier hits, but he couldn’t afford to slow down. Not now.

Victor bared his teeth in a grotesque grin, his monstrous fangs gleaming in the dim light. “You think your unity makes you strong? You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

Before anyone could react, Victor surged forward with terrifying speed, his hands curling into claws as he lashed out at Mia. She barely had time to duck, feeling the rush of air as his claws sliced the space where her head had been.

“Damn it, he’s too fast!” Mia gasped, scrambling to her feet. Panic was threatening to overtake her, but she pushed it down. She couldn’t afford to freeze now. 

Emma darted forward, her heart pounding, and swung a thick branch she had grabbed from the ground. She aimed for Victor’s torso, hoping to land a solid hit, but as the wood connected with his skin, there was no impact. It was as if she had struck stone. Victor turned his head slowly towards her, his eyes gleaming with amusement.

“Nice try, Emma,” he hissed, his voice dripping with mockery. “But you’ll have to do better than that.”

Without warning, he reached out and grabbed her wrist, squeezing hard. Emma winced in pain but refused to cry out. “Let go!” she demanded, trying to wrench herself free, but Victor’s grip was iron-tight.

Adrian saw what was happening and, without hesitation, rushed toward Victor, slamming his shoulder into him with all his strength. The impact caused Victor to stumble slightly, loosening his grip just enough for Emma to pull free.

“Thanks,” Emma panted, rubbing her wrist, the red marks of Victor’s claws still visible. 

“No time for thanks,” Adrian replied breathlessly. “We need to find a way to take him down.”

George, keeping his distance from Victor, scanned the surroundings frantically. His eyes landed on a patch of thorns nearby—long, sharp thorns growing wild and thick against the stone wall. “Adrian! Mia! Over here!” George called out, his voice filled with urgency. “We can use these!”

They rushed over to him, and George pointed to the thorns. “Maybe if we pierce him with these, we can slow him down, or at least injure him. It’s worth a shot.”

Mia didn’t hesitate, grabbing a handful of the jagged thorns, ignoring the sting as they pricked her palms. “We have to try something,” she said, her voice filled with grim determination. She turned to Victor, who was already regaining his footing after Adrian’s strike. “This ends now!”

With a fierce yell, Mia charged at Victor, her hands clutching the sharp thorns. She aimed for his torso, thrusting the thorny branches toward him with all her might. The thorns sank into Victor’s skin, but to her horror, they didn’t have the effect she expected. Instead of wounding him, his skin seemed to stitch itself back together the moment the thorns punctured his flesh. There was no blood, no sign of injury—just smooth, impenetrable skin.

“What...?” Mia gasped, stepping back in shock. “It’s not working!”

Victor laughed, a deep, menacing sound that sent chills down their spines. “Foolish girl,” he growled, ripping the thorns from his body as if they were nothing more than mere annoyances. “Did you really think you could harm me? I am beyond pain now.”

Adrian, watching in disbelief, felt a wave of frustration and dread crash over him. “That can’t be possible!” he muttered under his breath, his mind racing for answers. They had faced impossible odds before, but this... Victor seemed invincible. How could they stop him?

Emma, undeterred, grabbed a larger branch of thorns and tried again, this time aiming for Victor’s side. She threw herself into the attack, adrenaline coursing through her veins. The thorns pierced his flesh, but just as before, Victor’s skin closed around the wounds, healing instantly, leaving no trace of injury. 

“It’s like his body is repairing itself!” George shouted, frustration clear in his voice. He grabbed a thorny branch and swung at Victor’s arm, but the same thing happened. The thorns merely grazed his skin before it healed itself in an instant.

“We’re running out of options!” Emma cried, her voice shaking with exhaustion.

Victor’s smile widened as he swatted Emma away again, sending her sprawling into the dirt. He turned his attention back to Adrian and Mia, his eyes burning with white-hot fury. “You can’t defeat me,” he sneered. “This island has granted me power beyond your understanding. I am untouchable.”

Adrian gritted his teeth, his fists clenching. “There has to be a way,” he whispered fiercely to himself. He wouldn’t let Victor win, not after everything they’d been through. He looked at Mia, who was breathing heavily beside him, and then at George and Emma, both of them battered and bruised but still standing strong.

“Adrian,” Mia said softly, wiping the sweat from her brow, “what do we do now?”

Adrian’s mind raced. The thorns weren’t working. Their punches, their attacks—nothing seemed to faze Victor for more than a moment. They were running out of time and energy, but they couldn’t give up now. 

“There has to be something,” Adrian muttered, his eyes darting back to the portal that pulsed behind Victor. The portal itself seemed to vibrate with a strange energy, almost as if it was beckoning them, calling them forward.

Victor stepped toward them, his eyes flashing dangerously. “It’s over,” he said, his voice cold. “You’ve lost. Accept it.”

“No!” Mia shouted, her voice fierce. She grabbed another handful of thorns and hurled them at Victor, but they did nothing. Her desperation was mounting, her breaths coming faster. “We won’t give up!”

Victor tilted his head, almost amused by their defiance. “Then you will die trying.”

“Adrian, we have to do something!” George shouted, his voice edged with panic as he glanced between Victor and the portal.

“I know!” Adrian snapped, his mind whirling. He took a deep breath, trying to focus, trying to find some angle they hadn’t yet considered. His eyes flicked to the portal again, and something inside him clicked. 

“The portal,” he whispered, more to himself than anyone else. “What if...?”

“What?” Emma asked breathlessly, dragging herself to her feet.

Adrian’s gaze hardened as he looked at his friends. “We need to get him into the portal,” he said. “The portal has power—maybe enough to stop him. If we can force him through it, we might be able to sever whatever connection the island has to him.”

Victor, hearing Adrian’s words, laughed darkly. “You think the portal will save you? You truly know nothing.”

Adrian ignored him, turning to the others. “It’s our only shot,” he said urgently. “We can’t beat him with brute force, but maybe we can use the portal to trap him or weaken him. We need to get him close enough and push him in.”

Mia’s eyes widened in understanding, and a spark of hope ignited in her chest. “It’s risky, but it could work.”

“Better than being ripped apart,” George muttered grimly.

“Then let’s do this,” Adrian said, his voice steely. He turned back to Victor, determination blazing in his eyes. “Come on!” he yelled, stepping forward, ready for the final fight.

With renewed purpose, the four of them prepared for the next round, knowing they had one last chance to turn the tide. Their strength was fading, but their resolve was unwavering.

Victor, sensing the shift in their stance, narrowed his eyes. “You can try,” he growled, his voice laced with venom. “But you will fail.”

The battle was far from over, but Adrian, Mia, Emma, and George knew they had one final move to play, and they would see it through to the end—no matter the cost.

As the battle raged on, exhaustion clung to their bodies like a heavy weight, each of them battered and bruised from the relentless onslaught. Victor was more powerful than they had ever imagined—stronger, faster, and nearly impossible to injure. But Adrian’s plan was their last hope, and they clung to it with everything they had.

“We need to push him toward the portal!” Adrian yelled over the sound of their labored breaths, his eyes fixed on the shimmering gateway that stood ominously behind Victor. Every part of him screamed for rest, but he pushed through the pain. This had to work.

Mia, George, and Emma moved in tandem, their movements slower now but still fueled by determination. They circled Victor, carefully herding him back toward the portal. But Victor, always one step ahead, seemed to sense their plan. He roared in defiance, lunging forward, slashing at the air with his clawed hands.

“You think you can trick me?” Victor growled, his voice vibrating with rage. His monstrous form towered over them, casting a long shadow. “I will not be bound by your pathetic tactics!”

Mia barely dodged his strike, her heart pounding in her chest. “Keep pushing him back!” she shouted. “We’re almost there!”

But just as Victor was nearing the edge of the portal’s swirling energy, Adrian hesitated. Something gnawed at him, a deep instinct that pulled him away from the original plan. His eyes locked onto Victor’s twisted form, watching how the dark energy swirled around him, healing him, protecting him from every injury they inflicted.

“No,” Adrian muttered, shaking his head. A sudden realization washed over him, the plan to trap Victor in the portal now seeming too uncertain, too dangerous. What if the portal made him even stronger? What if it unleashed something even worse?

“Wait!” Adrian called out, his voice sharp with urgency. “Forget the portal! We need to strike now—together!”

Mia and the others turned to him, their confusion clear. “What do you mean?” George panted, keeping his distance from Victor’s swiping claws.

“He’s too powerful,” Adrian continued, his eyes blazing with newfound clarity. “We need to overwhelm him all at once. If we strike together, we might be able to stop his body from healing.”

Emma’s breath caught in her throat as she realized what Adrian was saying. “You think if we stab him at the same time, his body won’t be able to recover?”

Adrian nodded grimly. “It’s the only way. His healing is tied to the island’s dark energy, but if we hit him simultaneously, we might disrupt it.”

Victor, hearing their plan, let out a low, menacing laugh. “You can try,” he sneered, his teeth gleaming in the dim light. “But I am beyond your reach now.”

“Do it now!” Adrian shouted, ignoring Victor’s taunts. “All at once!”

Mia grabbed a thorny branch with both hands, her knuckles turning white from the grip. George and Emma did the same, their faces grim with determination. This was their only shot, and they couldn’t afford to miss.

With a fierce battle cry, the three of them lunged at Victor from all sides, thorns aimed for his body. The world seemed to slow as the thorns pierced Victor’s flesh at the same time, driving deep into his torso, his arms, his back.

For a brief, agonizing moment, nothing happened.

Then, all at once, Victor let out a guttural scream, his body convulsing violently. His eyes, once glowing with rage and power, widened in shock as dark, inky blood began to seep from the wounds. The black liquid oozed from his body, staining the ground beneath him.

“No...” Victor whispered, his voice now trembling, weak. His body twitched as he fell to his knees, his hands clawing at the air, trying to stop the bleeding. But the thorns had done their work, and his body—once so strong, so invincible—was now crumbling under its own weight.

Adrian, standing a few feet away, watched in stunned silence as Victor collapsed fully onto the ground, his face twisted in pain and disbelief. The black blood flowed freely now, pooling around his broken form.

Victor’s eyes flickered, the light in them fading. “This... this isn’t... possible,” he rasped, his voice barely above a whisper.

“It’s over,” Adrian said, his voice low but firm. His heart pounded in his chest, but he knew they had finally done it. 

Victor’s once formidable figure now lay crumpled before them, his body shaking as the dark magic that had kept him alive began to unravel. The island’s grip on him was loosening, the power he had claimed now betraying him.

Mia stepped forward, her breath shaky as she watched the black blood spread across the earth. “Is it... is it really over?”

Adrian nodded, though his gaze remained fixed on Victor’s still form. “It’s over.”

Victor’s body twitched one last time, and then went still. The once-menacing figure of their friend-turned-monster had finally fallen. The dark magic that had sustained him could no longer heal the damage they had inflicted.

A heavy silence fell over the group, the weight of the battle settling onto their shoulders. It was over, but the cost was heavy. They stood over Victor’s body, their hearts filled with a strange mix of relief and sorrow.

Just as the group began to catch their breath, believing the battle to be over, a faint, raspy voice shattered the silence.

“You think... this is the end?”

Adrian froze, his heart skipping a beat. He turned to see Victor’s body, still lying in a pool of dark blood, twitching slightly. Victor’s eyes, clouded with death, flickered open once more. But something was different—his voice no longer carried the menace it had before. It was weaker, hollow, as if it were coming from a distant place.

Mia stepped back, eyes wide in disbelief. “No... this can’t be happening. You’re... you’re dead.”

Victor coughed, dark blood spilling from his lips, yet there was no pain in his expression. Instead, a twisted smile formed on his face. “Dead? Oh, yes... the real Victor died long ago. What you see before you... I am merely an echo.”

“An echo?” George whispered, his voice trembling with confusion and dread. “What are you talking about?”

Victor’s body convulsed again, the dark blood bubbling up from his wounds, but his voice remained steady. “I am not the man you once knew. I am but a shadow, a reflection of what was. Xel has power—dark, ancient power that reaches into the minds of those who dare to step foot on this cursed land. It keeps the memories of those it has touched... and twists them.”

Adrian, still clutching a bloodied thorn, narrowed his eyes. “You’re saying... you’re not the real Victor?”

Victor’s eerie smile grew wider. “No. I am an echo, a mere fragment of his soul, twisted by the island’s magic. The real Victor is long dead—beheaded, as you know. But Xel... Xel holds onto those who think of it, those who seek its secrets, and turns them into shadows, echoes of their former selves.”

Emma’s breath caught in her throat, the horror of the revelation sinking in. “But... that means... there could be more of you?”

Victor nodded, his movements slow and unnatural, as though every word cost him great effort. “Yes... there will be more echoes. Not just of me... but of everyone who ever thought about Xel, who ever dreamed of uncovering its mysteries. It feeds on thoughts, on memories. As long as someone remembers, as long as someone seeks its secrets... the echoes will live on.”

Mia’s eyes filled with dread. “You’re saying there are more like you? More twisted versions of people who came here? People who thought about this island?”

Victor’s voice grew softer, weaker, as if it were fading into the darkness. “Yes. You think you’ve won... but this... this is only the beginning. Xel never truly lets go... not of me, not of you, not of anyone who dares to think about it. You are marked now, each of you. The island knows your names... and it will not forget.”

Adrian felt his stomach drop, a cold chill running through his veins. “We’re marked?”

Victor let out a low, chilling laugh, his body convulsing once more. “Oh, yes. The island... it’s in your minds now. Your thoughts, your fears, your memories... they will become part of Xel. And one day... when you least expect it... there will be echoes of you all too.”

George’s face drained of color. “They’ll be... like us?”

Victor’s eyes, now almost lifeless, flickered one last time. “Yes. And when the time comes... the island will call others like you back. Just like it did to me. Just like it has for so many others.”

With those final words, Victor’s body slumped, his breath leaving him in a long, eerie sigh. The twisted figure that had once been their friend was no more—just a lifeless husk, a vessel for the island’s dark magic. But his final words lingered in the air, chilling them to the bone.

Adrian, Mia, Emma, and George stood in silence, the weight of what they had just heard pressing down on them like a suffocating blanket. The realization hit them all at once—they had won this battle, but the war was far from over. The island’s grip on them was stronger than ever.

Mia swallowed hard, her voice barely a whisper. “This isn’t the end, is it?”

Adrian shook his head, his expression grim. “No... it’s only the beginning.”

The island, silent and foreboding, seemed to watch them, the whispers of its ancient power echoing in the wind. And as they stood there, surrounded by the darkness of Xel, they knew one thing for certain: the island would never truly let them go.

As the eerie silence settled over Victor’s lifeless body, the group stood frozen, their minds reeling from the terrifying revelation. The weight of Victor's final words hung in the air, each of them trying to process the dark truth that they were now marked by the island. The thought alone was suffocating, an invisible chain binding them to Xel forever.

But before they could catch their breath or make sense of their situation, a sound cut through the stillness—a faint rustling in the distance, coming from deep within the forest.

Adrian’s body tensed immediately, every nerve on high alert. He exchanged a quick glance with Mia, whose wide eyes mirrored his own fear. “Did you hear that?” Mia whispered, her voice trembling with uncertainty.

“I heard it,” Adrian replied, his voice low, his eyes scanning the darkened treeline beyond. The wind had picked up slightly, causing the leaves to rustle, but this sound was different. It was rhythmic, deliberate—footsteps. And not just a few.

Emma’s face went pale as she turned toward the sound. “It’s getting closer,” she muttered, her hand instinctively tightening around the thorny branch she still held. “There’s a lot of them.”

George stepped forward, his posture tense as he peered into the thick forest. “How many do you think? A group?” His voice was calm, but there was an edge of dread beneath the question.

The rustling grew louder, more distinct, like the crunching of dry leaves under heavy boots. The unmistakable sound of many footsteps moving in unison. The air around them thickened with tension, a growing sense of dread. And yet, they could see nothing—just shadows shifting among the trees, concealed by the darkness of the forest.

“They’re coming straight for us,” Mia whispered, her heart pounding in her chest. “But we don’t even know who—or what—they are.”

Adrian’s mind raced. The island had already thrown so much at them—dark magic, monstrous echoes, a twisted version of their friend. Now this? “We can’t wait to find out,” he said, taking a step back from the tree line. “We need to be ready for whatever this is.”

Emma nodded, her knuckles white as she gripped her weapon. “They could be more echoes, more versions of people who thought about Xel... or something worse.”

The noise grew louder, closer—there was no mistaking it now. The group exchanged panicked glances, their breaths quickening as the tension mounted. Whatever was coming, it wasn’t small. The sheer volume of the footsteps suggested a large group, moving fast and with purpose.

“Everyone stay together,” Adrian ordered, his voice tight with urgency. He positioned himself in front of Mia, protecting her, while George and Emma flanked either side of the group. They had no idea what was coming, but they knew they couldn’t afford to be caught off guard.

The shadows in the forest began to move, faint outlines appearing between the trees. The figures were still too far away to make out clearly, but their shapes were unmistakably human. Dozens of them, at least. A wave of fear washed over the group as the realization hit them: whoever—or whatever—these people were, they were heading directly toward them.

“They’re not stopping,” George muttered, his grip tightening on the thorned branch in his hand. “They’re coming right for us.”

Adrian’s mind raced. His heart pounded in his chest as the figures drew closer. “Do we run?” Mia asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Adrian hesitated. Running seemed like the logical choice, but there was something about the way these figures moved—calm, almost deliberate—that unnerved him. “No,” he said finally, his voice firm. “We don’t run. We face whatever this is, together.”

“They might not be hostile,” Emma said, though her tone lacked conviction. “But we can’t take that chance.”

The figures were closer now, still shrouded in darkness, but their numbers were staggering. Adrian could hear them breathing, the rustle of their clothes, the soft whispers of conversation that carried through the trees.

Then, suddenly, the group emerged from the shadows. They stepped into the clearing where Adrian, Mia, George, and Emma stood waiting, their eyes wide with fear and uncertainty. The figures were human—dozens of men and women, dressed in old, tattered clothes that looked like they had been worn for centuries. Their faces were pale, gaunt, and their eyes... their eyes were blank, empty.

Mia gasped, taking a step back. “Who... who are they?”

Adrian’s heart dropped into his stomach as he realized the truth. “They’re not alive,” he whispered, his voice filled with dread.

The group of figures continued their slow march toward them, their faces devoid of emotion. There was something eerily familiar about them, like ghosts of the past, lost souls wandering the island. And then it hit Adrian—their faces. He recognized some of them. 

“Oh my God,” Emma breathed, her hand flying to her mouth. “They’re... echoes.”

Adrian nodded, his face pale. “These are the echoes Victor was talking about.”

Mia’s eyes darted from one figure to the next, her heart hammering in her chest. “These are the people who thought about Xel... who came here before us.”

George gritted his teeth, his muscles tensing as the crowd continued to move closer. “Then what the hell do they want from us?”

Adrian swallowed hard, the weight of the situation pressing down on him. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his voice barely audible. “But we can’t let them surround us.”

The echoes moved as one, their eyes fixed on the group, their pace slow but relentless. There was no emotion in their expressions, no sign of malice or fear. They were simply there, existing as remnants of people who had once ventured onto the island.

“They’re not attacking,” Emma said cautiously, though her grip on the thorned branch remained tight. “But I don’t trust this.”

Adrian’s mind raced, the echoes closing in on them from all sides. There was no time to plan, no time to think—just pure instinct. “Everyone, stay close!” he ordered, his voice steady despite the fear coursing through him. “We don’t know what they’re capable of.”

The echoes stopped just a few feet from the group, standing in an eerie silence. Their blank eyes bore into them, their faces emotionless. And then, without warning, one of the echoes—a man with a hollowed-out face and sunken eyes—took a step forward.

“What do you want?” Adrian demanded, his voice firm but trembling. “Why are you here?”

The echo said nothing, his gaze fixed on Adrian. The silence stretched, thick and suffocating. And then, slowly, the echo lifted his hand, pointing directly at the portal behind them

“The portal,” Mia whispered, her voice filled with dread. “They’re pointing at the portal.”

Adrian’s stomach clenched as he followed the echo’s gaze. The portal behind them shimmered, its surface swirling with dark energy. “They want us to go through,” he realized, his blood running cold.

Emma shook her head, panic rising in her chest. “No... no way. We don’t even know what’s on the other side.”

“They’ve been waiting,” George said grimly, his eyes locked on the echoes. “They’ve been waiting for someone to go through.”

Adrian clenched his jaw, his heart pounding in his ears. The echoes didn’t move, their eyes still fixed on the portal, their silent command hanging in the air. The island wanted them to enter, to cross the threshold into whatever awaited on the other side.

And they had no choice but to decide.

Adrian’s heart raced as the eerie silence stretched out between them and the unmoving echoes, their cold, empty eyes locked on the portal. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and every fiber of his being screamed that this was wrong. There was something sinister in their stillness, something far more dangerous than what Victor had become. These echoes weren’t just lost souls—they were a force, waiting to strike.

“We’re not going through that portal,” Adrian said, his voice steady but tight with tension. “We fight.”

Mia looked at him, fear flashing in her eyes. “Fight them? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“They don’t seem aggressive,” Emma murmured, her gaze flicking nervously to the nearest echo—a woman with sunken cheeks and hollow eyes. “Maybe we can—”

“They’re not attacking yet, but something’s off,” Adrian interrupted, his hand tightening around the thorny branch. “I don’t trust them. We need to strike before they have the chance.”

George nodded, determination hardening his features. “I’m with you. Let’s take them out before they take us.”

Mia swallowed hard, her heart pounding. She could feel the tension crackling in the air like a storm about to break. “What if... what if they’re too strong?”

Adrian glanced at her, his expression fierce. “We don’t have a choice.”

Without waiting for further debate, he lunged forward, his thorn-covered branch raised high as he aimed for the closest echo. The thorny wood connected with the figure’s chest, sinking deep into its body. For a split second, there was silence—no reaction, no sound. And then, to their horror, the echo’s skin seemed to swallow the thorns, absorbing them into its body. It didn’t even flinch.

Adrian staggered back, his eyes wide with disbelief. “No... that’s not possible.”

“They’re not like Victor’s Echo!” Mia gasped, watching as the echo stepped forward, unbothered by the thorns piercing its flesh.

Before they could react, the echoes surged forward all at once, their movements slow but powerful, an unstoppable force advancing upon the four of them. Adrian barely had time to block an incoming strike as one of the echoes slammed into him, sending him crashing into the ground. Pain exploded in his ribs, and he coughed, trying to suck in air.

“Adrian!” Emma screamed, swinging her branch wildly at one of the echoes, but just like before, it didn’t work. The thorns that had injured Victor were useless here. The echoes’ skin closed over the wounds instantly, as if they were made of something more than flesh—something indestructible.

Mia slashed at another echo, her movements desperate, but her weapon was equally ineffective. “We can’t hurt them!” she shouted, panic rising in her voice.

The echo grabbed her by the wrist, squeezing hard. Mia let out a cry of pain, feeling the bones in her hand bend under the pressure. She twisted, trying to break free, but the echo’s grip was like iron.

“Help her!” George yelled, rushing toward Mia, but another echo blocked his path, its gaunt face expressionless as it backhanded him across the face. The force of the blow sent George sprawling, blood splattering from his mouth.

Emma, breathing heavily, swung again and again at the echo in front of her, but the creature didn’t even blink. Its dead, soulless eyes remained fixed on her as it grabbed her arm, twisting it violently until Emma screamed in agony. The sound echoed in the clearing, blending with the crunching of bones and the sharp intakes of breath from the others.

Adrian, clutching his side, tried to get up, but an echo was already on him, its skeletal hand wrapping around his throat. The grip tightened, cutting off his air as the echo lifted him off the ground, its strength terrifyingly unnatural. Adrian kicked and struggled, gasping for breath as spots of darkness clouded his vision.

“This... can’t... be happening,” he choked out, clawing at the echo’s arm. But there was no escape. The creature’s strength was absolute, and Adrian’s own limbs felt weak in comparison, as if he were fighting the island itself.

“Adrian!” Mia screamed, wrenching herself free from the echo holding her and diving toward him. She grabbed the branch she had dropped, thrusting it into the side of the echo’s neck in a desperate attempt to free Adrian. But the branch splintered on impact, and the echo didn’t even flinch.

“They’re too strong!” Emma cried out, her voice filled with terror as the echo holding her twisted her arm further, the pain almost unbearable.

George, still on the ground, wiped the blood from his mouth, his vision blurred. “We have to retreat!” he shouted, trying to get back to his feet. “We can’t fight them head-on!”

But the echoes didn’t give them time. Another came at George, kicking him in the chest with brutal force, sending him flying backward. He hit the ground hard, coughing up more blood as pain radiated through his torso.

Adrian’s vision was fading fast, the echo’s grip on his throat cutting off his air completely. He clawed at its hand, but his strength was draining. The sound of his friends’ struggles echoed around him, the pain in their voices piercing through the fog clouding his mind. They were losing. Fast.

“Adrian!” Mia screamed again, but her voice sounded distant, muffled by the blood pounding in his ears. He couldn’t hold on much longer. The echo’s eyes—those blank, soulless eyes—bored into his own, as if the creature were staring straight into his soul. 

With a final, desperate push, Adrian swung wildly at the echo’s face, but his blow barely made contact before his arm fell limp. He was losing consciousness, the world around him growing darker by the second.

Mia, fueled by terror, charged at the echo holding Adrian, hitting it with everything she had left. But it was like hitting a stone wall. The echo didn’t even acknowledge her attack. 

“No!” Mia screamed, tears streaming down her face. “No, this can’t be happening!”

Emma let out a cry of pain as the echo twisted her arm again, this time snapping it with a sickening crack. She fell to the ground, clutching her broken limb, her face contorted in agony. George, still struggling to stand, could barely breathe, each movement sending waves of pain through his bruised ribs.

They had fought monsters, endured the island’s dark magic, and survived horrors that would break anyone’s spirit. But this—these echoes—were beyond anything they could handle. 

The echoes loomed over them, their hollow eyes watching, waiting for the fight to drain from their bodies.

Adrian’s eyes fluttered shut as darkness claimed him, the last sound he heard being Mia’s desperate screams.

The scene was chaos—desperation thick in the air as the echoes closed in, their cold, lifeless eyes betraying no emotion, no hesitation. Adrian’s vision blurred, his consciousness hanging by a thread as the echo’s grip on his throat tightened further, squeezing the life out of him. His hands, weak and trembling, fought to pry the creature's iron-like fingers from his neck, but it was no use. Every breath was a battle, every second an eternity.

Mia’s heart pounded, adrenaline surging through her veins as she watched Adrian’s struggle. Her mind raced, panic clawing at her every thought. “Adrian! Hold on!” she screamed, her voice breaking. She knew they were losing—knew that if they didn’t do something now, they would all die here. The island would swallow them whole, just like it had so many others before.

“Get away from him!” Mia shouted, swinging another branch with all her strength. The wood splintered uselessly against the echo’s back, the force doing nothing to deter the relentless creature. She could feel her energy draining, but she couldn’t stop. She wouldn’t let Adrian die.

Emma, clutching her broken arm, staggered toward Mia, her face pale and sweat-drenched. “Mia, we can’t win like this!” she gasped, her voice thick with pain. “They’re too strong!”

Mia ignored her, desperation burning through her exhaustion. “We have to keep fighting! We can’t just let them take us!”

But even as she spoke, another echo closed in on her, its movements slow and deliberate, like death itself creeping toward her. Mia’s chest tightened with dread as she swung the branch again, but the echo caught it mid-air, ripping it from her hands with terrifying ease. Before she could react, the echo grabbed her wrist, twisting it sharply. A scream tore from her throat as she felt her bones crack under the pressure, agony shooting up her arm.

“Mia!” George, blood still trickling from his mouth, struggled to his feet, his body battered and broken. He tried to rush toward her, but another echo blocked his path, shoving him back with brutal force. George landed hard on the ground, groaning in pain as the breath was knocked from his lungs.

“They’re everywhere,” George gasped, his vision swimming. “We... we can’t fight them.”

Emma’s knees buckled under her, tears of pain and frustration blurring her vision. She looked at the echo in front of her, at the emotionless face staring back. There was no soul behind those eyes—just emptiness, like the island itself was staring at them through these creatures.

“We need... a plan,” Emma gasped through gritted teeth. But what plan? What strategy could work against an enemy that seemed invincible?

Adrian’s vision darkened, his mind fading in and out of consciousness as the echo continued to strangle him. The life was draining from him faster than he could fight it, his body too weak, too bruised, to mount a defense. A single thought drifted through the fog in his mind: This can’t be how it ends. Not like this.

Summoning every ounce of strength left in his battered body, Adrian clawed at the echo’s face. His fingers scraped against its cold skin, but it didn’t flinch. His attacks felt like nothing more than a nuisance. Desperation surged through him, but his body was betraying him, his limbs going limp as the darkness swallowed him whole.

Then, suddenly, Mia’s voice pierced through the haze, a scream of pure, raw emotion. “No! I won’t lose you!”

With a surge of adrenaline, Mia twisted in the echo’s grip, ignoring the searing pain in her broken wrist. She used her free hand to grab a rock from the ground and slammed it into the side of the echo’s head with everything she had. The impact reverberated through her, the sharp pain in her wrist flaring up as she hit the echo again and again, her strikes growing weaker with every blow. But the echo didn’t falter—it barely acknowledged her assault. The stone seemed useless against its unnatural strength.

Mia’s breaths were ragged, her body trembling from exhaustion. She could feel the tears stinging her eyes, the crushing realization sinking in. “Why won’t you die?!” she screamed, her voice breaking. “Why can’t we stop you?!”

Adrian’s world was fading fast, the edges of his vision dark and blurred, but Mia’s voice reached him. He couldn’t leave her—not like this. Not when they had come so far. His heart pounded one last time, the adrenaline pumping through him for what felt like the final surge of life. No... he thought fiercely. Not yet.

With one last, desperate effort, Adrian raised his knee and slammed it into the echo’s chest. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. The echo loosened its grip for a split second—just long enough for Adrian to gasp in a single breath of air. He tore free, collapsing to the ground, coughing and gagging as air flooded back into his lungs.

“Adrian!” Mia cried, dropping beside him, her hands shaking as she tried to help him up. “Are you okay?”

Adrian coughed, pain rippling through his entire body. “I’m... alive,” he rasped, his throat raw. But as he looked up at the echo that had nearly killed him, his stomach twisted. They had barely survived—barely. And the echoes were still coming.

The one that had been strangling Adrian took a step forward, its eyes still locked on him. There was no anger, no emotion—just the same relentless drive to finish what it had started. And now it was coming for Mia.

“No,” Adrian croaked, his voice weak but filled with resolve. He wouldn’t let her suffer the same fate.

Mia grabbed the nearest thorn branch, her hands shaking. “Stay back!” she warned the echo, her voice trembling. But the creature continued forward, undeterred, its blank eyes fixed on her.

George, still struggling to his feet, saw the echo moving toward Mia. “We have to get out of here!” he shouted, spitting blood. “They’re going to kill us if we stay!”

“We can’t outrun them!” Emma shouted, holding her broken arm close to her body, her face a mask of pain.

The echoes surrounded them now, their slow, deliberate movements terrifying in their inevitability. The group was out of options, out of strength. The realization that they were fighting an unstoppable force weighed heavily on them, sinking into their bones like cold dread.

Adrian, still gasping for breath, looked at Mia, Emma, and George—his
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