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  Preface



There is a difference between survival and freedom.

Survival can be measured.

Freedom cannot.

The first can be optimized, predicted, modeled.

The second must be chosen again and again often at cost.

Empires fall when they mistake obedience for strength.

Institutions crumble when they confuse endurance with wisdom.

And people lose themselves when they are praised only for remaining alive.

This book is not about victory.

It is about refusal.

Refusal to simplify.

Refusal to harmonize.

Refusal to become something easier to calculate.

The world does not change in fire alone.

Sometimes it changes in hesitation.

In restraint.

In the quiet decision not to take the safest path.

If there is a measure in these pages, it is not of power.

It is of resistance.




Michael McKinney
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Mara

The dungeon was still open.

That, more than anything else, unsettled me.

Three days had passed since the stone folded inward and parted like a held breath finally released. Three days since runes I did not recognize unfinished, searching had flickered along the archway and then settled into a steady, patient glow. No collapse. No backlash. No violent purge of whatever dared linger too long.

Just an opening.

Morning light filtered through the trees and touched the stone threshold, illuminating moss that had already begun to creep along its edges. The dungeon was… acclimating. That was the only word that felt right.

I stood at the edge of the clearing with my staff grounded, listening.

Behind me, the camp had grown larger than it had any right to. Tents ringed the trees now guild scouts, scholars, and a handful of volunteers who claimed they were “just curious” and yet kept their weapons within arm’s reach. Beyond them, at a cautious distance, were the others.

Those who had stepped through.

The Sylvarin had been the first to venture beyond the doorway, moving carefully, reverently, as though the forest itself might take offense if they rushed. They spoke softly to the trees, fingers brushing bark and leaf, listening for answers I could not hear. The Braketh followed, slower, deliberate, each step placed with the weight of someone used to stone shifting beneath them. They watched the ground more than the sky, as if expecting it to betray them.

The Nyxari stayed near the shadows, of course. Observing. Measuring. And the Tideborn still the strangest to my eyes kept close to one another, drawing water from thin air when their skin dried too much in this unfamiliar climate.

None of them had crossed with weapons raised.

None of them had asked for permission.

And yet, none had taken anything that wasn’t freely given.

“That’s not normal,” Lisa said beside me.

She had her arms crossed, gaze fixed on the dungeon entrance, brow furrowed in that familiar way that meant she was already calculating consequences. Her armor bore fresh marks from reconstruction work back home new leather, new stitching, the scent of smoke and iron still clinging to it.

“No,” I agreed. “It isn’t.”

She exhaled slowly. “If this were a standard breach, the Guild would already be arguing about containment protocols.”

“They are,” Valec rumbled from my other side.

The dwarven captain stood with his hammer resting against his shoulder, posture relaxed but ready. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the stone doorway since sunrise. “Just not loudly. Yet.”

As if summoned by his words, a pair of Guild officials approached from the camp one human, one elf voices hushed but urgent. They stopped short when they noticed the Sylvarin nearby, adjusting their path instinctively. That small hesitation did not go unnoticed.

Fear doesn’t always shout, I thought. Sometimes it just steps aside.

“The door hasn’t changed,” Lisa said after a moment. “No expansion. No contraction. No energy spikes.”

“No,” I said again. “It’s stable.”

She glanced at me. “You don’t sound relieved.”

“I’m not sure I should be.”

Because stability implied intent.

I felt it then a faint vibration through my staff, subtle enough that I might have dismissed it once. Not a pulse. Not a warning. Just… awareness. As though something beneath us had noticed the weight of attention being placed upon it.

I turned slightly, scanning the clearing.

A Sylvarin child barely more than a sapling by the look of them knelt near the edge of the forest, pressing their palm to the soil. When they pulled their hand away, a small green shoot followed, curling instinctively toward the light. The child smiled, delighted, and gently guided it back into the earth.

No corruption. No backlash.

Just life, responding.

“This wasn’t what Ka” Lisa stopped herself.

I didn’t look at her, but I felt the weight of the unspoken name settle between us.

“No,” I said quietly. “It wasn’t.”

Valec shifted his stance. “But it’s what he left behind.”

We stood in silence then, watching a world that no longer behaved the way we had taught it to. Somewhere beyond the trees, a horn sounded another messenger arriving, another report inbound.

Another door, perhaps.

I tightened my grip on my staff.

The dungeon did not move.

It did not close.

It waited.

And for the first time since the Crown fell silent, I understood the truth we had all been circling but afraid to name:

The world wasn’t finished breaking.

It was finished listening only to us.
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Mara

By midday, the clearing had learned how to hold its breath.

No one said it aloud, but everyone felt it the fragile tension of too many unknowns sharing the same patch of ground. The demi-humans remained near the dungeon’s edge, not out of fear, but courtesy. They did not spread. They did not claim space that wasn’t offered.

That restraint did more to calm the Guild scouts than any display of strength could have.

We arranged the meeting in the open, beneath the trees, where no one could pretend the land belonged to them alone. Valec insisted on solid ground. Lisa insisted on visibility. I insisted there be no raised platforms.

This wasn’t a negotiation. It was an introduction.

The Sylvarin stepped forward first, as they had every time a choice needed to be made. They moved with the slow confidence of someone used to listening before speaking. Up close, their skin bore faint patterns like rain-darkened bark, veins of soft green light pulsing gently beneath.

They inclined their head not a bow of submission, but acknowledgment.

“I am Thyren Rootveil,” they said. Their voice carried the quiet certainty of wind through leaves. “I walked first because the path opened green. That usually means it is safe to listen.”

A ripple of murmurs passed through the gathered guild members. Lisa tilted her head, curiosity overriding caution.

“You speak for all of them?” she asked.

Thyren’s lips curved faintly. “I speak for myself. Others listen if they choose.”

That answer earned a nod from Valec.

A heavier presence joined Thyren at their side. Stone-scaled skin caught the light as the Braketh stepped forward, each movement deliberate, as though testing unfamiliar gravity. The horns sweeping back from their skull bore old fractures, polished smooth with time.

“I am Korrim Stonejaw,” they said, voice deep and resonant. “I speak because silence can be mistaken for weakness.”

Valec grunted approval. “A common problem.”

Korrim’s gaze flicked to him, assessing, then softened. “You understand stone.”

“I do,” Valec replied. “And weight.”

That, too, eased something unseen.

The others did not rush forward. They watched. Measured reactions. The Nyxari lingered near the shade of the trees, tail flicking once, ears angled toward every sound. Above us, a winged figure glided down lightly, boots brushing grass as they landed beside the Sylvarin, wings folding close.

“We followed because the sky did not protest,” the Aeralith said lightly, offering a small, almost nervous smile. “I’m Seris Windfall. I usually scout ahead. This time… I waited.”

I noted that carefully.

From the shadows came a soft, amused snort.

“Waiting is new for all of us,” said the Nyxari, stepping just far enough into the light to be seen clearly. “Name’s Vess Nightwhisper. I watch what others miss.”

Their eyes lingered on the Guild scouts a moment longer than necessary.

Then, finally, two figures approached together, skin shimmering faintly with moisture drawn from thin air. The Tideborn paused at the edge of the circle, fingertips brushing a conjured pool that vanished as soon as it appeared.

“I am Naelis Tidecaller,” one said, voice calm as a deep current. “We remain close. Distance dries us.”

No one questioned that.

The introductions ended not with a flourish, but with a quiet settling the sense that something fragile had been placed carefully on the ground between us.

“These paths,” I said, stepping forward at last, “were not meant to isolate forever. But they were not meant to open all at once either.”

Thyren inclined their head again. “Then we share confusion.”

“Good,” Lisa muttered. “I was worried it was just us.”

A few chuckles escaped, surprising everyone.

Korrim glanced toward the dungeon entrance. “The corridor that brought us here remains open.”

“Yes,” I said. “It does.”

“And if more follow?”

I didn’t answer immediately.

Because that was the question, wasn’t it?

Around us, the forest stirred gently. The dungeon’s runes glowed, patient and unreadable. Above, the sky remained clear watchful, but calm.

“We will decide together,” I said at last.

Not as a command.

As a promise.
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Mara

The meeting still ended without agreement.

But it did not end without consequence.

As the demi-humans withdrew toward the dungeon’s edge, the tension in the clearing did not ease. It changed shape. Less suspicion now more attention. More watching. The Guild scouts no longer avoided their gazes. A few even nodded, stiff and uncertain, but genuine.

That alone would have been unthinkable days ago.

It happened because of what came next.

A tremor rippled through the ground faint, brief, and easily missed. I felt it through my staff immediately. So did Thyren Rootveil.

They turned at the same moment I did.

“The stone shifted,” Thyren said softly.

Before any Guild alarm could be raised, Korrim Stonejaw stepped forward, one massive hand pressing to the earth. He closed his eyes, nostrils flaring as if scenting something buried deep.

“Not collapse,” he rumbled. “Pressure change. Old fault line. It will break outward if left alone.”

Valec was already moving. “Where?”

Korrim pointed not toward the dungeon, but the treeline where several supply wagons were parked.

Lisa swore. “That’s our camp.”

Orders erupted. People shouted. But before panic could take hold, the demi-humans moved not as a unit, but as instinct.

Seris Windfall was airborne in seconds, wings snapping open as they lifted, calling down precise directions. “Move left no, farther. The ground there is thin.”

Vess Nightwhisper slipped through the chaos unseen, reappearing moments later to yank a stunned scout out of the danger zone just as the earth gave way beneath his feet.

The collapse never came.

Instead, the pressure vented harmlessly, soil sinking inward with a dull sigh rather than a violent rupture.

Silence followed.

Then breath returned to the clearing.

No one spoke for several heartbeats.

“That,” Valec said at last, staring at the stabilized ground, “would have killed at least three of us.”

Lisa looked at the demi-humans, then at the Guild officials who had been arguing minutes earlier. “Still think they’re waiting to stab us in the back?”

No one answered her.

The Guild Council convened soon after, but the tone had shifted.

Commander Halbrecht still argued caution. Still spoke of control. But his words lacked their earlier certainty. When scholars spoke now, they were not dismissed outright. When Mara, when I spoke, fewer eyes slid away.

“They reacted before we did,” one Pathfinder said quietly. “And they didn’t have to.”

That mattered.

When the vote came, containment still won barely. But new language was added to the orders:

Demi-human advisors authorized.

Cross-race Pathfinder teams encouraged.

Observation prioritized over extraction.

It wasn’t trust.

But it was recognition.

Outside, as the first sanctioned survey team assembled, I approached Thyren and Korrim.

“You didn’t have to intervene,” I said.

Thyren inclined their head. “Shared ground invites shared responsibility.”

Korrim snorted softly. “Also, I dislike pointless loss of life.”

I allowed myself a small smile.

As the team crossed the threshold, the dungeon’s runes shifted faintly not in alarm, but acknowledgment.

Several Guild members noticed.

That, more than the vote, was what unsettled them.

Because respect could be negotiated.

But recognition?

Recognition meant something else was watching.
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Mara

The dungeon did not greet us.

It did not resist us either.

That unsettled nearly everyone.

The survey team assembled just before dusk, when light still filtered through the trees but shadows had begun to stretch and blur the edges of things. Six members total: two Pathfinders, a Guild scholar, one Braketh, one Sylvarin, and a junior mage whose eagerness had not yet learned patience.

I walked them to the threshold myself.

“Remember,” I said, meeting each of their eyes in turn, “this is not a harvest. This is an observation.”

Korrim Stonejaw inclined his head. “Stone remembers those who rush it.”

Thyren Rootveil said nothing, but their fingers brushed the bark of a nearby tree, as though asking permission before stepping away.

The runes along the archway glowed faintly as they crossed not brighter, not sharper. They rearranged slightly, lines curving into unfamiliar configurations that made the scholar inhale sharply.

“They’re changing,” she whispered.

“They’ve been changing since we arrived,” I said. “You’re only just noticing.”

Inside, the air cooled immediately. Not cold enough to chill, but enough to make breath visible. The corridor stretched forward in a gentle curve, walls smooth and damp, faint veins of light pulsing beneath the stone like something breathing in its sleep.

No traps triggered.

No creatures stirred.

Footsteps echoed but softly, as if the sound were being absorbed.

The team moved slowly, just as instructed. They noted wall composition, rune placement, ambient magic levels. The Sylvarin paused often, listening. The Braketh pressed their palm to the stone at intervals, nodding faintly as if reassured by what they felt.

“This place is… aware,” Thyren said at last. “But not awake.”

The junior mage scoffed under his breath. “Stone doesn’t sleep.”

Korrim’s gaze slid toward him. “Neither do mountains. Yet they still know when they are being carved.”

The corridor widened into a chamber filled with soft, moss-like growth clinging to the floor and walls. Light filtered from nowhere in particular, warm and dim. In the center stood a crystalline formation small, incomplete, humming faintly with latent energy.

A fragment.

I felt the shift even from outside.

Not anger.

Attention.

The junior mage stepped forward despite the scholar’s raised hand. “Just a sample,” he said, already lifting his tools. “We’ve taken dozens from other sites. This will tell us”

“Stop,” I said sharply.

He hesitated.

That hesitation mattered.

The air thickened.

The hum deepened into something almost audible not a sound, but a pressure behind the ears. The moss along the floor receded subtly, pulling back as if giving the fragment space.

The runes on the walls rearranged.

Not violently.

Purposefully.

The corridor behind them sealed with a sound like stone settling into place.

No slam. No crash.

A refusal.

The team froze.

“Warden,” the scholar whispered, voice tight. “The exit”

“I know,” I said.

Korrim stepped back from the fragment immediately. Thyren raised both hands, palms open.

“We meant no harm,” Thyren said calmly. “We will withdraw.”

The pressure did not ease.

The junior mage swallowed hard. “I didn’t touch it.”

“But you intended to,” Lisa said quietly beside me.

I raised my staff, not to cast, but to ground myself.

“We are leaving,” I said, projecting calm I did not fully feel. “All of us. Now.”

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the pressure lifted just enough.

The sealed corridor unknit itself, stone folding back into a passable archway. The runes dimmed, returning to their earlier, patient glow.

The dungeon did not chase them out.

It let them go.

Outside, the team stumbled into the clearing, breaths ragged, eyes wide.

No one spoke for several long seconds.

Then the junior mage looked down and went pale.

A faint symbol curved lines echoing the dungeon’s runes glimmered briefly on his gauntlet before fading into nothing.

“A mark,” the scholar whispered. “Not a curse.”

“Not a warning,” Korrim said slowly. “A notice.”

Lisa exhaled. “Well. That’s new.”

I stared at the dungeon entrance.

It stood exactly as it had before.

Open.

Waiting.

And for the first time since the Crown fell silent, I understood the truth the world was forcing us to face.

The dungeons were no longer traps to be sprung.

They were places that could say no.
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Mara

The rumor reached the capital before the report did.

That should have been impossible. The Pathfinder team had been under strict communication protocols, the scholars sworn to silence until findings could be verified. And yet by the time the sun reached its apex the next day, people were already whispering.

A dungeon that sealed itself.

A mark left behind.

A refusal.

Fear travels faster than truth because it doesn’t wait to be understood.

By noon, the clearing was surrounded by twice as many tents as it had been the day before. By evening, banners had appeared, Guild divisions staking symbolic presence, claiming authority through proximity. No one said it aloud, but I felt it in the air.

This place was becoming contested ground.

Lisa read the first official dispatch aloud, her voice flat. “ ‘Unverified reports indicate anomalous dungeon behavior. Until further notice, all open dungeons are classified as unstable assets.’ ”

“Assets,” Valec muttered. “That didn’t take long.”

The junior mage sat nearby, silent, staring at his gauntlet as though expecting the mark to return. He hadn’t slept. None of them had.

“What exactly did you feel?” I asked him gently.

He hesitated, then swallowed. “Like… like being watched. Not judged. Just noticed.” He frowned. “It didn’t feel angry. It felt… disappointed.”

That word settled heavily between us.

The Guild Council reconvened at dusk.

This time, the tent was full.

Commander Halbrecht stood at the head of the table, posture rigid, eyes sharp with a certainty he had not possessed the day before. Fear had clarified his position.

“A dungeon that can deny access is a threat,” he said without preamble. “One that can mark an explorer is a weapon.”

“It didn’t harm anyone,” a scholar protested. “It responded to intent.”

“Intent is irrelevant,” Halbrecht snapped. “Control is.”

I felt several gazes shift toward me before I spoke.

“It acted with restraint,” I said. “More restraint than most armed patrols.”

Murmurs followed. Agreement from some. Unease from others.

“We don’t negotiate with stone,” a Vanguard said. “We break it.”

Thyren Rootveil, who had been permitted to attend only after considerable argument, spoke then softly, but clearly.

“You do not break forests either,” they said. “You wound them until they behave differently.”

Silence fell.

Korrim Stonejaw folded his arms. “And wounded stone collapses. Often without warning.”

Halbrecht exhaled sharply. “This is precisely why we cannot allow outside influence on Guild operations.”

Lisa’s laugh was short and humorless. “You mean ‘outside influence’ as in anyone who disagrees with you.”

The vote came swiftly.

Extraction operations suspended.

Containment measures authorized.

Warden oversight… optional.

Optional.

I lost that vote by two hands.

Afterward, as the council dispersed, I caught Halbrecht’s gaze.

“You’re afraid,” I said quietly.

He didn’t deny it. “You should be too.”

“I am,” I replied. “Just not of the dungeon.”

Outside, the sky had darkened. The dungeon’s glow was visible even from here, faint but steady. Around it, the demi-humans had gathered not defensively, but close, as though drawn by something familiar.

Vess Nightwhisper watched the Guild banners with narrowed eyes. “They plant flags when they’re unsure.”

“They’re planning something,” Seris Windfall said, wings twitching restlessly. “I can feel it.”

Thyren approached me, expression calm but intent. “The corridor is listening more closely now.”

I looked back toward the stone archway.

The runes along its edge shifted slightly, not in warning in recognition.

“We didn’t ask for this,” I said.

“No,” Thyren agreed. “But we are part of it.”

A tremor passed beneath our feet then not violent, not sudden. A message rather than a threat. Somewhere far beyond this clearing, another dungeon opened.

And this time, it did not wait to be discovered.

That night, as torches burned low and plans were whispered in corners, I realized the truth the world was struggling to accept:

The age of heroes was over.

The age of choices had begun.
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Vess Nightwhisper

People stare when they think you’re a problem.

They don’t always mean to. Most of them don’t even notice they’re doing it. Their eyes linger half a heartbeat too long. Their hands tighten around straps and hilts. Their voices soften or harden depending on how close you stand.

I learned that early.

I also learned not to react.

The clearing had changed overnight. More banners. More armor. Fewer smiles. The kind of tension that settles into the ground and makes even shadows feel heavy.

I stayed in the shade of a low-hanging oak, tail wrapped loosely around my ankle, ears angled toward the raised voices near the command tent. Humans argued loudly. Elves argued quietly. Dwarves argued like they expected the stone itself to back them up.

No one argued with the dungeon.

Smart stone.

A pair of Pathfinders passed too close. One flinched when he noticed me.

Demon, his eyes said.

I smiled anyway.

They always expect anger. It throws them when you don’t give it to them.

“Don’t stare,” Seris Windfall muttered as they dropped lightly beside me, wings folding tight. “You’re making them nervous.”

“They were already nervous,” I said. “I’m just convenient.”

Seris snorted. “You could glare less.”

I flicked an ear. “I am relaxed.”

They eyed my bared fangs. “That’s not what that means.”

Fair.

From where I sat, I had a clear view of the dungeon entrance. The runes shifted when people approached, dimming when voices rose, brightening when things grew quiet. It wasn’t subtle not if you knew how to look.

Most didn’t.

Mara did.

She stood near the archway, staff grounded, posture steady despite the noise behind her. She didn’t pace. Didn’t fidget. People like that make others uncomfortable. They don’t give you a weakness to push against.

I liked her.

Korrim Stonejaw emerged from the tent, jaw set, shoulders tight. That was new. The Braketh usually carried tension like weight present, but expected. This was something sharper.

“Containment,” he rumbled as he passed me. “They want walls.”

“Walls make good shadows,” I said.

He huffed. “You’re not helping.”

“Someone has to enjoy the irony.”

My attention snapped back to the dungeon as the air shifted. Not pressure. Not sound.

Awareness.

I stood slowly, every instinct honed by years of slipping through places I wasn’t welcome. Shadows deepened along the archway, stretching not toward the camp, but inward.

Inviting.

Or warning.

Hard to tell with living stone.

I approached the threshold alone.

That earned me a dozen sharp looks and at least three hands on weapons.

I raised one hand lazily. “Relax. If it eats me, you’ll know something new.”

Mara turned. “Vess.”

I paused. Met her gaze.

“I won’t touch anything,” I said. “I just want to listen.”

She studied me for a moment, then nodded once. “Five steps. No further.”

I stepped exactly five.

The dungeon responded.

Not with light. With silence.

Every sound in the clearing dulled voices fading, metal clinking softened, even the wind quieting as though it had been asked to wait elsewhere.

I felt it then.

Recognition.

Not of who I was.

Of what I was not.

I swallowed.

“I’m not a demon,” I said quietly, not sure who I was saying it to. “I just look like something you’re afraid of.”

The stone did not reject me.

The runes shifted curved, softened.

Acceptance, maybe.

Behind me, someone gasped.

A faint mark shimmered at my wrist, not burning, not cold. It faded almost immediately, leaving behind only the memory of being… acknowledged.

I stepped back.

The sound returned all at once. Too loud. Too sharp.

“What did it do?” Seris asked, eyes wide.

I flexed my fingers. “Nothing.”

“That’s worse,” they said.

I looked back at the archway.

“No,” I said softly. “It just listened.”

And for the first time in my life, being mistaken for a monster hadn’t mattered.

Because something older than fear had looked at me…

…and decided I belonged on this side of the door.








  
  
  Chapter Seven: Shadows That Breathe

  
  




Vess Nightwhisper

People think dungeons feel wrong.

Cold. Hostile. Hungry.

They don’t know what wrong actually feels like.

This one breathed.

Not loudly. Not like a beast. More like a held breath slowly being released, stone settling into itself as if it had only just realized it existed. The walls weren’t slick with rot or scorched by old magic. They were damp, alive in a way that made my tail twitch despite myself.

I crouched at the threshold, one clawed hand resting against the stone.

It was warm.

“Of course you’re warm,” I muttered under my breath. “Why wouldn’t you be.”

Behind me, boots scraped softly. Too softly for humans. Too measured for elves. I didn’t turn.

“Still alive?” Lisa asked.

“Define alive,” I said. “And then define ‘still.’”

She snorted. I could hear the smile in it. That meant she was calm or pretending well enough that it didn’t matter. Either way, good sign.

I slipped forward, shadows folding around me like an old habit. The dungeon didn’t resist. No pressure. No spike of hostile mana. If anything, it made room.

That was new.

I’d infiltrated demon warrens that screamed when you crossed their thresholds. Ancient vaults that tried to kill you just to prove they could. This place didn’t scream.

It watched.

My cat-eyes adjusted instantly, catching the faint runes etched into the stone. Not demonic. Not elven. Not dwarven. Incomplete, like someone had stopped halfway through inventing a language.

Or like something had been interrupted.

I traced one symbol with a claw.

The stone pulsed not aggressively, just acknowledging the touch.

“Well,” I whispered, “that’s unsettling.”

A faint sound echoed down the corridor. Footsteps. Too heavy to be Sylvarin. Too measured to be Braketh.

I melted sideways into shadow just as a pair of armored figures rounded the corner.

Dwarves.

Axes slung low. Beards braided tight. Their eyes scanned the corridor, then locked instantly onto me as I stepped back into view.

One of them stiffened.

“…Demon,” he muttered.

There it was.

I sighed, straightened, and raised both hands slowly. “If I were a demon,” I said evenly, “you’d already be screaming.”

The other dwarf squinted. “He’s got a tail.”

“I’m aware,” I replied. “I woke up with it.”

They didn’t laugh.

Lisa stepped into view then, voice sharp and authoritative. “He’s with us. And if you call him a demon again, you’ll be explaining it to Mara.”

That did it.

Dwarves might grumble about elves all day long, but none of them wanted to explain anything to the woman currently redefining how adventurers were trained.

The first dwarf cleared his throat. “Apologies,” he said, stiff but sincere. “We… have had issues.”

“Yeah,” I said dryly. “So have I.”

They moved on, tension lingering in the air like dust after a cave-in.

I exhaled slowly and continued deeper.

The dungeon shifted again corridors subtly reorienting, not trapping me, just… adjusting. Curious. Testing.

“Don’t get ideas,” I murmured to the walls. “I don’t like surprises.”

Something clicked in response. Not a trap. More like a note taken.

I reached a wider chamber, its ceiling lost in shadow. At the center stood a stone plinth empty, but marked. Scarred. As if something used to be there.

And whatever it was, it hadn’t left willingly.

I felt it then. Not demonic. Not corrupted.

Displaced.

Like me.

“Lisa,” I said quietly. “Tell Mara this place isn’t hostile.”

A pause. “That’s reassuring,” she replied. “You sound thrilled.”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m cautious. There’s a difference.”

I glanced back at the corridor behind us, half-expecting eyes where there were none.

This dungeon wasn’t a monster.

It was a question.

And I had the uncomfortable feeling that, sooner or later, it was going to expect an answer.
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