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Prologue


Deep within the vast Frazes Forest, known to some as the Great Frazes Forest, stood the settlement of Beresdral.

Once, this place had been nothing more than a humble goblin village. But under the guidance of a single human, Belamus, found and raised by those very goblins, it had undergone a stunning transformation.

In his previous life, Belamus had been a great sage, and he had been reborn with all the wisdom of that past existence intact. Sharing his vast knowledge with the goblins—teaching them magic, cultivation, and strategy—he led their once-primitive village into a period of unprecedented growth.

Now, Beresdral had become something far more than a goblin stronghold. It had evolved into a thriving, multicultural city of monsters, home not just to goblins but to orcs, alraune, and countless other beings once shunned by human society.

That progress had only accelerated after Belamus came to the aid of the dwarven kingdom. His assistance led to a formal alliance, and with it, the opening of trade routes between their lands. The dwarves, masters of craftsmanship, possessed technologies that even Belamus, for all his past-life knowledge, had never seen. In exchange for sharing his magical expertise, they taught him their secrets.

The results were revolutionary: Inventions that made travel easier. Tools that simplified manufacturing. For those less adept at magic, who once had to endure daily inconveniences, these devices were nothing short of a miracle. Everyday life in Beresdral had been transformed.

Weapons, too, saw a dramatic evolution. Cannons and firearms, advanced and devastating, were now entering mass deployment. These weren’t just symbols of power; they served a crucial tactical role, particularly for the legion ants.

While goblins and orcs could train and evolve into formidable fighters without relying on weapons, legion ants were a different story. Their strength lay in sheer numbers, not in individual prowess. No amount of training could elevate a single ant to match a goblin warrior. But equipment? That was another matter entirely.

Originally armed with primitive spears, the legion ants now wielded firearms, an upgrade that drastically enhanced their combat potential. Despite their limited intelligence, they were capable of using guns effectively. And that alone turned them from disposable foot soldiers into a terrifying, gun-toting swarm.

For the time being, resources were still limited. Only a fraction of the legion ants had been equipped with firearms. But in Belamus’s long-term strategy, every ant would carry a gun. The moment mass production succeeded, their military power would surge to unprecedented levels.

Meanwhile, Beresdral’s expansion showed no signs of slowing.

Trees were felled to open new districts, creating space for housing, farmland, and infrastructure. As word spread, more and more monsters made their way to the city. They were refugees of the unforgiving Frazes Forest, drawn by the promise of full bellies, warm homes, and tools that made life not just bearable, but comfortable. For many, Beresdral was nothing short of paradise.

Entire monster villages were absorbed into the growing city, their residents welcomed as allies. With each new addition, fresh land was cleared, and more homes were raised to shelter them.

Magic made the expansion remarkably efficient. What once would have taken weeks by hand could now be done in a single day. Though only Belamus and Delarosa had initially mastered the Magic House spell, used for conjuring and assembling buildings, other magically inclined goblins and Imps had begun learning it as well. With their help, it was now possible to build dozens of homes in a single day.

Beresdral’s transformation was nothing short of explosive.

Behind it all was Belamus’s vision: A city where nothing felt out of reach. A place overflowing with convenience and security. A bastion where life flourished, and no enemy could ever hope to breach its gates. His dream was becoming reality, piece by piece.

As his ideal city took form and the horizon began to gleam with hope, a shadow crept ever closer—silent, patient, unseen.

Belamus had yet to notice. But darkness was already on the move.



Chapter 1


Three years had passed since Belamus had saved the dwarves from crisis.

He was now twelve years old. Back when he was nine, he’d already been tall for his age, but that hadn’t stopped him from growing even more. Now, he’d shot up to the mid -160s in centimeters, towering over most of his peers. There was no doubt about it; he was tall.

As usual, Belamus made his way to the dining table first thing in the morning.

Some things never changed. No matter how many years went by, breakfast with his mother, Arèsa, and his older sister, Delarosa, remained a comforting constant in his life.

“You’ve gotten so tall, Belamus,” Arèsa said with a soft, nostalgic sigh.

He let out a quiet groan. “How many times are you going to say that?”

She said it every morning now, without fail. Belamus had nearly caught up to her in height—no small feat, considering Arèsa was fairly tall herself. To her, who had raised him from infancy, every centimeter of growth felt like a quiet miracle.

“Well, your mind’s been grown-up from the start anyway,” she added with a wry smile. “You’ve always had that scary level-headedness.”

It was true. Belamus carried with him the memories of his previous life, eight decades of experience as a great sage. From the moment of his rebirth, he’d possessed a mind more mature than those of most adults.

“But what hasn’t changed,” Arèsa continued, this time with a furrow of concern, “is that you still work yourself too hard. You should really take more time to rest.”

Belamus glanced away, her words hitting deeper than he let on.

“Rest, huh…” he murmured, more to himself than anyone, his voice unusually quiet.

It wasn’t a concept he’d ever been good at; not in his past life, and not now. He had chosen reincarnation, hoping for a slower, more peaceful existence. But in the end, even this life had become a whirlwind of responsibilities and goals.

Still, despite falling short of his initial dream, he wasn’t unhappy. Not really. If anything, he’d come to accept that this was simply who he was: someone who would always find a way to keep working, no matter the life he lived.

That said… the people here can handle a lot on their own now. They don’t need me for every little thing. Maybe… maybe I should take a step back. At least for Arèsa’s sake. There’s no point in worrying her more than I already have.

He let out a quiet breath and made a decision: not to give up on work, but to start making space for rest. Even a sage needed a break now and then.

“Hm… Delarosa’s still not up?” he asked, glancing around.

It was well into breakfast time, yet his sister was nowhere to be seen. Of course, that wasn’t surprising. Delarosa had never been a morning person, and dragging her out of bed before the sun was high in the sky had always been a losing battle.

“I’ll go wake her,” Belamus said, rising from his seat with calm resolve.

The house had been designed with privacy in mind. Each of them had their own bedroom, and they generally slept apart. Delarosa, of course, had a habit of slipping into Belamus’s bed or Arèsa’s on a whim, especially during colder nights or when she was feeling clingy. But last night, she’d stayed in her own room, which meant she’d likely overslept again.

Belamus had barely taken a step toward the hallway when she appeared, trudging in like a ghost caught between sleep and consciousness. Her long hair stuck out in all directions, tangled and wild, her eyes still heavy with drowsiness. She yawned loudly, stretching both arms above her head in a dramatic arc.

“Mooorniiing…” she mumbled, her voice drawn out and syrupy with sleep.

Belamus paused, watching the scene unfold with the detached patience of someone used to this daily routine. Arèsa, on the other hand, let out a sigh and shook her head, the corners of her mouth twitching in resigned amusement.

“You haven’t changed one bit, have you?” she muttered, half to herself.

It wasn’t just the unruly hair or the sluggish pace. It was the entire atmosphere Delarosa carried with her—this effortless, almost defiant refusal to grow up. Despite the years that had passed, she remained the same sleepy, carefree girl she’d always been. And while Arèsa occasionally despaired at her daughter’s lack of progress in the “responsibility” department, there was warmth in her voice too, a mother’s fondness that never faded, no matter how often the same scene repeated.
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Delarosa was now thirteen. Despite her lingering laziness and carefree demeanor, Belamus had noticed a subtle shift over the past few years. She was still childish in many ways—messy, impulsive, stubborn—but there was a calmness to her now, a trace of emotional maturity that hadn’t been there when she was younger.

The biggest change, however, was her appearance.

Goblin physiology followed a different pace than that of humans. By thirteen, they reached physical maturity, and Delarosa was no exception. Her figure had already blossomed into that of a grown woman. She was tall and striking, with a strong yet graceful frame that clearly took after their mother, Arèsa. She carried herself with a kind of natural elegance, even if she was far too sleepy to realize it most mornings.

Her magical abilities had also grown rapidly. Three years ago, she had still been a Witch Goblin. Since then, she had successfully evolved into a Sage Goblin, a stage just below the pinnacle of her species’ magical evolution, High Sage Goblin. With that evolution came a visible change: the single blue horn that once jutted from her forehead had vanished. In its place, two curved horns now protruded from either side of her head, just above the temples, marks of her elevated magical nature.

Belamus had watched her transformation closely. As a Sage Goblin, her mana reserves had increased dramatically. She was now leagues stronger than she’d been at nine, and if she reached her final evolutionary stage, she might even surpass him in raw magical power.

Of course, mana alone didn’t determine a mage’s strength. Skill, control, and strategy mattered just as much. But even so, the higher the mana, the greater the potential. There was no denying that Delarosa had become someone truly formidable, and someone he could rely on without hesitation.

That morning, the three of them shared breakfast together, a warm, familiar routine that grounded them no matter how much the world around them changed.

After finishing her last bite, Delarosa stretched her arms high above her head again and grinned. “All right! What should we do today?” Her grogginess had completely vanished, replaced by her usual boundless energy. She looked across the table at Belamus with wide, eager eyes. “What about you? Got any plans?”

Belamus leaned back slightly, his tone unhurried. “I don’t plan to work today. I’m thinking I’ll take a break… maybe do some sketching.”

Delarosa blinked, then burst into laughter. “Seriously? Those weird drawings again?”

Her teasing jab made him frown ever so slightly, a small crease forming between his brows.

“It’s not weird anymore! I’ve gotten a lot better than before!” Belamus shot back, his voice sharper than usual.

Normally composed and soft-spoken, he rarely raised his voice, but when it came to his art, he had a tendency to get a little fired up. Drawing had always been a quiet passion of his. Not that he was particularly gifted—far from it—but over time, his skills had improved enough that people could at least recognize what he was trying to depict.

Delarosa tilted her head in exaggerated thought, then gave a halfhearted shrug. “Mmm… still not a fan of drawing. Sooo, I think I’ll go see what Medello’s up to instead!”

Without another word, she bolted for the door, her usual whirlwind exit rattling the wooden frame as she vanished down the path.

Belamus let out a slow exhale, then stood and gathered his things. “Well, time to draw.”

Though he usually preferred portraits, today he felt like trying something different. He’d decided to sketch a landscape—more specifically, the view of Beresdral as seen from the hill overlooking the city. With that in mind, he made his way through the winding paths and climbed to a familiar lookout point.

Hours passed.

By the time he finally looked up from his sketchpad, the sky had turned golden with the setting sun. He’d completely lost track of time, absorbed in every line and shadow. The drawing wasn’t finished, but he’d made solid progress, and by his own measure, it was shaping up quite nicely. Still, whether it actually looked good was another question entirely.

Maybe not gallery-worthy, he admitted to himself, but definitely better than last year.

With his paper tucked carefully under his arm, Belamus began the walk home.

When he opened the door, two familiar voices greeted him at once.

“Welcome baaaack!” Delarosa called from across the room, stretching the words with cheerful melodrama.

“You’re late,” Arèsa added, her arms crossed but her expression soft with relief.

“I got caught up,” Belamus said simply, stepping inside and brushing the dust from his sleeves. “Lost track of time while I was drawing.”

“Then, before we eat,” Delarosa chimed in, already halfway down the hall, “let’s take a bath!”

Beresdral now boasted a proper bathing system, one of Belamus’s early innovations. At first, there had only been a single bathhouse, cobbled together from basic materials. But the idea had caught on quickly. Now, there were three full public bathhouses across the city, large enough to accommodate dozens of monsters at once. And for those who preferred privacy, smaller, family-sized baths had been installed in homes throughout the settlement.

The bath at Belamus’s house was modest but comfortable, just enough for a small family to use every day, and they did, without fail. That evening was no different.

“Let’s bathe together!” Delarosa chimed brightly, bounding over to him without a hint of hesitation.

Belamus gave her a flat, unamused look. “I’m going in alone.”

Despite her physically mature appearance—tall, curvy, and already resembling a grown woman—Delarosa still retained a certain childlike innocence. Concepts like modesty or shame, especially around the opposite sex, seemed completely lost on her. She never gave it a second thought when inviting Belamus, her adoptive brother and definitely male, to share the bath.

“Whaaat? What’s with that? We always bathe together!” she pouted, hands on hips, eyes wide with exaggerated offense.

“It’s time you started going in by yourself,” he replied firmly, brushing past her.

“What’s that supposed to mean? There’s nothing wrong with it! We can bathe together forever, can’t we?” she whined, stepping in front of him with a pleading, almost wounded look.

Belamus sighed heavily. For all his sternness, he had a soft spot when it came to Delarosa. It was hard to say no to her when she made that face.

“… Fine. Let’s just get this over with,” he muttered, voice low and clearly defeated.

“Yes!!!” she cheered, fist pumping the air before the two of them headed to the changing area.

Just as Delarosa reached for the hem of her shirt, something strange happened. Her hand froze mid-motion.

“Uh… hmmm…” she mumbled, voice barely above a whisper.

Belamus turned to her, sensing the shift in atmosphere. “What’s wrong?”

Delarosa’s back stiffened. Her expression, usually so carefree, faltered. She wasn’t moving, just standing there with her fingers clutching her shirt and her eyes flicking toward him in short, furtive glances. A soft flush began to spread across her cheeks, and it only deepened with every passing second.

Then, suddenly, she snapped.

“Y-You know what?!” she blurted, voice cracking with panic. “I’ll go in alone! Get out, Belamus!!!”

She practically shoved him out of the changing room, her face blazing red, her voice high and panicked.

“What?” he muttered, stumbling back into the hallway, bewildered.

Left blinking outside the door, he ran the entire sequence back through his mind. It didn’t take long to reach a conclusion.

“So, she’s finally developing some modesty,” he murmured, his voice quiet, almost thoughtful.

He stared at the door for a moment longer, then let out a quiet breath, half amused, half melancholic.

“She really is growing up,” he said softly to himself.



Chapter 2


The following day, Belamus stood at the edge of the training grounds.

Though his responsibilities were many, the one task that consumed the greatest share of his time was training the aspiring soldiers of Beresdral. For three full years, the city had known nothing but peace. But peace, as Belamus well understood, was a fragile thing, especially here, in the heart of the Frazes Forest, a region known far and wide as a dangerous and untamed magical zone.

There was no telling what might come for them next. And while Belamus himself was strong, he couldn’t defend the entire city alone. That was why he poured so much effort into nurturing others: raising up warriors, mages, and hybrids capable of protecting Beresdral in his stead if the time ever came.

As a reincarnated sage, Belamus had an encyclopedic knowledge of magic. But that wasn’t all; he was also well-versed in close-quarters combat. Whether his students fought with spells, swords, or both, he could train them.

“All right, Belamus! Come on, duel me!” a sharp voice rang out across the grounds.

He turned to see Navasha striding toward him, a fiery grin on her face, her wooden training blade resting on one shoulder.

Navasha was a female goblin, the same age as Delarosa, and without question one of Beresdral’s most promising close-range fighters. Her swordsmanship was unmatched within the city, and she knew it. She carried herself with swagger, confidence crackling off her like heat from a forge.

She’d grown, too. Like Delarosa, she had entered adolescence physically, and in terms of stature and strength, she was now a fully capable adult. Though her figure hadn’t developed much in the chest area, it didn’t seem to bother her. Goblins, like humans, varied greatly from one individual to another.

Previously a Soldier Goblin, Navasha had evolved into a Knight Goblin—a significant step up in both physical capability and resilience. Her outward form hadn’t changed drastically, but her horns had. They were longer now, sleek and imposing, and had turned pitch black, their hardness increasing dramatically. Ordinary goblin horns could be cut through with a sword under the right conditions, but hers? Her horns were now tougher than steel.

Belamus met her eyes and gave a slight nod. “Very well.”

She’d challenged him during training, and that was reason enough to accept. He had no intention of turning her down.

Belamus had sparred with Navasha countless times over the years. In the beginning, he had always won without fail. But things had changed since her evolution into a Knight Goblin. These days, their duels were far more even, and once in a while, she even bested him.

Of course, the magic they used during training was strictly limited to physical enhancement spells. If Belamus fought seriously, combining magic, strategy, and his full power, he would no doubt overwhelm her. But the fact that Navasha could occasionally defeat him even when he was magically augmenting his physical abilities alone spoke volumes about her swordsmanship. Her skill had become something extraordinary.

This match was no exception. The two of them clashed in a flurry of rapid strikes, their wooden blades moving with blinding speed and raw force. Their movements were so fast, so precise, that an untrained observer wouldn’t have been able to follow them, let alone understand what was happening.

In the end, Belamus made a single mistake. Navasha baited him with a subtle feint, just enough to open a fleeting gap in his guard. She didn’t hesitate. Her wooden sword shot forward and stopped a breath away from his throat.

“Ha! That makes eleven wins and nine losses in our last twenty matches. I’m ahead by two now!” she declared triumphantly, flashing a fanged grin.

Belamus exhaled slowly, still catching his breath. “You’ve gotten strong, Navasha,” he admitted with a faint nod of respect.

He was, after all, a sage first and foremost. Swordsmanship wasn’t his specialty, though he was more than competent thanks to years of training and the enhancement magic that boosted his physical capabilities. The fact that Navasha could match him, and sometimes even surpass him in close combat while still only a Knight Goblin, was genuinely impressive.

She had two evolutionary stages still ahead of her. Belamus couldn’t help but feel a twinge of excitement as he imagined how powerful she might become at her peak.

From across the training field, another voice rang out.

“All right, Medello! Let’s have a magic duel next!”

“Huh? Come on, Delarosaaa… there’s no way I can beat you!” Medello’s nervous protest followed immediately after.

Belamus turned his head. It seemed Delarosa was eager for a new challenge, and her chosen opponent this time was Medello, a goblin girl their age, just like Navasha.

Medello hadn’t grown much in height, but her chest had developed rather noticeably, creating a slightly awkward contrast with her still-youthful face. Her appearance aside, she possessed one of the highest mana capacities in all of Beresdral. However, she was still a Witch Goblin, a full step behind Delarosa’s Sage Goblin evolution. In terms of raw magical firepower, it was an uneven match.

Even so, Belamus realized he hadn’t personally evaluated Medello’s abilities in quite some time. Curious to see how far she had come, he decided to stay and watch their duel.

Delarosa and Medello stood a fair distance apart on the training field, aiming their spells not at each other, but at the open air in a safe, unoccupied direction. It was a basic form of magical sparring, testing power and speed without risking injury. Both girls began with the same spell, unleashing bursts of energy to gauge the difference in force.

As expected, Delarosa’s magic packed far more punch. Even with identical spells, the caster’s mana pool influenced the outcome, and Delarosa’s had grown tremendously since her evolution into a Sage Goblin. But it wasn’t just raw power; she was fast, too. Her incantations came fluidly, almost instinctively, spells leaping from her fingertips with crisp precision.

Medello wasn’t slow by any means—on the contrary, her casting speed was impressive—but she lagged just a fraction of a beat behind Delarosa. And in magic, that momentary delay could mean everything.

The two continued testing spells—short bursts of wind, controlled jets of flame, shimmering waves of water—but the result remained consistent: Delarosa was ahead in every category.

Still, Belamus, watching quietly from the sidelines, was impressed. Medello had grown by leaps and bounds. Her control, her confidence, her composure: all had improved significantly. It was clear to him now that she was nearing the threshold of evolution. It wouldn’t be long before she, too, would ascend to the rank of Sage Goblin.

“You’re amazing, Delarosa…” Medello breathed, her voice filled with admiration as she lowered her hands.

There was no jealousy in her tone. To her, Delarosa wasn’t a rival to surpass; she was something closer to a star in the sky. Distant, dazzling, unreachable. Not a competitor, but someone to look up to.

Before Delarosa could respond, a sharp cry of pain cut through the field.

“Ahh—!”

Everyone turned toward the sound. One of the Soldier Goblins had collapsed mid-sparring, clutching his leg in agony. It was clearly more than a scratch; his bone looked twisted, broken. A serious injury. Normally, something like that would require weeks, if not months, of rest and healing.

“I’ll heal him!” Medello called out, already rushing over.

She dropped to her knees beside the injured goblin and extended her hands. A soft glow surged around her fingers, then enveloped the wounded limb in gentle light. Before their eyes, the misshapen leg began to straighten. The swelling subsided, and the goblin’s grimace eased.

“Wh-What? It doesn’t hurt… It’s healed!” the goblin gasped, staring down at his leg in stunned disbelief.

He stared down at his now–perfectly mended leg in disbelief.

Delarosa watched from a few steps away, visibly impressed. “Your healing magic really is amazing, Medello.”

Delarosa could use healing spells herself, but it wasn’t a strength of hers. Medello, on the other hand, had an extraordinary gift for restorative magic. Even serious injuries, the kind that would normally require prolonged rest, were nothing more than momentary setbacks in her hands.

Belamus was far more proficient with offensive magic than with healing spells. That said, he could wield restorative magic with impressive skill when necessary, and at present, his healing capabilities still surpassed Medello’s. Even so, he was certain she would overtake him in time.

In battle, raw power mattered, but so did recovery. The ability to bring wounded soldiers back to fighting condition in moments could turn the tide of a conflict. And beyond its tactical utility, healing magic carried a powerful psychological effect: the reassurance that injury wasn’t the end. It lifted morale, gave hope. In that sense, Medello was just as indispensable as Delarosa.

Later that day, Belamus left the training grounds and made his way to the district where the Imps lived.

It was part of his routine: checking in on the various communities that made up Beresdral, asking questions, listening for signs of unrest or trouble before they could spread. Building a city wasn’t just about walls and magic. It was about people. And people needed to be heard.

The moment he entered the Imp district, a voice called out.

“Lord Belamus!”

A blur of red hair and fluttering robes rushed toward him: Lilli, the Imp girl who had once followed him like a shadow. For a long time, she’d served as his personal assistant of sorts, always at his side. But recently, at his request, she had stepped back into her role as a leader among the Imps, focusing on guiding her people instead.

Still, that shift had left her feeling a little lonely.

“Anything to report?” Belamus asked, his tone steady and direct.

“Absolutely nothing, sir!” Lilli beamed up at him, eyes sparkling. “The magic lessons are going smoothly, and no one’s expressed any complaints about their living conditions. Everything is perfect!”

It was clear just from her expression that she was happy to see him again.

“Oh! Except one thing,” she added quickly, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “I’m deeply unsatisfied with how little time I get to spend with you! So, I’ve come up with a solution: we should live together!”

Belamus blinked. “I’m afraid I already have a family.”

“Then… then at least come stay over sometimes!” she pressed, eyes wide and hopeful.

He hesitated. “… I suppose spending the night occasionally wouldn’t hurt.”

“Yay! You promise, okay? I’ll be waiting!” Lilli exclaimed, bouncing on her toes as if she’d just won the lottery.

The way she emphasized waiting made Belamus uneasy. He wasn’t sure what he’d just signed up for, but judging from the determination in her eyes, once he set foot in that house, he might never be allowed to leave.

I probably shouldn’t have said that, he thought with a sigh.

Belamus didn’t want to lie, not even to himself. He knew he’d eventually spend the night there, but when that time came, he’d have to be more careful. For now, he simply reminded himself to tread lightly.

“Oh, that’s right. Lady Liza was looking for you,” Lilli said, her voice thoughtful. “She seemed like she had something important to discuss.”

“Liza?” Belamus’s brow furrowed slightly. “Did she say what it was about?”

Lilli shook her head, eyes flicking briefly toward the direction Liza had gone. “She seemed like she was in a rush,” she replied, her voice tinged with uncertainty. “I didn’t get the details… but she did say she had to hurry home to take care of something.”

That was enough to stir unease in Belamus’s chest. He wasn’t sure what had prompted her urgency, but the way it was phrased set off a quiet alarm in his mind. Trusting his instincts, Belamus changed course and made for Liza’s house without delay.

When he arrived, he didn’t bother knocking, just called out from outside. “Liza? It’s Belamus.”

There was a startled pause, followed by a flustered voice from within. “B-Belamus?! P-Please wait just a moment!”

The sound of hurried footsteps and furniture being hastily shifted echoed from inside. A few seconds later, the door creaked open to reveal Liza, her cheeks flushed and her breathing slightly uneven. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said, trying to compose herself.

Liza was the only other human living in Beresdral, the city nestled deep within the realm of monsters. Yet despite her origins, she’d long since shed any lingering prejudice toward her neighbors. She’d become part of the community in every way that mattered. A former knight with formidable combat prowess, Liza had taken on a broader role within the city over time. Thanks to her disciplined nature and tireless work ethic, she’d gradually begun assisting Belamus with several civic responsibilities.

Lately, though, she’d taken on more than her fair share. She wasn’t the type to turn people down, and the weight of those obligations had begun to show, at least to someone who knew her well. Belamus couldn’t help but worry. Still, no matter how busy she became, Liza never seemed worn down or bitter. If anything, she gave the impression that she genuinely enjoyed the work.

“I heard from Lilli that you needed to see me,” Belamus said as he stepped inside.

Liza gave a small, apologetic smile. “Ah, yes… sorry about the trouble. There’s actually something I really wanted you to look over.”

She disappeared briefly into another room and returned with a stack of papers in hand. As Belamus flipped through them, he quickly recognized the contents: details of an upcoming trade agreement with the dwarves.

Beresdral, being a city of monsters, had traditionally only been able to export food. But for a long time, that alone hadn’t been enough to make meaningful trades with the dwarves, whose diets consisted exclusively of metal. It wasn’t until recently, thanks to Medina, the legion ant queen, that a rich vein of ore had been unearthed in the outskirts of the city. The metal it produced happened to be just to the dwarves’ liking, and its reputation had spread quickly among their merchants.

With that as their new bargaining chip, Beresdral had begun exchanging raw metal for finely crafted dwarven tools. Even though they had learned a bit of the craft themselves, the intricacies of dwarven engineering were still far beyond them. Buying the finished products remained the fastest and most reliable method, especially for items like firearms, which they had once tried to replicate with limited success.

Liza’s concern was straightforward: Was this latest trade agreement sound? Fair? Or had the dwarves, shrewd as ever, managed to slip in terms skewed in their favor?

Belamus scanned the documents with practiced eyes. The numbers were fair, the goods balanced. Liza had done well. He handed the papers back with a slight nod. “Looks good. I don’t see any issues.”

A breath of relief escaped her lips. “Understood. Then I’ll go ahead with the exchange. Let’s see… I should probably check with Medina about the current yield just to be safe…”

She began rattling off her next steps, already reaching for another sheet, her focus darting between papers and mental to-do lists. Watching her, Belamus couldn’t help but frown slightly. She was clearly pushing herself too hard again.

“I’ll go speak to Medina,” he said, cutting in gently. “You take a break.”

Liza blinked. “What? N-No, I couldn’t possibly—”

“You’re always giving it your all,” he said, his tone firm but warm. “Let yourself rest, even if it’s just for a little while.”

There was a beat of hesitation before her shoulders softened. “Belamus… thank you. I’ll take you up on that.”

With that, he turned and left the house, heading toward Medina’s underground domain.

The legion ant queen lived deep beneath the city, within the vast network of tunnels that made up her subterranean nest.

At one point, Belamus had suggested that Medina move to the surface to improve communication speed. But it quickly became clear that living above ground caused her more stress than it was worth. In the end, she remained in the subterranean nest where she felt most at ease.

There was only a single entrance to the legion ant colony within Beresdral itself. Outside the city walls, however, multiple access points had been built to enable rapid deployment in emergencies. The ants were the city’s first line of defense, and their ability to emerge quickly and in numbers was vital.

Belamus approached one such entrance, its circular lid sealed shut with thick metal. He pried it open with practiced ease and descended into the tunnels.

The deeper he went, the cooler and darker the air became. The path was familiar, etched into his memory from countless visits, and before long, he reached the heart of the nest.

“Ah, Belamus,” came a calm, resonant voice. “Good afternoon.”

Medina stood at the far end of the chamber, her regal form illuminated by a soft glow emanating from the Ant Core beside her. As queen of the legion ants, she rarely strayed from it. Something about its presence seemed to ground her, as if anchoring her mind in place.

“What brings you here today?” she asked with a knowing smile. “Is it business… or pleasure?”

Belamus allowed himself a small chuckle. It wasn’t uncommon for him to visit Medina just to talk. Despite her appearance, she had lived for centuries, perhaps even since before Belamus’s own past life, and her breadth of experience made her one of the most insightful beings in the city.

He still remembered the first time she’d casually mentioned being no bigger than a common ant when she was born, and the fact that she’d once been kept as a pet by humans. That alone had left him speechless. According to her, that had been hundreds of years ago. She might’ve been alive since the age of kingdoms long vanished.

“Today’s visit is work-related,” he said.

“A shame,” Medina replied with a faint, amused sigh. “But I suppose I’ll survive.”

“It won’t take long,” he assured her. “I just need to confirm something. We’re finalizing a trade agreement with the dwarves, and I wanted to make sure there haven’t been any changes in the ore yield.”

“The ore yield?” Medina’s antennae twitched thoughtfully. “No, there’s been no change. Production has remained steady.”

“Good. Then the trade can proceed as planned,” Belamus said, his tone calm and decisive, the weight of responsibility settling visibly across his shoulders.

With the main reason for his visit handled, Belamus hesitated. Instead of turning to leave, he lingered for a moment longer, scanning the chamber with a quiet, thoughtful gaze.

The legion ants played an indispensable role in Beresdral. Their labor sustained the city’s prosperity, and their queen, Medina, was at the center of it all. Belamus felt a responsibility not just to manage their output, but to ensure everything was running smoothly. He knew better than to assume silence meant all was well.

“Any problems I should know about?” he asked, his voice low and sincere.

Without the legion ants, Beresdral’s defenses would barely function. They were the city’s shield in times of crisis, and now, through mining, they’d become one of its greatest assets in peacetime as well. Belamus took that responsibility seriously. Whenever possible, he tried to address problems before they escalated. Even the casual chats he shared with Medina were, in part, a quiet way of checking in, of making sure everything beneath the surface stayed stable.

“Well,” Medina said, antennae twitching slightly, “the new weapons we received, the firearms, they’re incredibly effective. Easy to handle, reliable in combat… we’re very grateful for them.” She paused, then let out a light laugh. “Ah, but I suppose that’s not exactly a problem, is it? No, nothing concerning at the moment.”

“Glad to hear it,” Belamus replied with a small nod.

“Oh, before you go,” she added quickly, her tone turning almost playful, “stay and talk with me for a while. It’s been a long time since I shared one of my old stories, and I must admit, I do enjoy telling them.”

There was no urgent business waiting for him, and it wasn’t as though a short conversation would do any harm. He smiled faintly. “All right. Let’s talk.”

So, they did.

That day, Medina spoke of a time long past, when she had still been small, no bigger than a common ant. She’d been raised by humans back then, kept as a pet. But as she grew—and legion ants grew continuously, their size limited only by time—she’d eventually become too large to care for. Her human caretaker, overwhelmed with fear, had tried to kill her. She’d barely escaped with her life.

It was a heavy tale. One of betrayal and survival. And though she told it with an even voice, there was something solemn behind her calm gaze.

By the time the story wound to a natural close, Belamus knew it was time to move on. He thanked Medina and left the nest, letting the quiet hum of the tunnels fade behind him.

After updating Liza with the results of his visit, he considered taking a moment for himself. A short break wouldn’t hurt. With that in mind, he turned toward home.

He didn’t get far.

“Ah, Master Belamus. Good afternoon.”

The soft, melodic voice belonged to Ellency, the leader of the alraune. She stood in the sun-dappled street ahead, her posture graceful as ever. The large flower blooming from her head seemed even fuller than the last time he’d seen her.

Trailing behind her were several young alraune, each barely waist-high and still growing. Their bright, leafy bodies swayed as they walked, sticking close to their elder.

“I was just taking them out for a walk,” Ellency said, smiling fondly as she looked back at the cluster of children. “Now, now, say hello to Lord Belamus.”

“Good afternoon!” the little ones chorused, their voices bright and chirping like birds in spring.

The sight brought a rare warmth to Belamus’s chest.

A few years ago, the alraune had entered a fertile season and been born in large numbers—though in their case, “born” wasn’t quite the right word. They had blossomed.

The alraune didn’t reproduce the way humans or goblins did. There was no concept of romantic coupling or mating. Instead, they produced seeds—naturally, passively—and buried them in the soil to grow. Their reproduction was more botanical than biological.

Because of that, the idea of “parent” and “child” held little meaning in their culture. Children were raised communally, as a shared responsibility of the species rather than a familial one. Their values were alien enough that Belamus often found himself uncertain, even after years of living among them.

Still, children were children.

“Play with us! Play with us!” they cried in unison, their leafy arms tugging at his robe as they crowded around him with boundless enthusiasm.

Belamus blinked, caught off guard by the sudden assault of energy. Even if they had bloomed from seeds rather than being born, their childishness was unmistakable and infectious.

“Now, now,” Ellency chided gently, stepping forward with a firm but motherly tone. “Lord Belamus is a very busy man.”

“Awwww…” The children pouted in unison, their petals drooping just slightly in protest.

“Come on, it’s time to go,” Ellency said, ushering them back into a loose formation. She turned to Belamus with a nod of apology. “Sorry to trouble you. We’ll be on our way.”

“No trouble at all,” he said, offering a faint smile. “Take care. And good luck with the little ones.”

He watched them go, the tall, graceful Ellency surrounded by a flurry of sprouting children, their laughter trailing behind them like wind through leaves. Once they were out of sight, Belamus finally turned and made his way home.



Chapter 3


The following day, Belamus wandered over to the training grounds and found Balbora there, looking unusually troubled.

Balbora wasn’t just any orc; he was the leader of the orc community in Beresdral. Among his kind, he was not only the strongest but also the most capable leader. If someone like him was visibly anxious, it could only mean something serious had arisen within the orcs’ ranks.

Worried, Belamus approached him.

“Is something wrong?” Belamus asked, his gaze steady.

Balbora flinched slightly at the question, caught off guard. “Ah, Lord Belamus! No, not really… I mean, nothing’s happened exactly…”

He trailed off, his words hesitant, but the unease written all over his face said otherwise. Whatever this was, it had been eating at him for a while.

“You don’t have to hold back,” Belamus said calmly. “If there’s something on your mind, I’ll listen.”

Balbora hesitated a moment longer, then gave a small nod and exhaled sharply, as if releasing a weight from his chest.

“Th-then… if you’ll let me speak, I’ll just say it,” Balbora said at last, his voice rough with hesitation. He lowered his gaze, the confidence of a leader momentarily stripped away. “I evolved into a Scale Orc, right? But I haven’t been able to evolve any further since then.”

His voice was low and serious, tinged with frustration. Balbora’s entire body was covered in hardened, armor-like skin, the signature trait of a Scale Orc. He’d undergone that evolution a few years ago, and since then, nothing. No progress. No transformation.

“Meanwhile, the goblins—Delarosa, Medello—they’ve evolved again and again,” Balbora said, his voice tight with frustration as his gaze dropped to the ground. “They’ve gotten stronger.” He paused, swallowing hard, then looked up with a flicker of desperation in his eyes. “And me… I’m still stuck. Is there… is there something wrong with me? Am I just not meant to evolve further?”

His words came out raw, stripped of his usual bravado. It was rare to see someone as formidable as Balbora look so unsure of himself. Belamus could see it in his eyes; this wasn’t about jealousy. It was fear. Fear of being left behind.

“I don’t believe you’re at a dead end,” Belamus replied evenly. “From what I’ve observed, further evolution is still possible. But…”

He paused, folding his arms thoughtfully.

“To evolve again, you’ll need to consume a specific type of monster,” Belamus explained, his voice calm but deliberate, each word weighed with care. “One that doesn’t live anywhere near here. It inhabits the far reaches beyond the Great Frazes Forest.” He paused, meeting Balbora’s eyes. “Getting there isn’t impossible, but it’s far. You’d need to leave the city for quite a while.”

Belamus’s voice was steady, but there was a trace of hesitation at the end. As Beresdral’s de facto leader, he couldn’t afford to disappear for extended periods. A short absence was manageable. But a journey that required weeks, perhaps months, was another matter entirely.

Balbora’s ears twitched. His eyes sharpened with new purpose.

“Where exactly do these monsters live?” Balbora asked with a sudden intensity.

He stepped forward, the uncertainty in his voice now replaced by something else: determination. He wasn’t giving up. Not without trying.

“You really want to go?” Belamus asked quietly but seriously, studying Balbora’s face.

“I do,” Balbora replied with a firm nod.

“I can’t go with you,” Belamus said, his tone measured. “And it’ll be dangerous.”

“I figured,” Balbora answered, squaring his shoulders. “But if the monster I need to evolve is something I can hunt myself, then I want to do it alone. I can’t keep relying on you forever, Lord Belamus.”

There had been a time when Balbora had hesitated in the face of the unknown. Caution had once defined him more than courage. But now, there was none of that hesitation in his voice—only resolve. He stood tall, eyes steady, a warrior who had made up his mind.

“The monster you’ll need to consume is called an Elder Lizard,” Belamus said slowly. “It’s strong—not unbeatable, but not weak either. And there’s a good chance you’ll encounter other powerful creatures along the way. Are you prepared for that?”

Balbora nodded without flinching. “Yes. I have to evolve. No matter what.”

The unwavering determination in his voice left no room for doubt. Seeing that, Belamus finally relented. He gave Balbora the information he needed.

“Leave the Great Frazes Forest from the western side, then head northwest,” Belamus instructed, his tone measured and precise as he conjured the map in his mind. “You’ll reach a barren wasteland. That’s where the Elder Lizard was last known to live.” His eyes narrowed slightly, as if tracing the old paths in memory, paths worn by time.

Balbora leaned in, absorbing every word.

“One thing to be aware of,” Belamus continued, “is that you’ll have to pass through territory used by humans. There’s no avoiding it.”

“Is… is that a problem?” Balbora asked cautiously. “If I’m seen by humans, will it cause trouble?”

“Possibly,” Belamus said, his voice low and serious. “Humans tend to view orcs as hostile. They may not understand your intent, and you won’t be able to communicate with them. If they attack in numbers…” He paused, his gaze hardening. “You might not make it out.”

“I see,” Balbora murmured. “So even among humans… you really are different, Lord Belamus.”

Belamus didn’t respond to that. Instead, he added one more warning.

“And another thing,” Belamus added, his voice turning thoughtful, almost distant. “There’s a chance the Elder Lizard might not even be there anymore. My knowledge is based on memories from a long time ago, another lifetime, even.” He met Balbora’s eyes, firm and steady. “If you get there and confirm it’s gone, don’t push further. Just come back.”

It was true. The information came from his previous life, and the world had changed since then. That said, monster territories, especially ones like the wasteland beyond the forest, didn’t tend to shift drastically. Creatures didn’t just vanish overnight. Still, Belamus couldn’t offer guarantees.

Balbora bowed his head. “Understood.”

“One more piece of advice,” Belamus said. “Don’t go alone. Bring a few companions, two or three at most. A large group will only draw attention. You need to stay unseen.”

“Companions…” Balbora repeated, brow furrowing. Then he nodded. “All right. I’ll find someone willing to come with me.”

With that, Belamus summoned a glowing thread of magic and began drawing a map based on his memory. Once it was complete, he handed it to Balbora.

“The human villages may have shifted a bit,” Belamus said, his voice steady with quiet certainty, “but the land itself shouldn’t have changed much.”

Balbora took the map reverently in both hands. “Thank you! Then… I’ll start gathering companions right away!”

With renewed energy, he turned and jogged off, his heavy footsteps light with purpose as he set off to find those who would accompany him into the wilds.



Chapter 4


“Still… companions, huh…”

Balbora muttered to himself as he wandered through the streets of Beresdral, lost in thought. At first, he’d considered asking some of his fellow orcs to join him. But the moment he pictured a group of towering orcs trekking across human territory, he grimaced. Orcs weren’t exactly inconspicuous. Even alone, he drew attention. A group of them traveling together? They’d be spotted instantly. But could he really ask someone outside his species to help with this? He hesitated.

This is an orc problem, he told himself. It’s about my evolution. Something I should handle with my own kind… right?

He frowned, his heavy steps slowing.

But if I get stronger, it helps Beresdral too. That’s bigger than just me or the orcs…

He chewed on the thought for a while, but in the end, realized he was wasting time. Overthinking wouldn’t help. If no one else wanted to come, he’d fall back on the orcs. Simple as that.

Decision made, he headed to the training grounds to see who might be around. As he arrived, the first person he spotted was Deralosa.

Deralosa: the second most powerful individual in Beresdral, right behind Belamus. Even just watching her train was awe-inspiring. The force behind her magic was unreal. But that strength came with responsibility. If someone like her left the city, it would be a serious blow to its defenses.

Yeah, can’t ask her. She’s too important to have away for that long…

As he stood there mulling it over, a familiar voice called out from behind.

“Oi. You just gonna stand there all day spacing out?”

Balbora turned and found himself face-to-face with Ugo.

Ugo was Medello’s older brother and one of the top-ranking goblins in the city. His skill with a blade was second only to Navasha’s, though, to be fair, Navasha was in a league of her own. Still, Ugo was no slouch, and while strong, he wasn’t irreplaceable in the city’s daily operations. His absence wouldn’t leave a critical gap.

“… Yeah. Ugo might be a good fit,” Balbora muttered to himself without thinking, the words slipping out as he eyed the goblin with a calculating glance, unaware he’d said them aloud.

“What was that?” Ugo narrowed his eyes. “Pretty sure you just muttered something kinda rude.”

Balbora blinked, realizing he’d spoken out loud.

“It—It’s nothing,” Balbora said quickly, waving a hand as if to swat the suspicion away. “Listen, I’ve actually got something I need to talk to you about.”

With that, he explained the situation to Ugo: his desire to evolve again, the journey he was preparing for, and the monster he needed to find.

“You want to evolve, huh?” Ugo scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, I guess it’s been a while since anything changed for you.”

“It has,” Balbora admitted with a sigh. “And honestly, these scales? They look lame. I want to get stronger, much stronger, so I need to evolve as soon as possible.”

Ugo grinned. “Well, I don’t mind tagging along. It’s been a while since I stretched my legs in a proper fight. Starting to feel a little rusty.”

“For real?” Balbora’s face lit up. “That’d be a huge help!”

But the relief didn’t last long.

“Wait a second,” Ugo said, squinting at him. “Earlier… you muttered something like ‘Ugo might work.’ Don’t tell me you meant it’s fine to take me along ’cause I’m not important enough to the city to be missed! That’s what you meant, isn’t it?! That’s seriously messed up!”

Balbora froze as Ugo advanced on him, clearly fired up. If Ugo backed out now, the plan would fall apart. In a panic, Balbora threw out the first excuse he could think of.

“N-No! That’s not it at all!” Balbora blurted, throwing up his hands defensively as he backpedaled a step. “I meant, if the journey’s dangerous, then someone with your skill would be perfect for it! That’s what I meant, I swear!” His voice cracked slightly at the end, desperation clinging to every word.

He wasn’t sure if that would work… but thankfully, Ugo wasn’t all that complicated.

“R-Right. Makes sense,” Ugo said, puffing up a little. “Only someone like me should take on a dangerous mission like this.”

Crisis averted. Balbora let out a quiet sigh of relief.

“Anyway, we should probably bring one more person,” he said, scanning the training grounds.

“Yeah, probably,” Ugo replied. “But if we drag along some half-baked rookie, they’ll just slow us down.”

As the two of them debated pros and cons, a sharp voice cut through the air behind them.

“I heard everything!”

They turned to see a figure standing tall, arms crossed, eyes blazing with purpose.

“Navasha!” Balbora exclaimed, eyes widening as he turned to face her, her sheer presence hitting like a gust of wind through the training ground.

The swordswoman stood behind them like a force of nature, her presence alone enough to make the world feel like it had stopped turning.

“You were listening?” Balbora asked, spinning around with a hint of unease.

“Yep.” Navasha grinned, her voice brimming with energy. “Sounds like a fun trip. I’m coming too!”

Balbora winced internally. Navasha’s strength was unquestionable, but if she left the city alongside Ugo, Beresdral’s defenses would be noticeably weaker. Still, one look at her expression told him resistance was futile. She’d already made up her mind. Even if he said no, she’d probably tag along anyway.

Besides, having someone like her on the team was undeniably reassuring.

“… All right,” he said at last. “The three of us will go.”

With that, the party was decided. Navasha would join him and Ugo for the journey.

“Thanks,” Balbora said sincerely, looking between them. “Both of you, thanks for coming with me. I know this is about my evolution…”

“Don’t get the wrong idea,” Ugo scoffed, crossing his arms. “I’m not doing this for you.”

“I just think a long trip sounds fun,” Navasha added with a shrug. “That’s all.”

They weren’t being polite; they genuinely meant it. But even if their reasons weren’t the most noble, Balbora couldn’t deny how much it meant to have them by his side.

With the team assembled, the three of them began preparing for the long journey ahead.

There was one hiccup: Delarosa found out about their plan and threw a tantrum, begging to come along. It took some work, but Belamus stepped in and managed to talk her down. Once the final preparations were complete, Balbora, Ugo, and Navasha left Beresdral behind.

They followed the route outlined on the magical map Belamus had created.

The first stretch of their journey led them through the dense wilds of the Great Frazes Forest, a place teeming with monsters. They were attacked multiple times along the way, but the three of them were among the strongest warriors Beresdral had to offer. Even the most fearsome creatures of the forest stood no chance against their combined might.

Still, it wasn’t just their individual strength that had grown; each of them had come a long way in terms of equipment, too. Over the past few years, they had received weapons crafted from orichalcum, a rare and nearly unworkable magical metal obtained through trade with the dwarves. Processing such material required intense magical effort and was something only Belamus could handle. Though the process consumed vast amounts of mana and couldn’t be done in large quantities, Belamus had personally crafted specialized gear for the city’s top-tier close-combatants—Balbora, Ugo, and Navasha among them.

Their journey was only beginning, but they were armed with strength, trust, and the best equipment Beresdral could offer.

Eventually, Belamus hoped to teach others how to use the same crafting magic he employed, enough to enable large-scale production of orichalcum gear. But magical training wasn’t something one could rush. It was difficult, highly specialized, and still far off.

“Too easy! Way too easy!” Navasha crowed, practically skipping ahead as she cleaved through another beast without breaking stride.

She was starting to get cocky, and with good reason. Among the three of them, her power stood out. Monsters that gave even seasoned adventurers pause were falling before her in a single blow, barely managing a roar before hitting the dirt. Nothing in the Great Frazes Forest was even remotely a challenge to her anymore.

I’ve gotta evolve soon, Balbora thought, watching Navasha slice through a hulking beast like it was made of paper. If I don’t, she’s going to leave me in the dust…

That quiet anxiety smoldered beneath the surface as the group pressed on.

The forest, though dense and dangerous, ultimately posed no real threat to the trio. They pushed through it with little resistance until finally, sunlight filtered through the thinning canopy, and then they were out.

“Huh. You know what?” Navasha said, pausing at the tree line, hands on her hips. “This is actually my first time outside the forest.”

“Same here,” Ugo added casually.

“Me too,” Balbora admitted.

Technically, Navasha had visited the dwarven kingdom before, which existed outside the forest’s boundaries. But since it was located in a vast underground network beneath the forest, it didn’t quite count as seeing the outside world. Not like this.

“Lord Belamus told us to stay alert,” Ugo said, scanning the horizon. “Especially now that we’re outside the forest. We’ve gotta avoid being seen.”

“Why?” Navasha asked, glancing sideways at him.

“If humans see us, they might assume we’re hostile,” he explained. “That’s what Belamus warned about. Best to avoid any unnecessary trouble.”

“Makes sense,” she said, nodding. “But… if we’re worried about standing out, isn’t Balbora kind of the biggest problem?”

“Ugh… yeah, I guess you’ve got a point,” Balbora muttered, shoulders slumping.

There was no getting around it: he stood out like a mountain in a meadow. Orcs weren’t just tall; they were massive. His gray-green skin, tusks, and hulking physique made him impossible to miss. Goblins, by contrast, were closer in size and build to humans. Ugo and Navasha could likely pass for human at a distance. But Balbora? He’d draw attention just by breathing.

“If we keep our faces out of sight, we’ll probably get by unnoticed,” Ugo said, glancing toward the tree line. “But you, Balbora… yeah, that’s gonna be a problem.”

“If we’re supposed to avoid being seen by humans,” Navasha added, “then we need to stick to places they never go. Didn’t Belamus give us a route?”

“He said as long as we stay off the main roads, we’re less likely to run into anyone,” Ugo replied. “But humans have a wide patrol range. There’s no guarantee we won’t cross paths with some, no matter how careful we are.”

“So, humans could pop up anywhere, huh…” Navasha scratched her cheek, frowning thoughtfully. “Well, maybe we won’t run into any strong ones. And if we do, we can just run, right?”

“Yeah, except… Balbora’s big. And slow. He might not be able to outrun them.”

“Ahh, that’s true,” Navasha agreed with a casual nod.

Balbora’s ears twitched. “W-Wait… am I dragging you two down?”

The moment the words left his mouth, a flicker of uncertainty crossed his face. He hated asking, but he had to know.

Ugo flailed his arms awkwardly. “N-No! That’s not what we meant!”

“Y-Yeah! It’s just, uh…” Navasha hesitated, fumbling for words. “You’re kinda… hard to move around with?”

“That is exactly what I meant by dragging you down!” Balbora groaned, shoulders sagging as his tusked jaw tightened with frustration.

He had hoped, really hoped, that this time he could prove himself without relying on Belamus. But here he was, already slowing the group down. The thought stung more than he wanted to admit.

Well… I am an orc. Standing out is kind of unavoidable, he told himself, trying to rally his spirits. If it comes to a fight, I’ll pull my weight. I’ll protect them. I’ll prove I’m not dead weight.

With renewed resolve, Balbora tightened his grip on the handle of his weapon and focused forward. He’d contribute where it mattered most: in battle.

The group continued on, avoiding main roads and weaving their way through less-traveled terrain, guided by Belamus’s hand-drawn map.

After some time, Ugo glanced at it again and groaned. “You know… now that I’ve looked at this thing a few times… isn’t this, like, really far?”

He’d never spent much time studying maps, but even he could tell they had a long way to go. And taking the long way around to avoid humans? That would add days, maybe even weeks.

“Didn’t Belamus say it’d take one or two months?” Navasha asked casually, squinting at the hand-drawn map.

“If that’s true, there’s no way the food we brought’s gonna last,” Ugo muttered, checking over their supplies with a frown.

“Guess that means once we’re running low, we’ll have to hunt whatever looks edible,” Navasha shrugged.

“Yeah, figures,” Balbora said. “If we spot something that looks like it could be food, we should probably take it down while we can.”

“Like that thing?” Navasha asked suddenly, pointing through the brush.

A creature stood some distance away—tall, slender, four-legged, with graceful horns and a cautious stance. It was a deer, though none of them recognized it. Deer didn’t exist within the Great Frazes Forest, so this was the first time any of them had ever seen one.

“Is that some kind of horned monster?” Ugo asked warily. “Think it’s strong?”

“It’s pretty big,” Balbora said, tilting his head. “Looks like it’d have a lot of meat on it.”

“Perfect!” Navasha grinned. “I’ll go take it down!”

“H-Hey! Wait, at least check how strong it is first!” Ugo tried to stop her, but Navasha was already bounding toward it without a second thought.

As soon as she stepped forward, the deer bolted, startled by her presence. But its reaction caught all three of them off guard. Monsters typically only ran when they were weak. With its impressive size and antlers, they’d assumed this one would fight back.

“D-Don’t run!!” Navasha shouted, breaking into a full sprint.

The deer was fast, but Navasha was faster. Far faster. In mere seconds, she closed the distance, drew her sword, and with one clean slash from behind, severed its neck in a single stroke.

“Got it!” she called out triumphantly. “Didn’t even break a sweat!”

“Fast, yeah,” Ugo muttered as he caught up. “But guess it wasn’t all that strong after all…”

They dragged the body back and got to work. Skinning it took effort, but Balbora handled the muscle work while Ugo focused on extracting the meat. None of them were particularly skilled with magic, but Ugo had at least learned a basic fire spell. He sparked a flame easily enough, and soon they had a decent campfire going.

They skewered chunks of meat on sticks and roasted them over the flames. When the first piece was done, Navasha didn’t wait; she grabbed it straight off the stick and took a big bite.

“Mmm! Not bad at all,” she said, chewing happily. “Kinda tasty, actually.”

She grinned through a mouthful, clearly pleased with the result.

Seeing Navasha eating so eagerly, Balbora and Ugo couldn’t resist any longer. They each grabbed a skewer and took a bite.

“Yeah… this is good,” Balbora muttered, surprised at how tender it was.

“Might be the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” Ugo added, chewing thoughtfully. “You don’t get stuff like this in the forest. Nothing we’ve hunted there even comes close.”

The Great Frazes Forest was home to a wide variety of magical beasts, but few of them were actually tasty. Most had tough flesh, foul smells, or unpredictable aftereffects. But this deer? It was soft, rich, and just gamey enough to satisfy.

“If we see more of these things,” Navasha said between bites, “let’s make sure we hunt them down, yeah?”

Balbora and Ugo nodded in agreement without hesitation.

With their bellies full and morale high, the three of them packed up camp and continued their journey, following the route on Belamus’s map. Since leaving the forest, they’d encountered very few monsters—at least, none that posed a threat. Instead, they’d come across harmless wildlife: deer, boars, rabbits… all edible, all easy to catch. Thanks to that, they’d barely had to dip into their emergency food rations.

Alas, the peace didn’t last forever.

A few days into the journey, they spotted a small group of humans in the distance—hunters, by the look of them. Realizing the danger, the three of them quickly ducked behind a rocky outcrop. Balbora threw himself flat against the ground, holding his breath. His massive frame made hiding a challenge, but somehow, they avoided being spotted.

There were a few close calls along the way, moments when a careless step or the glint of a weapon might have given them away, but they managed to avoid detection. Stealth had never been their strong suit, but sheer luck and good instincts kept them moving forward.

Eventually, the terrain began to shift. Grass gave way to cracked earth. Trees thinned out, then disappeared altogether. The world around them turned dry, colorless, almost lifeless.

They had reached the wasteland.

“So, this is it…” Navasha muttered, gazing out over the barren horizon. “The place where that monster lives, the one Balbora’s gotta eat to evolve.”

It was exactly what the name implied: a vast stretch of desolate land, rough and sun scorched. There were hardly any plants. No shade. No water. Just wind and silence and the weight of something unseen pressing down on them.

For all three of them, who had spent their lives in forested lands, beneath thick canopies and tangled roots, it was a strange and almost alien sight.

“The Elder Lizard,” Balbora said, scanning the distant cliffs. “That’s the one I need. Belamus said it’s strong, but beatable. But he also warned us that this wasteland is crawling with other monsters. Some are a lot worse than the Elder Lizard.”

Outside the Great Frazes Forest, there were several regions across the world that could be called demonic zones: places so dangerous that even seasoned adventurers avoided them. This wasteland was one of those places.

The humans had a name for it: The Wastes of Death.

That alone spoke volumes.

Within this land of ruin, the Elder Lizard was ranked only around mid-high in terms of threat level. Which meant… there were things out here that were far, far worse.

“If anything other than our target shows up, can’t we just run for it?” Ugo suggested, eyes scanning the open terrain.

“You think it’ll be that easy to escape?” Balbora asked, unconvinced.

“No need to run,” Navasha cut in with a cocky grin. “I’ll just crush anything that gets in our way.”

Where Balbora and Ugo were planning for retreat, Navasha clearly wasn’t entertaining the idea at all. It was hard to say whether that was reassuring or reckless. Probably both.

“In any case, we need to stay alert,” Balbora warned, shooting her a pointed look. “Don’t charge off the moment something moves.”

They had to be cautious. The Elder Lizard wasn’t just another beast—it was a powerful, dangerous creature. Jet black in color, roughly the size of an orc, and shaped like a monstrous lizard, it was known to breathe dark flame. The flame itself didn’t burn flesh, but it had a debilitating effect, drastically weakening the abilities of anyone caught in its blast. Worse still, the debuff lasted for hours. One hit could ruin a fight.

The trio continued forward through the wasteland, scanning the rocky terrain for signs of their quarry, but the Elder Lizard was nowhere in sight.

Instead, something else emerged.

A massive form stirred in the distance: long, sinuous, and unnatural in its movement. It wasn’t the Elder Lizard. It was a Dragon Centipede.

The thing stretched nearly thirty meters long, its grotesque body lined with countless twitching legs. Despite its repulsive appearance, it held a monstrous grace, its glossy exoskeleton gleaming like armor. Its head, unlike that of a normal centipede, lifted from the ground, swaying high above them like a serpent ready to strike.

Most people would have fainted at the sight. But Balbora, Ugo, and Navasha had lived their whole lives surrounded by monsters. They didn’t flinch.

Still, it looked powerful. Dangerously so.

Balbora and Ugo hesitated, weighing their options. Fight or flight?

Before either could make a decision, Navasha was already sprinting toward it, sword in hand.

The Dragon Centipede didn’t slither like a normal insect; it moved with eerie, deliberate power, its front limbs bracing the ground as it raised its massive head even higher. Weak points were hard to come by on a creature this size, but the head was the best bet. Every living thing has a brain. And Navasha went for it.

She leaped—no, launched—into the air, her enhanced physical strength propelling her upward in a stunning vertical arc. Her blade gleamed as it came down toward the centipede’s skull.

She reached it, but barely.

With a loud metallic clang, her sword struck the creature’s head and bounced off. Its carapace was harder than expected, far too hard. The blow did no damage.

Thrown off balance by the recoil, Navasha was forced into a rough landing. She hit the ground in a roll, kicking up a cloud of dust as she skidded across the dry earth.

The centipede coiled, then lashed out like a whip, its enormous body crashing toward her.

Balbora’s eyes widened.

If that thing hit her directly, with that kind of momentum and armor behind it, she wouldn’t walk away unscathed. And she was still down. Dodging in time might not be possible.

Just as the centipede’s massive body came crashing down, Balbora moved. He stepped in front of Navasha without hesitation—no thought, no plan, only instinct—and braced himself against the incoming blow.

A thunderous CRAAANG! echoed across the wasteland as the Dragon Centipede’s tail slammed into him.

“Ghh—dammit!” Balbora grunted, his voice strained from the impact.

His scale-armored body withstood the brunt of the hit. As a Scale Orc, his defense was leagues beyond that of an ordinary warrior, yet even so, the strike was no gentle nudge. Though he remained standing, the force of it had clearly rattled him. He winced, shoulders trembling slightly, but stayed firm.

“That was close! Thanks, Balbora!” Navasha called out from behind him, already back on her feet. “Way harder than it looks, huh?”

“Yeah,” Balbora growled, rotating his shoulder. “This one’s probably better suited for me.”

Though Navasha surpassed him in technique, Balbora’s sheer offensive power gave him the edge when dealing with something this tough. The Dragon Centipede was sluggish but incredibly durable, a walking fortress of chitin and muscle. That made Balbora the ideal counter, and he didn’t hesitate.

Balbora swung his massive orichalcum mace with both hands and brought it crashing down onto the centipede’s writhing torso. The impact rang out like a boulder dropped on steel, and the creature’s carapace cracked under the blow. A jagged fracture split across its exoskeleton, the once-impenetrable armor now shattered and bleeding.

The instant the weak point was exposed, Navasha and Ugo dove in without needing a signal. Their blades flashed, carving through the vulnerable flesh with surgical precision. The centipede’s body split in two, nearly bisected by the blow.

Even that wasn’t enough to stop it.

The Dragon Centipede shrieked, its top half still writhing, and began dragging itself toward them, blood spilling from its ruined body. Its head reared up again, limbs thrashing wildly, determined to keep fighting even in its broken state.

Balbora didn’t flinch. Without a word, he charged forward and brought his mace crashing down onto its skull.

The strike landed squarely, the sound sickening and final. The creature’s exoskeleton gave way with a brutal crunch, the head crumpling beneath the weight of the blow. It had launched itself forward at the moment of impact, and that momentum only amplified the force behind Balbora’s strike.

Even decapitated, the beast continued to twitch violently. Its segmented body flailed in all directions, convulsing with mindless instinct.

“Keep your distance,” Balbora warned, stepping back with the others as the carcass thrashed.

They watched in tense silence as the spasms slowed… then stopped.

At last, the Dragon Centipede lay still.

Even for a trio as battle-hardened as they were, the fight had been brutal. But in the end, the monster had fallen.

Balbora stood tall in the settling dust, his chest rising and falling with slow, steady breaths. He said nothing, but the quiet pride in his stance spoke for him.

“Gotta say, that thing was pretty tough,” Navasha said as she stretched, kicking dust off her boots. “But you crushed it, Balbora. Nice work.”

There was no arguing with it: Balbora had carried the fight. Without his overwhelming power and sheer durability, the Dragon Centipede might’ve been a real threat.

“Heh, well… yeah.” Balbora grinned widely, puffing out his chest. “If I can handle something like that in this form, just imagine what I’ll be able to do when I evolve into a Dragon Orc! Man, I’m really starting to look forward to it!”

He was absolutely riding the high of his performance, swaggering, beaming, completely in his element. His confidence soared past the clouds.

“Yeah… keep talking like that, and karma’s gonna come bite you,” Ugo muttered, not even bothering to look at him as he adjusted his sword belt.

As it turned out, Ugo was absolutely right.

They continued across the wasteland for some time without running into anything as dangerous as the Dragon Centipede. The next creatures they encountered were Rock Scorpions—midsized scorpion-like monsters roughly sixty centimeters long. At first glance, they didn’t seem like much. But their tails told a different story.

Each one sported a massive, wickedly curved stinger that looked capable of skewering a man clean through. While the venom they carried wasn’t especially lethal, it was their speed and precision that made them dangerous. They moved fast, unnaturally fast, darting through the dust and lunging for vital points with unnerving accuracy.

For Balbora, they were a nightmare.

His tough, scaled body could deflect their attacks with ease, but he simply couldn’t keep up. They were too fast, too evasive. His heavy blows whiffed through the air as the scorpions slipped around him with ease. He wasn’t in danger, but he couldn’t land a hit to save his life.

In contrast, Navasha and Ugo made short work of them. She cut them down in rapid succession, her speed matching theirs blow for blow, while Ugo moved with surgical precision, targeting joints and soft underbellies. By the time the scorpions retreated, or were wiped out, Balbora hadn’t landed a single killing blow.

“Damn it… not even one this time…” he muttered, slumping slightly. Just minutes ago, he’d been invincible. Now he looked like a deflated balloon.

“Eh, don’t worry about it,” Navasha said, giving him a casual pat on the back that almost knocked him over. “You’ll crush the next one.”

“Yeah,” Ugo added. “This kind of enemy’s just a bad match for you. We all have ’em.”

The reassurance helped… a little.

The group pressed on, and more monsters appeared, each stranger, stronger, and more vicious than the last. The name Wastes of Death wasn’t just for show. This land was a crucible, home to a wild ecosystem of deadly magical beasts.

Yet, through it all, the three of them managed to hold their own. No matter what came at them, no creature had yet appeared that the combined strength of Balbora, Navasha, and Ugo couldn’t overcome.

“Still no sign of the damn Elder Lizard,” Navasha muttered, eyes sweeping across the cracked horizon. Her head swiveled this way and that, scanning for movement, anything at all, but there was nothing. Just more wind, dust, and sunbaked rock.

They’d fought all manner of monsters since entering the Wastes of Death, but not a single one had been even close to what they were looking for. No lizards, no reptiles, not even something remotely similar. Almost everything that crossed their path had been insect-type monsters, chitinous and fast, nothing like the scaled behemoth Balbora needed.

“Maybe it’s just not here anymore,” he said, the words slipping out quietly, as if admitting them too loudly would make them real.

He remembered what Belamus had warned: his knowledge was from long ago, possibly even a previous lifetime. The Elder Lizard might have been wiped out, driven extinct by the ever-churning food chain of this harsh landscape. This place was swarming with high-level predators. It wouldn’t be surprising if one species had been devoured into disappearance.

Belamus had told him clearly: If it’s not there, don’t force it. Come home.

But still…

No. It’s too early to give up. That thing’s out here. It has to be.

Clenching his fists, Balbora pushed the doubt down and urged them onward.

Days passed. The dry wind scraped across their skin. Their food stores dwindled again. And still, no Elder Lizard.

“We’ve searched damn near everywhere,” Ugo finally said, his tone low with frustration. He shot a glance at Balbora. “Are you sure this thing exists?”

“I… I don’t know anymore,” Balbora admitted, his voice hoarse, heavy with exhaustion and disappointment. He looked away, eyes fixed on nothing.

Navasha stepped up beside him, her tone uncharacteristically soft. “Still a lotta ground we haven’t checked yet. Just ’cause we haven’t found it, that doesn’t mean it’s not out there.”

Balbora looked up, but the reassurance barely registered. She wasn’t wrong, but the odds were starting to weigh on him.

“Even if we do search it all…” Ugo interjected, frowning, “we’re running outta steam. We’ve been fighting nonstop. Sure, we can win, but that doesn’t mean we’re not wearing down. One slip, one mistake, and this place will kill us.”

He wasn’t being pessimistic, just practical. And he was right.

Balbora could feel it too. Every battle left his arms a little heavier. His breath came a little shorter. His scales ached in places he didn’t know could ache. Navasha, always loud and fearless, was moving with a bit less bounce. And even Ugo, usually calm and composed, had started checking over his shoulder more often.

“We can’t let ourselves die out here,” Ugo said, his voice low and firm. “Might be better to call it quits and head back while we still can.”

“Y-Yeah… I get that, but…” Navasha trailed off, frowning as she looked toward Balbora.

Both of them turned their attention to him, not pressuring, just waiting. Whatever decision he made, they’d follow it. That trust made it even harder to answer.

Balbora stood silent, gaze cast to the scorched ground. I want to evolve… but I don’t want to die. I don’t want them to die because of me.

Maybe it really is time to give up…

Then he heard it. The dull thud of heavy footfalls on dry earth. Dozens of them. Fast. Approaching.

“Something’s coming!” he snapped, instincts kicking in.

The three of them dropped into formation instantly, weapons drawn and eyes locked on the direction of the noise. The earth trembled faintly.

Then they saw them: twelve enormous reptiles, black-scaled and hulking, with cruel, dragon-like faces and a single jagged horn jutting from each brow. They fanned out in a wide circle, surrounding the group like predators closing in on their prey.

Balbora’s breath caught. “The Elder Lizards…”

Just as Belamus had described them. No mistaking it.

“They came to us, huh?” Ugo said, gripping his blade tighter. “That’s damn lucky.”

“Perfect,” Navasha grinned, cracking her neck. “No more wandering around, let’s finish this.”

Twelve of them. Twice the number Balbora needed to consume. Yet neither of his companions flinched. They didn’t even seem fazed. Their confidence was absolute, their presence unshaken. It gave him strength.

The Elder Lizards began circling slowly, tails swaying, their burning yellow eyes never leaving the three of them. The tension coiled tighter with every step.

And then, all at once, movement.

The first lizard lunged.

Navasha intercepted it without hesitation. With a twist of her hips and a blur of silver, her blade carved clean through its neck. The head hit the ground with a dull thud, steam hissing from the exposed flesh. It hadn’t even touched her.

Their scales were tough, no doubt, but not impenetrable. Not like the centipede.

Balbora swung his massive orichalcum mace as another lizard leaped at him. His blow went wide, whistling past its head, and before he could recover, its jaws clamped down on his arm. But it didn’t break the skin. The creature’s fangs scraped harmlessly against his scale-plated flesh. It snarled, confused, and Balbora grinned, fierce and wild.

With a grunt, Balbora wrenched his arm free, flinging the Elder Lizard off like dead weight. The creature crashed into the ground with a heavy thud, dazed for just a second, but that was all Balbora needed. His mace came down like a thunderbolt, slamming into the lizard’s skull and crushing it beneath its weight. This time, his aim was true. The beast didn’t rise again.

Meanwhile, Ugo found himself swarmed, with three monsters converging on him at once. He kept dodging, parrying, slipping just out of reach, but the relentless onslaught gave him no space to strike back. For now, defense was the only option. And that was fine by him. He just had to hold the line for a little longer.

As expected, Navasha came streaking in like a lightning bolt. One of the lizards lunging for Ugo never even saw her coming; her blade flashed, and the beast’s body split clean in two.

With the pressure eased, Ugo counterattacked immediately, driving his sword deep into another lizard’s chest. The third barely had time to react before Navasha’s second strike cleaved it from shoulder to hip.

The rest of the Elder Lizards had all zeroed in on Balbora. His towering size made him the most visible target, but it also made him the hardest to hurt. The creatures lunged, snapped, and clawed, but none of their attacks made it through his armored hide. And unlike the quicker, more evasive monsters they’d faced before, these weren’t fast enough to avoid his swings.

These ones are mine, Balbora thought, gritting his teeth. His mace slammed into another beast’s side, caving in ribs and knocking it off its feet.

He was in his element.

By the time he’d crushed three of them on his own, Ugo and Navasha had joined the fray. The remaining Elder Lizards stood no chance. With precise coordination, the trio picked them off one by one until all twelve lay still across the cracked earth.

Navasha exhaled through her nose, flicking blood from her blade. “Well, that was underwhelming.”

It wasn’t an insult; just a fact. The Elder Lizards weren’t pushovers, but in this brutal wasteland, they were hardly the top of the food chain. Mid-tier, at best.

Balbora surveyed the carnage with a growing sense of satisfaction. “We should bring all of them back… but with how big they are, two each is probably the most we can carry.”

“That should be enough,” Ugo nodded. “You only need six, right?”

Balbora looked down at the fallen creatures, the key to his evolution. The ones who’d take him to the next stage.

“Yeah,” he said quietly, gripping his mace. “It’s enough.”

Still, the thought lingered: there was no guarantee Balbora would be the only Scale Orc who needed to evolve in the future. If they could manage it, they ought to bring all twelve Elder Lizards back, not just the six required. Who knew when the next orc would need them?

“What if I just eat them here?” Balbora suggested, half-seriously.

“Out here? Are you kidding?” Ugo frowned, glancing across the bleak, monster-ridden expanse. “This wasteland’s crawling with trouble. We should get out while we still can.”

“Yeah… figured you’d say that,” Balbora admitted. “If only we had someone who could use magic…”

With a spell like Magic Thread, they could’ve bundled up all twelve corpses and hauled them effortlessly. But between the three of them—frontline fighters all—none had a scrap of magical talent.

“Why the hell didn’t we bring someone who could use magic?” Navasha snapped, glaring at Balbora like this was all his fault.

He winced. She wasn’t wrong. He’d been so focused on strength, on who could survive the journey and win fights, that he’d completely overlooked the logistical side. Magic would’ve made the return trip a thousand times easier.

“I didn’t think that far ahead, okay?” he muttered, scratching his head. “It’s not like I’ve done this before.”

“… Well, what’s done is done,” Navasha sighed, her voice losing its bite.

Shouldering the burden, each of them hefted two Elder Lizards and began the slow trek out of the Wastes of Death. Their arms ached and their legs burned, but they pushed through, driven by the need to escape the cursed land before something even worse found them.

Once they reached safer ground and hunger gnawed too deep to ignore, they stopped to eat. Balbora prepared one of the Elder Lizards, stripping off the tough black scales and carving out chunks of meat. He roasted it over a modest fire while Ugo and Navasha dug into their rations.

The smell was… not promising.

Navasha leaned in, eyeing the meat with interest. “Hey, that actually looks edible. Let us try a bite.”

“Absolutely not,” Balbora snapped, shielding the skewered meat like a mother hen. “I only have six. If I share even a little, I might not evolve. Not risking it.”

When he finally took a bite, his expression soured. The flesh was rubbery and almost impossible to chew, with a bitter, gamey aftertaste that clung to the tongue.

“Yeesh,” he muttered, grimacing. “This stuff’s nasty.”

That was enough to turn off the other two. Neither of them asked for a bite again.

Still, Balbora forced it down. He wasn’t going to let something like taste get in the way of his evolution. Even if it was disgusting, it was his path forward.

By sundown, he’d managed to choke down three full lizards. The remaining three, he saved for the next day. Come midday, he finished the last bite—stuffed and miserable, but proud.

“I did it! All six, finished!” Balbora let out a triumphant shout, wiping the sweat from his brow and patting his now-satisfied stomach.

“So that means… tomorrow’s the day?” Ugo looked over, half excited, half skeptical. “You’re really gonna evolve?”

“Belamus said I’d become a Dragon Orc,” Balbora replied, voice swelling with pride. “A dragon, man. Can you imagine? What’ll I look like? What’ll it feel like?”

“Bet you’ll end up huge,” Navasha grinned, eyes gleaming with curiosity. “Wings, scales, maybe even fire breath. Can’t wait to see it.”

Balbora could barely contain himself. His heart pounded with anticipation, and he was sure he wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink. But as the night deepened, a heavy drowsiness pulled at his limbs, more powerful than any normal exhaustion. It felt like his body was shutting down.

The last thing he remembered was the flicker of the dying firelight… and then, silence.

When he opened his eyes again, it was morning, and everything had changed. He was no longer just a bulky, scale-covered orc. His body had transformed.

From his head sprouted a pair of proud, snow-white horns, gleaming faintly in the morning light. Massive wings now extended from his back, folded tightly but pulsing with latent power. His body still bore the frame of an orc, but it had grown sharper, denser, less like a brute and more like a beast forged for war. Even his face, once broad-nosed and a bit dopey, had taken on a fierce and regal contour. The dull eyes were now sharp and golden; the tusks more streamlined, less grotesque.

“Amazing… You actually evolved…” Navasha stared at him, wide-eyed. “Balbora, is that really you?”

“Of course!”

Ugo squinted. “No way. You sure you’re not someone else mimicking his voice?”

Balbora flexed his hands—claws now—and rolled his shoulders. He couldn’t see himself, but the weight of his body felt different. Balanced. Powerful. Everything inside him crackled with strength. So, this is a Dragon Orc…

Then he noticed the wings. Can I fly?

He turned, stretching them out. With a deep breath, he beat them once, hard. The wind kicked up dust around his feet, but his body stayed grounded.

“… Didn’t work.” Balbora’s voice dropped with disappointment as he lowered his wings, dust still swirling around his feet.

“What?!” Navasha’s excitement instantly deflated. “Don’t tell me those wings are just for show.”

“No, they’re real,” Balbora insisted. They have to be. I can feel it. But flying wasn’t like swinging a mace; he’d need to learn how to do it right.

Again and again, he flapped, adjusting his posture, timing, and strength, until finally, his feet left the ground.

A few inches. Then a foot.

Then, liftoff.

“I’M FLYING!” Balbora roared, rising into the sky.

He beat his wings with growing control, his massive frame soaring upward like a boulder defying gravity. Below, Navasha and Ugo whooped and hollered, half in amazement, half in disbelief.

Balbora soared through the sky, wings beating in wide, confident strokes as the wind whipped past him. For the first time in his life, he was flying, really flying, completely free in the open air.

“H-He’s actually doing it…” Navasha gaped from the ground, shielding her eyes with one hand.

“Look at that guy go…” Ugo muttered, somewhere between awe and disbelief.

They watched as Balbora executed a sweeping turn, then descended smoothly, touching down with a heavy thud that scattered dust at their feet. His tusked grin practically radiated pride.

“All right!” he barked, puffing out his chest. “Both of you, hop on! We’re flying straight back to Beresdral!”

“What?” The word slipped from both their mouths at the same time, flat and uncertain.

“Think about it,” Balbora said, already crouching down. “It’s way faster by air, right?”

“W-Wait, hold on,” Ugo stammered. “You just learned how to fly, man! You sure you’re ready to carry passengers?”

“Y-Yeah, what if we fall?” Navasha added, eyeing his wings with a mix of suspicion and dread.

Balbora huffed. “I said it’s fine! I’ve totally got the hang of it now. I won’t drop you. I’m big enough to carry two people easily, and flying beats walking any day.”

Despite their unease, the logic was hard to argue with. Eventually, with matching grimaces and reluctant nods, Navasha and Ugo climbed onto Balbora’s broad back.

“Hang on tight!” he called out, then with a powerful push of his wings, they lifted off.

“UWAAAA—!!!” Navasha shrieked, clinging to Balbora’s shoulders with both arms and legs as the ground dropped away beneath them. Her voice cracked with a mix of fear and exhilaration, caught somewhere between a scream and laughter.

“Sick!!!” Navasha shouted, her earlier fear vanishing as she leaned forward, eyes wide.

From high above, the world unfurled beneath them like a painted canvas—rivers threading through forests, hills rolling beneath pale morning light. The sight left them both stunned.

Balbora’s flight speed wasn’t blazing, but it was steady, and far quicker than trekking on foot. With the wind at their backs, they headed in a straight line toward home, soaring over the wilderness on newly earned wings.



Chapter 5


While Balbora and his companions were still away on their journey, a particular guest arrived in Beresdral.

It was none other than Mimi, the dwarven princess.

“Belamus! It’s been forever!”

The moment she spotted him, Mimi broke into a delighted grin and came rushing forward, practically bouncing with joy. Though she was still small in stature, as was typical of dwarves, she’d grown a little taller over the past few years. Her features had matured slightly, too, bearing the quiet confidence of someone who had weathered responsibility and training as royalty.

Belamus gave her a small nod, a rare but warm smile tugging at his lips. “It’s been a while. What, two months or so?”

“Yeah! I wish I could come more often,” she pouted, puffing out her cheeks.

As a princess, Mimi was constantly buried under court duties and official obligations. Getting permission to leave her kingdom, especially just to visit friends, wasn’t easy. She longed to spend more time in Beresdral, to see Belamus and the others. But reality rarely allowed it.

“Ah, Mimi!!!”

A familiar voice rang out. Delarosa spotted the princess first and sprinted over, arms wide with joy. Without warning, she scooped Mimi up in a sweeping hug and lifted her clean off the ground.

“Wah—!” Mimi squealed, flailing as she was hoisted off the ground by surprise.

“Been doin’ good, haven’t ya?” Delarosa grinned, effortlessly lifting her like a child with a favorite toy.

“I—I’m fine! Now put me down!” Mimi yelped, her face turning red as she squirmed in Delarosa’s arms.

“Ah, sorry, I got excited,” Delarosa said sheepishly as she gently set Mimi back on her feet.

Mimi huffed as she smoothed her tunic, cheeks flushed. “You’ve gotten even taller…”

“Hm? You think so?” Delarosa tilted her head, blinking innocently as she looked down at Mimi, completely unaware of the height difference that had only grown more dramatic.

Delarosa tilted her head innocently, but the difference was undeniable. She’d already been taller than Mimi when they’d first met, but the gap had only widened since then. Even though Mimi had grown a bit herself, Delarosa had shot up like a weed, impressively so for a goblin.

“I, um… I was hoping you two could watch me use some magic today,” Mimi said, her voice small but hopeful. “I’ve been practicing a lot.”

Belamus gave her a gentle nod. “That’s easy enough. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“I wanna see too!” Delarosa added with a toothy grin, bouncing on her toes with excitement.

Though Mimi had asked with some hesitation, the warmth in their voices quickly dispelled her nerves. She brightened, smiling widely. “Thank you!”

The three of them made their way to the training grounds. Word of Mimi’s visit spread quickly through Beresdral, and by the time they arrived, a curious crowd had gathered. The dwarf princess had visited the city several times before, and her petite frame and cheerful demeanor had earned her no small share of popularity. Residents clustered around, eager to speak with her, to the point where she couldn’t even begin her demonstration.

“She’s about to cast a spell,” Belamus finally announced, his calm authority scattering the crowd’s chatter like leaves in the wind. “Save your greetings for later.”

It did the trick; though they didn’t leave, the onlookers fell respectfully silent, forming a loose circle around the field. Still, the sudden attention clearly overwhelmed Mimi.

“Th-They’re all watching! I’m gonna mess up!!!” she squeaked, her cheeks glowing bright red.

Belamus furrowed his brow. She won’t be able to focus like this.

Mimi took a breath; one long, slow inhale, and the tension seemed to melt from her shoulders. Her expression sharpened. Gone was the flustered girl from moments ago; now her eyes were locked forward, calm and steady, her whole body radiating quiet focus.

She raised her staff and began to chant.

The ground responded instantly. As a dwarf, Mimi’s affinity for earth magic was naturally strong, but what followed surpassed even that expectation. She transitioned from beginner-level spells to the highest-tier incantations with shocking fluidity. The ground trembled beneath her feet, spires of stone erupting on command, perfectly controlled and impressively potent.

It was astonishing. Most mages needed a decade or more to reach this level of precision and power. Mimi had been practicing for only three years.

Belamus watched with quiet satisfaction. So, I wasn’t mistaken. She really does have talent.

Belamus gave a small nod of approval, his tone warm and impressed. “That was incredible. I can’t believe how far you’ve come already.”

Beaming at Belamus’s praise, Mimi looked down shyly, her cheeks flushed. “Hehe… thanks.”

“You’re amazing, Mimi!” Delarosa leaned in, eyes sparkling with admiration. “We’ve gotta step up our game too!”

Clearly inspired by Mimi’s rapid growth, Delarosa immediately turned her attention to her own spellwork and started practicing then and there.

Mimi ended up staying in Beresdral for several days. While guest quarters were available, she ultimately chose to stay at Belamus’s home. Being close to him and Delarosa meant far more to her than comfort or privacy. And thankfully, Arèsa welcomed her with open arms.

Because they hadn’t seen each other in some time, the house buzzed with chatter as they caught up on everything from royal duties to recent inventions.

“Wow, so your kingdom’s been making all kinds of new stuff lately?” Delarosa’s eyes widened with curiosity.

“I wish I could see it myself,” Arèsa added warmly.

“I’ll bring some with me next time I visit!” Mimi offered eagerly.

Then, with a sudden burst of energy, Delarosa stood. “All right! I’m gonna take a bath!”

“A bath?” Mimi tilted her head.

Delarosa’s eyes lit up with a kind of righteous enthusiasm. “You don’t know what that is? You soak your body in warm water and get clean!”

Mimi blinked. “Warm water? We usually just rinse off with cold… So, you actually sit in it?”

It seemed dwarves didn’t have a bathing culture in the same way Beresdral did.

“You’ve never tried it? Then you have to!” Delarosa beamed, already tugging at her sleeve. “It feels amazing! Come with me!”

Mimi hesitated only a moment before her curiosity took over. “Okay… I’ll give it a try.”

The two of them made their way to the bath. In the changing room, they began to undress. Mimi glanced over, catching her first glimpse of Delarosa’s bare body, and instantly froze. Her gaze dropped to Delarosa’s full, well-developed chest… and then to her own.

Shortly after, they stepped into the bath together.

Mimi dipped a toe in first, then slowly sank down into the warm water, her eyes going wide with wonder. “Th-This… this feels amazing…”

It was a sensation she’d never experienced: her whole body wrapped in gentle heat, the stress melting from her muscles like snow in spring. She let out a soft sigh and closed her eyes, pure bliss softening her expression.

Delarosa grinned beside her. “Told you, didn’t I?”

“This is so good,” Mimi murmured. “When I get back to the kingdom, I’m having one of these built. No more cold rinses for me.”

She made a mental note to ask how the bathhouse had been constructed. A proper royal bath—yes, that sounded exactly right.

Mimi soaked until she was completely relaxed, savoring every moment of the experience.

The next few days passed in a blur of laughter and chatter. Mimi stayed in Beresdral, enjoying the warm welcome of its people and the company of her friends, but all too soon, it was time for her to leave.

“Nooo… don’t go…” Delarosa’s voice trembled as tears welled in her eyes. She clung to Mimi like she could physically keep her from leaving.

“I don’t want to either!” Mimi sniffled, just as teary-eyed. “I wanna stay here forever…”

Unfortunately, duty called, and staying simply wasn’t an option. With a heavy heart, Mimi gave her final hugs, then turned to the gates with a determined smile.

“I’ll come back soon! And next time, I’ll bring tons of inventions from the Crystia Kingdom for everyone!” Mimi called out brightly, wiping at her teary eyes with the heel of her hand, trying to replace the sadness with a smile.

With that promise, she departed, surrounded by a small escort of dwarven guards, her tiny figure gradually disappearing down the road from Beresdral.



Chapter 6


“He’s late…”

Deep within the heart of Transta’s lair, in its shadow-drenched innermost chamber, Robe paced with barely concealed irritation. The task of invading Beresdral had been placed entirely in his hands, a responsibility passed down directly from his slumbering master, Transta. And yet, the scout he’d sent—Shamat the lizardman—had not returned.

On the surface, Robe could easily pass for a human. But make no mistake: he was a high-ranking monster, one of the rare types whose form mimicked humanity so closely that even trained eyes might be fooled. Like many upper-tier monsters, he possessed a lifespan that dwarfed that of any human, which meant years slipped by like days. But even so, three whole years for a simple reconnaissance mission? Unacceptable.

If Shamat didn’t return soon, Transta would awaken to find that Beresdral still stood, a prospect Robe could not allow. Their lord could sleep through entire decades, but when he awoke, failure would not be forgiven.

“Tch. If this drags on any longer, I’ll…” Robe clicked his tongue sharply, fists clenched at his sides as he glared toward the dark corridor beyond the chamber.

“Hey, relax,” a soft, casual voice cut in from behind him. “Once we’ve got the intel, the place will fall in a blink, right?”

The speaker was a boy no taller than a child, his jet-black hair framing a pair of sharp crimson eyes. Feline ears twitched atop his head, mirroring the slitted pupils that narrowed with amused indifference. This was Look, a Dark Elite Cait Sith. Despite his youth and height, he exuded the eerie stillness of something not quite mortal.

Ordinary Cait Siths were classified as beastkin, intelligent humanoids rather than true monsters. But Look wasn’t one of them. The “Dark” in his species’ name marked him as something altogether different: a monster designed in the image of a Cait Sith. And therein lay the truth of monsterkind: Many weren’t original creations, but echoes. Imitations of older, natural lifeforms, created long after the originals. Where humans and beastkin had been born of the world itself, monsters like Look were shadows that mimicked them.

“You’re such a worrywart, Robe,” came a lilting, almost teasing voice.

Leaning lazily against one of the stone pillars was Irina, a Succubus with a look of faint exasperation in her half-lidded eyes. Her dark wings flexed as she let out a sigh, clearly used to Robe’s temperamental pacing.

Her face was nothing short of divine, so flawless it felt unfair. But it wasn’t just beauty for beauty’s sake. Her figure, voluptuous and unapologetically alluring, radiated the kind of sensual power that could drive men to madness. For a Succubus, this was no mere vanity. It was strength incarnate. And with a single glance, it was obvious: Irina wasn’t just any Succubus. She was one of the strongest of her kind.

Off to the side, a rumbling voice broke the moment.

“Hungry…” groaned a deep, sluggish tone.

It belonged to Robecy, the King Orc. Towering at nearly twice the size of a normal orc, his massive shoulders rose and fell like tectonic plates. His dull-eyed stare suggested he was far more interested in his stomach than strategy.

At that moment, the chamber’s heavy stone doors creaked open, and a panicked voice rang out.

“S-Sorry, I’m late!!”

The lizardman, Shamat, burst into the room, panting and visibly nervous. His scales were damp with sweat, his armor slightly askew, and his reptilian eyes darted toward Robe in terror. The scout immediately bowed, trembling like a leaf in a storm.

Robe turned slowly, his face a stone mask of fury. Though humanoid in appearance, there was nothing human in the pressure that rolled off him like heat from a furnace.

“You’re LATE!!!” he thundered.

The roar cracked through the chamber like a bolt of lightning, reverberating off the walls with bone-rattling force. Several of the other monsters had already clamped their hands over their ears, well-accustomed to Robe’s volcanic temper.

“M-My deepest apologies! R-Really, I didn’t mean—” Shamat stammered, bowing repeatedly as if his life depended on it, which it very well might have.

Robe narrowed his eyes, voice low but seething. “Explain yourself. Now. Was Beresdral so well defended that it took three years to return?”

“N-Not at all!” Shamat raised his hands defensively, sweat rolling down his temples. “Actually, it was the opposite. Super easy, barely an inconvenience. They were even accepting new residents, and other lizardfolk were already living there. No one suspected a thing. I slipped right in, no questions asked.”

“Then why, Shamat,” Robe hissed, his tone acidic, “are you only now returning?”

The lizardman let out a dry, nervous laugh and scratched awkwardly at the back of his neck. “Well, uh… about that… see, once I got inside, the place was real comfy. Like, really comfy. Not like this gloomy hole. They’ve got hot baths—hot baths, sir—and all this delicious fruit. The people are nice, too! I figured I’d, you know, stick around, blend in… get a better feel for things.”

“…”

The excuse for his delay was so abysmally stupid, Robe couldn’t even bring himself to respond.

He had chosen Shamat for this mission, thinking his mild disposition—at least compared to the other underlings serving Transta—made him ideal for reconnaissance. Now, he was beginning to wonder if he’d made a terrible mistake.

After a moment’s reflection, Robe shook off the doubt.

There was a very specific reason Shamat had been chosen.

Unlike most evolved lizardfolk, Shamat appeared to be a completely ordinary, unevolved specimen. That made him the perfect infiltrator. Despite his unimpressive looks, he was a rare type: one of the unevolved who possessed dangerously high combat capabilities.

Sending in a monster that had undergone multiple evolutions would’ve drawn suspicion immediately. But someone like Shamat? No one would give him a second glance. His personality was… less than ideal, admittedly, but Robe had decided that was a price worth paying for the strategic advantage.

If he’d been “enjoying life in Beresdral,” as he claimed, that meant the locals had fully accepted him. He hadn’t just blended in; he’d been living among them. For three years.

Three years was more than enough time to gather the intel they needed.

It had taken longer than expected, yes, but if he’d delivered results, that was all that mattered.

With that conclusion in mind, Robe leveled a sharp gaze at the lizardman and spoke, his voice brisk and commanding.

“Now, give me a full report on Beresdral. Leave nothing out,” Robe ordered, his voice low and sharp, cutting through the air like a drawn blade.

He still had a faint suspicion.

What if Shamat slacked off? What if he got too comfortable and forgot his mission entirely?

That concern vanished almost instantly. Without missing a beat, Shamat began rattling off detailed intelligence.

Powerful individuals within Beresdral. Defensive infrastructure. Food supplies. Racial demographics. Military strength. And more. Much more. It was clear he’d done his job thoroughly—annoyingly so.

Robe gave a satisfied nod. “Well done. But next time, return sooner.”

“Got it, sure,” Shamat replied with his usual lazy drawl, as though the reprimand had passed straight through him.

“Oh, right, and one more thing,” Shamat said, almost as an afterthought. “The leader of Beresdral, Bel, and their second-in-command, Dela? They’re seriously strong. I watched them train a few times, saw them in action too. But even then, I couldn’t get a real read on what they’re like at full power. If they ever fought for real, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near it.”

Robe arched an eyebrow. “Is that so… Wait, why are you calling them by nicknames?”

Shamat grinned, unbothered. “Well, I was there for three years. You end up getting pretty friendly with people after that. They were decent folks, honestly.”

“They’re the enemy,” Robe said flatly.

“Yeah, and?” Shamat tilted his head. “That’s got nothing to do with it.”

Robe had long since accepted that Shamat operated on a logic entirely his own. Apparently, even fighting people he considered friends didn’t stir the slightest hesitation in him. Robe let out a slow breath and shook his head, equal parts impressed and exasperated. He really is wired differently.

Despite Shamat’s bizarre moral compass, the information he’d brought back was real and troubling. The strength Beresdral had accumulated in such a short time was no joke. Robe had expected a fledgling city still in its infancy, not a fully armed and dangerous power.

The revelation left a bitter taste in his mouth. It wasn’t that an invasion was impossible. Transta’s stronghold commanded overwhelming numbers and raw might. If it came down to brute force, they could raze Beresdral to the ground… probably. And that was the problem. Probably wasn’t good enough.

Robe didn’t believe in gambles. He was a strategist who valued certainty above all else. If a battle couldn’t be won with near-perfect odds, then it shouldn’t be fought at all. From a tactical standpoint, establishing friendly relations with Beresdral would yield far more benefit than trying to conquer it. And if it were his decision to make, he would’ve already moved to open negotiations and secure a mutually beneficial alliance.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t his decision.

Transta had given the order. Beresdral was to fall.

That single directive outweighed any personal judgment or logic. It was not Robe’s place to question it, only to carry it out. And while the thought of waking Transta to argue the point briefly crossed his mind, he dismissed it just as quickly. Disturbing Transta before achieving his objective was unthinkable. At best, it would earn him a brutal reprimand. At worst, it would get him killed.

No, there would be no arguing. No refusal. The only path forward was to obey.

I don’t like this. But if it’s Lord Transta’s will, then it must be done.

Even so, he wouldn’t be reckless. Charging in with overwhelming force might work, but it would be stupid. Wasteful. Risky. There was no point throwing lives away for a maybe. If Beresdral was going to fall, it would fall with precision.

Silently, Robe began to form the outline of a plan, one that wouldn’t rely on brute strength, but on strategy. Deception. Weakness exploited at just the right moment.

Beresdral was strong. But every stronghold had a breaking point. And Robe intended to find it.

Then, a new idea sparked in Robe’s mind, one that was sharp, sudden, and unmistakably cruel.

“Shamat,” he said, his voice slow and deliberate. “You’ve managed to blend in with the people of Beresdral, haven’t you?”

“Yup,” Shamat replied with a nod. “I’m pretty much one of the locals now. Fully integrated and everything.”

“Good,” Robe said, his lips curling into a cold, predatory smile. “Then go betray them.”

Without hesitation, Shamat gave a breezy nod. “Got it.”

Robe nearly stumbled over his own thoughts. “That was way too easy!”

He’d assumed there would be at least some resistance. Shamat had admitted to making friends there. Robe had thought the lizardman might hesitate, maybe even refuse on some bizarre moral grounds. But no, he accepted the order as if it were just another casual errand.

“Shamat… are you seriously okay with betraying people you were close to?” Robe asked, his voice tight with disbelief, as if he still hoped for the flicker of hesitation that never came.

“Hm?” Shamat blinked, scratching his cheek lazily. “Yeah, I mean… it is what it is. This is that, and that is this.”

“That doesn’t explain anything!” Robe snapped, throwing up his hands in frustration, completely at a loss for how this creature’s mind worked.

Robe’s voice cracked with exasperation. He couldn’t begin to comprehend the logic, if there even was any. In a strange way, Shamat might’ve been the most emotionally “normal” member of their entire faction… and yet he clearly operated on an alien wavelength.

There was no point in arguing. Robe exhaled through his nose, pushing his irritation aside.

“Fine. I’ll brief you on the plan. This time, carry it out quickly, and report back immediately,” Robe commanded, his tone clipped and firm, every word laced with the expectation of obedience.

“Understood,” Shamat chimed, his voice light and singsong, as if he hadn’t just agreed to betray an entire city without batting an eye.
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Chapter 7


Belamus strolled through the streets of Beresdral, a quiet sense of contentment humming beneath the surface of his thoughts. Another peaceful day.

As he walked, a realization stirred: this might have been the longest stretch of uninterrupted peace the city had ever known.

The Great Frazes Forest that surrounded them was, by nature, a chaotic and dangerous place, a breeding ground for trouble. If things weren’t going wrong on a regular basis, that was what felt unnatural. Perhaps the residents of Beresdral had simply grown stronger, to the point where problems that once seemed dire now barely registered as concerns. Even so, Belamus knew better than to relax completely. Peace like this never lasts forever. Something was bound to happen sooner or later.

He had just resolved to stay on alert when a strained, worried voice called out to him.

“Hey, Mister Belamus! Got a second? We’ve got a bit of a situation here.”

It was Patton, a lizardman who had moved to Beresdral in recent years. The expression on his face confirmed it; this wasn’t a casual conversation.

Belamus turned, eyes narrowing slightly. “What happened?”

Just moments ago, he’d told himself trouble might be brewing. And now, here it was. He braced himself.

“It’s Shamat. He’s gone missing,” Patton said grimly.

“Shamat?” Belamus echoed, his brow tightening.

Belamus’s memory was sharp, unusually so. He could recall the names and faces of every resident in Beresdral without fail.

“How long has he been gone?” Belamus asked, his tone low and measured, though his posture had already shifted into full alert.

“Over a week now,” Patton replied, the worry thick in his voice. “I’m tellin’ ya, something must’ve happened to him out there in the forest.”

Shamat had arrived in Beresdral about two years ago. He was a lizardman like Patton, but with a strange, elusive personality—hard to read, always a bit off. Belamus remembered how he’d insisted on calling him “Bel,” an odd nickname that stuck out like a sore thumb.

Still, Shamat had seemed genuinely fond of the city. Especially the baths, he’d loved those more than anything.

It wasn’t unusual for monsters or beastkin to fall in love with Beresdral. But something about Shamat’s disappearance felt different. Off-balance. And not in the usual forest-trouble kind of way.

Within the Great Frazes Forest, danger was a constant companion. The monster settlements scattered throughout its depths were brutal, unforgiving places where death came often and easily. For many of their residents, simply surviving another day was considered a blessing. To those who had known only that harsh reality, Beresdral felt like paradise, a rare haven in a world of chaos.

That was why Belamus found it hard to believe that Shamat would have left the city by choice. The lizardman had seemed genuinely content here. If he’s gone, something must’ve happened.

“I just hope he didn’t run into any monsters out there,” Patton muttered, concern written plainly across his face. “He’s still unevolved, y’know? Just a basic lizardman…”

But before the tension could deepen, a shout rang out.

“Hey, Patton!”

Both Patton and Belamus turned instinctively toward the voice, one they recognized immediately.

There he was.

Shamat, the very subject of their concern, came jogging toward them with his usual nonchalant grin, completely unbothered by the alarm his absence had caused.

“Sh-Shamat! Where the hell have you been?!” Patton roared, his voice cracking between disbelief and fury.

Shamat blinked, tilting his head. “What? I was in the forest.”

His tone was casual, his expression blank with confusion, utterly unaware of the worry he’d stirred up over the past week.

Patton’s eyes twitched. Any relief he might’ve felt at seeing his friend safe was quickly eclipsed by rising irritation. The longer he stared at that clueless face, the more his anger flared.

“You were gone for over a week, you idiot! We thought something had happened to you! What the hell were you doing out there?!” Patton exploded, his voice cracking under the weight of frustration and lingering fear, fists clenched as he stepped toward Shamat.

Shamat winced. “S-Sorry!” he blurted, snapping into an apologetic bow with a speed that suggested he’d been yelled at like this before.

Patton let out a long, exhausted sigh, dragging a hand down his face. “Ugh… whatever. Fine. Just… what were you doing out there, huh?”

“Uhh… what I was doing, you ask…?” Shamat rubbed the back of his neck, eyes darting left and right. “I guess you could call it… a walk? Maybe?”

His voice trailed off uncertainly, and his gaze refused to land anywhere near Patton’s. Even for someone as emotionally opaque as a lizardman, the lie was painfully obvious. Belamus, despite being human and usually struggling to read the expressions of other species, had no trouble seeing through it.

Patton, being of the same kin, picked up on it instantly. He narrowed his eyes. “That’s a lie. What were you really doing?”

“I-it’s not a lie!!!” Shamat stammered, flailing as panic crept into his voice.

“Oh, come on! You’re panicking so hard you’re practically confessing. Just tell us the truth already, it’s not like we’re gonna get mad,” Patton pressed, throwing his arms up in exasperation.

“I told you, it’s not a lie! Anyway, bye!” Shamat blurted, voice high and frantic.

With that, Shamat spun on his heel and bolted, running off at full speed like a child caught sneaking snacks before dinner.

“… What the hell’s with him?” Patton muttered, still staring after the dust trail Shamat left behind, his expression twisted in confusion.

Belamus, who had been silently watching the whole exchange, didn’t answer right away. His mind was already elsewhere, piecing together fragments, tracing patterns.

From the very first time they’d met, Belamus had sensed there was something off about Shamat. On the surface, he looked like a completely ordinary lizardman—unevolved, unimpressive. But something in his presence, something in the way he moved and spoke, had struck Belamus as… wrong. Or perhaps too controlled.

Once, he’d even asked Shamat to demonstrate his fighting ability, curious about the potential strength hidden behind that aloof facade. But Shamat had refused, insisting he couldn’t fight. That had only deepened Belamus’s suspicions.

After all, Shamat had claimed to have survived alone in the Great Frazes Forest before arriving in Beresdral. To live in a place like that, without the ability to fight? Unthinkable.

So Belamus had quietly arranged for surveillance. With Medina’s help, they’d tracked Shamat during one of his solo excursions outside the city.

What they found confirmed his instincts: Shamat had been annihilating monsters in the forest with ease, demolishing foes that would challenge even Beresdral’s elite. The reports were clear. The lizardman wasn’t just strong; he was exceptional.

Among monsters, there existed rare exceptions: creatures who, though unable to evolve, still grew exponentially stronger in their unevolved state. Belamus was beginning to suspect that Shamat belonged to that category.

That much, at least, he understood. What remained unclear was why Shamat was hiding it.

Even during the occasional trips Shamat took outside the city, his purpose had always remained a mystery. He’d wander off into the forest without explanation, spend the day meandering through the wilderness, and return before nightfall. No clear pattern, no stated objective.

If he were simply hiding his strength out of a desire to avoid combat, then his behavior made no sense. The Great Frazes Forest was no place for a leisurely stroll. It was dangerous, wild, and unpredictable.

Belamus hadn’t been able to make sense of it. Still, Shamat had shown no hostility, seeming to genuinely enjoy life in Beresdral, and aside from his odd quirks, he didn’t exhibit any serious character flaws. Belamus had decided to trust him and, more importantly, not to pry.

But this time… something’s different.

His behavior today had triggered a quiet alarm in Belamus’s mind. Disappearing for over a week, then brushing it off with an obvious lie? It didn’t sit right. A week-long absence isn’t something you explain away with “just taking a walk.” It wasn’t about needing a reason for every action—Shamat was no child—but this felt like deliberate evasion.

What made it even more suspicious was Shamat’s personality. He was usually talkative, the kind to offer stories and stray thoughts even when no one asked. If there had been a simple reason for his absence, he likely would’ve shared it himself. But instead, he’d dodged the question and fled.

Is he hiding something he can’t say? Or worse… something he doesn’t want anyone to find out?

Belamus didn’t like doubting his own people. To him, the residents of Beresdral were comrades, family. Distrusting them felt wrong. But his duty came first.

The villagers are my comrades; doubting them isn’t right. But even so… if I want the people of Beresdral to live in peace, to smile without fear, then it’s my responsibility to protect them. I should at least look into it, just to be sure.

Though the thought weighed on him, Belamus made up his mind. He would dig a little deeper into Shamat’s background.



Chapter 8


“Phew… that was close. But I pulled it off somehow…” Shamat muttered to himself. He let out a sigh of relief, entirely unaware that Belamus had already begun to grow suspicious. As far as he was concerned, the lie had landed cleanly. No one suspected a thing.

“I really gotta follow through with the plan Robe came up with… If I mess it up, he’s definitely gonna get mad again,” Shamat mumbled, his tone half guilty, half whiny, as he scratched the back of his head and glanced around nervously.

Robe had designed the operation with Shamat in mind, something simple enough that even he could carry it out without much effort. The plan hinged on one key asset: trust.

Shamat, having earned the full confidence of Beresdral’s residents, would open the city gate from the inside. Once the gate was open, monsters stationed nearby would be unleashed and driven into the city, causing chaos and overwhelming the defenders.

The outer guards posed a minimal threat; while still present, they weren’t expecting a breach, and the advantage of surprise, paired with an open gate, meant even a modest attack could cause massive damage.

What made this the ideal time was the absence of three of Beresdral’s top warriors: Navasha, Balbora, and Ugo. All three had left the city temporarily to undergo evolution.

Belamus was still present, of course, and his presence alone kept the city’s defenses from collapsing entirely. His strength and the trust he inspired were no small matter. But even so, the current window offered the best opportunity they were likely to get.

“All right… looks like it’s about that time,” Shamat murmured, eyes narrowing slightly as he rose to his feet, the weight of the plan finally settling on his shoulders.

Outside, night had fully fallen. Most of Beresdral was asleep now, houses dark and quiet. According to the plan, the monsters were already being positioned near the gate under the cover of night.

There were still night watchmen posted, but visibility was limited this deep into the dark forest. As long as the monsters remained quiet, they’d likely go unnoticed until it was too late.

The ones escorting them were not random beasts but trained war-monsters from Transta’s stronghold: obedient, precise, and deadly. But they didn’t follow just anyone’s orders. Controlling them required a Tamer, a rare breed of operative within Transta’s ranks.

The Tamer assigned to this operation wasn’t a fighter; in fact, they had zero personal combat ability. But their control over monsters was unmatched. They could move a squad of predators through dense forest or along stone streets without a single footfall betraying them.

Most Tamers lacked that level of finesse. Even one misstep—a growl, a howl, the scrape of claws on stone—could alert the enemy and ruin everything. But this one? This one was a master.

Okay… it’s time.

Shamat rose to his feet, brushing himself off. With a quick glance to make sure the street was clear, he slipped out of the house and made his way toward the gate.



Chapter 9


In the dead of night, Belamus watched from the shadows as Shamat slipped quietly out of his house and began heading toward the gate.

He hadn’t expected the lizardman to move so soon. After that clumsy attempt at deception earlier, Belamus had assumed Shamat would lie low for a while, wait until suspicion faded before doing anything overt. But instead, he was already making his move.

Did he really think that pitiful excuse worked? Belamus sighed inwardly. What an optimist…

Still keeping his distance, Belamus observed as Shamat crept closer to the gate, then reached for it, as if preparing to open it.

That was as far as he could allow things to go.

“Shamat,” Belamus called out, his voice calm but unmistakably firm. “What are you doing out here at this hour?”

The reaction was immediate—and dramatic.

Shamat yelped and practically launched himself into the air, leaping nearly two meters off the ground like a startled cat. Belamus, who rarely found anything amusing, very nearly laughed. The man’s reaction was so absurd it bordered on performance art.

Shamat landed awkwardly and spun around, wide-eyed and visibly panicked. Belamus had lived a long life, or lives, to be more precise, and he couldn’t recall ever meeting someone this bad at hiding their emotions.

“Wh-What?! Bel?! What are you doing out here?!” Shamat stammered, his voice cracking under the weight of pure panic.

“I was just passing by,” Belamus replied smoothly.

It was a lie, of course. He had been tailing Shamat from the start. But there was no need to admit that, not yet.

Truth be told, Belamus still wasn’t entirely sure what Shamat was up to. His actions were suspicious, yes, but they hadn’t yet crossed the line into overt wrongdoing. There was still a chance this was all just some strange misunderstanding. Until he knew more, Belamus wasn’t looking to push too hard.

Shamat, however, wasn’t helping his own case.

“Wh-Why now of all times?! Talk about bad luck!” he groaned, clutching his head.

“Bad luck?” Belamus echoed, eyes narrowing slightly. “Were you about to do something that would’ve been a problem if I saw it?”

“Ah, n-no, I mean, uh…” Shamat faltered, grasping for words that wouldn’t come.

He was clearly scrambling to find a way out of the situation—something, anything, that might sound plausible. But judging from the look on his face, he wasn’t having much luck.

“I-I just had something to take care of outside, that’s all!” Shamat stammered, reaching for the gate with visibly shaking hands. “So, I figured I’d, y’know, open it real quick… N-Not like I’m doing anything shady or anything, okay?!”

His voice cracked halfway through the sentence, trembling with panic. He might as well have screamed, I’m up to something.

Belamus’s expression hardened. This was no longer something he could afford to overlook.

“What exactly is this errand of yours?” he asked, voice low and firm.

“Wh-What do you mean, ‘what’?” Shamat blinked rapidly, sweat forming at his temples. “It’s… a secret.”

“You’re not leaving this city until I know where you’re going,” Belamus said flatly. “The Great Frazes Forest is too dangerous. I won’t allow anyone to wander into it without a clear reason.”

“That’s not fair! I told you, it’s important!” Shamat protested, his voice rising with desperation, as if sheer volume could cover the cracks in his excuse.

“Then explain it,” Belamus said sharply, stepping forward.

Shamat hesitated. His body tensed. His eyes flicked away.

“Are you really… not okay with me keeping it to myself?” Shamat asked quietly, his gaze flickering with uncertainty, like he was clinging to the last thread of hope that this might still go his way.

“I’ve already told you,” Belamus said, unwavering. “Tell me the reason. That’s all I’m asking.”

“I can’t, okay?” Shamat snapped back.

In that moment, his entire demeanor shifted.

Gone was the bumbling, overly casual lizardman who threw out dumb nicknames and panicked at every little thing. His eyes, previously unfocused and unserious, had narrowed into the gaze of a fighter. Calculated. Focused. Dangerous.

“Looks like I’ll have to force my way through!!!” he shouted, surging forward with shocking speed, aiming a precise strike at the back of Belamus’s head, clearly intending to knock him out in one clean blow.

Belamus was already in motion. He had sensed the surge of killing intent the moment it flared, raw and unfiltered. Shamat’s eyes had telegraphed it a second before his body moved, and Belamus, with decades of battle experience behind him, didn’t miss signs like that.

He stepped back cleanly, the attack missing him by a hair.

Shamat staggered. His expression twisted in alarm; he’d clearly expected the strike to land.

Belamus was done playing along. With a flick of his fingers, glowing strands of magic shot from his palms: Magic Thread. The silvery fibers darted through the air with unnatural precision, coiling around Shamat’s limbs before he could react.

“What the—?!” Shamat yelped, eyes wide with shock as the magical threads coiled around him, his body jerking instinctively against the binds that had already sealed his fate.

He struggled, but it was no use. The enchanted threads tightened like living wires, binding him in place.

“Guuuh… I guess I really can’t beat you, Bel,” Shamat groaned with a crooked grin, the last traces of hostility melting away as he slumped in defeat.

All the tension from earlier—the killing intent, the desperation—vanished in an instant. Shamat’s voice softened, his entire demeanor melting back into that same laid-back, goofy tone as if nothing had happened.

Belamus narrowed his eyes. “Shamat. What were you planning? Who are you really?”

“I’d rather not say,” Shamat replied flatly, turning his head away in a huff. “I mean, if I did talk… I’d have to tell you that I’m a spy from Transta’s stronghold, sent here to open the gates and let monsters invade so we could bring down Beresdral, and then Robe would totally kill me for blabbing, so yeah, I’ll pass.” Shamat let it slip all in one breath, eyes darting away as he realized a second too late that he’d already said far too much.

Belamus’s brow creased. “Transta? You were trying to bring monsters into the city?”

“Wait, how’d you know that?!” Shamat blurted out, blinking in alarm as if the secret had somehow been plucked from his mind.

“You just told me,” Belamus replied dryly, his tone flat with disbelief at the sheer stupidity of the confession.

Shamat blinked. “Oh. Right.”

The absurdity of it left Belamus momentarily speechless. He just confessed to the entire plan… and I barely even pushed him.

It was hard to know whether to be angry or embarrassed. This fool had lived among them for years, and somehow, Belamus had never suspected a thing. The realization stung more than he cared to admit.

“Uh, so… could we just pretend I cracked under torture or something?” Shamat asked, eyes pleading. “If word gets out that I confessed on my own, Robe’s gonna be super mad.”

“You’re not going back to whoever would be angry with you,” Belamus said bluntly.

“Huh? Oh, actually… yeah, that’s probably for the best.” Shamat nodded, chuckling nervously. “I don’t really want to go back. It’s kinda terrifying, honestly.”

The way he laughed about it—carefree, almost cheerful—left Belamus disarmed, if only for a moment. He’s either an idiot, a lunatic, or both.

“Those monsters you brought,” Belamus began calmly, “they’re waiting outside the city, right? When are they supposed to attack?”

“Dunno,” Shamat shrugged. “The plan was to rush in once I opened the gate. If it doesn’t open, they might just give up and go home.”

“Go home?” Belamus echoed.

He paused, briefly tempted to just let them walk away. But no; the idea was foolish.

Transta is targeting Beresdral. That much is clear. Even if this attack fails, they’ll just try again. Next time, it might not be as easy to spot. It’s better to strike now, while they’re not expecting it.

Whoever this Transta was, he clearly hadn’t anticipated resistance. He’d banked everything on the element of surprise.

That would be his mistake.

If they came prepared for a sneak attack, they won’t be ready to be ambushed themselves, Belamus thought. This is our chance. We take them out now, before they have time to regroup.

“So, the monsters were planning to breach the city through this gate… That means they must be hiding nearby, doesn’t it?” Belamus said calmly, though his gaze sharpened, watching Shamat’s every twitch.

“Yeah, exactly—wait, no! I mean, no, they’re not!” Shamat yelped, jerking upright as he realized what he’d just confirmed, frantically shaking his head as if he could somehow undo the words.

Shamat reflexively nodded, then immediately panicked and shook his head so hard it nearly knocked him off balance.

Belamus stared at him for a moment, then let out a slow breath. He had heard enough.

Shortly afterward, Shamat was securely locked away in the city’s holding cells, and Belamus called an emergency meeting. Medina, Ellency, and Lilli were summoned at once.

“Shamat… an enemy agent?” Ellency echoed, her expression frozen in disbelief. “Someone with that kind of personality could manage something like that? I mean… I never once suspected him of anything. So, I guess… that’s exactly how he pulled it off…”

It was clear she’d known Shamat personally, perhaps even considered him a friend.

Medina and Lilli, who hadn’t interacted with him much, didn’t seem to share the same sense of shock. Their expressions remained composed, though slightly puzzled.

“There’s a significant number of enemy monsters reportedly waiting just outside the gate,” Belamus explained. “If we do nothing, it’s likely they’ll withdraw on their own. But from what I’ve learned, it seems Beresdral has been marked as a target. If we let this go unanswered, they may return, and next time, they’ll be more prepared.”

“So, the best course of action,” Medina said, catching on instantly, “is to strike first and neutralize the threat while they’re still expecting resistance, not an ambush.”

Belamus nodded once.

“How many are we talking about?” Ellency asked. “And what’s the strength of the enemy force?”

“Shamat didn’t give us a precise number,” Belamus replied. “But realistically, it would be impossible to hide ten or twenty thousand monsters near the gate without us noticing. I’d estimate a few thousand at most. As for their strength…” He paused, thoughtful. “Based on Shamat’s own ability, it’s likely some of the monsters are quite powerful.”

Belamus had no clear sense of Shamat’s rank within Transta’s hierarchy. He didn’t seem like a high-ranking officer—his attitude was far too careless for that—but he was certainly no bottom-tier grunt, either. A deep infiltration mission like this required competence.

From Belamus’s perspective, defeating Shamat had been no great challenge. But he could easily imagine other warriors in Beresdral struggling against him. He wasn’t weak; far from it. His movements had been sharp, precise, and fast. His attacks were clean and well-aimed.

He simply hadn’t reached his full potential yet.

“They may be decently strong… but based on what Lord Belamus has told us, it’s clear: letting them go is not an option,” Ellency said firmly. “We should eliminate the mindless ones and capture any with intelligence. We might be able to extract information about this so-called Transta’s stronghold.” She voiced her agreement without hesitation.

“I never intended to oppose Lord Belamus’s will to begin with,” Lilli added smoothly, her tone calm and resolute.

“I’m with you as well,” Medina said last. “Anything that threatens Beresdral’s peace must be dealt with swiftly.”

Belamus gave a single, decisive nod. “Good. Then we strike before they have a chance to retreat. Ready yourselves—immediately.”

The three women answered in unison and scattered to begin their preparations.

Meanwhile, Belamus sent word to rouse Delarosa and Medello from their sleep, bringing them into the group. Time was short, and every hand capable of fighting would be needed.

According to Shamat, the enemy’s plan was simple: the moment the gate opened, the monsters waiting outside would surge in.

So Belamus flipped the plan on its head.

They would reinforce the gate entrance—lay a trap and let the monsters in, just as they expected. Once they stepped inside, thinking the city unguarded, they would be met with overwhelming force.

It was a straightforward strategy, but Beresdral had two advantages: magic and firearms.

Nearly all of its defenders were capable of casting magic, and they were well-stocked with weapons. At present, there were about two hundred firearms in the city, enough to turn any narrow chokepoint into a killing field. Even if the enemy had numbers or raw strength, it wouldn’t matter. The moment they stepped through the gate, they would be met with concentrated firepower and annihilated before they could react.

Belamus considered it a clean, efficient solution.

Once all the defenders were in position, Belamus gave the signal.

The gate creaked open slowly, its hinges groaning into the silent night.

Just as expected, the monsters came pouring in. There were dozens, hundreds, rushing toward the city, unaware that their surprise attack had become a death sentence. And, as Shamat had indicated, none of them showed signs of higher intelligence. Mindless beasts, pawns meant to soften the city’s defenses.

The moment they crossed the threshold, spells lit up the night sky.

Flames roared. Lightning cracked. Arcs of freezing mist, burning light, and compressed air tore through the monster horde from every angle.

Amid it all, the legion ants opened fire: a disciplined barrage of bullets from two hundred rifles, firing in organized waves. Despite their small numbers, the guns carried weight and precision that turned the battlefield into a slaughterhouse.

As Belamus had predicted, many of the monsters were individually formidable. Tough hides, powerful limbs, claws, and fangs meant to tear men apart. But none of that mattered. Not when they were being funneled into a kill zone and hit with focused magical and ballistic destruction.

The gate’s entrance quickly became a graveyard.

Belamus, meanwhile, didn’t participate in the attack. He stood calmly atop the gate itself, eyes scanning the battlefield, watching every movement, waiting. Not for the weaklings, but for the ones who hadn’t shown themselves yet.

Belamus hadn’t heard it directly from Shamat, but he was nearly certain: somewhere among the enemy, there was a Tamer, someone controlling the horde of mindless monsters from the shadows.

Monsters without intelligence didn’t act in coordination. Someone had to be giving the orders. And without that someone, the entire formation would collapse into chaos.

It wasn’t just likely that there was a Tamer. It was essential.

Which is why Belamus had no intention of killing them. If possible, he wanted them taken alive.

If Transta’s stronghold truly had its sights set on Beresdral, then they needed every scrap of intel they could get. Shamat was one source, yes, but one informant was never enough, not when dealing with an enemy of that scale.

If they captured the Tamer and applied the right pressure… they might even turn the monsters themselves into weapons of Beresdral. At the very least, taking control of the Tamer would stop the attack and prevent the monsters from becoming a loose, wandering threat once their orders stopped.

Killing the Tamer would break coordination, true, but it would also leave dozens of dangerous creatures rampaging blindly across the outskirts. That outcome was… far from ideal.

From his vantage atop the gate, Belamus scanned the battlefield below. He could guess where the Tamer was.

Too far back, and they wouldn’t be able to give real-time commands. Too far forward, and they’d risk getting caught in the crossfire. No, someone skilled would position themselves in the midline. Close enough to observe and command, far enough to avoid direct danger.

There. That zone, just behind the second ridge…

He narrowed his eyes and moved.

With a swift leap, Belamus dropped down from the gate, landing silently in the darkened field. Immediately, monsters turned toward him with snarls and shrieks, sensing the threat.

“You’re slow,” he muttered, slipping through the first strike with effortless grace.

He didn’t even bother countering. No wasted energy. No unnecessary movements.

His target wasn’t them.

He sprinted straight past the frontline, weaving between snapping jaws and clawed swipes, his trajectory unbroken. As he advanced, more beasts moved to block his path: shambling masses, sharp-toothed predators, all driven by the invisible will of the Tamer. But they were mindless. Predictable. Every slash and lunge came from instinct, not thought. Patterns as obvious as open books.

To Belamus, it was child’s play.

He sidestepped each blow with surgical precision, never slowing, never flinching. Even their fastest attacks were sluggish compared to him. Their reach and reaction times were all too slow.

Belamus continued weaving through the monsters with fluid precision, making a direct line for the location he’d marked in his mind.

Bullseye.

Just where he’d predicted, a lone monster stood among the chaos: a Gremlin.

It had the appearance of a child, small and humanoid, but with two sharp horns protruding from its temples, leathery wings folded behind its back, and a slender tail swaying behind it. Its features resembled an Imp, but Belamus knew better; this wasn’t some lesser demon. Gremlins were a different species altogether, and every one of them had an unnervingly androgynous appearance. You couldn’t tell their gender at a glance.

The moment their eyes met, the Gremlin’s face contorted in panic. They hadn’t expected to be found, not this quickly.

“N-No way! Seriously? Tch, fine! Fenrir!!!” the Gremlin shouted, voice cracking with disbelief before snapping into command, eyes wide with panic as they scrambled to salvage the collapsing situation.

The call echoed through the night, and a massive wolf-like beast tore through the underbrush, appearing in a blur of silver fur and fangs.

Fenrir. A high-speed magical beast known for its agility and acceleration. Even with magic-enhanced movement, Belamus would be hard-pressed to keep pace with it.

The Gremlin scrambled onto Fenrir’s back in one smooth motion and shouted to the monsters still lingering nearby.

“Everyone, fall back! Retreat!” the Gremlin barked, voice sharp and commanding. The command rippled through the battlefield, and within seconds, the remaining monsters began to scatter in all directions.

Unfortunately for him, Belamus had no intention of letting the Tamer escape.

“You’re not getting away!” he shouted, surging forward without hesitation.

The chase began.

Belamus pushed his body to the limit, pouring magical energy into his legs to match Fenrir’s blistering speed. They moved in parallel, neither gaining nor losing distance. The wind howled past his ears. His cloak snapped behind him like a banner in a storm.

They were evenly matched, for the moment, each movement, each spell countered with equal force. But Belamus knew this wasn’t a contest of endurance. He wasn’t trying to outrun them or prolong the fight. All he needed was a single, decisive opening, just one clean shot to end it.

“Magic Thread!” Belamus shouted, his voice cutting through the wind. With practiced focus, he targeted the base of Fenrir’s tail and launched the spell. The glowing strands of enchanted silk shot forward, wrapping around the beast’s tail with precision.

Then, he gave the command—shorten.

The threads snapped tight, yanking Belamus forward with sudden force. The gap between him and the fleeing Tamer vanished in an instant.

In one motion, he latched onto Fenrir’s hindquarters, slamming into its furred back like a grappling hook finding purchase.

Still charging forward at full speed, Belamus suddenly shifted his weight and dug in, his fingers clutching the beast’s thick, matted fur for leverage. Without hesitation, he launched himself upward, using its body as a foothold. Clawing and scrambling, he began to climb, every movement fueled by urgency and precision.

Clinging tightly to Fenrir’s thick fur to avoid being thrown off, Belamus began making his way toward the creature’s neck, where the Gremlin was perched.

“Ugh! That idiot Shamat totally blew it!” the Gremlin snarled, clearly unaware that Belamus was already right behind them. “The whole plan’s a disaster now!”

“Stop Fenrir,” Belamus ordered coldly.

“Eek—!” the Gremlin squeaked, their entire body jolting as they recoiled in panic, clearly not expecting a voice to come from directly behind them. The Gremlin flinched so violently that they nearly fell off the saddle. They turned their head slowly, like a horror-struck child checking for monsters under the bed, and the instant they laid eyes on Belamus clinging barely meters behind, their face crumpled in despair.

“I won’t repeat myself. Stop. Fenrir,” Belamus said coldly, each word delivered with razor-sharp precision, leaving no room for argument or delay.

“… Y-Yes, okay, I hear you,” the Gremlin stammered, defeated, and gave the command.

Fenrir came to a gradual halt.

That was easier than expected, Belamus thought. He’d been ready for resistance, but this one gave in with barely a whimper. Most Tamers had at least some combat ability. This one… clearly did not.

“P-Please don’t kill me…” the Gremlin whimpered, trembling as they shrank down in the saddle, eyes glistening with tears. Their childlike appearance only added to the impression; it felt less like subduing an enemy and more like bullying a frightened kid.

“I never intended to kill you,” Belamus said flatly. “You’re being taken alive.”

“R-Really?” the Gremlin asked, voice trembling, hope flickering behind tear-filled eyes.

“Yes,” Belamus replied, eyes narrowing. “There’s more benefit to keeping you alive than dead.”

The Gremlin paused. “S-So if there weren’t a benefit, I’d be dead?”

Belamus had no illusions about what needed to be done when Beresdral was threatened. If killing was required to protect the city, so be it. But this… this creature was so pitiful it was hard to feel anything but discomfort at the idea of executing them.

Still, if fear helped loosen their tongue, then fear they would get.

He let his expression harden into something sharp and merciless, his voice dropping to a level of cold finality.

“Yes. I’d kill you,” Belamus said without hesitation.

Just as expected, the Gremlin began trembling uncontrollably.

“Th-Th-There is a benefit! Tons of it! Specifically… uh… I’m not totally sure what, exactly, but I swear there is!!!” the Gremlin babbled, trembling from head to toe, their words tripping over each other in a desperate attempt to preserve their life.

Belamus held back a sigh. Incredibly effective, he thought. The bluff had worked better than expected.

“Then here’s what you’re going to do,” he said, voice firm and measured. “Take your monsters and return to Beresdral. Not a single one of them is to attack the city. If they do…” He let the silence hang. “You understand what’ll happen, don’t you?”

“Y-Y-Yes sir! Absolutely! I’ll take them back, no problem!” the Gremlin stammered, nodding so fast their horns nearly rattled, clearly too terrified to even think of disobeying. For some reason, the Gremlin threw a shaky salute, then turned Fenrir around and began riding back toward the city with surprising obedience.

“What’s your name?” Belamus called after them.

“Me? Uh, Merry! My name’s Merry!” the Gremlin blurted out, voice cracking as they straightened up in a panic.

“You’re controlling all of these monsters yourself? No room for ‘mistakes’?” he asked pointedly.

“There’s zero chance of that! I’m not some amateur!” Merry answered quickly, still clearly frightened but now sounding almost insulted by the question. Despite the quivering voice and childlike demeanor, they seemed to have a solid degree of pride in their skill as a Tamer.

Truthfully, having someone like Merry in Beresdral would be valuable. Monsters weren’t just weapons; they could be domesticated for utility, too. Some were ideal for riding, like warhorses. Others could be raised for food. A capable Tamer could help improve not just the city’s defenses, but daily life.

If Merry weren’t an enemy operative, Belamus might’ve tried to recruit them. But they were—and judging by how terrified they already were, it would take a miracle to win them over.

He quietly gave up on the idea.

Once they arrived back at Beresdral, Merry was instructed to keep the monsters stationed outside the city gate. There, the interrogation began.

“This little brat was the one controlling the monsters?” Delarosa said with a scowl, arms crossed tightly. But her anger wasn’t about the city nearly being attacked. No, she’d been woken from a very pleasant nap, and that was what had her ready to punch someone.

Compared to her younger self, Delarosa had grown into a towering, intimidating figure—and to someone like Merry, who barely came up to her waist, the difference was terrifying. Merry shook like a leaf under her gaze, eyes darting between Delarosa and Belamus as if unsure which one was more likely to eat them.

“Now, now, no need to scare them any further,” Belamus said, his tone softening. “We’ll put Merry in a cell for now. They don’t have any combat ability, so keeping an eye on them shouldn’t be difficult. Can I ask the legion ants to handle that?”

“No problem. We’ll keep watch,” Medina answered calmly.

Belamus nodded, and Medina turned to the waiting ant soldiers, instructing them to escort Merry to the holding cells. Merry didn’t resist, just got carried along, still shaking slightly under the pressure of everything that had happened.

Once they were gone, Ellency turned toward Belamus, her expression thoughtful.

“So, what’s our next move? From what you’re saying, this Transta character has his eyes set on Beresdral, right?”

“That’s correct,” Belamus replied. “But we’ll decide together. For now… it’s late. Let’s get some rest and reconvene tomorrow to discuss it properly.”

Everyone agreed without complaint and began dispersing toward their homes.

Belamus had countless thoughts running through his head, but he knew better than to let exhaustion cloud his judgment. He took a deep breath, forced his mind to go quiet, and turned in for the night.

The next morning, the gathering hall was filled with the low hum of voices as a large crowd of residents assembled. Belamus stood before them, his expression composed and firm.

“Has anyone ever heard of a place called Transta’s stronghold?” he asked. “Anything you can tell us—location, rumors, anything at all.”

One of the older beastmen raised a hand. “Heard of it, yeah. It’s way out west, deep in the forest. People call it a cursed zone; nothing but monsters, real strong ones too.”

“And that Transta guy?” another chimed in. “Word is he’s some sort of monster overlord. Real bad news. Supposedly ancient.”

Apparently, it was better known than Belamus had expected. While none of the gathered residents could pinpoint its exact location, several had at least heard stories.

“So, it’s real,” he murmured, nodding to himself. Then he addressed the crowd again, more decisively this time.

“My intention is to form a team and strike first. If we wait, they’ll come for us again, and next time, we might not be so lucky.”

“You want to take the fight to them, huh?” Ellency said, arms crossed. “But can we even pull that off? Attacking their stronghold head-on?”

“We still don’t have a clear picture of the enemy’s full strength,” Belamus said, his gaze sweeping across the hall. “Which means we need more information—from both Merry and Shamat.” He folded his arms, considering the implications. “That said, we’ve captured their Tamer. That alone may have forced a large number of monsters to remain deployed outside their stronghold. There’s no doubt about it; right now, their defenses are at their weakest.”

If Beresdral were truly outmatched in raw power, bolstering its defenses would be the top priority. He could already imagine it: twenty layers of magical barriers, formidable enough to repel even the fiercest siege. It would take an enormous amount of magic and construction effort, but… if given a full month, they could do it.

“For now, bring Shamat and Merry here,” he ordered.

“At once,” Medina replied crisply, turning to relay the command.

A few minutes later, the legion ants escorted the two captives into the assembly hall. Shamat shuffled in with his usual lazy gait, while Merry looked like they’d already aged a year overnight—eyes wide, tail twitching, and clinging to their captors like a drowning child to driftwood.

Belamus didn’t waste time. “I want information about Transta’s stronghold. Everything you know.”

“Not happening,” Shamat replied immediately, crossing his arms with uncharacteristic resolve. “No way I’m talking, no matter how much you ask.”

“I-I-I’ll tell you everything!” Merry wailed before anyone else could speak. “Just please don’t kill me!”

Shamat’s jaw dropped. “Wha—hold on, what?! Merry, no! You can’t talk! If Robe finds out, he’s so gonna kill you!”

“I-It doesn’t matter!” Merry sobbed, their voice climbing higher with each syllable. “I’ll be killed here anyway! So, I’d rather pick the option that gives me a tiny bit more time to live!”

Shamat looked panicked now. “No no no! You’ve got it all wrong! Bel’s actually really nice! He wouldn’t kill you just for keeping your mouth shut. But talking? That’s what gets you killed!”

“L-L-Liar! Did you see his face?! That’s not a nice face! That’s a ‘kill you in cold blood’ kind of face!! I’m gonna die!!” And with that, Merry dissolved into full-on tears.

Belamus watched their breakdown with a mixture of bemusement and resignation. It wasn’t the fear that bothered him—he wanted them to be afraid. But to be called “murderous” when he’d made a point of keeping his expression neutral? That stung a little.

“I’ll have you know,” he said flatly, “my face is perfectly normal.”

Before anyone else could respond, a sharp voice cut in from the side. “He doesn’t have a scary face! Where do you even get off saying that? Look again! He’s adorable!”

Arèsa had practically leaped to his defense, stomping forward in outrage.

“Exactly!” Delarosa chimed in, arms crossed, lips pursed. “Bel might’ve grown up a bit, but he’s still cute! Always will be!”

Belamus rubbed at his temple, already regretting letting the conversation drift. “That’s enough. Back on topic,” he said dryly, waving both of them down. “This is getting complicated. You two, quiet,” Belamus said sharply, cutting off Arèsa and Delarosa before their cheerleading could spiral any further. “And get Shamat out of here for now. If Merry’s willing to talk, that’s enough.”

He shot a glance at the legion ants, who immediately moved to comply. Shamat tried to protest—

“Wait, hold o—mmph!” Shamat yelped.

—but his mouth was promptly covered, and he was escorted out of the hall before he could talk Merry out of cooperating.

Belamus turned back to the trembling gremlin. “Now then, Merry. I’m going to need you to tell us everything you know.”

“Y-Yes, sir…!” they squeaked, voice high and brittle, wide eyes brimming with unshed tears.

Looking at them—small, shivering, childlike—it definitely made for a disturbing image. To anyone else in the room, it probably looked like Belamus was bullying a terrified little child. But this wasn’t a game, and sentimentality wouldn’t protect Beresdral. He steeled himself and pressed on.

“Where is Transta’s stronghold?” Belamus asked, his voice calm but edged with quiet authority as he fixed Merry with a steady, expectant gaze.

Merry glanced around as if checking for someone who might stop them, then slowly lifted a shaking hand and pointed. “That… way…”

“Northeast,” Belamus noted, following their gesture. “How far?” he pressed, his tone low and deliberate, watching Merry closely as they fidgeted beneath his gaze.

“Not… super far,” they muttered vaguely, eyes flicking back down to the floor. They weren’t being evasive; just imprecise. Whether due to fear or a genuine lack of vocabulary, it was clear Merry wasn’t the most articulate informant. Belamus adjusted his expectations.

“How many monsters are stationed there?” Belamus asked, folding his arms as his eyes narrowed, every word laced with measured urgency.

“Uhm… not that many anymore,” Merry admitted. “The dumb ones, I mean. We used like… seventy percent of ’em for the raid. There’s still some left, but…”

“But?” Belamus leaned in slightly, his brow furrowing as he caught the hesitation in Merry’s voice.

They winced. “The ones still there are all crazy strong. And smart. Really smart. That’s why it’s still dangerous.”

“How strong are we talking?” he asked. “On Shamat’s level?”

Merry snorted before clapping a hand over their mouth in panic. “Shamat’s strong, sure, but the ones guarding the place now? He’s nothing compared to them.”

“How many of these… strong, intelligent monsters are there?” Belamus asked, his voice steady but probing, eyes locked on Merry as if trying to weigh the truth in their trembling reply.

“Four,” they answered immediately.

Belamus nodded to himself. Four was manageable.

Belamus narrowed his eyes slightly, shifting his weight. “What about Transta, your boss? How strong is he?”

Merry flinched at the mention of the name. “Lord T-Transta?! I-I haven’t really met him much… I mean, someone like me wouldn’t normally, uh, I’ve never seen him fight or anything, b-but I’m sure he’s really strong…”

From the way Merry stammered through their answer, it was clear even they had no idea just how dangerous Transta might be. Belamus noted the lack of firsthand knowledge, concluding that Transta likely preferred to stay in the shadows and direct things from behind the scenes. The recent incursion into Beresdral had clearly been left to his subordinates.

He continued questioning Merry, but they weren’t exactly the most eloquent or informative source. Still, by the end of it, Belamus had a rough idea of the stronghold’s location and the enemy’s remaining forces. That alone made the interrogation worthwhile.

If Merry was to be believed—and judging by their trembling, he believed they had no reason to lie—the majority of the monsters stationed at the stronghold had already been sent out during the failed assault. That meant the current defenses were thinner than ever.

Those four intelligent, high-level monsters still remained inside. Even one of those could spell disaster if underestimated.

Charging in with too many people could backfire… more moving targets means more casualties, Belamus thought grimly. No. A small, elite team would be better.

He couldn’t risk the lives of Beresdral’s citizens. A lean, precise strike was the only way.

Still, he reminded himself, Balbora, Ugo, and Navasha are all out on their evolution journey. We can’t begin the assault until they return.

If this were a high-risk infiltration with only elite fighters, those three would be essential.

Turning back to the others, Belamus gestured to the legion ant guards.

“Take Merry back to the holding cell,” he ordered. “And don’t let their appearance fool you—they may look harmless, but they’re the one who commanded the monsters outside. Stay alert.”

It wasn’t just a warning to the guards. He’d nearly fallen for the same illusion himself.

Once Merry was escorted out, Belamus began outlining the plan.

“A precision strike,” he said. “A small team, chosen carefully, to slip in and take out the threat before they can regroup.”

Ellency folded her arms, frowning thoughtfully. “A smaller team could reduce casualties… but are you sure we can pull it off?”

Medina gave a confident nod. “If their numbers are low, it’s the most efficient option. But please, take a few of the legion ants with you. Thanks to the firearms we received from the dwarves, they’ve grown far stronger. They’ll be more helpful now than ever.”

Belamus considered that. He had wanted to minimize losses, but the legion ants weren’t civilians. And with guns in hand, they’d become a reliable force.

“Understood. The legion ants will accompany us. Thank you, Medina,” Belamus said with quiet appreciation, his gaze steady. He inclined his head, genuinely appreciative of her support, even if it would undoubtedly strain her mana to maintain control over so many.

“Think nothing of it,” Medina replied with a gentle smile. “This is my duty.”

With their participation secured, the odds of a successful raid had increased significantly.

“If the legion ants are coming, our chances go up considerably. But…” Ellency’s brow furrowed. “Balbora, Navasha, and Ugo are still out on their journey, aren’t they?”

“They are,” Belamus confirmed. “And we’ll need them. We can’t move on Transta’s stronghold without them. They’ve been gone quite a while now, though; it shouldn’t be long before they return.”

“I wonder if Balbora managed to evolve yet,” Delarosa mused aloud, her tone curious.

“If there were any Elder Lizards in the wilderness, then he should’ve had the opportunity,” Belamus answered calmly. “I warned them about the dangers—encounters with humans, or powerful monsters—but with those three, I trust they can handle themselves.”

Suddenly, a shout tore through the quiet: “I-I-It’s an attack! We’re under attack!!!”

The alarmed voice echoed through the gathering.

Already?! That’s impossible!

Pushing through the rising tension, Belamus burst from the hall and sprinted toward the gates. When he reached the entrance, he found one of the goblin sentries pointing skyward with a trembling finger.

“Up there!”

Suspended in the twilight air was a massive shadow: winged, soaring, and unmistakably reptilian.

“It’s a dragon!” the goblin gasped. “Well, kinda small for one, but still! Dragons are monsters, man! Real strong monsters!”

Belamus narrowed his eyes. No… that’s not a monster.

He took one step forward just as the flying creature shouted with all the force of his lungs: “DON’T SHOOT! HOLD YOUR FIRE! IT’S ME—BALBORA! I’M NOT THE ENEMY!”

Soaring above them was none other than Balbora, now fully evolved, his frame transformed into that of a Dragon Orc, his wings spread wide, glinting with power as he descended.



Chapter 10


“Whoaaa!!! Balbora looks so cool now!!!” Delarosa practically screamed, stars in her eyes as she pointed at the newly evolved Dragon Orc.

“He used to be suuuper dorky though…”

“I didn’t even recognize him at first.”

“Can’t believe that geeky Balbora came back looking like this.”

Voices of amazement rippled through the crowd, the villagers buzzing with praise and awe at Balbora’s transformation.

“Hmph! And it’s not just my looks; I’m way stronger now, too!” Balbora puffed out his chest, clearly riding high on the wave of compliments. “Ah, Lord Belamus! Please, look at me! This new form, I finally did it!” Balbora bounded over like an excited child, his voice booming with pride as his wings flared behind him. “Pretty awesome, right?!”

“So, you managed to evolve after all. It suits you,” Belamus said with a calm nod, arms crossed as he assessed the new form.

“Y-you think so?! I knew this look was cool!” Balbora beamed, his entire posture brimming with confidence—perhaps a little too much.

Watching him bask in the attention, Belamus felt a flicker of concern. Evolution brought increased physical capabilities, but it didn’t make anyone invincible. Overconfidence could get him, or others, killed.

“Balbora,” he said firmly. “Yes, you’ve grown stronger, but don’t let it go to your head. You’re not invulnerable. Stay sharp.”

“Huh? O-Oh! Y-Yes, sir! I’ll remember that!” Balbora jolted slightly, but nodded quickly. He might’ve been cocky, but he wasn’t stupid, and Belamus’s words struck home.

“Okay, okay, Balbora’s evolution is great and all,” Navasha cut in with a sly grin, swaggering up beside him. “But you have to hear what I pulled off in the wasteland. Seriously—”

“Not now.” Belamus held up a hand, his voice cutting clean through the rising chatter. “We have a more pressing matter. Something happened while the three of you were away.”

“Huh? What happened?” Navasha tilted her head, blinking in confusion as the playful energy she’d brought back from her journey gave way to concern. All three of them had stiffened at once.

Belamus wasted no time. He explained the situation with Transta, the planned invasion, and their impending assault on the enemy stronghold.

“Transta’s stronghold, huh? Sounds like I missed something fun while I was gone,” Navasha said, her eyes gleaming.

“It’s not fun,” Belamus replied coldly.

“You need us for the operation, right?” Balbora grinned, placing a fist over his chest. “Leave it to me! As a newly minted Dragon Orc, I’ll tear through them like wet paper!” He stood tall and proud, ready for battle and, perhaps for the first time, truly deserving of the cheers around him.
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“I get the idea of sending in a small elite team, sure,” Ugo said, arms crossed and brow furrowed. “But if we pull all the heavy hitters outta Beresdral, what happens if something else shows up while we’re gone? Transta ain’t the only threat lurking in that forest, y’know.”

The concern in his voice wasn’t misplaced. The Great Frazes Forest was full of dangers, many of which had nothing to do with Transta. If every top-tier fighter left, the town would be left wide open, not just in terms of raw strength, but leadership, too. Without Belamus or someone capable of directing the defense, even the most disciplined fighters could falter in chaos.

“You’re right,” Belamus said after a thoughtful pause. “Sending everyone would be too risky. We’ll split the forces: some for the strike team, the rest for defense.”

The first to be assigned were the obvious choices. Belamus himself would go, of course. Alongside him, Delarosa, Navasha, and Medello, fighters known more for their sheer power than tactical command, would make up the muscle of the assault force.

“I’ll stay behind,” Ellency offered, stepping forward with calm confidence. “The alraune are numerous, and they’ll play a crucial role in defense. I’m best suited to be here, coordinating them.”

“And I should stay as well,” Medina added with a nod. “We’ll send thirty percent of the legion ants for the strike team. The rest will remain here. I don’t need to go myself; a General Ant can act in my place.”

“Count me in for the home front too,” Ugo said, lifting a hand. “The goblins make up our largest numbers, and they’ll need someone to lead ’em. That’s a job I can handle.”

“Liza. I want you to stay behind.” Belamus turned to her, his tone firm yet trusting. “While I’m gone, I want you to act as the central leader of Beresdral.”

Liza blinked, clearly caught off guard. “Me? You want me to take your place?”

“You’re intelligent, composed, and you’ve served under a lord before,” he replied without hesitation. “You’re the best choice.”

Her surprise softened into determination. “I… see. Then I’ll remain in Beresdral and act in your stead, Lord Belamus.” She carried herself with a quiet dignity as she accepted the role. Belamus trusted her completely. With Liza in charge, he could focus on the offensive without worrying about the village.

The team for the assault on Transta’s stronghold was now finalized: Belamus, Delarosa, Navasha, Medello, Balbora, Lilli, and a detachment of legion ants.

The preparations were swift. Weapons were checked, packs were lightened, and spells were readied.

“Good. We’re heading out,” Belamus declared. “Beresdral is in your hands now.”

Those staying behind nodded with conviction.

The strike team departed.

Due to Merry’s vague directions, they only had a rough idea of where Transta’s stronghold was located. So Belamus brought them along—bound by duty and a very strong fear of death—to guide them while controlling their monsters.

Currently, Fenrir padded along just ahead of the group. Massive, imposing, and silent, the beast kept to Merry’s commands without a single snarl of disobedience. Belamus didn’t let his guard down, but there hadn’t been even a flicker of aggression so far.

The stronghold wasn’t as far away as they’d expected.

A vast cave loomed ahead, partially concealed by overgrowth. That gaping darkness was their destination. Despite how much they’d scouted the forest, this place had remained hidden. The Great Frazes Forest was still full of secrets, it seemed.

Upon reaching the entrance, Fenrir stopped and sat obediently. It appeared that was the extent of his task; he wouldn’t follow them in. Merry, perhaps out of guilt or fear, hadn’t pushed for their familiar to fight alongside them.

“All right! Let’s crush ’em!” Delarosa yelled, fists raised, already halfway to charging in.

“Hold it.” Belamus raised a hand, voice sharp with authority. “We move carefully. No unnecessary risks.”

There were no guards stationed at the entrance of the stronghold. No sentries, no defenses, nothing. It was completely exposed.

Too exposed.

Normally, a place like this would have at least one lookout. The utter lack of one was suspicious, almost unnaturally so. There had to be traps, some kind of snare laid for intruders. Charging in blindly would be the height of foolishness.

Belamus crouched low at the mouth of the cave, scanning the area with sharp, calculating eyes. He combed over every crack in the stone, every ridge and crevice of the threshold, searching for magical residue, pressure plates, or hidden glyphs.

Nothing.

No traps at all…? His brow furrowed. Are they just being careless…?

It didn’t feel right. This was Transta’s stronghold: a den of dangerous, intelligent monsters. Belamus could only conclude that they weren’t worried about being attacked; so confident in their strength, they didn’t see a need for defenses. No matter who tried to invade, they’d crush them without a second thought.

“… We’re going in,” Belamus muttered, rising to his feet.

The team followed close behind as they stepped into the enemy’s den.

The inside was no crude cave. The walls were reinforced, and the floors were paved with stone. Light fixtures embedded in the ceiling bathed the passage in a steady glow, eliminating the need for magical illumination. It was surprisingly civilized. Organized. Controlled.

After a short walk, the passage widened into a grand chamber. The floor gleamed beneath their feet, polished to near perfection. Carvings and ornamental fixtures adorned the walls. It looked more like a throne room than the lair of savage beasts.

Now, they felt it.

The moment their feet crossed into the hall, a wave of intent swept over them. Hostile eyes, hidden in the shadows, watching their every move.

Belamus reacted instantly. He flung one arm out to the side, halting the party behind him in a silent, urgent signal.

“Enemies are lying in wait,” he whispered, low enough for only his companions to hear.

The others nodded, silently drawing weapons, weaving magic, slipping into battle stances.

Then they came.

Monsters, one after another, burst from the side corridors and dropped from alcoves above, snarling and shrieking as they charged.

“Legion ants, take point!” Belamus ordered without hesitation.

The insectoid warriors surged forward, forming a living shield. They were expendable, yes, but more importantly, they were the ideal frontline: unflinching, obedient, and overwhelmingly numerous. Against these lesser enemies, Belamus saw no reason to waste the strength of his elite fighters.

Though only about half their number had emerged, over a thousand legion ants now flooded the chamber. Few of them wielded guns—the vast majority lacked real combat capability—but even so, their overwhelming numbers turned the tide. The balance of power shifted in their favor.

Whatever the legion ants couldn’t finish off, Belamus’s strike team handled with swift efficiency.

The enemy monsters were indeed powerful—stronger than anticipated—and more than a hundred legion ants were lost in the skirmish. But thanks to Belamus’s foresight and the strategic use of expendable forces, the main party suffered minimal damage. The battle ended in their favor.

“Let’s keep moving,” Belamus said, dusting off his cloak as the sounds of combat died behind them.

Just as they began to advance deeper into the stronghold, a calm, silky voice echoed from ahead.

“I’m afraid I can’t allow you to continue behaving as you please.”

The team froze. Eyes scanned the shadows.

Someone was waiting for them.

“A human?” Delarosa muttered, squinting at the figure standing at the far end of the chamber.

At first glance, he looked like any other man: lean frame, narrow eyes, dressed simply. But something was off. No human had any reason to be in a place like this.

Then, before their eyes, long, furred ears emerged from his head… followed by nine great tails swaying behind him like a living fan of fire.

“Wh-What the heck?! T-Tails!” Medello gawked.

“He’s not human; definitely a monster!” Navasha stepped forward, fists clenched.

Belamus narrowed his eyes, his mind racing.

A kitsune?

From what he recalled, the creature before them resembled the mythical nine-tailed fox spirit said to dwell on an island far to the east, the kitsune. He had only ever heard of them in fragmented stories passed down like legends. To see one in the flesh, here, deep in the forests of Frazes, was a troubling sign.

The nine-tailed fox is supposed to be native to that distant island. It’s never been known to leave it… Did its clan migrate to Frazes while I was away?

Belamus didn’t like the implication. He relied heavily on prior knowledge to assess an enemy’s strengths and tactics. With someone like this, an opponent veiled in myth and unknowns, that advantage vanished.

“So… Shamat really did screw up,” the kitsune muttered, his tone almost casual. “Good thing I sent out scouts just in case.”

Belamus narrowed his eyes. “You knew we were coming?”

The man gave a nod, serene and unbothered. “Naturally.”

“And yet, there were no traps at the entrance. Why?” Belamus asked, studying the man’s expression.

That earned a grin. Cold. Sharp.

“You’ve already walked straight into my trap,” the nine-tailed man said with a sly grin, his voice as smooth as silk and far more dangerous.

“What?” Belamus froze, his eyes narrowing.

Without another word, the nine-tailed figure knelt and placed his hand against the polished stone floor.

“Transfer,” the kitsune murmured, calm as still water. The moment the word left his lips, the ground beneath them began to glow.

All at once, the monsters the legion ants had just defeated began to shimmer, then they vanished, dissolving into scattered points of light. Belamus’s eyes narrowed. It didn’t feel like any spell he’d encountered before. Not offensive magic. Not illusion. Something else. But there was no mistaking who had done it: the nine-tailed fox, still crouched with his hand to the floor.

Belamus lunged, ready to end the spell… but the man was already gone.

A surge of tension stabbed through him. He snapped his head around the room.

Everyone was gone.

Belamus narrowed his eyes. “… What?”

Only the legion ants remained, loyal, mindless, and completely silent. Every other member of the assault team had vanished.

Had the nine-tailed fox laid a trap to split their forces? Or worse… had that light disintegrated them entirely?

No. If it were a spell meant to kill, Belamus would’ve been affected too. And he wasn’t. The word had been clear: “Transfer.”

They’d been teleported. Scattered.

He’s going to pick them off one by one.

The realization hit Belamus hard. This wasn’t just a trap; it was a calculated strategy to divide and isolate, taking advantage of their individual weaknesses. And if the enemy was truly as strong as Merry claimed…

This could be bad.

So… they anticipated our infiltration. The realization hit like a cold splash of water. I misread the situation.

If the entrance had been left so unguarded, he should have questioned it more.

Belamus exhaled slowly, forcing down the sting of regret. This was his oversight, and there was no undoing it now. What mattered was finding the others—and quickly.

He swept his gaze across the vast hall. Several passageways branched away from it: a single massive door directly ahead, and on both the left and right walls, two smaller doors apiece. A cluster of legion ants still lingered nearby, their antennae twitching in silent readiness.

“Spread out,” he ordered, his voice sharp and low. The creatures obeyed instantly, scuttling toward the side passages in disciplined groups.

Belamus strode to the great door at the far end, wrapped his fingers around the cold iron handle, and pulled it open. Without hesitation, he stepped through it into the shadows beyond.



Chapter 11


“… I made a miscalculation.”

The words slipped from the lips of a slender man with nine fox tails, his voice as calm as if he were discussing the weather. Draped in flowing robes, he stood deep beneath Transta’s stronghold, in a hidden chamber buried far underground, at the heart of a labyrinth carved into the earth.

This was no ordinary maze. It had been constructed for one purpose: to lure enemies into a trap through the use of Transfer.

The technique he commanded was a dangerous one, demanding a living sacrifice to activate. With it, he could relocate everyone within a given area to a different place entirely. But the art came with its limitations: too great a distance, a location suspended in midair, or a space completely sealed off from all access would render the spell useless.

Even so, the ability to forcibly move others to a location of his choosing was a terrifying weapon. And this labyrinth had been built to take full advantage of that gift, crafted in such a way as to bypass the restrictions while cornering intruders with ruthless efficiency.

“Our plan,” he went on evenly, “was to isolate Belamus, the enemy leader, and transfer only him to this room. The four of us would overwhelm him before he could react. But it seems his mana reserves were greater than I anticipated. The sacrifices we prepared weren’t enough to complete the transfer. Still… separating him from the rest was enough to meet our minimum objective.”

His tone betrayed no frustration, only cool analysis. It was not in his nature to lose composure, no matter the situation.

A lilting, teasing voice chimed in from the side. “Buuut, Belamus, right? The enemy leader? You left him in the grand hall, didn’t you? If that’s the case, there’s a pretty high chance he’ll head straight for Lord Transta’s chambers. I mean, sure, getting down here to the labyrinth takes finding that hidden door, but Transta’s room? That one’s practically gift-wrapped—big, obvious, impossible to miss.”

Irina, the Succubus, tilted her head, a sly smile playing across her lips as she posed the question.

“Belamus going straight to Lord Transta might actually work in our favor,” Robe remarked, his tone as unruffled as ever. “He’s not the type to rouse himself just because you ask him to fight, but if an enemy comes to his door, even he won’t ignore it.”

Irina gave a singsong laugh. “Yeah, but then you’re gonna get really chewed out, Robe. Lord Transta might even kill youuu.”

“If it comes to that,” he replied without missing a beat, “I’ll leave the aftermath to you.”

Her eyes widened. “What?! No way! I can’t handle that!”

Neither of them entertained the slightest fear that Transta might lose to Belamus in a one-on-one battle. The idea of him falling to a mere human wasn’t even worth consideration; it was so absurd as to be impossible.

“For now,” Robe continued, “we’ve scattered the enemy throughout different parts of the labyrinth. Our priority is to pick off those we’ve transferred here, one by one. If anyone gets out and makes their way to Belamus, it will be… troublesome. We need to eliminate every last one.”

“Sure thiiing,” Irina answered breezily.

Hm? Now that I think about it… Robe’s gaze flicked around the chamber. I don’t recall hearing a single word from Rook or Robesy for a while now. Robesy might make sense—but Rook? That chatterbox?

He turned, scanning the shadows, and realized with a jolt that only Irina remained.

“Where are Rook and Robesy?”

“Oh, those two? Let’s see… Rook said he couldn’t wait for the fight to start and just ran off. And Robesy? Said he was hungry and went to the food stores.”

“What?!” Robe’s eyes flew wide, shock breaking through his composure. His strategy had been clear: surround each enemy with overwhelming force and crush them one by one. Shamat’s intelligence had made it plain that in single combat, even if they might not lose, there was no guarantee of victory. Four against one had been the plan for a reason.

Now, with those two acting on their own, the plan was rapidly unraveling.

“Why didn’t you stop them?!” he demanded, his voice snapping sharper than a whip.

“I did try,” Irina said, shrugging. “But you know them… they don’t listen to anyone.”

“Ghh… those fools… they never hear a single word I say…” Robe buried his face in his hands, the weight of frustration finally pressing down on his shoulders.

Should I move to regroup with them? Robe’s mind ticked through the options, one after another. But if Rook and Robesy come back at the same time I’m leaving, we’ll miss each other entirely. I don’t even know where Rook is right now, so meeting up with him is out of the question. That leaves Robesy… but that’s hardly better. I can never predict what he’s thinking, and he moves on whims. He eats fast, too; there’s every chance he’s already finished in the food stores and wandered off to explore the labyrinth instead of coming back.

He weighed the possibilities in silence, eyes narrowing.

“There’s no helping it,” he said at last, his voice clipped with reluctant resolve. “Forget regrouping. They’re strong; let’s just pray they can win even if it comes down to one-on-one.”

The plan to crush the enemy with four-on-one tactics had always been a precaution, a guarantee of success, not because they had no hope of winning alone. In terms of sheer strength, both Rook and Robesy surpassed even Robe and Irina. They had more than a fair chance.

“For now,” he went on, turning toward her, “we stay put. No unnecessary movement. Let’s prepare this room, set traps so we can fight on our own terms.”

Irina inclined her head, a small, knowing smile curving her lips. “Understood.”

It was an ominous way to begin, with their forces scattered and discipline already fraying, but Robe sent up a silent prayer all the same.

Just win… somehow.



Chapter 12


“Where the hell am I?”

Navasha found herself standing in a cramped, dimly lit chamber. Shadows clung to the walls, swallowing detail, and the air was heavy with stillness. Moments ago, she’d been in a well-maintained grand hall; now she was in an entirely different place without the faintest idea how she’d gotten here.

Something’s here.

She couldn’t see it in the murk, but her skin prickled with the unmistakable weight of killing intent. Her momentary confusion vanished, her expression sharpening. In one smooth motion, she drew her blade and shifted into a fighting stance.

A guttural snarl ripped through the darkness. With a burst of movement, something lunged at her. She still couldn’t make out its form, but instinct screamed the warning, and she swung without hesitation. The steel sang through the air, met resistance, and bit deep.

A hot spray of blood splattered across her arm as the wolf’s severed head tumbled across the floor, rolling to a halt at her feet. For a heartbeat, she stood frozen, taking in the sight: the matted fur, the slack jaws, the still-glinting eyes. It was a wolf, yes, but more than that, it was a monster, its presence radiating a primal malice that seemed to cling to the air even in death. And before she could catch her breath, the shadows shifted. The creature hadn’t come alone.

Shapes moved in the gloom, more of the same creatures, undeterred by their comrade’s death. They came at her from all angles, fearless.

Her eyes were adjusting now, picking out fur, fangs, and slavering jaws. She stepped into each strike, her blade flashing in tight arcs. Every swing landed true—neck, spine, heart—until bodies littered the stone floor.

By the time the last beast fell, thirty corpses lay around her. The oppressive aura had vanished.

“Damn… so what is this place?” she muttered, lowering her sword.

Only then did she notice the silence—and the absence of her companions.

Hm. Looks like I’ve been dumped somewhere. With magic, most likely. Any time something this ridiculous happens, it’s usually magic.

Experience told her she was right. But whatever the cause, she needed to find the others.

She stepped out of the room, following the faint glow ahead. Beyond the threshold, torchlight bathed the stone in a warm, flickering orange.

So… that last chamber had been a kill box. A place built to give the advantage to predators bred for darkness.

Navasha’s instincts were sharper than most people could dream of, sharp enough that the pitch-black kill room she’d been dropped into had barely slowed her down. Against anyone else, those wolf monsters would have been invisible predators, mauling and devouring their prey before they’d even realized they were under attack.

Now, walking the dim corridor beyond, she encountered no monsters at all. Still, there was no question she was deep in enemy territory. The absence of threats only made the silence heavier. Any moment could bring another fight, and she moved forward without lowering her guard.

A faint sound cut through the stillness. Footsteps.

She froze, listening. The rhythm was light, deliberate—human-shaped. From a distance, she could tell it was a humanoid monster. Could be one of ours… But she wasn’t about to gamble her life on a guess. Navasha shifted her stance, one hand on her sword, and waited for the figure to come into view.

When it stepped into the light, she saw it wasn’t an ally.

The newcomer was a boy with sleek black hair, furred ears twitching atop his head—cat ears. She had never seen a monster like him before. He looked… oddly gentle, his expression mild. She couldn’t even be sure he was an enemy.

He said something, but it wasn’t in Goblin tongue. The meaning slipped right past her.

“You enemy? Speak Goblin,” she demanded bluntly, her tone making it clear she expected compliance.

The boy blinked, his brow furrowing in mild confusion. Then, instead of answering, his expression softened into a smile… and he drew his sword.

“Guess that’s a yes,” Navasha muttered, sliding her own blade free.

“I’m Rook. And you?” he said. She couldn’t understand the words, but from the cadence, she guessed he was asking for her name, and giving his own in return.

“Navasha,” she replied flatly.

Rook settled into a fighting stance, the smile still playing on his lips. A heartbeat later, he closed the distance in a flash, his blade arcing toward her.

Steel met steel with a harsh clang.

The battle between Navasha and Rook had begun.



Chapter 13


“What the… what the hell’s going on here?!”

Balbora barely had time to register what had happened before the chaos closed in. One moment, he’d been with the others; the next, the world shifted, and he found himself alone, hemmed in on all sides by snarling monsters. In the past, such a predicament might have spelled his end, but that was before his evolution. As a Dragon Orc, he was no longer the prey.

The creatures surged forward, but Balbora didn’t wait to be overwhelmed. A single, thunderous beat of his wings sent him shooting into the air, leaving the mob clawing at empty space below. Venom hissed upward in noxious arcs, stingers cut through the gloom, yet the attacks passed harmlessly by. Weeks of traveling the skies alongside Navasha and Ugo had honed his flight to instinct, allowing him to weave and roll between the projectiles as naturally as breathing.

From above, he fixed his enemies with a wolfish grin. Flight didn’t just mean safety—it meant the freedom to strike without restraint. Drawing in a deep, swelling breath until his chest burned, he bellowed, “Dragon Breath!”

Flame roared from his jaws in a torrent so hot it warped the air, a weapon worthy of the dragon blood now in his veins. The fire swept across the chamber in an instant, turning flesh, bone, and armor alike into blackened ash. None of the beasts had the resistance to withstand it. When the last ember died, the room was silent, save for the faint crackle of scorched stone.

Balbora lowered himself to the ground, satisfaction curling in his chest. “Damn… Dragon Orcs are seriously overpowered,” he muttered, still feeling the echo of that devastating power in his muscles. He stepped out into the corridor beyond, senses on edge, ready for whatever came next.

It was then that the scent hit him: rich, savory, impossible to ignore. He froze mid-step, nostrils flaring. “That smell…” His stomach growled in answer. He’d eaten well before leaving Beresdral, but his appetite was as voracious as ever. With a faint hungry smirk, he followed the trail, the thought of fresh meat already making his mouth water.

Balbora hesitated at the threshold of the storeroom. Eating the enemy’s provisions wasn’t exactly the most cautious move, but these supplies had likely been prepared for their own troops, not for traps. Poisoning their own food made no sense. Deciding the risk was minimal, he ducked inside.

The sight that greeted him wasn’t promising.

“What a mess…” he muttered. Crates and sacks were overturned, scraps littering the floor as if something had rampaged through and eaten its fill. Maybe some wandering monsters had slipped in for a snack. Whatever the cause, the place looked poorly managed and, by the looks of it, picked clean.

Balbora’s hopes for a decent meal were sinking fast when his eyes landed on a prize.

“Oh… now that looks good.”

A haunch of roasted meat from a bird-like monster sat half buried under a pile of burlap. Its golden skin and rich aroma were enough to make his mouth water. Without hesitation, he tore into it, devouring every bite. It wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy him, but the flavor was rich and delicious.

“Well, that’ll do for now,” he said, licking the grease from his fingers as he turned toward the door.

Unfortunately, someone was standing in his way.

A massive figure loomed in the entrance: an orc, even bigger than Balbora himself. Heavy muscle, a brutal glare, and the size of a siege engine. There was no mistaking him: King Orc Robesy.

For a heartbeat, Balbora faltered.

“Th-Th-That was some tasty meat I was… saving for later…” Robesy growled, voice thick with rage.

“Huh? Oh, uh, sorry about that,” Balbora blurted before he could stop himself. The apology slipped out instinctively; he knew he didn’t owe it—this was an enemy, after all—but the sheer presence of the larger orc pressed down on him like a physical weight.

Robesy’s eyes narrowed.

“RAAAAAAAAH! I won’t forgive this! You might be an orc, but I’ll tear you apart!”

The roar shook the shelves, a challenge that would have sent the old Balbora to his knees, groveling for mercy. But that was before his evolution. Now, with the power and confidence of a Dragon Orc burning in his veins, he stood his ground, meeting Robesy’s fury head-on. Balbora’s tusked grin widened, his eyes flashing with challenge.

“I’ll make you the one who doesn’t walk away from this.” His voice was steady, his stance solid, his words carrying none of the fear that might once have crept in.

Robesy answered with a guttural snarl, the kind that promised blood.

They moved almost in the same heartbeat, two masses of muscle and fury crashing together in an impact that rattled the storeroom’s walls. Wood splintered, crates toppled, and the air filled with the sound of heavy blows and the scrape of steel.

The battle between Balbora and Robesy had begun.



Chapter 14


“Hmm… where’d Belamus and the others go?”

Delarosa stood in the center of a strange chamber, arms crossed, her gaze sweeping the walls as she tried to piece together what had happened. The floor beneath her boots was nothing but loose sand, the space enclosed by a smooth, circular wall. Wherever she’d been sent, there were no monsters waiting for her.

She frowned, then shrugged. “Well, standing here thinking about it won’t help. Guess I’ll go look for them.”

There was only one exit, so she headed toward it, only for the sand to erupt at her feet.

“Wah!” she yelped, stumbling back as something massive burst from the ground.

It was a creature she’d never seen before, its lupine head ringed with bristling fur, its body long and scaled like a serpent’s. The lower half remained buried, leaving her unsure whether it had legs or was entirely limbless, but the sheer size of the exposed portion was daunting. What she could see stretched nearly ten meters from snout to tail.

A Snakewolf. Rare desert-dwelling predators.

Delarosa wrinkled her nose. “Ugh… no thank you.” It wasn’t that she feared reptiles, but this thing’s mismatched, predatory form was… unsettling.

The Snakewolf let out a deep, hungry growl, drool spilling in thick ropes from its jaws. Its yellow eyes locked onto her, and it lunged, sand spraying in all directions.

Delarosa didn’t flinch. She simply raised her hand, tracking its head with calm precision.

“Fireball!”

The familiar incantation left her lips, but the spell that bloomed was anything but ordinary. Though classified as a beginner’s spell, the Fireball of an evolved mage like Delarosa carried a devastating potency. The swirling orb of flame streaked toward the Snakewolf with lethal speed.

The Fireball struck home with brutal precision, the explosion of heat and light swallowing the Snakewolf’s lupine head in an instant. Flesh, bone, and fur vanished in a flash of searing flame, leaving nothing but blackened ash where its face had been. The rest of its massive body collapsed limply to the sand, lifeless before it even hit the ground.

“All right, time to get back to searching,” Delarosa said, brushing the grit from her robe as she strode toward the exit.

The sandy floor gave way to solid stone the moment she left the chamber. She moved quickly down the corridor, eyes scanning for movement, but no monsters appeared to bar her path.

After a time, the passage opened into a wide chamber, and the sound of battle hit her like a wave.

At the far end, two familiar figures fought desperately: Lilli and Medello. Even from her position, Delarosa could tell they were struggling. Both were formidable spellcasters, their magical prowess undeniable, but they lacked the agility and endurance for prolonged close combat. Without someone to keep enemies at bay, they were being pressed hard, hemmed in by a swarm of monsters snapping and clawing from every side.

Delarosa, on the other hand, had both the magical firepower and the physical ability to wade into melee if needed. Her eyes narrowed. This is bad. If I don’t break that encirclement now…

Raising one hand, she called forth a far more devastating spell.

“Fire Tornado!”

A towering vortex of flame roared into existence, its spiraling heat wave slamming into the enemy ranks. The monsters shrieked as the inferno swept through them, scattering the front lines in an instant. The sudden gap was all the opening Lilli and Medello needed, and they unleashed their own spells with renewed precision, each strike dropping another foe.

The tide turned swiftly. Within minutes, the once-overwhelming horde lay scattered in smoldering heaps across the chamber floor. Not a single monster remained standing.

Delarosa hurried across the scorched chamber, boots crunching over charred monster remains. “Are you two all right?!” she called, relief edging her voice.

“Thanks, Delarosa!” Medello beamed, his usual levity returning now that the danger had passed.

“You saved us,” Lilli added with a graceful nod, her voice calm but tinged with lingering tension.

They bore no injuries, but their expressions told the story; they’d been on the verge of being overwhelmed before she’d arrived.

“Hey, hey, where are we? And what’s going on?” Delarosa asked, scanning their surroundings as if the walls themselves might offer an answer.

“We’ve got no idea,” Medello replied, throwing up her hands. “One moment we were together, the next, poof!”

“It’s the same for me,” Lilli said. “Before I knew it, I was separated from Lord Belamus entirely…”

“So, you two are just as lost as I am,” Delarosa sighed. She’d half hoped one of them might know more, but the idea was short-lived.

“The enemy is clearly behind this,” Lilli said firmly. “We’ll have to proceed with care.” As the oldest among them, she seemed determined to keep a level head.

“Right. We don’t know what might come at us,” Medello agreed, though her smile returned a moment later. “Still… with Delarosa here, I think we’ll be fine.”

The trust in her tone brought the faintest smile to Delarosa’s face. “All right then, no more standing around. Let’s move. We need to find Belamus.”

Together, the three of them pressed onward, cutting down a handful of monsters that tried to bar their path.

Eventually, the corridor spilled into another wide chamber. Delarosa froze.

“… There!”

At the far end stood two figures, one of whom was familiar: the robed kitsune Delarosa had last seen in the grand hall, and a Succubus.

Delarosa’s eyes narrowed, heat rising to her cheeks. “You! Where did you take Belamus?!” The demand came out more like a roar.

Robe regarded the group with an unreadable calm. “Three of them… one more than us. Still, we should manage,” he murmured under his breath.

“I don’t know what he just said,” Delarosa muttered, “but he’s clearly ready to fight. Lilli, Medello, let’s go!”

“Right!” Medello’s grin sharpened.

“Understood,” Lilli said crisply.

The air in the chamber grew taut, the space between them charged with hostile intent.

The battle between Delarosa’s trio and the pair of Irina and Robe had begun.



Chapter 15


Beyond the great door lay a long corridor, the plush crimson of its carpet soft beneath Belamus’s boots. Along either side, stone dragons crouched at precise intervals, their carved eyes glinting faintly in the light. Everything about the passage spoke of significance, as though it led to a place meant to impress—or to intimidate.

He trusted his instincts and kept moving.

Eventually, another massive set of doors rose before him. Without hesitation, he pushed them open and stepped inside.

The voice came almost at once, casual and boyish: “Robe? Already finished taking Beresdral?”

Belamus didn’t flinch. Without breaking stride, he let his eyes sweep over the room. It was a mess—clutter and discarded objects littered the floor. The speaker remained unseen, hidden somewhere beyond the debris.

“… You’re not Robe,” the voice said again, this time edged with suspicion. “Who the hell are you?”

Whoever it was, they hadn’t gotten a clear look at him yet, but they’d picked up on something—his footfalls, his presence—that marked him as a stranger.

Belamus didn’t slow. He kept walking toward the source of the sound.

At the far end of the chamber sat an enormous bed. Curled atop it was a small white cat. Belamus scanned the rest of the area, expecting to find someone else nearby, but there was only the animal.

“Hey. I’m talking to you.” The voice came from the bed. The cat’s golden eyes were fixed on him, narrowed in a glare.

“You’re speaking to me?” Belamus asked evenly.

“Who else would it be?” the cat shot back, irritation roughening its tone. “Intruding into my chambers without permission? You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that,” the cat said, its voice curling with menace.

“You’re… Transta?” Belamus asked, brow lifting slightly.

The name belonged to the dungeon’s master, but the creature before him looked more like a pampered house pet than a fearsome boss.

“You’ve got the air of someone strong,” the cat went on. “Name?”

“I am Belamus,” he replied, his voice steady but wary.

A slow, sharp-toothed grin spread across the cat’s muzzle. “Haven’t fought seriously in a long while… Guess I’ll make an exception today.”

With that, Transta leaped down from the bed. White smoke burst from his body, billowing out in thick, curling waves until it swallowed his small form completely.

When the haze thinned, the transformation was complete.

Where the cat had been now stood a towering, broad-shouldered figure, easily over two meters tall, his frame thick with corded muscle. White tiger ears twitched atop his head, and a long striped tail flicked behind him. His sharp, predatory gaze carried a weight that filled the room, the easy menace of a predator who had never once doubted he was at the top of the food chain.
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“Emperor Were-Tiger…” Belamus breathed, the words slipping out in a low murmur as his eyes narrowed.

The name surfaced from Belamus’s memory as soon as he laid eyes on the transformed Transta. Among the powerful humanoid beasts known as Were-Tigers, the Emperor variant was the pinnacle of evolution, a rare and devastating apex predator. Even in his previous life, Belamus had seldom seen one, but he knew enough to understand just how dangerous they were. In the hierarchy of monsters, this one stood at the very top.

At twelve years old, Belamus’s own magical reserves had grown tremendously, far surpassing what they had once been. And yet… even with all that power, he couldn’t say for certain that victory was within reach. This was not an opponent to take lightly.

“Belamus, was it?” Transta’s deep voice rolled across the chamber, the weight of his presence pressing down like a storm front. “Let me tell you one thing.”

Belamus met that killing aura head-on. “What is it?”

“Anyone who’s ever interrupted my sleep…” A slow, feral smile spread across Transta’s face. “… is dead. Without exception.”

The air between them tightened, heavy with lethal intent.

“Then I’ll be your first exception,” Belamus replied, his tone ironclad.

Transta studied him with a predator’s instinct, unfazed by size or race. The youth’s posture, the unflinching steadiness in his eyes—these spoke more loudly than any boast. This one was strong.

A grin split the Emperor Were-Tiger’s face, his tongue running over his teeth. “Good. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a fight I could enjoy.”

Belamus answered with action, his hands rising as he unleashed his first spell. The chamber seemed to shrink around them as two overwhelming forces collided.

The battle between Belamus and Transta, the clash of two of the strongest beings alive, had begun.



Chapter 16


Navasha and Rook’s blades clashed in a flurry of sparks, the tempo so fierce it was almost impossible for the eye to follow. Both fought with swords, and Rook’s skill was undeniable; every strike and parry bore the polish of countless battles, the kind of mastery only years of blood and steel could forge.

Despite his small frame and youthful face, which made him seem close to Navasha’s own age, Rook had lived far longer, honing his swordsmanship far beyond most. Even so, Navasha held her ground. She didn’t match her opponent in technique, but her superior physical power and speed evened the playing field.

Her advantage didn’t end there. Though Rook’s blade was a fine weapon—rare, well-forged, and dangerous—it still fell short of the orichalcum sword in Navasha’s grip. Lighter yet tougher than steel, it moved through the air with unmatched ease, while Rook’s heavier weapon slowed him by a fraction. In combat at this level, that fraction mattered.

“Mmm, you’re strong,” Rook remarked between exchanges, his tone almost conversational. “When I heard this was a goblin-heavy town, I figured it’d be full of small fry. But you, you’re strong for a goblin.”

Goblins could be formidable if they evolved, but in the Great Frazes Forest, they rarely did. Most remained weak, unthreatening creatures. Having never left the forest, Rook had assumed they were all easy kills.

“I can’t afford to lose…” His eyes sharpened. “… so, I guess it’s time I got serious.”

With smooth, almost lazy footwork, he drifted closer and lashed out.

“Whoa—!” Navasha jerked back just in time. He hadn’t grown faster, yet somehow she’d let him inside her guard, his blade whispering past where her ribs had been a heartbeat before.

From then on, he pressed her relentlessly. His sword wasn’t moving any quicker, nor had his strikes grown heavier, but each attack slid past her defenses with uncanny precision. Before she realized it, Navasha was fighting on the back foot, her focus consumed by keeping his edge away from her flesh.

What the hell is with this guy? He’s impossible to handle!

Rook’s footwork and timing were unlike anything Navasha had ever faced. Every step, every swing carried a rhythm that defied prediction. He’d feint forward only to slip back, retreat just to surge in with a sudden slash, aim for her head before abruptly redirecting toward her legs. Again and again, he caught her off guard, forcing her to react a heartbeat too late.

Even so, the fact that she was still managing to parry every strike, despite being driven onto the defensive, was proof of her own considerable skill.

If I stay on defense, I’ll never win. How do I turn this around?

She kept her guard up while her mind raced for an opening, but the brief lapse in focus was all Rook needed. His blade flashed toward her head. Navasha twisted away just in time, but not before the edge grazed her cheek, leaving a thin, stinging cut.

Gritting her teeth, she kicked off hard, leaping back to open the distance. Rook didn’t seem to like that; he closed the gap immediately, not giving her a second to think.

Still, even that brief respite had steadied her. With space to breathe, her eyes began to follow the strange rhythm of his attacks. She was starting to read him, adjusting to his style.

“Tch!” Rook clicked his tongue, irritation creeping into his movements. The smooth precision from earlier began to fray, small gaps appearing in his guard.

Navasha seized the moment, twisting her blade in a sharp upward motion. Steel met steel with a resounding crack, and Rook’s sword flew from his hands, spinning through the air before clattering to the floor behind him.

“My win!” she shouted, triumph lighting her face as she raised her weapon high for a finishing blow.

Rook slipped aside with effortless grace, letting Navasha’s killing stroke cut nothing but air. His leg swept low in the same motion, smashing into hers.

“Wah—!”

Her balance vanished, and she hit the ground hard. By the time she scrambled upright, Rook had already retrieved the sword she’d disarmed him of moments before.

“You never call a fight until you’ve seen the other guy’s dead body,” he said with a smirk.

“Damn it…” Navasha hissed through her teeth. She couldn’t understand what he said, but the mocking curve of his mouth told her everything she needed to know. He was enjoying this, at her expense.

“Seems like I’m at a bit of a disadvantage if it’s just swordplay,” he went on, voice light. “So, I’ll cheat a little.”

“What?”

From his pocket, Rook produced a small orb and smashed it against the floor.

The world went black.

“What the hell?!” Navasha’s voice rang out into the sudden void. The darkness was absolute, as if someone had ripped the light from the air itself.

Rook had used a tool known as a Darkness Orb, a device that, when shattered, swallowed the surrounding area in pitch black.

Hah. If it’s this dark, even he can’t attack properly, Navasha told herself, tightening her grip on her sword.

Then, in the blackness, two pinpricks of red light gleamed.

Her ears caught it before her eyes did: the whisper of footsteps, swift and closing in. Rook was moving. He was already inside her guard before she fully registered the sound, his blade arcing toward her. She twisted aside, feeling the kiss of steel along her shoulder.

“Gh—!” The sting of the cut drew a sharp breath from her.

“Shallow hit,” Rook’s voice said somewhere ahead of her. “Not bad, you dodged well.”

He kept coming, each strike unnervingly precise. Navasha’s instincts were razor sharp and honed by battle; they kept her alive, letting her slip aside at the last possible instant, but not unscathed. Every time, a graze, a nick, another line of pain.

It was only a matter of time. If this kept up, attrition would finish her. And she knew it.

“What the hell? You can see?!” Navasha snarled, her voice echoing in the pitch black.

“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Rook replied lightly, his tone carrying a faint note of amusement, “but I’m guessing you’re asking why I can see? We Dark Elite Cait Siths have natural night vision. Cats can see in the dark, right? Same idea.”

“Speak Goblin, damn it!” Navasha shot back, her frustration sharpening every word. His explanation rolled off her; she couldn’t understand it, but the smug cadence alone was enough to grate on her nerves.

Damn it… If this keeps up, I’ll lose. Think… what do I do…

From somewhere deep in her memory, Belamus’s voice surfaced.

“Humans, and goblins, too, tend to judge a situation only by what they see. But when you rely too much on sight, your reaction time dulls. A true master sharpens every nerve in their body until they can react instantly. Well… it’ll be a long time before you reach that point, Navasha.”

Back then, she hadn’t understood him at all, brushing it off as one of his usual overcomplicated lectures. But here, in the suffocating dark, its meaning hit her with perfect clarity.

If I rely on my eyes, I’ll be helpless in moments like this… I have to sharpen every sense I have… feel his movement… and react.

Her decision came quickly. Navasha shut her eyes.

Rook’s glowing irises were still faintly visible even in the dark, but she discarded that crutch. If she was going to live, she would stop depending on sight altogether.

She pushed her concentration to the absolute limit. The pressure of impending death honed her focus to a razor’s edge. Soon, the world around her shifted, utterly changed.

I can’t see… but I can feel.

Even in total darkness, she sensed Rook’s movement as clearly as if she were watching him in daylight. He was right in front of her now, lunging, his sword aimed straight for her heart.

Navasha slipped to the side in a single, flawless motion, the blade whistling past her without so much as grazing her skin. Until now, her evasions had always been a heartbeat late, letting Rook’s sword bite into her. This time, it missed completely.

“Huh?!” Rook’s voice cracked in surprise, his eyes widening. “Just a fluke!” he insisted, almost convincing himself as he lunged again, driving his sword straight for her heart.

She evaded just as cleanly.

A third strike. A fourth. The result was the same each time: her body moved as if she could see his every intention, slipping beyond the arc of his blade with uncanny precision.

Rook’s stomach knotted. It wasn’t just that she was dodging; there was something else, something worse.

Her reaction speed… It’s faster than when she could see me?!

Even when her vision had been clear, she’d never completely read his attacks like this. Now, in total darkness, she was moving so quickly, so decisively, that Rook felt a creeping certainty: he couldn’t land a hit.

It was absurd. Sightless, she should have been at a disadvantage. And yet…

“D-Damn it!”

His voice broke into a snarl, frustration bleeding into desperation as he hacked and slashed without restraint. But every cut met nothing but air.

Navasha, who had until now been fully committed to dodging, finally struck back.

A horizontal sweep came for her ribs; she ducked under it, feeling the air rush over her head. Then she moved in, her blade flashing upward in a lethal arc meant to sever his arm.

Rook reacted instantly—he wasn’t slow—but the Navasha before him wasn’t the same fighter from moments ago. With her heightened focus, her sword not only struck faster than before, but it also struck harder, the speed and intent behind it far beyond what he’d faced at the start of the duel.

Every motion Navasha made was stripped of excess: pure, efficient, and precise. That economy of movement translated into speed, her blade snapping forward with lethal grace.

Rook couldn’t escape it. He managed to twist away just enough to save the limb, but her strike still bit deep into his arm.

“Ghh!” The hiss of pain left him as his fingers went slack. His sword clattered to the floor, the metallic ring echoing through the darkness.

“My win,” Navasha declared flatly, the words edged with finality.

Light began to seep back into the chamber as the Darkness Orb’s effect faded. The walls, the floor, and finally Rook himself came into sharp focus once more.

“Growing stronger in the middle of a fight… you’re something else,” Rook admitted, his voice calmer now, almost respectful. With his sword arm useless, he had no choice but to accept defeat.

Navasha bent to retrieve the blade he’d dropped, giving it an appraising glance. “I’ll be taking this.”

Without another word, she turned to leave. She didn’t finish him—partly on a whim, partly because there was something about his swordsmanship that she respected.

In the end, she walked away, letting the cat-eared warrior live, and set off once more through the labyrinth to find her scattered companions.



Chapter 17


Balbora squared off against Robesy, the King Orc’s massive frame filling the space before him. The King Orc was no ordinary foe; this was an even further evolution than King Rydos, whom he had once served under, a monster of immense strength and ferocity. In the past, the sheer pressure of such an opponent would have driven Balbora to his knees, groveling for mercy before a single blow was struck. But now, as a Dragon Orc, he stood as an equal.

Yeah… I can handle this guy, even if he’s a King Orc!

His body was tougher than ever, far beyond his pre-evolution form as a Scale Orc, and faster too. The Dragon Orc’s enhancements weren’t just in raw stats, either: he could now take to the skies with his wings and unleash a devastating Dragon Breath, making him a vastly superior version of his former self.

Robesy’s brow furrowed as he eyed the unfamiliar form. “Hnn… you’re weird. Are you even an orc?”

“I am an orc!” Balbora barked back without hesitation.

“Liar,” Robesy scoffed, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Since when do orcs have wings?”

“I’m what’s called a Dragon Orc,” Balbora explained, grinning. “I evolved along a different path from yours.”

“D-Dragon Orc?” Robesy’s ears twitched, and an almost childlike excitement crept into his booming voice. “That sounds badass! I’m gonna evolve into that too!”

Balbora snorted. “Don’t think so.”

He wasn’t an expert on evolution like Belamus, but he knew one key fact: once a monster had evolved into a King Orc, the only possible next stage was Emperor Orc. There was no going backward, no branching into other lines. Robesy becoming a Dragon Orc was impossible.

If the King Orc was disappointed, he didn’t show it. In fact, his face lit with a dangerous sort of enthusiasm. “Monsters evolve when they eat something special, right? So, if I eat you, I’ll evolve! Yeah… I’ll just eat you!”

Until now, Balbora hadn’t been intimidated by Robesy’s presence, but the moment the King Orc declared his intent to eat him, a flicker of unease cut through his bravado. There was nothing in the tone that sounded like a joke—it was far too serious for that—and the image it conjured was… disturbing.

Even so, retreat wasn’t an option. Balbora forced the creeping fear down, steeling himself.

“Gonna eat you!” Robesy bellowed, surging forward in a sudden charge.

Balbora shifted his grip on the heavy mace in his hands, ready to meet the attack. Robesy wasn’t armed in the usual sense, but both of his massive fists were encased in iron knuckles that promised bone-crushing impact. Despite his hulking frame, his movements were unexpectedly sharp: his footwork tight, his body swaying and pivoting with practiced ease.

He came in hard, fists snapping forward in rapid succession. The King Orc’s boxing was refined, a blend of raw power and surprising technique. Balbora blocked and deflected as best he could, but the mace alone wasn’t enough to shut down every blow.

“Ghhh!” The sound tore from him as a fist thudded against his ribs.

The scales that armored his body absorbed much of the impact, so each punch alone wasn’t devastating, but Robesy’s speed left him little room to evade. Blow after blow slipped through his guard, the cumulative damage mounting with every strike.

Damn… I thought he’d be the type to rely on brute force, but this guy’s got skill, too.

Nor was he easy to hit in return. Robesy’s evasive instincts were sharp; every time Balbora swung, the King Orc slipped or swayed just out of range, refusing to take the full brunt of the mace.

In the past, I’d be wondering what to do if my mace didn’t work…

Balbora’s mouth curled into a grin. That was the old him, before his evolution. Now, he had more than one way to break an opponent.

“Dragon Breath!”

Balbora drew in a lungful of air, chest swelling before he unleashed a torrent of searing flame. The signature weapon of dragonkind roared forth, heat distorting the air as it rushed toward Robesy. He doubted the King Orc knew what a Dragon Orc was capable of, certainly not that it could wield such an attack, and the element of surprise would make it all the more devastating.

The gamble paid off. Robesy’s reaction was a heartbeat too slow, and the fire washed over him in full.

“Did I get him?!” Balbora barked, eyes narrowing in anticipation. He trusted in Dragon Breath’s sheer destructive force; in most battles, that blast ended things.

Unfortunately, Robesy was no ordinary opponent.

“Wh-What the hell was that?!” the King Orc snarled, his voice roughened but far from broken. “Damn… that was hot.”

He wasn’t unscathed—the burn marks were there—but the damage was nowhere near what Balbora had expected. The realization hit hard: this foe’s endurance was monstrous.

How many times will I have to hit him with Dragon Breath before he goes down?

It wasn’t a skill he could use indefinitely. Ten uses in a day was his absolute limit; any more, and he’d be drained until the following morning. Worse, he’d already used it twice today. That left eight, and Balbora doubted even all eight would finish Robesy now that the element of surprise was gone. For starters, landing them all would be near impossible.

So… what’s the plan, then?

The thought had barely formed when Robesy surged in, refusing to give him the space to think. His fists hammered forward, the iron knuckles whistling through the air. The flames had singed him, but his speed hadn’t faltered; in fact, it was sharper than before.

Robesy’s pace quickened, the blows coming harder and sharper, as though his fury itself was fueling him. Until now, he had relied entirely on his fists, but then, without warning, his stance shifted. His leg swept low in a sudden arc.

“Legs too?!” Balbora blurted, too startled to react in time.

The kick smashed into his ankle, yanking his feet out from under him. He hit the ground hard, scrambling to rise, only to see Robesy looming over him, both hands clenched around a massive punch, his stance braced for something far heavier than before.

There was no time to dodge. His balance was shot, his body too slow to twist away. The best he could do was protect something vital. Snarling, he brought his arms up, keeping them tight against his head.

“Iron-Breaking Fist!!!” Robesy roared.

The punch landed squarely against Balbora’s right forearm.

Ksha!!! The sound was sickening. Pain exploded up his arm, ripping a cry from his throat. “Gaaahhh!!!”

It was the first time since his evolution that he’d felt pain like this. The scales on his forearm had shattered under the force, and the bone beneath had been bruised, or maybe even broken outright. Strength fled from the limb instantly.

Dragon Orcs didn’t have a strict “dominant arm” like humans, but Balbora had always relied a little more on his right for raw power. Now, with only his left to wield the mace, he would lose a measure of striking force.

Worse than the physical injury was the shock. He’d trusted those scales to keep him in the fight no matter the opponent. They had been his confidence, his armor. Now he knew they could be broken.

If that blow had landed on his head instead of his arm, he wouldn’t be standing at all. At best, he’d be unconscious. At worst… he’d already be dead.

Balbora could feel the weight behind Robesy’s earlier threat—gonna eat you—becoming less like bluster and more like a promise. The image of that massive King Orc actually biting into him was enough to make his skin crawl.

He shifted into a purely defensive rhythm, guarding high and low, always wary of another crushing blow like the last. The tactic kept him from taking serious damage, but Robesy’s constant barrage still chipped away at him, the smaller hits stacking up, burning away his stamina bit by bit.

“Not even gonna try to hit back? Pathetic!” Robesy barked, his voice dripping with contempt.

“Tch…” Balbora couldn’t answer. He hated to admit it, but his current style was pathetic—just blocking and retreating, offering nothing in return.

What the hell am I doing? This isn’t gonna cut it. The guy’s strong, sure, but it’s not like he’s unbeatable!

Balbora forced the thought through his head, pushing back against the creeping fear.

I’ve gotta fight like a Dragon Orc—not just some overgrown regular orc. What do I have that he doesn’t? Wings… and Dragon Breath.

His mind began to clear. He kept absorbing Robesy’s punches, his defense firm, while running through scenarios. If I could get airborne and rain hell from above, that’d be the surest way to win… but this damn ceiling’s too low.

The food storage room wasn’t built for flight—the rafters were barely above his head. But then it hit him. That first room I fought in… it had plenty of space. I could fly circles around him there.

Robesy wasn’t exactly the calculating type; his temper ran hot, and that could be used against him. Yeah… I can bait him. Get him to follow me. Once we’re in the big room, he’s done for.

Decision made, Balbora suddenly broke contact, taking two quick steps back before turning on his heel and bolting for the exit.

“Don’t you run from me!!!” Robesy roared, thundering after him with all the fury of a freight train.

Balbora didn’t look back; he just sprinted flat out, leading the King Orc straight toward the place where the fight would truly be decided.

Balbora’s lungs burned as he pushed himself harder than he ever had before. Robesy’s heavy footsteps pounded the ground behind him—close, too close. The King Orc’s stride was just a bit longer, just a bit faster.

For the first stretch, they’d been neck and neck, but now it was clear Robesy hadn’t even been running full tilt. If Balbora kept up his current pace, he’d be caught.

“UOOOOOOOHHHH!!!” he bellowed, forcing his legs to churn faster, faster, damn near willing them to tear apart if that was what it took. His speed spiked. Turned out, what he thought had been all out was really just him holding back without realizing it.

That extra burst was enough. Robesy’s shadow never closed over him, and soon the open expanse of the first battle chamber came into view. Balbora didn’t slow. He burst into the center of the room, wings flaring wide before he kicked off the ground and surged into the air.

The vaulted ceiling soared far above; Robesy’s massive arms could only swat uselessly at the space between them.

“Get down here!!!” the King Orc roared, his voice echoing like thunder. But Balbora had no intention of making that mistake.

“Dragon Breath!!!” he shouted, drawing in a deep, burning breath before unleashing a searing torrent of flame straight down.

“GAAAAAAAHHH!!!”

Robesy staggered, his face engulfed in the roaring blaze. His scream was raw, pained, and far more guttural than before.

That got him, Balbora thought sharply. The first time, I hit him in the torso. This time, it was the head, with no thick muscle to shield him. No wonder it bit deeper.

King Orc bodies were like living fortresses, all dense muscle and bone. Robesy, in particular, was built like a siege wall, his years of training having pushed his physical defenses far beyond the norm. But his head was a different story.

Balbora kept his gaze locked on Robesy, watching the massive orc sway on his feet. The King Orc’s head was scorched black, smoke curling from his matted hair, and yet, he still clung stubbornly to life.

“Guh…” Robesy’s growl was low and shaky. Even his immense endurance was fraying.

Balbora narrowed his eyes. This was it, the moment to end it. He took another massive breath, his lungs protesting the strain.

“Dragon Breath!!!”

From high above, the Dragon Orc unleashed another molten torrent, forcing every ounce of energy he had into keeping the stream constant. The second blast rained down without mercy, the heat so intense it distorted the air.

“Gua…”

Robesy’s hulking frame finally buckled. The King Orc collapsed forward, the impact shaking the floor as he lay unmoving, his body still smoldering.

Balbora hovered in the air for a second, chest heaving, then pumped a clawed fist. “Y-Yes! I got him… I actually got him!!”

Relief surged through him—but he knew he couldn’t bask in it. The others were still somewhere in this twisted maze, maybe in danger.

“No time to stand around. Gotta find the others, now,” Balbora said sharply, urgency burning in his voice.

With one last glance at the fallen King Orc, Balbora turned and sprinted toward the next corridor, his wings half spread and ready to take him wherever the fight led next.



Chapter 18


Delarosa, Medello, and Lilli stood face to face with Robe and Irina, the tension between them wound tight as a drawn bowstring.

“… Hmm.”

They didn’t make a move. Robe’s true identity remained an enigma, and that uncertainty left the trio rooted to the spot. Once upon a time, Delarosa might have charged in without a second thought. But age—and a fair share of painful lessons—had tempered her impulses.

This guy… he’s strong. Probably not someone I should take lightly.

Something about him set her instincts on edge. A quiet, unshakable power, dangerous in the way sleeping beasts were dangerous. She couldn’t explain it. She just knew.

Robe suddenly raised one arm and drew a blade across his wrist without hesitation. Blood spilled freely, pattering onto the stone floor in dark, wet streaks.

“What the hell?!” Delarosa’s voice broke the silence, but it carried more confusion than alarm.

He began muttering under his breath, words too low and fast to catch. The blood at his feet shimmered, then vanished in a pulse of pale light. In its place, a glowing magic circle flared to life, etching itself into the air in front of him. From the center of that light, something began to emerge.

A massive serpent, thick as a tree trunk, writhed into existence, each of its four heads hissing as it took form, its scales glistening with unnatural luster.

“Hmph. Only four heads with that amount of blood? Well… it’ll do.” Robe’s voice was cool, almost bored.

This wasn’t magic, not exactly. What he wielded was spirit sorcery, a branch of sorcery that functioned by different rules. It didn’t draw from internal mana, but rather demanded a physical cost in exchange for power. Blood. Bone. Life itself.

The effects were often similar to magic—conjuring fire, summoning water—but the source and structure of the spellcraft were entirely distinct.

“W-What the hell is that thing?!” Medello’s voice cracked, equal parts awe and terror. “I-It’s huge! And it has… four heads?!”

“I’ve… I’ve never seen a monster like that before,” Lilli murmured, her eyes wide with disbelief.

They stared up at the monstrosity, struggling to comprehend what they were seeing.

The creature wasn’t technically a monster, not by the definitions they knew. It was something far stranger: a being from another realm, drawn into this world by blood and will.

It didn’t matter what it was, only that it was deadly. In that regard… it might as well have been a monster.

“Saint Breaker!!!”

Delarosa didn’t hesitate. She unleashed her strongest spell right from the start, hurling it with the full force of her newly evolved power. Since her transformation, her magic had surged to a whole new level, still not quite on par with Belamus, perhaps, but formidable enough to shake the earth.

A blinding pillar of light shot forward, ripping through the air and slamming into the massive serpent. One of its heads exploded in a flash of gore and flame.

“What?!”

Robe recoiled, genuinely stunned. He’d been briefed by Shamat that Belamus and Delarosa were both flagged as high-priority threats, but this was far beyond what he’d anticipated. He had recognized Delarosa on sight, having memorized her features from the reports. He’d been cautious… but clearly not cautious enough.

He hadn’t expected her to wield a spell with that kind of raw, destructive force.

“She’s mine,” he snarled. “Irina, handle the other two with the serpent.”

“Understood.”

Robe slit his palm, just enough for a few drops of blood. With that minimal offering, he activated a teleportation spell, warping himself directly in front of Delarosa in a blink of crimson light.

“Wha—?!”

Delarosa flinched, startled by the sudden appearance.

Teleportation through spirit sorcery required a sacrifice, and the distance and payload it could manage were tied directly to the value of that offering. A small amount of blood was enough to move a single person a short distance, but Robe wasn’t done.

With a deeper cut and a greater spill of blood, he cast the spell again, this time dragging Delarosa with him.

The world shifted around them. In the space of a breath, they reappeared in a nearby chamber, isolated from the others. Just the two of them now.

One-on-one.

“You face me,” Robe said, his voice low and edged with intent.

Delarosa didn’t understand his words, but his tone, his posture, the way he stared her down with predatory focus… They were all the explanation she needed.

So that’s how it is.

She clenched her fists and took a step forward, falling into her combat stance. There was no time to waste. She had to finish this quickly and return to help Medello and Lilli before it was too late.



Chapter 19


D-Delarosa’s gone?!

Medello froze, heart hammering in her chest. The moment Delarosa vanished, unease surged through her like a crashing tide. There was no doubt—of the three of them, Delarosa was the strongest by far. The one they all leaned on when things got dangerous.

She’s always been the reliable one… the anchor. Without her, what the hell are we supposed to do now?

Fortunately, the truth was, even without Delarosa, Medello wasn’t weak. Her skill level was undeniably high; she’d trained hard, pushed her limits year after year. The problem wasn’t power. It was her mind. Her nerves. Her constant, creeping self-doubt, which colored everything in shades of pessimism. And now it was clawing at her again.

The first strike came from Irina. She raised one hand, her eyes flashing with focused malice. As a Succubus, she wielded vast magical power, and she didn’t hold back. A searing torrent of fire burst from her palm, roaring toward Medello in a wave of crimson heat.

She reacted fast, thrusting out both hands as a shimmering barrier sprang up in front of her. The flames slammed into it with a thunderous impact, light flaring against the force of the spell.

Then came the serpent. With an eerie synchronicity, the three remaining heads reared back and crashed down toward them, fangs wide and hissing.

“Look out!” Medello shouted, eyes darting to her side, but Lilli was already moving.

A deep rumble echoed through the ground as she slammed her staff into the floor, summoning a jagged wall of earth. The serpents’ heads struck it a second later, stone cracking under the force, but the wall held.

“Dragon Flame!!!”

Medello’s voice rang out sharp and defiant as she launched her counterattack. She thrust her arm forward, and from her palm erupted a torrent of fire shaped like a dragon’s snarling head. The blazing construct roared toward Irina, its heat distorting the air as it flew.

Irina’s eyes widened for a moment, then narrowed. With barely a whisper, she muttered an incantation under her breath, so fast it nearly sounded like no chant at all. A glistening Water Wall rose up just in time, shimmering blue against the oncoming fire.

Her casting speed was remarkable. Even for a skilled mage, such rapid incantation bordered on the impossible. Even if Water Wall didn’t require much chantwork, the sheer speed at which she summoned it was terrifying.

The dragon-shaped flame collided with the watery barrier in a spectacular burst of steam and light. Hissing violently, the wall began to vaporize.

Irina’s eyes flicked up, instantly reading the situation. It’s too hot; it’s going to break through!

Without wasting a breath, she leaped backward and chanted again, her voice slicing the air. Two more Water Walls surged up behind the first, layers of defense stacked in an instant.

There was no way the spell could break through all three layers. The final Water Wall held, barely containing the inferno.

Dragon Flame hadn’t landed the killing blow, but it had drained Irina significantly. Casting that kind of defensive magic three times in quick succession, especially without a natural water source nearby, came at a steep cost. Even for someone with her immense reserves, the strain was showing.

“You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” Irina muttered, narrowing her eyes as she studied Medello. “This girl’s a lot stronger than she looks.”

Despite Medello’s anxious demeanor and self-doubting posture, her magical strength was undeniable. Irina recognized that now, this wasn’t someone she could afford to underestimate.

“No more holding back,” she hissed, lips curling into a grim smile.

She snapped into motion, words spilling from her mouth in a rapid-fire chant, so fast they barely registered as syllables. Power swirled around her as she raised both hands toward the sky.

“Thunderstorm!!!” she cried, her voice slicing through the crackling air.

A high-level composite spell, fusing wind and lightning. A vortex of charged air spun into being above them, its core alive with dancing arcs of electricity. The storm collapsed downward in a furious spiral, aiming straight for Medello and Lilli.

Medello didn’t raise a shield. She didn’t even flinch.

Too strong to block… then I’ll just meet it head-on!

She reached deep, calling up the strongest spell in her arsenal.

“Mega Flare!!!” she roared, thrusting her arm forward with a surge of burning determination.

An immense blast of white-orange flame, so bright it bordered on blinding, erupted from her palm and hurtled skyward to meet the oncoming vortex.

The two spells collided with a deafening crack.

Electricity surged violently outward, bolts arcing in every direction. A blinding flash consumed the battlefield. Both Medello and Lilli winced, shielding their eyes from the eruption of light.

When the blaze cleared, the Thunderstorm was gone, completely annihilated.

It worked.

The two spells had canceled each other out with perfect precision. Still, Medello couldn’t help the flicker of frustration in her chest.

I wanted Mega Flare to push through, to burn her down. But I guess that was asking too much.

There was no time to savor the moment. The serpent reared back, then all three remaining heads exhaled at once, spewing thick clouds of purple miasma straight at them.

“Poison!” Medello shouted, voice tight with alarm.

They couldn’t dodge it in time. Lilli coughed, stumbling back a step. She’d inhaled a little of it.

“Lilli!” Medello spun toward her, panic rising in her throat.

The moment Lilli doubled over, clutching her side with a strangled gasp, Medello acted without hesitation. Her hand swept upward, drawing a swift arc through the air as she invoked Cure, the spell flaring with a soft blue glow. Light wrapped around Lilli like a balm, cleansing the venom coursing through her veins. Relief hit instantly, her breathing steadying, the tremble in her limbs easing.

“Th-Thank you! You saved me!” Lilli gasped, her voice still tight, but laced with resolve.

There was no time to linger on gratitude. She surged forward, raising her staff with a fierce cry.

“Holy Breaker!” The words rang out like a war drum, and a lance of radiant light tore through the battlefield. It wasn’t the strongest spell in her arsenal, not yet, but it was hers, honed through relentless training under Belamus. While she lacked the raw, explosive genius of someone like Delarosa, Lilli had carved her own path through diligence and determination. Holy Breaker had become her signature spell; it was less complex than Saint Breaker, but still capable of piercing darkness.

The beam struck one of the hydra’s heads dead center, searing through scale and sinew. It didn’t annihilate the target in a single blast, but the impact was devastating. The head reeled back, then slumped heavily to the earth, unmoving. Whether stunned or unconscious, it was no longer part of the fight. The remaining heads twisted around in agitation, nudging their fallen kin, but it didn’t respond.

Two heads left.

The hydra howled, a guttural, furious roar that shook the very air. Panic was setting in, and Lilli felt it like a spike through her gut. The beast wasn’t just angry now. It was desperate. And desperation made monsters dangerous. She tightened her stance, readying herself for whatever came next.

Across the clearing, Irina had already begun her counterattack. Her expression was tight, jaw clenched in frustration from the earlier failure of her most powerful spell. But she wasn’t the kind to wallow. The fight wasn’t over; not even close. With a sharp breath, she called out, “Wind Slash!”

Blades of air howled to life and shot forward in a spiral, slicing through the air with deadly precision. It wasn’t Thunderstorm, but it didn’t need to be. It was fast, and it would hit hard.

Medello didn’t flinch. She had been watching Irina closely, reading the shift in mana as soon as the chant began. “A barrier will hold,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone else. With calm precision, she raised her hand, and a shimmering wall of magic sprang up before them. The wind blades struck it head-on, exploding in a flurry of harmless gusts.

Just as she’d predicted, Medello’s barrier held firm. The blades of wind shattered harmlessly against the shimmering wall of magic, fading into scattered gusts. But she didn’t let the moment slip away.

“Mega Flare!!!” she cried, her voice cutting through the battlefield like a whip crack.

Twin pillars of searing fire roared to life, summoned back-to-back in a blistering assault. It was her most powerful spell, and she’d just unleashed it twice in rapid succession. The cost was steep. She could feel the mana draining from her core like water through cracked glass. But she didn’t hesitate. The opening was there, and she had to take it.

Irina hadn’t expected it. Her eyes widened in alarm, the spell catching her completely off guard. She scrambled to raise a defense, conjuring the same Water Wall she’d used earlier to block Dragon Flame. But Mega Flare wasn’t just stronger; it was overwhelming. The wall hissed, boiled, and then vanished in an instant, vaporized before it could even solidify. The last time, she’d had room to fall back, to cast a second and third wall in succession. But this time, the attack came too fast. There was no space to retreat, no time to prepare.

Desperate, she layered a magical barrier around herself, but it wasn’t enough. The flames tore through it, engulfing her in a wave of blistering heat.

“Ghhh…!”

Irina staggered backward, her knees buckling as smoke curled around her form. She had never been built for endurance; her magic was fast and precise, but fragile. That single blast was too much. With a soft groan, she collapsed to the scorched earth, unmoving.

Now only the hydra remained.

Enraged by the sudden loss of its last ally, the beast thrashed wildly, slamming its heads into the ground and flailing with reckless abandon. Each strike cracked stone, churned up soil, and sent shockwaves through the battlefield. Magical barriers, so effective against spells, began to falter, less reliable against the sheer brute force of physical strikes.

Physical attacks demanded a different defense: earth magic. Walls of stone. Barriers forged from rock and soil. It wasn’t Medello’s specialty, but Lilli was another matter. She stepped forward without hesitation, raising her staff as the ground beneath her rumbled. Thick slabs of stone surged upward, forming walls to intercept the hydra’s rampage.

The monster didn’t stop. It slammed into the first wall, shattering it. The second held a moment longer, then cracked and crumbled. The third met a similar fate. Every impact drained Lilli’s mana. Earth spells were heavy and costly, and she could only cast a few more before exhaustion took hold. They were running out of time.

“We can’t keep this up forever,” she muttered under her breath, wiping sweat from her brow. Then, louder, with a commanding edge in her voice, she turned to her companion. “I’ll handle defense. Medello, please, leave the rest to me and strike with everything you have!”

Medello looked up sharply, startled by the sudden shift. Her lips parted, as she hesitated, but only for a moment.

“R-Right!” She nodded, though uncertainty flickered in her eyes. The battle with Irina had drained her far more than she cared to admit. Her mana reserves were dangerously low, and she wasn’t sure if she had enough strength left to finish off the hydra. But Lilli’s voice rang with conviction, and for now, that was enough to keep her moving.

This isn’t the time to be afraid!

Medello clenched her fists, forcing down the creeping doubt rising in her chest. If she faltered now, if she failed to finish the fight, they would lose. And if they lost, both she and Lilli would die. It was that simple. That final.

Her strongest spell, Mega Flare, was out of the question. She’d already cast it twice; any attempt to fire it again at full power would be suicide. Worse, this moment was too critical to risk a misfire. If she missed even once, it could cost them everything. No second chances.

Mega Flare might have been the most powerful magic in her arsenal, but she wasn’t confident in it. Not really. She hadn’t used it enough in real combat to trust her accuracy. Dragon Flame, though—it was weaker, yes, but familiar. Reliable. She had cast it dozens of times in live battle. Her aim with it was sharp, practiced.

She drew in a breath, centering herself. Her heartbeat thudded loudly in her ears, but she forced her focus to narrow. I will hit. I must hit. Her mind sharpened to a point, and she released the spell.

“Dragon Flame!!!”

A serpentine blaze roared to life, spiraling through the air in the shape of a coiling dragon. Its fiery jaws snapped as it surged toward the hydra’s snarling face, bathing the battlefield in flickering red-orange light. The blast hit squarely. Flames engulfed the monster’s head in a spectacle that looked more like a kaiju battle than a human-scale fight—violent, dazzling, and unmistakably final.

The writhing, thrashing head fell still. It was charred and motionless.

Only one remained.

For a moment, the hydra froze. No longer driven by pure rage, it seemed to sense how close it was to death. The violence stopped. Its movements slowed. Then, with eerie calm, it opened its last mouth and exhaled a long stream of yellow mist.

Poison.

It wasn’t the first time they’d seen it, and its lethality was clear. One breath of that toxic cloud and they’d be paralyzed or worse. Medello could cure the effects with healing magic… but not now. Her mana reserves were critically low. Wasting even a single spell might mean she wouldn’t have enough to finish the fight.

Lilli moved before Medello could speak, her instincts razor-sharp.

“Wind!” she called out, snapping her staff forward.

A gust of air surged outward, the simple wind spell dispersing the yellow fog before it could reach them. It wasn’t flashy or powerful, but it was smart. Effective. A clean counter, used at the perfect time. A single, focused burst was enough to blow the poisonous yellow mist harmlessly aside, scattering it before it could reach them.

Medello didn’t waste the opening. She exhaled slowly, once again narrowing her focus. Only one head remained. One final threat. Her hands tightened around her staff.

“Dragon Flame!!!” she shouted, channeling the last reserves of her strength into the spell.

From the circle of her magic, a blazing dragon erupted, its mouth agape, eyes glowing, wings trailing fire. It lunged toward the hydra’s final head, fangs bared. The flames struck true, biting deep into scaled flesh with a roar like an inferno. Despite her dwindling mana, Medello’s power hadn’t waned. The flames engulfed the beast’s skull, and when the smoke cleared, the final head had fallen.

They had won.

Medello swayed slightly, panting. “W-We… we did it,” she murmured, her voice thin with exhaustion. Her limbs trembled, and a sheen of sweat clung to her brow. She was spent, but alive.

“Truly incredible, Medello,” Lilli said with admiration as she stepped closer, her tone light but full of sincerity. “I hope I can cast spells like that someday.”

Medello flushed faintly, waving a shaky hand. “N-No… Lilli, your magic was amazing too. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

The two exchanged a quiet smile, battle-worn, but proud. For a moment, they allowed themselves to bask in the warmth of shared triumph.

Then Lilli tilted her head. “So… what should we do now?”

“D-Do?” Medello blinked, caught off guard.

“I mean about her,” Lilli said, nodding toward the figure lying prone on the ground.

Medello turned to see Irina, the Succubus, still unconscious where she had collapsed. Her body was battered, her breathing shallow, but she was alive.

“U-Um…” Medello hesitated, fidgeting with her sleeves. “It… feels wrong to finish her off now. I mean, she’s down, not fighting anymore…”

“Right…” Lilli agreed quietly, frowning. “Succubi and Imps aren’t so different, after all. She’s… not exactly a stranger, in a way.”

Neither of them moved. Neither wanted to deliver the final blow. Medello had always been too kind for that, the kind of girl who wouldn’t even step on a bug, people called her. And while Lilli could be decisive when she had to be, killing someone so close to her own kind stirred something she couldn’t quite ignore.

“W-Well… she’s unconscious and not waking up any time soon. Maybe… we just leave her,” Medello offered, glancing away.

“Yes, let’s do that,” Lilli said, her voice light but uncertain.

In the end, neither of them had the heart to kill Irina. So, they left her where she lay.

“Oh, by the way, the hydra’s not completely dead either,” Medello said suddenly, turning toward the massive creature’s ruined body.

Four of the heads were clearly lifeless, their necks limp and burned to ash. But one, the one Lilli had struck with Holy Breaker, was still intact, merely unconscious.

“That one’s definitely too dangerous to leave,” Lilli said firmly, stepping forward without hesitation. “Let’s take care of it properly.”

This time, they didn’t hesitate. The finishing blow was quick and clean. The hydra didn’t resist.

Medello looked into the distance, eyes narrowing. “We need to find Delarosa. She still hasn’t come back.”

“Yes,” Lilli agreed with a nod, already turning toward where their companion had headed. “Let’s go. She might need backup.”

Without another word, the two of them took off at a brisk pace, heading off to rejoin their comrade, tired but unbroken, ready for whatever came next.



Chapter 20


While Medello and Lilli fought their desperate battle, Delarosa had been engaged in a fierce clash of her own: facing off against Robe.

Robe wielded a forbidden art: spirit sorcery, also known as blood sorcery. Unlike conventional magic, it required no incantations. The spells came without warning, instant and deadly. With each cast, Robe offered up his own blood as the price, blood that, while only a small amount per spell, held immense value. The more vital the sacrifice, the more potent the spell. And blood, as the essence of life itself, granted tremendous power.

Robe hurled attack after attack without pause, the air between them scorching with invisible pressure. Yet Delarosa stood her ground, meeting each blow with unwavering poise. Her magic matched his in force and, more importantly, in control.

This goblin… Robe thought, eyes narrowing as another of his strikes was deflected with ease. She has more mana than Irina…

He hadn’t expected this. Delarosa was supposed to be a prodigy, yes, but this was something else entirely. Her mana reserves ran deep, and her spellwork was frighteningly precise. For the first time, Robe felt a flicker of unease. He’d already sacrificed too much. Summoning the hydra had consumed an alarming portion of his blood, and now, in this drawn-out battle, his own body was turning against him. He couldn’t keep casting like this.

Still, he had no choice.

Delarosa, for her part, wasn’t underestimating him. Robe was fast, unnaturally fast. His spells launched with no warning, and their impact was devastating. In terms of sheer casting speed, spirit sorcery had the edge over magic. Even without incantations, magic still required concentration—mental shaping, force of will. That all took time. Even a heartbeat's delay could be fatal.

While Delarosa could cast simple spells instantly, anything more complex demanded a longer charge time, which was time Robe rarely gave her. So, she adapted. Rather than risk high-tier spells, she relied on swift, low-difficulty magic, spell after spell, tight and clean. Each one chipped away at Robe’s defenses while conserving her own mana. No single spell was decisive, but the accumulation of damage was undeniable.

Little by little, she was taking control of the fight.

Robe knew it too. His attacks were losing momentum. His blood, his fuel, was running dangerously low, and unlike mana, blood couldn’t be stockpiled. There was no workaround. No reserves. Every cast brought him closer to collapse.

Blood spilled freely from Robe’s wrist, pooling at his feet and soaking into the scorched ground. Unlike mana, which could be replenished with rest or potions, blood carried a grim restriction: once separated from the body, its value as a sacrifice faded within days. The only blood that held true power was the kind still pulsing within living veins. And that meant Robe had no choice but to use his own.

He didn’t have many casts left.

Across from him, Delarosa stood calm and unreadable. Her mana remained plentiful, her breathing steady. She hadn’t even begun to approach her limits.

“… Time to change the flow,” Robe muttered under his breath.

He could feel the tide turning against him. Though his attacks had been fierce, Delarosa had countered every one. Slowly but surely, he was being worn down, bled dry in a battle of attrition he couldn’t win. If he didn’t take a risk, a real one, it would only be a matter of time before she struck the final blow.

His hand tightened. There was no room left for hesitation.

Without flinching, he drew a dagger and sliced across his wrist in a long, clean cut.

The blood that gushed forth was more than he had spent to summon the hydra. It spilled down his arm in thick streams, searing with the weight of sacrifice. The air around him began to tremble, the pressure subtly shifting. The cost was enormous. He could feel his knees threatening to buckle, but he chanted the spell anyway.

“Time Reading.”

Delarosa’s eyes narrowed. That name, there was weight to it. A technique unlike the others. She tensed, bracing herself for the next summoning, expecting another monstrous creature to rise from the earth, or for Robe to erupt in fire or lightning. But nothing happened.

The battlefield remained silent.

No arcane flare. No warping of space. No explosion. Just Robe, bleeding heavily, swaying on his feet.

What? Delarosa blinked. Nothing’s happening?

It made no sense. For a spell cast at such cost, there had to be something. She stared at him, waiting for the sky to shatter or the ground to split open. But Robe merely stood there, pale, panting… and smiling.

His shoulders trembled with fatigue, yet his lips curled upward in a faint, unnerving grin.

Delarosa’s pulse spiked. That smile, it wasn’t the smile of a man who had failed. It was the grin of someone who had already set something in motion.

A chill traced down her spine. She gripped her staff a little tighter, senses flaring, heart drumming behind her ribs. Whatever Time Reading was, she couldn’t afford to relax. Instinct screamed at her to stay on guard.

Seconds passed. Still, Robe made no move.

Delarosa narrowed her eyes, watching him like a hawk. Her body was ready to move at a moment’s notice, but her mind spun. What has he done? Why isn’t he attacking?

The air between them had grown unnaturally still. Not the silence of peace, but of pressure, an oppressive lull before something unthinkable. Delarosa remained poised, staff in hand, but her instincts screamed that something was off. Robe had cast a spell, Time Reading, and yet nothing had happened. No flame. No summons. No visual effect at all. Just blood on the ground and that same ghost of a smile on his lips.

Why isn’t he doing anything? she thought, her nerves prickling. Why does it feel like something’s already changed?

Across from her, Robe stood unshaken, though the color had drained from his face. He looked barely able to stand, his knees wobbling slightly from blood loss, but the grin remained. That damnable grin. Delarosa’s patience frayed under the weight of it. Enough waiting. If he wasn’t going to attack, then she would.

With a sharp upward motion of her staff, she summoned a ring of radiant blades, ten in total, hovering above her head like the crown of a goddess. Shining Sword. Without a word, she launched them toward him, each one streaking through the air like a spear of light.

They moved fast, faster than any human could track, and yet Robe evaded them with eerie grace, weaving between their paths with steps that seemed almost choreographed.

Delarosa narrowed her eyes. That wasn’t a reaction. He had moved before she even cast.

Still refusing to believe it, she followed up immediately with a second spell: Fire Lance, a heat-seeking projectile of compressed flame. She locked onto his current position and launched the spell, but just before she released it, Robe sidestepped.

The lance shot harmlessly past, hitting nothing.

Her breath caught. He moved before I cast again. No way he could’ve known, unless…

Unless he was reading her.

Delarosa wasn’t the type of mage who telegraphed her spells. Her casting speed was top-tier. She didn’t mutter incantations or raise her staff with dramatic flair. She cast with pure will and image, faster than most enemies could even register. Predicting her timing was next to impossible. That was part of what made her so dangerous.

So how is he dodging me? Her thoughts raced. Do I have a habit? A tell I don’t know about?

She tried to recall any unconscious pattern: a twitch, a blink, a subtle shift before release. But nothing came to mind. If she did have a flaw like that, Belamus would have pointed it out long ago. He was the type to notice everything. It was hard to believe that Robe, someone Delarosa had only just met, could have discovered a flaw in her technique that even Belamus hadn’t. Her mentor was one of the most perceptive mages she knew. If she had any unconscious habit, any physical tell that betrayed her casting, Belamus would have drilled it out of her long ago.

So then… how?

There was only one explanation that made sense. He used a technique. Some kind of spell that lets him read my movements.

From the outside, nothing had changed. There had been no shift in the wind, no flicker of light, no arcane pulse when he cast Time Reading. But ever since that moment, Robe had been dodging her attacks before she even launched them. It was too consistent, too clean. He had done something. Something that allowed him to anticipate her every move.

Her thoughts were interrupted as Robe raised a hand and uttered a short incantation.

“Fire Bullet.”

A barrage of flame orbs burst into existence around him, then surged forward like homing missiles. Delarosa reacted on instinct, raising a shimmering wall of magic to intercept them. The defense held, the fireballs fizzling and scattering harmlessly against her shield, but even before she could lower her arm to retaliate, Robe moved.

He shifted his body in advance, preparing for a counter that hadn’t even been cast yet.

Delarosa clenched her teeth and launched her next spell, but as before, it struck empty air. Robe had already slipped out of its path, reading the flow of her magic like an open book.

Damn it. He’s not reacting; he’s predicting.

The realization hit just as Robe made his move.

“Ice Tiger.”

The words left his mouth in a calm, measured breath, and a tiger made of solid ice burst forth from the ether. Its eyes gleamed with crystalline hunger as it lunged, not at her magic, not at her shield, but at her, in the vulnerable moment just after she’d cast.

She tried to defend, but there was no time.

The ice tiger’s jaws closed around her shoulder, its fangs sinking deep. She cried out as the cold ripped through her flesh, numbing her instantly. The wound itself was bad, but it was the freezing effect that terrified her. Her shoulder locked up, her arm stiffening from the ice spreading through muscle and bone.

“Fireball!” she shouted, forcing the spell out through gritted teeth.

The blaze burst from her hand, slamming into the tiger and melting it in a crackling spray of steam and shattered ice. She staggered back, then immediately cast a healing spell to repair the damage to her shoulder. It worked, mostly. The ice receded, and warmth returned to her arm, but the spell had come at a cost.

Delarosa had never been efficient with healing magic. She could use it well enough now, far better than when she’d started, but it still drained more mana than it should. Unlike Medello, who could mend wounds with minimal effort, Delarosa’s recovery spells required more energy for the same result. Her recovery power wasn’t weak, but the cost was steep. Too steep to use repeatedly.

This time, she had managed to heal herself. But she knew she couldn’t afford many more hits like that.

Ugh… I burned through a lot of mana just now, she thought, grimacing. If I get hit like that again, I won’t be able to heal in time. I shouldn’t have tried to counterattack so soon… that was a mistake.

Delarosa wasn’t the same reckless fighter she’d once been. With age had come experience, and with experience, a more strategic mind. In the past, she would’ve charged headfirst into battle on raw instinct alone. But now, she analyzed, waited, watched. She could read the ebb and flow of combat, see the logic behind her opponent’s choices. Robe hadn’t used his most powerful spell at the start, and that alone told Delarosa everything she needed to know. The spell likely had a time limit, short enough that it couldn’t be wasted. That meant Robe was holding back, conserving his advantage, watching and waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

He’s reading me, Delarosa realized. So, he’s waiting, just like I would.

A smarter fighter might have held back, too, played the long game, let the enemy’s spell time out before taking the offensive. But Delarosa didn’t have that luxury. Her allies were out there, fighting for their lives. Medello and Lilli were still dealing with that monstrous serpent and the woman who controlled it. Navasha, Balbora, and Belamus could be locked in battles of their own, hoping for reinforcements that might never come. If she wasted even a few seconds here, they might not make it. And if she truly was the second strongest in Beresdral, then it was her duty to carry that burden: to be fast, decisive, and ruthless when it mattered most.

Unfortunately, knowing she had to act didn’t solve the real problem. Robe could still read her moves, anticipate her rhythm. If every strike was predicted before it even began, then none of it would matter. She needed to land a hit. And she needed to do it now.

Then, all at once, the answer clicked into place. Her lips curled into a smirk.

That’s all it’ll take? Seriously? It’s so damn simple.

She barely had time to savor the revelation before Robe flinched, panic flickering across his expression. He moved in haste, as if to cut Delarosa off before it was too late. He’d figured it out, understood what Delarosa was about to do. But even with that realization, there was no stopping it. No escape. Knowing what was coming wasn’t the same as being able to survive it.

“Saint Impact!”

Delarosa raised her palm to the heavens. Light erupted from her hand like a star going supernova, waves of searing brilliance exploding outward in all directions. The spell, Saint Impact, wasn’t just powerful. It was divine, a high-tier light-elemental incantation with a wide area effect that left nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. It didn’t need to be precise. It simply needed to be, and in that moment, it was everything.

The radiant waves of Saint Impact didn’t just dazzle; they burned. Anything they touched suffered damage, seared by the holy energy woven into every pulse of light. In terms of raw, concentrated power, the spell couldn’t quite compare to Saint Breaker, which struck like a divine hammer and obliterated anything it landed on. But Saint Impact didn’t need pinpoint force. Its strength lay in its breadth. The spell covered the battlefield in light, blanketing the area in radiant destruction.

Because of its indiscriminate reach, it was useless when allies were nearby. Friendly fire was all but guaranteed. But in a one-against-many situation, it became a devastating trump card. That was exactly why Belamus had taught it to Delarosa. Sooner or later, a moment would come when she stood alone, surrounded by enemies, and needed something overwhelming to tip the scales.

Now was that moment.

Across the field, Robe made a desperate move. He reached for teleportation magic, an attempt to flee the oncoming tide of light, but then froze. His eyes widened with horror. He had seen it. The spell he intended to cast would only land him right back in the heart of the blast. No escape. No salvation.

His ability wasn’t simple foresight or intuition. The technique he wielded, Time Reading, didn’t read an enemy’s movements. It glimpsed the future. And what he saw in that flicker of time ahead was his own body, torn apart by divine light.

He was out of options.

Bloodied and drained, Robe didn’t even have the strength to teleport far. The injuries he’d sustained, and the magic he’d burned through, had left him fragile. He couldn’t outrun the light. Couldn’t survive the blast. All he could do was brace.

He summoned a barrier, his last line of defense, and poured everything he had into it. Walls of dark energy rose around him, shielding his body in a desperate attempt to endure.

It wasn’t enough.

Delarosa’s Saint Impact shattered the barrier like glass. The radiant wave surged forward and crashed into Robe’s body without mercy.

A scream tore through the battlefield.

“GAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!!”

The impact wracked his body with searing pain, a blinding force slamming into him with such intensity it left him breathless. On paper, Saint Impact was less powerful than Saint Breaker. It was designed to strike many enemies at once, not devastate a single target. But when cast by someone with Delarosa’s mana reserves, it became something far more lethal. The spell hadn’t been meant to kill, yet in her hands, it very nearly did.

Delarosa lowered her hand, eyes locked on the smoke and sparks still rising from the point of impact. Her voice rang out, sharp and triumphant.

“Well? Had enough?!”

A groan answered her.

“… Nngh…”

Robe was still alive. Barely. But he wasn’t getting up again.

Robe’s consciousness teetered on the edge of collapse. His vision swam, his limbs numb, his body screaming for rest. It would’ve been no surprise if he had lost consciousness right there, yet somehow, he moved. With trembling fingers, he reached inside his cloak, fumbling blindly. His voice was faint, brittle with exhaustion, but resolute.

“… I never wanted to use this… but there’s no other choice…”

From within his robes, he pulled out a perfectly black sphere: void-like, featureless, and pulsing with quiet menace. His hand tightened around it as he whispered the incantation, his final breath carrying the words into the air.

“Summon… Orochi, the Eight-Headed Serpent…”

With that, his body went limp. He collapsed in silence, the obsidian sphere slipping from his hand and rising gently into the air. It hovered for a moment, drifting slowly toward Delarosa, who instinctively stepped back, eyes narrowing in alarm.

“Wh-What the hell is that?”

The sphere fell to the ground without a sound. Then the floor beneath it began to glow. Lines of power etched themselves across the stone, forming a massive summoning circle that expanded outward like ink in water. The black sphere dissolved into pure light, and the summoning was complete.

From the center of the circle, the creature emerged. Another serpent. But this one… was different.

“Wait, another snake?!” Delarosa shouted, voice cracking with disbelief.

This wasn’t the four-headed serpent Robe had summoned earlier. This was Orochi, a monstrous, eight-headed hydra, twice as large and far more terrifying. Its scales glistened like obsidian, and its presence radiated a suffocating aura of primal power.

“So, what if it’s got more heads!” Delarosa growled, not backing down. “More targets just means more chances to kill it!”

Without hesitation, she raised her hand and unleashed Saint Breaker at the rightmost head. The spell struck true, slamming into the serpent with explosive force. When she’d fought the original four-headed hydra, one Saint Breaker had been enough to annihilate a head completely. But this time, the monster endured. The head reeled, writhing in pain, but it didn’t fall.

Delarosa’s stomach twisted. The spell had done damage, but not enough to bring it down. Not in one hit.

This wasn’t just a bigger serpent. Orochi wasn’t merely a scaled-up version of its predecessors. Its stats—strength, defense, magical resistance—were all in a different league. It had been designed for war.

“No… no way…”

Delarosa’s breath hitched as the realization sank in. Saint Breaker wasn’t a spell she could use over and over endlessly. With the amount of mana she had left, she might, might, be able to fire it eight times, and even that was pushing it. If each strike couldn’t reliably destroy a head, she was in real trouble.

Then came the roar.

“GUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!”

The entire battlefield shook with the deafening cry. One of the heads had taken heavy damage, and the beast had felt it. Now it was furious. Orochi raised its eight heads high, hissing and shrieking with raw rage, its fangs dripping venom, its eyes blazing like infernos.

Delarosa flinched. Her body instinctively backed away as her courage wavered.

Don’t panic. Don’t freeze. I have to beat this thing. I’m the only one who can!

Delarosa clenched her fists, forcing herself to breathe. Her heart thundered in her ears, but she shoved the fear aside. There was no one else here. No backup. No time. Just her and the monster. She squared her stance and stared the eight-headed beast down, eyes blazing with determination.

I’m ending this.

Orochi didn’t wait. The colossal serpent let out a bone-rattling shriek and lunged, eight massive heads whipping through the air with blinding speed. Delarosa dodged the first strike, then the second, but she couldn’t avoid them all. One of the heads clipped her shoulder, sending her staggering.

She summoned a magical barrier just in time to block the next assault, but it cracked under the pressure. Orochi’s strength was overwhelming.

“Gh—!”

The impact tore through her defenses, and pain shot through her ribs as she was launched backward. She hit the ground hard, tumbling across the dirt before finally skidding to a halt. Gritting her teeth, she tried to rise, but her legs gave out beneath her.

A sharp white-hot pain pulsed through her thigh.

No… something’s broken. Her breath came in shallow gasps as panic set in. This is bad. I can’t move… if I stay like this… I’m dead.

The serpent roared again, louder and more enraged than ever. It was closing in.

Delarosa struggled to rise, but her body refused to obey. Her strength was gone.

And then, just as despair began to take hold—

“Healing!!!”

A voice rang out across the battlefield: familiar, bright, and desperate. In an instant, warmth enveloped Delarosa’s body. The pain vanished. Her breath caught as divine light wrapped around her wounds, mending shattered bone and torn flesh in seconds.

“Are you okay, Delarosa?!” Medello sprinted toward her, panic still etched across her face. She skidded to a halt beside her, panting from the run, staff still glowing faintly with healing magic.

Delarosa sat up, blinking in disbelief. Then she gave Medello a weak but genuine smile.

“Y-Yeah… That was close. But thanks to you, I’m okay now.” She didn’t hesitate to say it. She meant it.

Medello gave a relieved sigh, but before she could respond, another voice chimed in, calm and analytical.

“This serpent has eight heads,” murmured Lilli, her eyes fixed on the towering creature with unnerving clarity. She had arrived behind Medello, her long hair fluttering as the ground trembled beneath Orochi’s rage. “That’s four more than the last one. Twice as many.”

“It’s not just the extra heads,” Delarosa muttered grimly, eyes locked on the serpent thrashing before them. “It’s stronger, tougher… and more of a pain in the ass than the last one. My Saint Breaker didn’t even take one down.”

Medello swallowed hard. “The last snake was bad enough, but now it’s got more heads, and it can weather Delarosa’s attacks too?”

She trembled where she stood, the staff in her hands quivering ever so slightly. Even though she’d come to the rescue, the sheer presence of the Orochi had rattled her again. This thing wasn’t just big; it was overwhelming. And after what had happened last time, she couldn’t shake the fear that they might not make it out this time.

Lilli, too, wore a tight expression. Her usual calm had been replaced by silent unease.

Delarosa noticed immediately and stepped forward.

“We’ve got this,” she said, her voice firm and full of quiet fire. “The three of us can take it down.”

She looked back at the others, her eyes steady, her smile fearless. That unwavering confidence in her voice wasn’t just bravado. It was conviction. And it spread through them like heat.

The shift was almost immediate. The tension in Medello’s shoulders eased. Lilli’s gaze sharpened. Their fear didn’t vanish, but it no longer ruled them. With Delarosa here, fighting with them, they could do this.

“Let’s take it one head at a time!” Delarosa barked, pointing to the one she had already damaged. “That one first; it’s weak. Hit it hard, hit it together!”

There was no room for scattered efforts. Against an enemy this large, coordination was everything. If they focused their attacks on one head at a time, they could reduce the serpent’s threat piece by piece. Delarosa made that call without hesitation.

“Dragon Flame!” Medello cried out, her voice trembling with effort. Despite the fatigue in her limbs and the dwindling mana in her core, Medello stepped forward and poured every last drop of energy into the spell. Fire roared from her staff, spiraling toward the already-weakened head of the beast. The flames slammed into it with a brilliant explosion, and when the smoke cleared, the head hung limp, unmoving.

Delarosa’s eyes lit up. “Nice one, Medello!”

Medello staggered, panting hard. “Hah… hah… did I get it?”

“You did great,” Delarosa said with a grin. “One down, seven to go!”

“S-Seven?” Medello’s face paled. The blast had taken everything she had left. There was no way she could cast Dragon Flame again, not without collapsing. Her body was trembling from the strain, and her mana reserves were completely drained.

“Your mana’s almost gone, isn’t it, Medello?” Lilli turned to her, her voice composed but firm. “Let me handle the attacks. You focus on support; your healing spells are far more efficient than mine.”

Medello gave a quick nod, still catching her breath. “G-Got it…”

Healing had always been her specialty, not just in terms of potency, but also mana efficiency. She could cast far more healing spells than most mages with the same magical reserves. Dragon Flame had taken nearly everything she had left, but she still had enough in the tank to sustain the others—if she was careful.

Trusting Lilli’s judgment, Medello quickly retreated to the edge of the battlefield, choosing a spot safely out of range of the Orochi’s thrashing heads. Healing spells didn’t need direct contact; she could cast them from a distance without reducing their effectiveness. Getting taken out now would help no one. Better to stay back, stay alive, and keep her allies on their feet.

Meanwhile, the serpent had begun to thrash violently. The loss of one head had only enraged it. The ground trembled with its fury as its seven remaining mouths let out a bone-chilling howl.

Delarosa didn’t flinch. She raised her hand high, eyes narrowing with deadly focus. “Saint Breaker!”

The brilliant light exploded from her palm, streaking across the battlefield and striking another of the creature’s heads with pinpoint accuracy. The impact rocked the monster backward, a thunderous blast echoing through the chamber. Delarosa wasn’t just powerful; she was precise. While most battle spells often missed their mark under pressure, hers rarely did. Her control over her magic was almost unnerving.

Even so, the attack wasn’t enough to destroy the head outright.

So, the first one hadn’t been a fluke. It hadn’t been especially strong. The truth was harsher: not even Delarosa’s Saint Breaker could guarantee a kill with a single strike.

Lilli stepped in next. She clasped her hands and murmured an incantation under her breath, then shouted with sudden force, “Holy Breaker!”

A spear of divine energy shot from her staff, slamming into the same target Delarosa had struck. It landed cleanly, but lacked the overwhelming force of Delarosa’s magic. The head reeled, injured but not defeated.

“Tch… I still have a long way to go,” Lilli muttered, frustration tightening her voice. Her spell had landed, but it hadn’t finished the job. She gritted her teeth, furious with herself.

Suddenly, the serpent shifted. From all seven of its remaining mouths, it exhaled thick plumes of violet smoke: poison breath.

The toxic clouds spread with horrifying speed, flooding the chamber in a matter of seconds. Visibility dropped. The air grew heavy and acrid. Delarosa stepped back, coughing.

“Wind!” Lilli cast immediately, her voice slicing through the chaos.

A gust of clean air surged outward, cutting through the poison mist and forcing it back, but not enough. The cloud was too dense. One gust wasn’t going to cut it.

“Wind! Wind! Wind!” she chanted, casting again and again.

Only after the third spell did the last of the toxic haze begin to clear, swept away in spiraling currents of clean air. They could breathe again, but just barely.

Delarosa’s chest heaved, her breath coming short and shallow. She’d been too slow to hold it in. The serpent’s toxic breath had slipped into her lungs, and it was hitting hard.

“Cure!” Medello’s voice rang out the moment he saw her stumble.

A pulse of cleansing magic swept through her, washing away the venom before it could do more damage. Delarosa inhaled sharply, the burn in her throat already beginning to fade.

“Thanks,” she managed, voice hoarse.

She didn’t have time to rest. The second head was on its last legs. She could see it wavering, sluggish after taking two direct hits. One more spell would finish the job.

Delarosa raised her hand and summoned her next spell. “Fire Lance!”

A spear of searing flame streaked through the air and pierced the already-wounded serpent's head. With a final shudder, it collapsed.

“Six left!” she called out, already locking her sights on the next target. Without pause, she gathered her magic again. Another Saint Breaker exploded from her palm, tearing into a fresh head with divine force. The impact landed clean, just as powerful as the last, her aim unwavering.

Delarosa felt it now. Her mana was dipping lower than she’d expected. She’d assumed she could fire off Saint Breaker eight times, maybe more, but at this pace, she’d be lucky to manage two more. Maybe even just one. And the next cast would likely come with a drop in power.

Even she couldn’t hide the rising edge of doubt curling inside her.

It’s not just me… Medello and Lilli have both burned through most of their reserves, too… With just the three of us… taking down the remaining six heads might be impossible.

For the first time since the battle had begun, Delarosa felt her optimism begin to falter. And then—

“UWOOOOOOOOOOOAAAAAAHH!!”

A roar split the air: raw, wild, and unmistakably not human.

Someone sprinted into the room like a bolt of lightning, leaping high into the air. A blade came down hard, slamming into the head Delarosa had just hit with Saint Breaker. The slash didn’t sever the head completely, but it drove deep, leaving a vicious gash across thick scales and muscle.

“What the hell’s going on in here? Looked like you were in trouble, so I figured I’d drop in!” the newcomer shouted, landing with a grin.

Delarosa’s eyes lit up. “Navasha!!!”

Thrown to a different location earlier in the battle, Navasha had finally made it back, and just in time. She stood tall, greatsword resting across her shoulder, her cocky grin unbothered by the towering serpent looming above.

“Damn, that’s a big-ass snake. And what’s with all the extra heads? Creepy.”

Even in the face of a legendary monster, Navasha was nonchalant—too relaxed, almost—but that was who she was. Brash. Unshakable. And right now, exactly the reinforcement they needed.

Orochi had lost heads, one after another, and its rage had finally boiled over. With a guttural bellow, it reared back, one massive head swinging high before coming crashing down toward the goblin standing in its shadow.

“Ah, look out!” Delarosa’s warning tore from her throat before she could think.

“Huh?” Navasha blinked, caught mid-smirk.

For a heartbeat, Delarosa thought the goblin warrior had charged in only to be crushed instantly. But just before the blow could land, a shadow darted in front of her. Steel met scale in a resounding crash as another newcomer braced against the serpent’s strike.

“Haaah… made it, just in time.”

It was Balbora. He planted his feet and held his ground, muscles straining as the serpent’s weight bore down on him.

“Balbora!” Delarosa’s voice lifted, half in relief, half in disbelief.

Navasha gave a sharp-toothed grin, brushing dust from her shoulder. “Tch, thanks, big guy. Thought I was about to be a pancake.”

“Don’t let your guard down,” Balbora warned, eyes never leaving the monster.

Moments ago, Delarosa had been teetering on the edge of defeat, her thoughts pulled toward the grim possibility that they couldn’t finish this fight. But with Navasha and now Balbora standing beside her, the weight in her chest began to lift.

With them here… we can bring it down.

Her jaw tightened, resolve snapping back into place. The fear was gone. The doubt was gone. Now there was only the fight—and the unshakable promise that this serpent would fall.



Chapter 21


Far from the battlefield, Belamus stood face-to-face with the Emperor Were-Tiger, Transta.

“Transta,” Belamus began evenly, his eyes narrowing, “why have you targeted us?”

“Targeted you? What the hell are you talking about?” the tiger-man growled, his striped tail lashing slowly behind him.

“Don’t play dumb. There’s no denying it. You and your kind came to attack Beresdral.”

“Beresdral… ah, so you’re one of them,” Transta said, a flicker of recognition crossing his feline eyes. “Guess that explains why you invaded my territory. Beresdral’s been gettin’ a little too full of itself lately. I figured I’d put you in your place, show you who’s really on top.”

“Full of itself?” Belamus repeated, his tone edged with incredulity. Beresdral had indeed grown rapidly in recent years, but it had invaded no one nor threatened anyone. There was no reason, no justification, for this aggression.

“I’m gonna rule the whole Great Frazes Forest one day,” Transta continued, his lips curling into a predatory grin. “And I don’t take kindly to some upstart little city actin’ like it belongs here.”

Belamus could only stare at him, the sheer pettiness of it sinking in. This was nothing but brute ego and paranoia. Beresdral’s progress had nothing to do with Transta’s ambitions, yet here they were. He’d come here to negotiate, if possible, but the more he listened, the more he realized words would do nothing. Transta’s nature was plain: he wouldn’t be swayed by reason.

“… I see,” Belamus said at last, his voice cooling to steel. “Then there’s nothing left to discuss.”

“Damn right there isn’t,” Transta snarled, his claws flexing. “I’ll go first!”

He exploded into motion, lunging forward in a blur. For all his massive build, Transta’s speed was frightening, like a thunderclap in motion. His claws arced toward Belamus in a slash meant to tear him open.

But Belamus was already moving. Strengthened by enhancement magic, he matched the were-tiger’s speed. He stepped back sharply, the strike cutting only empty air.

“Light Arrow!” Belamus barked, his voice ringing sharp. The spell flared to life in his palm, a spear of golden energy lancing toward Transta’s chest. The shot was fast, too fast for the tiger to react. And it should have hit him square in the heart.

Transta’s dense, corded muscles absorbed the blow like stone. The arrow fizzled against his hide, failing to pierce through. He didn’t even flinch.

Looks like I’ll need something stronger than that.

Belamus’s eyes hardened. Raising his arm, he called forth a more potent spell.

“Holy Lance!” he intoned, his voice deep and steady.

Light shimmered around him, forming into a host of gleaming spears that hung in the air for a heartbeat before rocketing toward Transta. They streaked forward like falling stars, slamming into the tiger-man’s chest and abdomen.

This time, the attack landed cleanly, piercing straight through his body. Holy Lance carried far greater force than Light Arrow, and Belamus felt the magic tear through muscle and sinew. For a moment, he expected the battle to be over.

Still, the more he thought about it, the stranger it seemed. Transta hadn’t even tried to dodge. There’d been no feint, no hesitation; he’d simply taken the attack head-on. That wasn’t a matter of being caught off guard. He hadn’t wanted to avoid it.

As the glowing lances dissolved into motes of light, they left behind gaping holes in his torso, wounds that should have been fatal. And yet, Transta stood tall. His lips curled into a confident grin.

Belamus’s brows knit. “What?”

Before he could react, the impossible happened. The holes began to close, flesh knitting together in seconds until not even a scar remained.

Instant regeneration? But he didn’t cast a spell. Belamus’s mind raced. That speed… it’s beyond anything I’ve ever seen.

As far as he knew, the Emperor Were-Tiger possessed exceptional physical strength and combat prowess, but no such regeneration abilities. No magic affinity that allowed for instantaneous healing. No… this was something else.

Then the only explanation is… he’s a rare variant.

Rare-born monsters sometimes emerged with unique abilities, and often a form unlike their common kin. Looking at Transta now, standing utterly unshaken where any other would have fallen, Belamus was certain he was facing one of them.

I’ve hardly ever seen an Emperor Were-Tiger in person. They’re rare enough that most people go their whole lives without laying eyes on one. Still… I could’ve sworn their fur was gold. Transta’s is white. Is that what marks him as different?

Belamus’s gaze lingered for only a moment before he set his jaw. Whatever the reason, it’s safe to assume he’s a rare variant, and with that, he’s carrying some kind of powerful special ability.

For an Emperor Were-Tiger, already known for extraordinary combat ability, adding regeneration on top of it was absurd. Unfair, even. But Belamus felt no fear.

Transta grinned, fangs flashing. “Heh… you’ve got some bite after all. Most can’t even scratch me, so I never have to bother using this ‘super recovery.’ You? You might actually be fun.”

His laughter rang out, not cruel, but exuberant, almost boyish. Transta didn’t just fight for victory. He fought because he loved it. Many beast-type monsters shared that trait, but Transta radiated it in every breath.

Suddenly, he shifted his stance. His leg snapped forward in a vicious kick.

“Explosive Gale Kick!”

The impact ripped the air apart, sending a violent gust surging toward Belamus.

“Iron Shield!” Belamus barked, slamming his palm down. An iron wall shimmered into being before him, bracing against the oncoming wind.

Transta didn’t slow. He lunged forward, hand shaped like a blade.

“Iron Cleave!”

The edge of his strike cut through the metal barrier like paper, splitting it clean in two. And then—

“Sonic Fist!”

His arm blurred, fist snapping toward Belamus’s head faster than the eye could follow.

Belamus didn’t have time to dodge, but he didn’t need to. In battle, he always layered his vital points with defensive wards.

The punch connected, the force monstrous enough to shatter the magical shield. Even weakened, the blow still caught his cheek, sending pain flaring through his skull. His head snapped to the side as his body was hurled back across the ground.

He rolled, planting a hand to steady himself, and without hesitation chanted a healing spell. Warm light rippled across his skin, mending the damage before Transta could follow up.

“You can heal, too, huh?!” Transta barked, his voice edged with surprise but thick with excitement. He lunged forward before Belamus could react, driving a brutal kick into his midsection.

“Ggh—!” Belamus grunted, throwing up a shield just in time to blunt the impact. Even so, the blow cut sharper than Transta’s punches; its precision left him reeling.

Not giving him a moment to breathe, Transta closed the distance in a flash. “Don’t get cocky.”

Belamus knew it was true: at his current level of physical enhancement, he couldn’t keep pace with Transta’s martial skill. Gritting his teeth, he layered another set of body-strengthening spells, pushing his speed and reflexes far beyond their limits.

It paid off. The next strike from Transta sliced harmlessly through the air as Belamus slipped aside.

“Mmf!” Transta grunted, surprised.

Belamus seized the opening. “Shining Sword!” Light condensed into a gleaming blade in his hand, and he drove it deep into Transta’s abdomen.

He withdrew instantly, putting space between them before casting a quick healing spell over his own battered body. By the time his wounds had knit closed, the Shining Sword had dissipated—and Transta’s abdominal wound was already gone, erased by that impossible regeneration.

“Suddenly you’re faster,” Transta said, his eyes narrowing. “Magic’s a pain in the ass.”

That’s my line, Belamus thought grimly. Transta’s mastery of martial arts was nothing short of remarkable, the kind of skill honed over decades of training. Coupled with the innate physical power of an Emperor Were-Tiger, it made for an overwhelming opponent.

Stacking body enhancement spells like this puts a dangerous strain on the body. I can’t keep it up for long… I’ll need to finish this quickly. But with that regeneration… His mind worked fast. Holy Lance and Shining Sword hurt him. If I hit him with Saint Breaker, I might be able to erase him entirely. Not even he could recover from that.

Transta’s fighting style only made it easier; he never bothered to dodge.

Belamus didn’t hesitate. He raised his hand. “Saint Breaker!”

The blast of divine light surged forward, and, just as predicted, Transta made no move to avoid it.

The impact was direct.

In the next instant, the Emperor Were-Tiger was gone, obliterated in a blinding eruption of holy energy. All that remained of Transta was a scattering of bloody scraps on the ground.

Belamus exhaled slowly, certain there would be no coming back from that. But then—

One of the pieces twitched.

The motion was subtle at first, a faint shiver along torn flesh. Then it writhed, knitting itself back together, growing, shaping. Within moments, the body stood whole again, and not just the flesh, but even his clothes were restored.

Transta now wore only pants, his upper body bare, the white fur along his chest gleaming under the light.

“That was one hell of a spell,” he said casually, not a hint of pain or strain in his voice. “It’s been a long time since anyone reduced me to pieces.”

He… can regenerate from that? Belamus’s stomach sank. From any state? And if there’s no limit to it…

It was absurd, beyond unfair. For the first time, Belamus wasn’t sure there was a way to kill him.

Then he remembered. There’s the Heal Seal spell… but that’s meant to block healing magic, not whatever this is. And even if it could work, the success rate is low, and it eats a lot of mana.

It was a gamble. But looking at Transta now, Belamus knew it was the only chance he had.

Transta didn’t give him long to think. He kicked off the ground, launching himself at Belamus. Belamus braced for a direct charge, only for Transta to land short, push off, and leap high into the air.

Belamus’s eyes tracked upward too late. Transta kicked off the ceiling and came crashing down, fist aimed at Belamus’s skull. Belamus barely rolled clear, the blow striking the floor with a bone-shaking impact. Stone shattered under the force, fragments skittering across the ground.

There it was, the opening he needed.

“Heal Seal!” Belamus shouted, his voice sharp with resolve.

White light burst from Belamus’s hand, wrapping around Transta’s form.

Belamus felt the failure of the spell the instant the light fizzled against Transta’s body. Heal Seal had done nothing. The were-tiger cocked his head, puzzled, but only for a moment before dismissing it with a shrug. Thinking too hard about anything clearly wasn’t in his nature.

Then he was on the move again. A roundhouse kick cut through the air where Belamus had been, missing cleanly but whipping up a violent gust that slammed into him like a physical blow. It sent him spinning back, and he knew Transta would be on him the instant his feet touched the ground. Using the momentum, Belamus cast Magic Thread, thin strands glistening with adhesive, and fired them upward. The threads latched onto the ceiling, halting his fall, and in seconds, he was braced against the stone high above the arena.

Transta skidded to a stop, scanning the empty floor. “Where the hell did you go?!”

Belamus aimed from above, a burst of white light forming in his palm. This time it has to take. “Heal Seal!” The spell rained down on Transta, but again, he felt it fail, useless against the monster’s regeneration. Worse, the casting gave away his position.

Transta’s eyes found him instantly. “So that’s where you’re hiding. Whatever you’re trying, it won’t work. I’m invincible.” He bent down, snatched a chunk of stone from the fractured floor, and hurled it upward with terrifying force. Belamus launched himself away just in time, the rock obliterating the ceiling where he had been a heartbeat before. Shards and dust rained down in a deafening crash.

The were-tiger was already in motion, leaping through the settling debris. “Jaw Crusher!” he roared, his arm driving upward in a ferocious uppercut aimed to break Belamus in half. Belamus had seconds to decide; if he dodged, he risked being caught by another blast of wind. Instead, he conjured a blade of pure light and swung into the incoming strike.

The Shining Sword cleaved cleanly through Transta’s arm. The severed limb hit the ground with a heavy thud, the force of the uppercut dissipating into empty space. Transta had committed fully to the attack, and now he stood wide open, one arm gone, though Belamus knew it wouldn’t be for long.

Had that uppercut connected, it wouldn’t have just shattered Belamus’s jaw; it would have taken his entire head clean off. But Transta’s swing had missed, leaving him wide open. It was the perfect moment to strike.

Belamus thrust his hand forward, white light bursting around the were-tiger. Heal Seal. This time, the sensation was different.

Success.

He could hardly believe it. The spell’s success rate was one in twenty, and landing it on the third try was a rare stroke of luck. Still, he didn’t know if it would actually work against Transta’s unnatural regeneration. If it did, the severed arm would remain on the ground. If not, it would already be growing back.

Holding his breath, Belamus’s eyes locked on the fallen limb.

Transta glanced down at it himself, frowning. “Huh?” Then, confusion hardened into alarm. “What the hell?! Why isn’t it healing?!”

The arm remained lifeless on the floor. Relief coursed through Belamus’s chest; this was it. The spell had worked. Without regeneration, Transta could be killed like any other creature. But the seal wouldn’t last forever. Once it wore off, the healing would return, and the window of opportunity would close.

I have to finish this before that happens.

Transta’s expression was no longer amused. It was rattled, furious. “You bastard! What did you do to me?!”

Belamus didn’t bother to answer. He raised his arm and gathered his magic. “Holy Lance!”

A storm of shining spears erupted from his hands, each one aimed straight for the were-tiger’s heart.

Belamus had expected Transta to ignore the incoming barrage as before, but this time the were-tiger moved with startling speed, slipping out of the path of the Holy Lance. For all his blunt thinking, Transta had an unnervingly quick grasp of the situation, and he could adapt fast when forced.

“Damn it! Harden!”

Every muscle along Transta’s frame bulged, his fur stretching over corded mass. Belamus lunged in with Shining Sword, but the glowing blade skidded uselessly against that reinforced hide. His opponent’s flesh had become like steel.

“So, it was you,” Transta growled, baring his fangs. “That strange light earlier—you shut down my super recovery.”

Belamus noted the change with a flicker of grudging respect. So, his defense just skyrocketed. He never had to use it before because his regeneration made it unnecessary, but he’s been holding this in reserve the whole time. Against this new level of hardness, only one spell in Belamus’s arsenal could hope to break through.

Saint Breaker.

“I’ll kill you!” Transta roared, hunching low before exploding forward. His shoulder drove ahead like a battering ram, his charge blistering in speed and force. If it connected, even with defensive wards, Belamus doubted he’d walk away intact.

Rather than flinch from the oncoming monster, Belamus’s focus sharpened. This was his chance. Transta’s rush was a straight line, eyes locked down and forward, his vision obscured by his own posture. He would never see it coming.

Belamus stood his ground, magic flaring in his palm, and unleashed the one spell that might end it.
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“Saint Breaker!” Belamus roared, thrusting his palm forward.

A pillar of searing light tore across the battlefield, striking Transta square in the chest.

“Guaaaahhh!” His roar was guttural, pained, the sound of something truly wounded for the first time. The blast didn’t obliterate him as it had before—his hardened muscles absorbed enough of the force to spare him from disintegration—but the damage was severe. The were-tiger crashed forward onto the ground, landing heavily on his stomach.

He was still breathing.

Belamus tightened his stance, raising his hand for another Saint Breaker. End it now, before he can recover.

Weirdly, a low, bestial growl rumbled across the chamber, stopping him cold.

Transta’s body twitched, then pushed itself upright. His eyes glowed a violent crimson, fangs elongating beyond anything he’d shown before. His muscles bulged and shifted, fur bristling, as his frame grew larger. The change didn’t stop: limbs thickened, his spine lengthened, his entire form swelling into something no longer half-man.

When the transformation ended, a massive white tiger, easily ten meters from nose to tail, stood where Transta had been.

Berserk beast form… Belamus recognized it immediately. This wasn’t a rare-variant trick. Among beast-type monsters, there were those who, when pushed to the brink, abandoned their humanoid form entirely. In exchange for losing all reason, they gained overwhelming strength. But such a transformation came at a cost. Once unleashed, there was often no returning, sometimes not even in death.

The newly formed tiger threw back its head and bellowed, the roar shaking the walls.

And now I have to face him like this, with my mana nearly drained. Belamus could feel the fatigue in his core; Saint Breaker had already been cast multiple times, and Heal Seal, an unfamiliar, high-cost spell, had drained more than he’d anticipated. Yet there was no option but to fight.

Against an ordinary foe, the mana he had left would have been more than enough to finish the fight. But Transta, in his berserk beast form, was no ordinary foe; his power had multiplied several times over. The rare variant had already been formidable in his humanoid shape, and now, Belamus could hardly imagine the scale of strength packed into the massive white tiger before him. The air seemed to vibrate with its presence, each breath it drew rumbling like distant thunder.

However strong he’s become… there’s no choice but to face him. Steeling himself, Belamus lifted his gaze and met the beast’s crimson eyes, ready to stand his ground against the transformed monster.



Chapter 22


The battle with Orochi had only grown fiercer. Every time one of its heads was severed, its rage deepened, and its counterattacks became more violent. Navasha and Balbora, holding the front line, bore the brunt of the monster’s fury, taking blows that would have crushed lesser fighters. Each time, Medello’s healing magic pulled them back from the brink, patching wounds before they could slow the fight.

“Saint Breaker!”

Delarosa’s voice rang out as a lance of holy light streaked across the chamber and slammed into one of the beast’s heads. Navasha and Balbora had already battered that head with earlier strikes, softening it for the killing blow. The Saint Breaker struck true, blasting it apart. The massive form thrashed and bellowed as the severed stump fell still. Five heads remained.

Delarosa was panting now, her reserves dwindling. I might only have one more Saint Breaker left… Better to switch to Dragon Flame. The spell lacked the sheer destructive force of Saint Breaker, but it burned far less mana, and she was far more accustomed to wielding it in drawn-out fights. With Dragon Flame, she could still unleash several more volleys.

Overhead, Balbora soared into the air, his voice cutting through the chaos. “Dragon Breath!”

A torrent of searing flame erupted from his jaws, sweeping toward the Orochi’s nearest head. But the day’s repeated use had taken its toll; the blast lacked the force it had once had. Riding astride his back, Navasha crouched low before springing forward in a deadly leap, both feet planted firmly on the dragon’s scales as the air rushed past. Her blade flashed in a sharp arc, carving into the writhing serpent’s neck.

Balbora pressed the attack as well, swinging his mace with crushing force whenever the great beast came within reach. Between the two of them, they harried the Orochi at close range, forcing its massive heads to snap and twist defensively. Navasha’s relentless sword strikes and Balbora’s crushing mace blows had already battered the Orochi’s next target into a dangerous state.

“Holy Breaker!” Lilli’s voice rang out as she unleashed her spell. The beam of sacred light shot forward, slamming into the serpent’s weakened head. With a guttural hiss, the massive neck sagged, the head falling limp against the floor.

You guys… Delarosa’s chest swelled with renewed resolve. They’d taken down another head without her needing to spend any more of her precious mana, a rare reprieve. Only four remained. Half the beast’s strength was gone, and for the first time, the end of the fight seemed within reach.

The Orochi had other ideas. Its attack patterns shifted. No longer thrashing wildly in rage, the serpent moved with calculated precision, watching Navasha and Balbora’s movements closely. Where before it had offered its necks to their blades without a thought, now it twisted away, evading each strike with unnerving speed.

“Damn snake! Acting all high and mighty now!” Navasha snarled after another swing of her sword sliced through empty air.

If it could dodge her, it might dodge Dragon Flame as well. Delarosa felt the tension knot in her chest. Her mana reserves were nearly gone; every cast counted now. She couldn’t afford to waste even a single spell.

She steadied her breathing, sharpening her focus, waiting for the right opening. The Orochi’s eyes locked on her, jaws yawning wide enough to swallow her whole, and lunged.

Delarosa threw herself sideways, hitting the ground in a roll just as the fangs clashed shut where she’d been. The massive neck was stretched taut, leaving the serpent’s head exposed.

“Now! Dragon Flame!” Delarosa cried, seizing the fleeting opening as her eyes blazed with determination. She gathered her magic and unleashed it in a blazing torrent, hurling the searing breath straight into the beast’s open flank.

Delarosa’s Dragon Flame had scorched deep into the serpent’s flesh, but the single blast wasn’t enough to finish the job. The massive head lifted again, jaws snapping open as all four remaining faces bellowed in unison. The roar tore through the chamber like a physical force, rattling the air and making the very skin on their arms and necks quiver. For a heartbeat, the entire party froze under the sheer pressure of that sound.

The Orochi struck without hesitation, its enormous necks whipping through the air in a blur, aiming to smash Navasha and Balbora from the sky. Balbora managed to shake off the daze at the last second, twisting in midair to avoid the crushing blow. He dove to retaliate, only to curse as the serpent immediately coiled into a tight defensive posture, denying him a clean strike.

“Dragon Breath!” Balbora roared, loosing one of the few blasts of fire he had left. The gout of flame flared toward the serpent’s heads, but it lacked the searing intensity of his earlier attacks. The Orochi exhaled a powerful gust, snuffing out the attack as if it were no more than candlelight.

“Grrr, my Dragon Breath!” Balbora snarled, humiliated. Determined to hit back, he beat his wings hard, streaking forward to bring his mace down on the beast’s skull, only to swing through empty air as the serpent’s head darted aside.

Before he could curse again, Navasha acted. Standing on Balbora’s back, the goblin warrior gave a fierce cry—“Haaaaaaah!”—and launched herself into open air. The reckless leap caught the serpent off guard, and it failed to evade the goblin’s flashing blade. Her sword bit deep into the neck that had already been ravaged by Delarosa’s flames, and with a shuddering hiss, the massive head slumped lifeless to the ground.

Unfortunately, victory came with a cost. Navasha plummeted in a dangerous freefall, the floor rushing up to meet her.

“Reckless fool!” Balbora barked, tucking his wings and diving at full speed to catch her before she hit the ground.

Balbora’s claws scraped the ground as he pulled up from his dive, arms outstretched. He caught Navasha just before she hit the stone floor, the momentum jarring his shoulders.

“Whoa, made it! That was close,” he said, exhaling in relief.

“Close?! What were you thinking? What if you’d missed?!” Navasha snapped, still gripping her sword.

Balbora only grinned. “Eh, worst case, Medello would’ve patched you up. Would’ve hurt like hell, though.”

“That’s not the point!” she barked, and Balbora only chuckled despite her glare.

It was true: so long as Medello was standing, even serious wounds could be healed, so long as they weren’t instantly fatal. The fall had been high enough to kill most, but Navasha’s evolved Knight Goblin body could have survived with broken bones and heavy bruises. Still, the close call left the group rattled.

Only three heads remained. Yet the victory felt far from certain; everyone on the team was running low on both mana and stamina. Lilli, who had the most magical reserves left, stepped forward, chanting Holy Breaker over and over. The serpent evaded several blasts, but two struck home, burning deep into one of its necks.

Seizing the opening, Delarosa unleashed another Dragon Flame. The weakened head writhed but stayed upright until Navasha and Balbora closed in together, steel and mace falling in tandem. The skull split under the combined force, crashing to the ground with a sickening thud.

Two left.

Lilli’s repeated spells had nearly drained her, and Delarosa could no longer hurl fire without counting each drop of mana. Seeing the mages falter, Navasha and Balbora rallied, pushing themselves past exhaustion. Balbora’s wings pounded furiously, driving him to his top speed, refusing to give the serpent space to recover. Navasha, balanced on his back, rained down sword strikes with relentless precision.

The Orochi reeled under the twin assault, its last heads twisting frantically, unable to escape the constant slash and crush of their attacks.

Balbora drove himself through the air with every last shred of strength, wings cutting through the wind in a desperate burst of speed. Balanced on his back, Navasha swung her sword with a full-bodied roar, the blade slicing clean through one of the Orochi’s massive necks. The severed head hit the ground with a bone-jarring thud, and Balbora landed hard, chest heaving as he gasped that he could no longer fly. Delarosa’s eyes widened. Only one head remained.

Alas, the eight-headed serpent was far from broken. Instead of retreating, it reared back with its most deafening roar yet, the sound vibrating in the very stones beneath their feet. In a flash, its coils lashed out, seizing Balbora in a crushing embrace. The dragon orc struggled against the pressure, muscles straining and teeth clenched, but exhaustion had stolen much of his strength. Delarosa’s hands itched to summon her Dragon Flame, yet the fear of burning her comrade alive stayed her hand for a heartbeat too long.

It was Navasha who broke the hesitation. With a fierce cry, she leaped in, her sword biting deep into the serpent’s side. The Orochi hissed, and its grip loosened just enough for Balbora to wrench himself free. Delarosa seized the opening, summoning her magic and hurling a torrent of fire. Medello, moving in perfect synchronicity, joined her, her own flames fusing with Delarosa’s into a single, roaring inferno. The combined blaze engulfed the final head of the Orochi, the beast thrashing wildly before its death cry was swallowed in the storm of fire, its monstrous form collapsing into stillness.

Medello, who had been conserving her strength for healing, had kept just enough magic in reserve for a single Dragon Flame. With the serpent down to its last head, she decided there was no point in holding back. When her flames merged with Delarosa’s in a blinding, roaring wave that slammed into the Orochi’s final neck, the combined blaze had seared through scale and flesh alike, engulfing the beast until its thrashing stilled and its massive body collapsed in a heap.

A cheer burst from Delarosa as she threw her arms wide, fatigue forgotten in the rush of victory. “We did it! We really did it!”

Even so, Medello’s voice was tinged with doubt, her natural caution surfacing. “Are we sure it’s… dead?” Navasha, grinning, jabbed the carcass with her sword. The limp, unresponsive body told them everything they needed to know.

Balbora was quick to turn their thoughts elsewhere. “Good, then let’s find Lord Belamus, and fast!” Lilli’s expression hardened in agreement, reminding them that if all five of them were here, their leader was likely still facing danger alone. Yet Delarosa, despite her elation, was level-headed enough to point out the truth: she, Lilli, and Medello were nearly spent of magic, and Balbora and Navasha were physically exhausted. Charging in now might hinder Belamus rather than help him.

It was then that Navasha’s eyes drifted downward, something on the floor catching her attention. “Huh? What’s this?” she murmured, her brow furrowing as she bent to take a closer look.

Navasha’s gaze had locked onto a familiar form sprawled on the ground ahead: the unconscious figure of Robe, the fox-faced mage who had earlier taken Delarosa’s Saint Impact head-on.

“Well, if it isn’t that fox bastard from before,” Navasha muttered, prodding the limp form with the tip of her boot. “Still breathing, somehow.” Against all odds, he had survived the chaos without a stray attack finishing him off.

“What do we do with him?” Balbora asked, glancing around as if half-expecting an ambush.

Delarosa waved the question away. “He’s out cold. Leave him. We need to focus on finding Belamus.”

“Yeah, fine,” Navasha agreed. Without another look, the group left Robe where he lay and hurried on.

As they moved through the dim corridors, a deafening roar split the air, reverberating through the stone walls.

“What was that?!” Medello’s voice wavered between alarm and curiosity.

“Sounded like it came from above,” Balbora said, narrowing his eyes. “Far above.”

“You don’t think… that was Belamus, do you?” Lilli’s tone was edged with urgency. “That’s the most likely explanation,” she answered herself before anyone else could speak. “We head upward, now!”

They pressed on until, at last, a staircase appeared before them, winding upward into shadow. Without hesitation, the five of them began to climb.



Chapter 23


Belamus and the berserk Transta were locked in a brutal, high-speed clash.

Transta’s movements were blindingly fast, so fast that most fighters would’ve been torn apart before they could react. But Belamus, narrowly dodging strike after strike, held his ground. The beast’s loss of reason had made its attacks more predictable, its rhythm easier to read. If Transta had retained his full intelligence along with that monstrous speed, Belamus might not have stood a chance.

The arm Belamus had severed moments ago had already regenerated. Whether that was due to Transta’s innate hyper-regeneration or a side effect of his berserker transformation remained unclear. If the effect of Heal Seal had worn off and his regeneration had truly returned, it would spell disaster.

“Shining Sword.”

Belamus conjured nearly thirty glowing blades and launched them all at once. A barrage of light streaked through the air, converging on Transta.

Most were batted away in a blur of motion, but a few found their mark, piercing into the beast’s body. The impact, however, was minimal: mere scratches on a monster like him.

Still, the wounds weren’t healing. The Heal Seal was still working.

Good. If he were regenerating again in that berserk state, this fight would’ve already been unwinnable.

A foe with overwhelming physical might was bad enough. Add rapid regeneration to the mix, and the result was a nightmare, a combination worthy of the term demonic. Even Belamus wouldn’t be able to overcome something like that. For now, he still had a chance.

Since the Heal Seal wasn’t permanent, it would eventually wear off. He had to finish this before it did.

“GROOOOOAAAAAAHHH!!”

Transta let out a blood-curdling roar, then lunged, fangs bared and claws gleaming like blades. The air split as he launched himself straight at Belamus, aiming to tear him apart.

Belamus summoned a massive blade of radiant energy—Great Shining Sword—and swung it into position just in time to meet Transta’s incoming claws. Light clashed against fury in a blinding explosion of force, the impact rattling through Belamus’s arms. But the moment he deflected the attack, he was already launching his next strike.

“Saint Breaker!” he roared, thrusting forward with another spell.

A blast of holy light surged toward Transta’s snarling face, but the beast twisted aside with terrifying speed, dodging it by mere inches. Even stripped of reason, his reflexes were so sharp they bordered on supernatural. Every instinct screamed with lethal precision.

There’s no landing a clean hit unless I lock him down, Belamus thought, jaw tightening. He’s too fast, too wild. I’ll have to trap him, make him predictable.

Transta no longer fought with strategy or technique. What stood before him now was a creature of pure instinct, driven by hunger and rage. But that simplicity had its advantages. A mindless opponent wouldn’t hesitate, wouldn’t second-guess. Which made him the perfect prey for a well-laid trap.

Belamus raised his hand, threads of enchanted silk unraveling between his fingers like gossamer light. He whispered the incantation, Magic Thread, and began weaving a luminous web in the air. The strands shimmered faintly as they formed a snare, invisible unless one knew where to look. He set it directly in front of himself, positioning it for maximum effect.

It was a gamble, but one he was willing to take. If Transta charged blindly, as Belamus suspected he would, the web would ensnare him long enough to deal a decisive blow. And then, as if to confirm Belamus’s calculation, the beast let out a guttural roar and lunged.

“GRAAAAHHHH!”

Claws bared, eyes burning with feral madness, Transta hurled himself straight into the trap and tore it apart in a single swipe. The shimmering silk shredded like paper beneath his monstrous strength. The threads weren’t ordinary; they had been reinforced with layers of protective magic, strong enough to hold a charging wyvern. But Transta’s claws sliced through them like they weren’t even there.

Belamus barely had time to react. The beast kept coming, the failed trap only fueling his momentum. Belamus raised a magical barrier in desperation, but it shattered the instant Transta’s claws struck. Pain erupted across his torso as the slash carved from shoulder to waist, leaving a burning trail of blood in its wake.

He staggered back, gasping. Even with the barrier absorbing some of the impact, the blow had been devastating. Any other mage would’ve dropped right then and there. But Belamus clenched his fist, muttered a healing incantation, and forced the magic to surge through his body. Golden light wrapped around his wounds, sealing torn flesh, mending muscle, washing the blood away until his skin was whole again.

It worked, but the price was steep. High-level healing magic demanded a heavy toll, especially when repairing critical damage. The worse the injury, the more power it drained, and this time, it had taken a significant chunk. With everything he’d spent since the start of the battle, nearly seventy percent of his total mana was gone.

Meanwhile, Transta stood at full height, breathing heavily but still uninjured. Still strong. Still terrifying.

Belamus knew he was running out of time. The longer the battle dragged on, the worse his odds became. Transta showed no signs of slowing, and his own mana reserves were dangerously low. If he didn’t end this soon, decisively, he wouldn’t get another chance.

The web spell was too weak, he thought grimly, recalling how easily Transta had torn through it. I’ll need something far stronger if I want to trap him.

He decided to stick with the same strategy—Magic Thread was still his best option—but this time, he’d reinforce it. Instead of casting a single strand, he would layer them. If he could bundle ten threads together into a single cable, that should be enough to hold even Transta’s monstrous strength. At least, that was the theory, and theory meant nothing in the chaos of combat.

Belamus immediately set to work, conjuring the magical silk and weaving it strand by strand. As expected, the process was far more time-consuming than casting a single trap. And Transta, wild and relentless, wasn’t about to stand idle while his prey played with string. Again and again, he lunged at Belamus, claws flashing with murderous intent.

Belamus barely managed to dodge, ducking and rolling to keep distance, his focus split between survival and spellcraft. He was fast, but not fast enough to keep weaving while evading. Progress stalled. The trap would never be ready at this rate.

Then inspiration struck.

“Decoy,” Belamus muttered under his breath, his voice low and resolute.

A second Belamus shimmered into existence beside him, a perfect copy in shape and movement. The illusion spell was usually ineffective against intelligent foes, since it was slightly translucent and gave off no magical presence. But Transta, in his mindless state, couldn’t tell the difference.

As predicted, the beast took the bait. With a guttural roar, Transta pounced on the decoy, swiping at it with vicious abandon. His claws passed harmlessly through the illusion again and again, but he didn’t stop. He couldn’t think to stop.

Belamus took the opportunity to leap upward, clinging to the ceiling with the adhesive power of his own webbing. From above, he watched as Transta frantically attacked the incorporeal image, growing more reckless with each strike.

He’s wide open. I could hit him now, maybe even finish it with one good spell.

Belamus didn’t take the shot. Not yet. He couldn’t afford a maybe. He needed certainty.

So, hanging upside-down like a spider preparing its prey, he resumed his work. He cast Magic Thread over and over, layering each new strand atop the last. Ten bundles had been his initial target, but for absolute certainty, he pushed beyond that.

Eleven… twelve… thirteen…

By the time he reached fifteen, the cord gleamed with magical density, nearly humming with tensile power. It was no longer silk; it was a snare reinforced with his full resolve.

Transta was still slashing at the decoy, utterly fixated.

With the trap complete, Belamus finally dropped from the ceiling, landing silently on the ground. A breath later, he snapped his fingers, and the decoy vanished into smoke.

“Grrrurh?” Transta tilted his head, confused. Belamus’s figure had vanished, and the beast didn’t understand why. His yellow eyes darted around the chamber in frantic, animalistic jerks, nostrils flaring as he tried to locate his prey. The illusion had done its job well—perhaps too well.

From his concealed vantage, Belamus silently laid the completed trap, positioning the reinforced Magic Thread web directly in Transta’s path.

Moments later, Transta’s eyes locked onto him. With a burst of frenzied excitement, the beast roared and lunged forward, his claws swinging wide to clear any obstacle in his way. But this time, there was no clear path, only the unseen snare waiting to spring.

“GAAAH?!”

The strike landed, but the claws didn’t cut. Instead of tearing through, they snagged. The threads resisted, clinging tightly to his arms and shoulders. The adhesive silk coiled and tightened as he thrashed, wrapping tighter with every panicked movement. Transta snarled and flailed, trying to wrench free, but the more he struggled, the worse it got, until his entire body was bound in a web of glowing magical fibers.

“Grugh! GRURRRH!!”

The beast howled, muscles straining, but his strength was useless now. He was immobilized: caught, cocooned, utterly trapped.

From a few paces away, Belamus narrowed his eyes. This was it, the opening he had worked for.

He raised one hand, power already surging to his fingertips.

“Saint Breaker!!!” he roared, voice echoing with fury and finality as he hurled the spell forward.

The holy light exploded from his palm like a comet, crashing into the bound Transta with devastating force. The sheer volume of mana poured into the spell made it stronger than anything Belamus had cast before. The chamber lit up in a blinding white flash as raw divine energy tore into the beast’s body.

“GAAAAAAAAAARRRHHHH!!”

Transta’s death cry shook the air, a guttural, agonized wail that reverberated through stone and bone. The impact threw his hulking frame backward, slamming him into the far wall in a tangled mass of glowing silk and smoking flesh.

Somehow, he still lived.

His body remained intact, though scorched and motionless. His chest rose and fell in faint, labored breaths. But his eyes had rolled back into his skull, and the wildness that had once filled them was gone. There was no strength left in his limbs, no fury in his voice.

At long last, the battle was over.

Belamus stood in the stillness, his breath slow and steady, watching the smoking silhouette of the beast he had finally brought down. The tangled threads of Magic Thread still held strong, glimmering faintly in the aftermath of the spell’s release.

That was too close, he thought, wiping a bead of sweat from his brow. If that third cast of Heal Seal hadn’t taken effect when it did, this could’ve ended very differently.

Transta had been more powerful than expected, not just physically, but in sheer tenacity. Belamus silently acknowledged that strength, even as he remained vigilant. He didn’t dare assume it was truly over.

A few moments later, the berserk form began to recede. The monstrous features melted away, leaving behind the humanoid figure of Transta once more. Belamus stepped forward, prepared to finish him off, permanently, before he had the chance to recover. But he paused.

No, not yet.

There were still too many unanswered questions. His companions were missing, scattered. Transta might know something, anything, that could lead him to them.

Instead of dealing the final blow, Belamus reinforced the bindings. He used layer after layer of Magic Thread, wrapping Transta’s limbs, torso, and even his jawline in a web so dense it resembled a cocoon. If the beast hadn’t broken free earlier in his berserk form, there was no chance he could escape now. In this state, not even his neck could turn freely.

Only once the bindings were secure did Belamus release the Heal Seal. Seconds passed, and then Transta stirred.

“Huh?”

His eyes fluttered open. He groaned and tried to move, but the moment he tensed, the bindings held firm.

“W–What? I can’t move! What’s going on?!”

He thrashed against the restraints, still disoriented, still not grasping the situation. Then his gaze shifted, first to the shining threads that coiled tightly around him, then to the unmoving figure of Belamus standing nearby.

Surprisingly, Transta didn’t erupt in rage. Instead, he let out a long breath and stilled.

“I see… I lost, didn’t I?”

The fight had drained out of him. He wasn’t growling or glaring, just staring at his bound form with grim acceptance.

“Even in that monster form, I couldn’t take you down… That’s a clean loss, no excuses.”

There was no bitterness in his voice, only quiet resignation. For someone who had fought like a rabid beast moments ago, he seemed startlingly composed in defeat.

So, he knows when he’s beaten, Belamus thought, watching him closely. Good, that might make him useful.

If Transta was lucid and honest, then it might be possible to extract the information he needed. Without wasting time, Belamus took a step forward and asked his first question.

“Tell me where my companions are,” Belamus demanded, his voice low and commanding.

Transta blinked, clearly not expecting the question. “Huh? You’ve got companions?” He let out a breath, shaking his head against the bindings. “I’ve got no clue. I was asleep until just before I fought you. I left everything to Robe, my subordinate.”

There was no sign of deception in his voice or expression, but Belamus wasn’t about to take him at his word.

“It wouldn’t be wise to lie right now,” he warned, stepping forward, his tone hardening. “Tell me everything.”

“I am telling you,” Transta snapped back, a flicker of irritation in his voice. “And don’t bother trying to torture it out of me. It won’t work. I don’t feel pain anymore, thanks to my regeneration.”

So that was it. Some side effect of his high-speed healing, perhaps. Another layer of complication.

He’s more trouble than he’s worth, Belamus thought grimly. Getting anything useful out of him won’t be easy. And now that I’ve released the Heal Seal, I can’t afford to cast it again, not with this little mana left. Killing him isn’t an option either. The best I can do is keep him tied up and move on.

Resolving to leave the prisoner behind for now, Belamus turned to go. But just as he took his first step forward—

“Belamus!”

The shout rang out across the corridor.

He turned sharply and saw them: Delarosa, Medello, Navasha, Balbora, and Lilli came sprinting toward him, relief written across every face. Behind them, the legion ants marched in neat formation, seemingly unharmed.

“You’re all safe,” Belamus said quietly. His expression remained calm, almost stoic, but inside, a wave of relief surged through him. After being separated in enemy territory, he hadn’t ruled out the worst. It was good to be wrong.

The others slowed as they reached him, catching sight of the cocooned, barely conscious man at Belamus’s feet.

“Huh? Who’s this guy?” Delarosa asked, cocking her head.

“Transta,” Belamus replied flatly.

Delarosa didn’t seem to recognize the name.

“Tr–Transta?” Medello’s voice cracked with sudden realization. “You mean the Transta? The boss of this place?!”

Belamus gave a short nod.

“Ohhh, so he’s the one behind everything!” Delarosa exclaimed, face scrunching into a snarl. “That bastard!”

Before anyone could stop her, she started storming toward the restrained enemy, fists clenched and eyes blazing. Belamus stepped forward swiftly and raised a hand.

“Hold it,” he said firmly.

Delarosa skidded to a stop, frustrated but obedient. Transta, still bound and silent, simply watched from within his cocoon of magical thread.

Though Transta was tightly bound, Belamus had deliberately left his mouth unobstructed. That allowed for conversation, but also meant there was a nonzero risk of being bitten. It wasn’t likely, but Belamus had no intention of being injured over carelessness. There was no reason to sustain unnecessary wounds at this point.

He turned back to the others. “So,” he asked calmly, “what exactly happened to all of you while we were separated?”

“Uh, well…” Delarosa glanced at the others, then started explaining. One by one, the rest filled in the gaps.

As they spoke, it became clear: they’d each faced dire situations. Some of them had been close to death. Yet they’d all made it through, and not by luck alone. Belamus listened in silence, absorbing every detail, noting how each had fought, adapted, and survived.

They’ve grown, he realized. They’ve really grown.

Their survival hadn’t been a fluke; it had been earned.

“W-Wait, hold on,” Transta suddenly cut in, sounding rattled. “If all that’s true, did you guys wipe out my subordinates?”

Belamus glanced down at him. The man might have been lazy, preferring to delegate rather than fight, but that didn’t mean he didn’t care. For all his recklessness, Transta had genuinely cared for his team. That much was clear in his voice: the panic, the disbelief. He wasn’t faking it.

“Uh, let’s see,” Delarosa said, tilting her head in thought. “That fox guy, Robe, he was unconscious when I left him, but not dead. So… not killed.”

“I didn’t kill him either,” Lilli added quickly. “Just disarmed him and made sure he couldn’t fight.”

“My guy was the King Orc,” Medello chimed in. “Might’ve died. I didn’t exactly stop to check; I was rushing to regroup with everyone.”

“The Succubus one… I don’t think she’s dead,” Navasha murmured.

“She’s likely still alive,” Balbora confirmed. “Though I did finish off the snake. Just to be safe.”

A faint breath escaped from Transta’s lips, not quite relief, but something like it. He was still deeply worried. So, they’re alive… for now, his expression seemed to say. But he knew full well they wouldn’t stay that way without help.

“P–Please,” he said hoarsely, looking up at Belamus with uncharacteristic urgency. “I’m begging you. Spare their lives. Just help them, please.”

“No,” Belamus said coldly. “In fact, I’m going to finish them off.”

His voice was calm. Certain. There was no hesitation, only the steady finality of a man who had made his decision long ago. Transta’s eyes widened.

To Belamus, it wasn’t cruelty; it was clarity. Mercy was a luxury you earned through trust, not something handed to enemies on the battlefield. He had seen what happened to those who hesitated. He had lived it: letting the enemy live could mean watching your allies die in the next breath.

His companions had shown restraint, and Belamus didn’t blame them for it. None of them had seen what he’d seen. None of them had survived that kind of war.

He would carry the weight they could not, shouldering the burden without complaint, because someone had to. Mercy had no place in this fight, not after the blood that had already been spilled, not with the memory of past failures still burning in his mind. Here, in this place where hesitation meant death, he would not falter. Not this time. It was no secret that anyone strong enough to serve under Transta would pose a serious threat if left unchecked. Letting them go would be a dangerous gamble.

“Y-You’re really gonna kill them?” Delarosa asked hesitantly, her voice small.

The hesitation in her eyes was echoed in the faces of Medello, Navasha, Lilli, and Balbora. None of them seemed comfortable with the idea. They weren’t naive, just unaccustomed to this level of finality.

Belamus, however, didn’t flinch.

“We have no choice,” he said evenly. “Transta himself is extremely dangerous. Leaving him alive is unacceptable. And if we kill him, his subordinates will come for revenge.”

His words rang with cold logic: undeniable, inarguable. No one could bring themselves to refute him.

“Please!” Transta’s voice cracked with desperation. “I’ll do anything! I’ll become your subordinate! You know how strong I am!”

Belamus crossed his arms, expression unreadable. “I don’t trust you.”

“Wait! If I serve under you, Robe and the others will follow me. They’re strong, you saw that yourself! They’ll be loyal if I am!”

That gave Belamus pause. It was true: if Transta’s entire group could be turned, it would be a major boost in strength. In a place like the Great Frazes Forest, no amount of power was ever truly enough. Survival demanded numbers, and every competent fighter mattered.

Still, the risk was obvious.

I can’t trust him, Belamus thought, his gaze sharp. If he were clearly weaker than me, it would be one thing. But our raw power isn’t far apart. He could still be dangerous.

Granted, Belamus hadn’t reached the limit of his own magical potential. He would grow stronger, much stronger, and eventually there would be no question of superiority. But right now, it was too close for comfort.

Making someone like Transta an ally was a gamble with lives on the line.

“Please,” Transta insisted, lowering his head as far as the bindings would allow. “I won’t betray you. We were raised that way; we were taught to obey those stronger than us. I’m a were-tiger, and that’s how we live. I lost to you, which means I serve you.”

Belamus studied him carefully. It was true that many beast-type monsters—werebeasts included—often submitted to those who bested them in battle. Among their kind, strength determined loyalty. But not all followed that rule, especially those with higher intelligence. Personality mattered. Honor meant nothing if ambition festered underneath.

Transta might not be lying… but he might not be typical either.

Still, he looked genuinely earnest. There was none of the arrogance from before, none of the frenzied madness from his berserk form. Just a white-haired man bound in magical thread, speaking from what seemed like raw instinct and survival-driven clarity.

He’s serious, and if I recall, yes, Belamus narrowed his eyes. When I first saw him, he looked like a plain white cat.

Back then, he had assumed it was just an animal. But that feline form had transformed into a humanoid one soon after. Now, thinking back, it was clear. That hadn’t been just shapeshifting; it was a known phenomenon among beast-type monsters: partial beastification. A weaker, passive form of transformation that hinted at their true identity.

He’s definitely a werebeast, Belamus concluded. And if that’s the case, maybe this submission isn’t just a bluff.

Monsters that entered a state of partial beastification, the so-called weakened beast form, experienced a dramatic drop in combat ability. In that form, they lost nearly all offensive capability and couldn’t meaningfully fight back. It typically occurred when their mental guard was lowered, often during moments of deep calm or emotional vulnerability. Normally, the transformation wasn’t something a monster could trigger on command, but there were rare exceptions.

Transta might be one of them, Belamus thought, his eyes narrowing. If he can shift at will, then there’s a way to control him.

He turned toward the bound were-tiger, his voice measured but firm.

“When I first saw you,” he began, “you were in the form of a white cat. Did you enter that state by choice?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, I did,” Transta replied without hesitation. “It’s just easier that way, y’know? That form’s comfy as hell. I’m always like that unless I need to fight.”

So Belamus had been right. Transta was one of the rare types who could voluntarily enter weakened beast form, and that opened up a new strategy.

Among the interference spells Belamus had mastered was Change Seal, a lesser-known sibling of Heal Seal. Where Heal Seal prevented magical regeneration, Change Seal blocked transformation. If he cast it on Transta after he took his cat form, the spell would lock him in that state, preventing him from shifting back into combat mode.

And unlike Heal Seal, Change Seal had several key advantages: it consumed less mana, had a significantly longer duration—nearly five full days—and carried a solid fifty percent chance of success with each cast. As long as Belamus remembered to reapply it every few days, he could effectively keep Transta in a harmless state indefinitely.

If I have Transta under control, his subordinates will fall in line. No one will challenge me if their alpha bends the knee. And if I keep him locked in his cat form… the risk drops dramatically.

The plan was risky, but manageable, and the potential gain in raw power was undeniable.

“I’ve made my decision,” Belamus said at last. “You’ll serve under me.”

Transta’s eyes lit up, but the mage’s voice didn’t soften.

“However,” Belamus continued, “there’s a condition. Right now, turn into your cat form.”

“Huh? Why?” Transta blinked, suspicious. “What’s this about?”

“Just do it,” Belamus said, his tone brooking no argument.

Transta hesitated, clearly puzzled, but in the end, he obeyed. With a shimmer of magic and a subtle shift of energy, his humanoid form shrank down. Muscles, fur, and claws receded. In seconds, all that remained was a small, white cat: fluffy, quiet, and entirely nonthreatening.

“There. I did it,” came his voice, now smaller and fuzzier, yet still unmistakably his.

Delarosa, who had been watching the transformation intently, gasped. Her eyes went wide. Then—

“Wh-Wha… C–Cute!!!” she screamed, clasping her cheeks with both hands.

The others stared as well, clearly shocked by the dramatic change. Even Belamus had to admit that seeing the towering, feral were-tiger reduced to a fluffy housecat was… jarring.

Without delay, Belamus raised a hand and uttered the incantation.

“Change Seal.”

The spell shimmered through the air: quick, clean, and final. He felt the magic take hold instantly. The first cast was a success.

“That seals it,” Belamus said calmly. “You won’t be able to return to your original form.”

“Huh?” The tiny white cat blinked. “Wait, what do you mean?”

Transta focused, tensed. The fur on his back bristled as he tried to will himself back into his humanoid body… but nothing happened.

“Hey! Come on, seriously?! I can’t change back?! What the hell, man?!”

“You can’t fight like that, can you?” Belamus asked, unmoved.

“W-Well, no, not really,” Transta muttered, tail twitching in mild panic. “I’ve still got my regeneration, so I won’t die or anything, but fighting? Not happening. I mean, geez, you didn’t have to go this far. I said I’d obey you!”

Though clearly irritated, the little cat didn’t struggle. Powerless to resist, he had no choice but to accept the new status quo.

“Just, please,” he said, ears folding slightly. “Save my team. I don’t care what happens to me, just help them.”

Belamus nodded once. “Understood.” And then it hit him. He was almost completely out of mana.

If he used even a single high-level healing spell now, he’d burn through what little he had left. The return trip through the Great Frazes Forest wouldn’t be kind to an empty mage. Even with the legion ants still standing strong, there was no telling what predators or rogue forces lurked in those ancient woods.

He needed to conserve what he could.

“Medello,” Belamus said, turning to his companion, “can you cast healing magic?”

Medello shook her head with a tired grimace. “Nope. I’m dry. Used up nearly everything back in the fight.”

Delarosa, too, had expended nearly all of her magic. Belamus glanced between her and Medello, then turned to the white cat still perched obediently at his feet.

“Your subordinates are in bad shape,” he said flatly. “But we can’t heal them. None of us has enough magic left.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Transta replied with surprising confidence. “We’ve got some top-grade potions stored away. They’ll easily patch up physical wounds. And Irina, one of my team, she brewed mana restoration potions too. If we give those to your casters, you’ll get your magic back.”

“Mana potions?” Belamus raised an eyebrow. “That’s a rare find.”

He had long considered crafting some himself, but the ingredients were far too expensive to justify the effort. Potions that restored mana weren’t just rare; they were prized. The idea of using one so casually rubbed him the wrong way, even if the situation did warrant it.

Still, if they were available…

“We’ll use the healing potions on the wounded,” he decided. “But the mana potions—we’re keeping those.”

“Fine by me,” Transta said with a shrug, or at least as close as a cat could manage. “Doesn’t matter to me either way. I don’t even use magic.”

He really didn’t seem to care. And given that Transta’s combat style was all brute strength and regeneration, it made sense. Belamus gave a sharp nod.

“Take us there,” Belamus ordered, his voice calm but firm, leaving no room for negotiation.

“Got it,” Transta replied with a flick of his tail, his tone casual—resigned, but cooperative—as he began padding down the corridor on silent feline paws.

The magical bindings had been removed, but Belamus wasn’t concerned. In his current form, Transta posed no threat. There was nowhere to run, and more importantly, no way to fight. The were-tiger, now fluffy and feline, trotted forward on soft paws, guiding them through the halls without hesitation. His movements were smooth, his behavior unthreatening. There was no sign of deceit, and he didn’t try anything suspicious as he led them to a reinforced wooden door tucked into the stone walls of the base.

Inside, rows of labeled vials and potion crates lined the walls. Belamus selected the necessary healing elixirs and tucked away the mana potions as a strategic prize.

Once the supplies were secured, he turned back to the group.

“Where did you fight the others?” he asked.

“This way!” Delarosa replied brightly, already spinning on her heel and leading the way down another corridor.

As they walked, Medello suddenly broke from the group, eyes locked on Transta like a child spotting a long-lost stuffed toy. Without warning, she darted forward, scooped the tiny white cat into her arms, and hugged him tightly to her chest.

“C-Cute… so fluffy!” She nuzzled her cheek into the cat’s pristine fur, gently stroking his ears with starry-eyed adoration. Her voice was breathless, practically melting with joy.

Belamus blinked, slightly taken aback. Medello was usually the composed one: quiet, methodical, rarely emotional. But now her energy had completely flipped. It was like seeing an entirely different person.

So, this is the power of Transta’s cat form, Belamus thought, watching the scene with quiet astonishment. Ridiculous… but undeniably effective.

“Hey, hey! You little brat! I’m Transta, damn it! Quit treating me like a pet!” the white cat snarled, his fur puffing out indignantly.

He clearly didn’t appreciate the affection, but Medello didn’t understand a word of his speech. She simply smiled and continued hugging him, oblivious to the indignation in his voice. Her fingers stroked through his fur with practiced gentleness, and she pressed her cheek to his soft flank.

From the side, Lilli cleared her throat sharply. “Medello,” she said in a prim, scolding tone. “I realize he looks adorable, but he’s the enemy commander who attacked Beresdral. Excessive… physical familiarity is not appropriate.”

“Huh? But… he’s so cute,” Medello protested, lifting the small cat in her arms and holding him closer to Lilli.

The prim and proper girl hesitated, color rising in her cheeks. She was clearly fighting the urge to reach out and pet him, her fingers curling slightly with temptation. At last, she tore her gaze away with visible effort.

“I–I don’t care,” she blurted, flustered. “Besides, Lord Belamus is far cuter! Lord Belamus, please, let me hold you! Just once! It’s been far too long!”

Belamus gave her a flat look. “No. And what do you mean by ‘too long’? You’ve never held me. Not once.”

Lilli deflated, her shoulders slumping in disappointment.

The group pressed on, weaving through the corridors until they came across a familiar figure sprawled against the wall.

“Good, he’s alive,” Medello said, exhaling with relief.

Belamus knelt beside the unconscious fox-faced man. “But barely. His body temperature is dangerously low. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

As a precaution, Belamus bound him with Magic Thread before uncorking a vial and pressing it to his lips. The potion worked gradually, guiding the body back toward its natural balance: sealing wounds, curing disease, replenishing blood. It was powerful, but not instantaneous; the moment he drank, there was no dramatic awakening.

The potion would begin to restore his vitality, but he might still die from exhaustion before the healing was complete. Even so, the nine-tailed fox was a resilient species. Belamus judged the odds and decided he’d likely survive.

He secured the bindings and slung the unconscious fox over his shoulder, carrying him as they moved on. Before long, they found Irina and gave her the same treatment, binding her and preparing her for transport.

Then, further along the path, they came across Robecy.

Robecy was in bad shape, his injuries severe, but he was still breathing. Being an orc, his constitution was formidable, and even with the extensive burns across his body, he had managed to cling to life. Belamus administered the same treatment as the others, binding him in Magic Thread before applying a healing potion, then arranged for him to be carried.

That left only Rook.

He wasn’t where Navasha had fought him, which immediately raised suspicion. A short search revealed him lying comfortably in bed, his own injuries neatly bandaged. The sight was so relaxed, so utterly nonchalant, that Belamus half-expected Transta to explode in anger. But the were-tiger only gave a resigned snort, as if this was simply how Rook was.

The man clearly had a laid-back temperament; he enjoyed battle, but he wasn’t reckless enough to keep fighting while injured. Survival came first, pride second.

Belamus stepped forward and rapped his knuckles against the bedframe. “Wake up.”

Rook cracked one eye open, blinking blearily. “Huh? What’s—oh, Lord Transta.”

Transta quickly explained the situation—how the battle had gone, the defeat, and the new arrangement.

Rook listened in silence, then tilted his head. “You lost? That’s… surprising. Guess that means I’m this guy’s subordinate now, huh?”

He accepted it without fuss, as if it were simply another turn in the road.

With everyone located, the group carried Robe, Robecy, and Irina back to the main hall of Transta’s base. The unconscious were laid out on thick rugs, their breathing steady but slow.

“Thanks for helping them,” Transta said at last, his voice stripped of bravado. For once, he sounded sincerely grateful.

Belamus gave a short nod. The group decided to wait there until the three regained consciousness.

It didn’t take as long as expected. Of all people, Robe stirred first.

Belamus’s brows lifted slightly; he had assumed the kitsune warrior was in the worst condition, and thus would wake last. But the famed vitality of the nine-tailed fox was evidently more potent than he’d given him credit for.

“Lord Tr… Transta?” The voice was faint, hoarse.

“Robe! You’re awake!” Transta all but bounded forward, his feline form darting to the fox’s side with unrestrained relief.

It didn’t take long for Robe’s grogginess to fade, and for awareness to dawn. He glanced down at his own body, realizing he was tightly bound in layers of Magic Thread. Then his gaze lifted, meeting the calm, unreadable expressions of Belamus and the others as they stood over him.

“What… what’s going on?” he asked, voice unsteady. His head darted from side to side, as if searching for context in the walls and faces around him, but the situation refused to make sense.

Belamus stepped forward. “Transta. You explain it. He’ll accept it more readily from you.”

The white cat gave a small nod, padding toward his subordinate. “Listen, Robe. I’ll make it quick.” And so, in his clipped, no-nonsense way, Transta told the whole story: how the battle had gone, how Belamus had neutralized his regeneration, how defeat had followed soon after.

“You… lost?” Robe’s voice trembled, his eyes wide. That was the part that seemed to hit hardest. He knew his commander’s strength intimately, had always believed Transta was invincible. The idea of anyone besting him seemed impossible.

“Yeah,” Transta admitted without shame. “Somehow, he sealed my healing. Couldn’t recover, and he brought me down.”

Robe’s gaze flicked to the small feline form before him. “And… this form?”

“Locked in,” Transta said bluntly. “Belamus hit me with a spell that keeps me from changing back. I lost, so I’ve decided to serve under him. Which means you and the rest will follow his orders from now on.”

The nine-tailed fox stiffened. “I—” He faltered, caught between disbelief and loyalty. It wasn’t a command he could accept easily. But his bond to his master ran deeper than pride. And in the end, it left him with no choice. “If… if that’s what you wish, Lord Transta, then I understand and I’ll obey.”

A faint smile tugged at the were-tiger’s feline muzzle. “Good.”

Not long after, the other two, Irina and Robecy, woke. Like Robe, they struggled to process the situation at first. But when their commander spoke, they too pledged to follow Belamus without further resistance.

With their newest allies secured, Belamus and his party began the journey back to Beresdral.



Chapter 24


“Belamus and the others are back!”

The call went up from one of Beresdral’s sentries, and within moments, the streets stirred to life. Those who had remained behind poured out to greet the returning party, relief softening faces that had been tense for days. Among the crowd, curious eyes drifted to the small white cat padding neatly beside Belamus.

Arèsa stepped forward, brow furrowed. “What’s that adorable little creature?”

“That,” Belamus replied without hesitation, “is Transta, the leader of the force that attacked us.”

She blinked, clearly expecting a punchline. “You can’t be serious. Something that cute is the leader?”

“It’s true,” Belamus said, his tone leaving no room for doubt. “He’ll be staying at our house for the time being.”

To Arèsa, that seemed like good news—too good, in fact. But Belamus had no illusions. Even in his diminutive beast form, Transta was far from harmless. The Change Seal binding him wouldn’t last forever, and if he forgot to reapply it, the were-tiger would be back to his dangerous self. For that reason alone, Belamus intended to keep him close.

Robe and the rest of Transta’s lieutenants had been released from their restraints. Their loyalty to him was unquestionable, and with their commander effectively under house arrest, Belamus doubted they would try anything reckless. Even so, it wasn’t worth the risk of letting them band together. Each was assigned a separate residence among Beresdral’s diverse districts: Irina, the Succubus, would live with the Imps; Robecy, the King Orc, would join the orc quarter; Rook, the Dark Elite Cait Sith, would take up residence among the alraune; and Robe, the nine-tailed fox, would stay in the goblin settlement. The legion ants would serve as discreet overseers, and Medina would report any suspicious behavior directly to Belamus.

Two earlier captives—Shamat and the tamer Merry—were also released, both swearing fealty now that Transta himself had submitted. Merry’s beasts, still lingering outside the city, were given a newly constructed enclosure on Beresdral’s outskirts, where they could live without threatening the townsfolk.

Belamus took it all in with his usual calm, but in truth, the city had changed in his absence. New allies, if they could be called that, had joined their ranks, the enemy’s threat had been dismantled, and the people’s faith in their leader had only grown stronger. But keeping the peace would mean watching closely, and Belamus intended to do exactly that.

The responsibility for managing Merry’s monsters was left in Merry’s hands. While Belamus didn’t entirely trust his new “allies,” the fact remained that Beresdral had gained a significant boost in strength. In speaking with Transta and his lieutenants, he found they weren’t inherently cruel or malicious—at least, not at their core. Given time, he hoped they might integrate fully into Beresdral’s community and become true citizens rather than reluctant subordinates.

When Transta arrived at Belamus’s home, his feline face was set in a look of mild dissatisfaction. “So, this is where I’m living now? I’m going to need a bigger bed,” he said, tail flicking.

“Don’t be greedy,” Belamus replied dryly. “You’ll manage with a normal-sized one.”

Half a prisoner and already making demands; Belamus couldn’t decide if it was arrogance or admirable resilience. Either way, it was bold.

Delarosa, who had been hovering nearby, crouched down and began stroking the white fur between Transta’s ears. “He’s so fluffy,” she murmured in delight.

“Hey! Stop that. Don’t treat me like a pet,” Transta growled, swatting his tail in protest.

“What’s he saying?” Delarosa asked, glancing up at Belamus.

“He says he wants you to keep going,” Belamus said without missing a beat.

“What? No! That’s not what I—!” Transta’s ears flattened as Delarosa immediately doubled her efforts, rubbing his fur from head to tail with renewed enthusiasm.

“Belamus,” she said with a grin, “he’s even softer than I thought!”

“Delarosa! Let me pet him too!” Arèsa chimed in, sliding in from the side to run her fingers over Transta’s head. By now, the were-tiger had stopped resisting. With a long, put-upon sigh, he simply let them have their way.

“All right!” Arèsa declared after a few moments. “I’ll make him a meal. What does he eat?”

“He doesn’t need to,” Belamus answered plainly.

“What? Really?” Arèsa asked, blinking at him in disbelief, her hand still absentmindedly stroking the cat’s head.

Belamus shrugged. Given Transta’s regeneration, he doubted food was necessary at all. If the man could survive being reduced to pieces and still pull himself together, skipping dinner wasn’t going to be an issue. But Belamus, curious despite himself, decided to confirm his assumption. “You really don’t need to eat, right?”

“Wait, wait, hold it!” Transta blurted, his ears flicking upright. “Yeah, I’ve got a special ability. I won’t die without food, and I don’t even feel hunger. But that doesn’t mean I skip meals! Food’s good. I eat because it’s delicious!”

Belamus exhaled slowly. “Fine. What do you want, then?”

“High-quality meat,” Transta said without hesitation, his tone expectant.

“That doesn’t exist here,” Belamus said flatly, meeting the cat’s expectant gaze without the slightest hint of indulgence. “Will a freshly hunted bird do?”

There was a brief pause before Transta muttered, “If that’s all you’ve got, then I’ll take it.”

The faint trace of dissatisfaction in his voice rubbed Belamus the wrong way, but he let it go and relayed the request to Arèsa. She moved quickly, preparing the bird. Since Transta could eat it raw without issue, she sliced the meat into easy-to-bite pieces and set the plate down in front of him.

It wasn’t anything fancy, but the moment the dish appeared, Transta dug in with enthusiasm. “Mmmh, good. Really good,” he mumbled between bites, tail flicking in satisfaction.

Belamus watched, bemused. I’m pretty sure he’d give the same reaction no matter what meat he ate.

By the time the plate was empty, the were-tiger looked entirely content. “That hit the spot. Delicious,” he said with a satisfied sigh. Then his expression shifted, the lightness fading from his tone. “There’s something important I need to tell you, Belamus.” His voice was suddenly serious.

Belamus’s gaze sharpened. “What is it?”

“In this forest, the Great Frazes Forest, there are several extremely powerful monsters. Each one leads a faction, and those factions used to fight constantly. But these days… they’re on fairly good terms. They even hold regular meetings at a place called the Grand Demon Hall.”

It was the first Belamus had heard of such a thing. In his previous life, reliable information about the Great Frazes Forest had been scarce, and much of what circulated had been rumor at best. Now, for the first time, he was hearing about a deeper structure to its power balance.

Belamus had heard rumors before—half-truths passed around by travelers and opportunists—that the Great Frazes Forest was home to monsters so powerful they’d carved the land into territories. Each ruled a faction, and those factions clashed constantly, their conflicts spilling across borders in endless cycles of violence. Until now, he had dismissed much of it as exaggeration.

Transta’s next words erased that doubt.

“They go after newcomers,” Transta said grimly. “Anyone strong who shows up and makes a name for themselves, they’ll try to crush. They almost did it to me once. I managed to survive, but it was close. Now that you’ve beaten me, they’re going to notice you. And that means Beresdral will be on their radar.”

Belamus’s eyes narrowed. “Why? Why would defeating you make us a target?”

“Because it means you’re strong,” Transta replied without hesitation. “And if you’re strong, you’re a potential threat. They’d rather destroy you before you can become one. Let’s just say… they’re powerful, but their claws aren’t as big as their egos.”

The explanation left Belamus silent for a moment. The idea that Beresdral might soon be tested by the most dangerous factions in the forest was not one he could take lightly. Could the settlement, as it stood now, repel an attack from monsters of that caliber? He doubted it.

Transta had spent far longer in the Great Frazes Forest than he had, and the were-tiger’s understanding of the forest’s politics was undoubtedly sharper. This wasn’t a warning to ignore.

We’ll need stronger defenses, Belamus thought, the decision solidifying in his mind.

If Beresdral was to survive what might be coming, its walls, warriors, and resources would all have to grow. And so, as the day’s first light touched the city, Belamus set to work once more, preparing for the storms he knew were on the horizon.



Chapter 25


Deep in the innermost chamber of Robaldol’s cavern, Amildrè lounged in front of her Farseeing Mirror, the image of Belamus and his companions rippling across its surface.

“Well, well… so he actually managed to take down Transta,” she murmured, a faint smile curling her lips.

Amildrè was counted among the most formidable monsters of the Great Frazes Forest, yet the centuries had left her weary of the world and perpetually bored. Lately, Belamus had become her favorite form of entertainment: a newcomer whose growth and cunning were unlike anything she’d seen in ages.

“Magic is a remarkable thing,” observed her chief servant, Kulaak, watching the same image. “To think it can even interfere with regeneration…” A fighter by nature, he could not wield magic himself, but for a fleeting moment, he wondered if he should try to learn.

“Ahaha. Kulaak, you’ve got no talent for magic at all,” Amildrè said with a mocking laugh, her tone dripping with playful derision.

The fact that she could read his thoughts so easily and laugh about them made Kulaak’s jaw tighten. He had imagined punching her square in the face thousands of times before, and today was no different. Yet, like every other time, the thought went nowhere. His loyalty to Amildrè was nonexistent; what bound him to her was the sheer gap in their power.

The sound of hurried footsteps broke the tension. “Lady Amildrè! A summons has come from the Grand Demon Hall!”

“Oh? Now?” Amildrè tilted her head, an amused gleam in her eyes. “I wonder if this is about Belamus defeating Transta…”

Kulaak’s brow furrowed. “Could it be they intend to gather everyone… to crush him outright?”

“It’s possible,” Amildrè replied lightly. “If that happens, even Belamus might be in trouble. Maybe I’ll lend him a hand.”

Kulaak nearly choked. “W–Wait, my lady! That would be suicide!”

Transta might have been among the strongest of his kind, but the monsters summoned to the Grand Demon Hall were all on Amildrè’s level, creatures whose strength could level forests.

“Hmmm… Let’s let fate decide,” Amildrè said suddenly, plucking a coin she’d taken from the human world and flicking it high into the air with her thumb. “Heads, I help him. Tails, I don’t.”

The coin spun in the torchlight, glittering as it tumbled end over end. Kulaak’s gaze followed it as if watching the outcome of a battle. Amildrè caught it with a practiced motion, slapped it onto the back of her hand, and slowly lifted her palm.

Belamus’s fate rested on that single toss.
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Thank you for reading!
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