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​THOSE WHO ENDURE

Takashi’s first thought was that Yuri had fallen.

He reached for her before he opened his eyes, fingers grasping at empty air. Then the ground slammed into him.

Stone bit into his palms. The impact drove the breath from his lungs in a sharp, helpless gasp. Heat surged up through his chest, followed immediately by cold that crawled along his spine.

Yuri cried out.

She was there—half-collapsed beside him, fingers tangled desperately in his shirt as if letting go would cause the world to tear itself apart again. Her silver hair spilled over her shoulders, catching the flicker of torchlight that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“I’ve got you,” he said hoarsely, pulling her close.

His heart was racing. Too fast. Too loud.

He forced himself upright.

They were lying at the center of a vast stone chamber. The floor beneath them was etched with a circular array of symbols—runic lines still faintly glowing, heat radiating upward in pulses. The air smelled of dust, incense, and something metallic he didn’t want to identify.

Tall pillars rose into shadow. Massive doors stood sealed at the far end of the hall, their surfaces carved with unfamiliar marks.

This wasn’t anywhere he knew.

Someone moved.

A figure stepped forward from the darkness at the edge of the chamber. Robes the color of old earth draped their body, trimmed with gold thread that caught the torchlight. Their face was hidden behind a smooth, featureless mask—no eyes, no mouth, only narrow slits where light reflected faintly.

“Remain calm.”

The voice was without emotion. Flat. Mildly bored.

Another figure emerged beside him, nearly identical in dress, though the trim along their hood gleamed silver instead. They said nothing. Only watched.

Takashi stood, placing himself between the strangers and Yuri without thinking.

“Where are we?” he demanded.

The gold-trimmed figure regarded him for a long moment.

Then, with a small motion of his hand, he pointed toward the circle beneath their feet. The glow there dimmed further, sparks dissolving into the stone like dying embers.

“You were summoned,” he said. “That much should be obvious.”

Yuri’s grip tightened on Takashi’s sleeve.

“We didn’t agree to this.”

The gold-trimmed figure tilted his head slightly.

“Agreement is irrelevant,” he replied. “The crossing rejects most. You remained intact.”

The mist thickened between them, forming a shifting veil. Briefly, Takashi thought he saw faint lines of light threading through it—like veins beneath skin.

Takashi clenched his fists. “So what? This was some kind of test?”

The figure didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

The mist parted.

An image formed within it—an enormous stone door embedded into the side of a mountain, faint blue light bleeding from its seams. The sheer scale of it made Takashi’s stomach tighten.

“The Dungeon,” the masked lord said. “This world exists because of it. Advances because of it. Survives because of it.”

The vision shifted.

Creatures surged forward—twisted bodies, burning eyes, blades slick with blood. Screams echoed through the hall, then cut short one by one.

“A wound that never closes.”

The image changed again.

Broken armor. Lifeless bodies scattered across stone. Faces frozen in terror.

Yuri swallowed. “...People die down there.”

“Yes,” the lord said flatly. “Constantly.”

Takashi stepped forward despite himself. “Then why bring us here?”

The gold-trimmed figure was silent for a moment.

Then he exhaled.

“A waste of time,” he muttered, just loud enough to be heard.

The silver-trimmed figure stiffened.

“Thirty years,” the lord continued, irritation bleeding through the calm now that the ritual was clearly over. “Thirty years of ceremony for the same outcome. Survivors who mistake endurance for significance.”

He clicked his tongue.

“Tradition insists on its theater.”

He raised a hand and removed the mask.

The face beneath was young. Too young. Sharp features, dark hair, eyes utterly devoid of hesitation. Devoid of remorse.

He looked down at Takashi and Yuri with open disinterest.

“You survived,” he said. “That does not make you important.”

Takashi’s jaw tightened. “You don’t get to decide that.”

The lord’s gaze cooled instantly.

“I already have.”

He turned away.

“This evaluation is complete,” he said. “They are unsuitable.”

Takashi blinked. “Unsuitable for what?”

The lord didn’t answer.

“Guards.”

Steel rang against stone.

Armored figures poured into the hall in disciplined unison. Hands seized Yuri’s arms. She cried out as Takashi lunged—

—and another grip clamped down on his shoulder, crushing.

“Stop!” Takashi shouted. “You said—!”

The lord glanced back once, irritation flickering across his face.

“I said you weren’t rejected,” he replied coolly. “Not that you mattered.”

He turned away again.

The massive doors slammed shut.

The world became motion and pain. rough hands. Shouted orders. Stone blurring past. Then they were thrown.

Takashi hit the street hard, instinctively curling around Yuri as they skidded across cold cobblestone. His shoulder screamed in protest, but he forced himself upright, pulling her close as she trembled violently.

Behind them, the towering doors stood closed.

High above, magi-tech lamps flickered to life, casting pale blue light across empty streets and silent buildings. The city stretched endlessly around them—vast, unfamiliar, and watching.
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