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Chapter 1: Return to the Capital
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Hoofbeats struck the frozen earth, dull as drumbeats.

Kael Voss reined in his horse and squinted into the distance. The capital's gray walls materialized through the morning mist, their tower banners hanging limp and windless.

Three days of riding, and they were finally back.

"The gates are closed," Lena's voice came from behind. One hand rested on her dagger, her gray eyes sweeping the roadside. "Not normal."

Kael said nothing. He could see it—gates shut tight, drawbridge raised, two rows of guards standing on the far bank of the moat, their armor glinting coldly in the dawn light. At this hour, the gates should have been open.

He swung off his horse and patted its neck. The horse snorted, breath steaming in the cold air.

"Jax, you and Lena stay here," Kael said. "I'll go first."

"Too dangerous." Jax frowned, his hand moving to his sword hilt. The blade was his father's old sword, most of its rust worn away to reveal silver-white metal beneath.

"That's why I'm going alone." Kael checked the dagger at his belt, making sure the sheath strap was secure. "You two stand out."

Jax was too bulky, and though Lena could hide, her gray eyes and that bone-deep alertness would read as alarm to any guard on the high walls. Kael was different. He wore an unremarkable dark gray traveling cloak, no family crest, no coat of arms—just another young merchant.

He walked about two hundred paces along the main road before the guards on the far side of the moat noticed him.

"Halt!" A sergeant in chainmail raised his hand. "The capital is under martial law. No entry for outsiders."

Kael stopped, hands at his sides, palms outward—a non-threatening posture.

"I am Kael Voss, heir to House Voss. My father is inside."

The sergeant's expression changed. Not surprise—something more complicated. Wariness, hesitation, and a trace of... pity?

"The Voss young master?" The sergeant looked him up and down. "You do resemble your father. But you've come at a bad time."

"What do you mean?"

The sergeant didn't answer. He just waved his hand. The drawbridge lowered slowly, the clanking of iron chains unnaturally loud in the silence.

Kael crossed the drawbridge and passed through the gate tunnel. The shadows inside the wall were thick, the air smelling of rust and damp stone. He noticed sandbags stacked at the base of the wall, and twice as many archers in the towers as usual.

The capital had changed.

The streets were empty. Shop shutters were still up. Only a few stray dogs rummaged through garbage piles. In the distance, toward the palace, black smoke still rose—not from a fire, but from torches. Many, many torches.

A coup.

Three months ago, when he'd left for the border to find Gareth Hunt, Count Lester had just fallen, his father had just been released from prison, and everything had been improving. But now, the air smelled wrong.

He quickened his pace, cut through several alleys, and turned onto the street where the Voss manor stood.

The manor was still there. The stone lions at the gate were still there. The moss on the steps was still there. But two guards in black leather armor stood at the main gate—not Voss men.

Kael's hand went to his dagger.

"Young master!"

Old Thomas, the steward, burst out of the side gate. The wrinkles on his face had deepened twice over in the past three months, and his eyes were red-rimmed. He grabbed Kael's arm and pulled him toward the side entrance.

"Quickly, don't stand out here."

Kael let himself be pulled into the courtyard. The moment the gate closed behind them, Thomas's shoulders sagged, as if something he'd been holding up for a long time had finally shattered.

"What happened?" Kael asked.

Thomas took a deep breath. His voice trembled. "Morgrave Black... he's taken control of the capital."

Kael's brow furrowed. Morgrave Black. He'd heard the name—Duke Augustus's bastard son, always a marginal figure in noble circles.

"My father?"

"In the study. He..." Thomas's voice caught. "He'll tell you himself."

Kael pushed open the study door.

Count Voss sat behind his desk, several letters spread before him. The candles on the candlestick had burned down to nothing. He looked much older than he had three months ago—not in years, but in the way something had crushed him. His hair had gone completely white, his eye sockets were deep hollows, and an unlit cigarette rested between the index and middle fingers of his right hand.

"Father."

Count Voss looked up. Those blue eyes, the same shade as Kael's, held weariness, anger, but more than anything, a strange kind of calm.

"You're back." His voice was hoarse. "I thought you'd stay at the border."

"What happened in the capital?"

Count Voss pushed the letters toward Kael. Kael picked up the top one and scanned it—neat handwriting, an official document.

"Morgrave Black, while you were away, allied with six counts and three marquesses and pushed an emergency decree through the Noble Council." Count Voss's voice was flat, like he was reading a report. "Under the pretext of 'eliminating the remaining forces of the Shadow Council,' he purged the entire royal guard and usurped the king."

"The king?"

"A puppet." Count Voss gave a cold laugh. "The man sitting on the throne now doesn't even have the authority to stamp documents. Morgrave's people control every key department—finance, military, foreign affairs."

Kael set down the letter and was silent for a few seconds.

"He came to see me," Count Voss said. "Three days ago. He said he wanted to meet you."

"Meet me?"

"He said, 'Kael Voss is the only person I can't figure out.'" Count Voss mimicked Morgrave's tone, heavy with sarcasm. "He wants to recruit you."

Kael didn't respond. He walked to the window and lifted a corner of the curtain. On the roof of the building across the street, a man in black leather armor was changing guard—a crossbow in his hands, a short sword at his hip, his movements crisp and efficient. A mercenary, not a regular soldier.

"He's waiting for your answer," Count Voss said. "You could refuse, but—"

"But we can't afford the consequences of refusing." Kael let the curtain fall and turned around. "I know."

The study was quiet for a few seconds. In the distance, hoofbeats sounded—not one horse, many.

Kael walked to the door and pulled it open a crack. A column of cavalry rounded the corner at the end of the street, led by a young man in a dark blue cloak—black hair, aquiline nose, riding a tall black horse. His gaze swept across the Voss manor's main gate, lingered for less than a second, then moved on.

Morgrave Black.

【System Alert: Key NPC detected—Morgrave Black. Current trust assessment: unknown. Caution advised.】

The system's voice sounded in his mind, cold and clipped. Kael dismissed the panel and stepped back into the study.

"He's here," Kael said.

Count Voss's expression flickered. "So soon?"

"He knew I was back." Kael tightened the dagger at his belt. "Father, wait here. I'll go see him."

"Kael—"

"I won't accept his offer, but I won't outright refuse either." Kael stopped at the door and glanced back. "In this city, we need time. And Morgrave is the only one who can give us that."

He pushed open the door and walked into the courtyard.

The hoofbeats stopped at the manor gate.
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Chapter 2: Aftermath of the Coup
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Kael stood on the manor's stone steps and watched the iron gate swing open.

Morgrave Black came in alone—no guards. His dark blue cloak trailed a faint line in the mud of the courtyard. He was taller than Kael remembered, broader in the shoulders, his jaw more sharply defined. But those black eyes held no youthful impatience, only a calm, almost cold detachment.

"Kael Voss." Morgrave stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up. "I've heard a great deal about you."

"You came to see me." Kael dispensed with pleasantries.

The corner of Morgrave's mouth twitched—not a smile, just a slight flex of muscle. "Direct. I like that."

He reached inside his cloak and produced a letter, handing it up. Kael took it but didn't open it immediately—he could feel the thickness of the paper, more than one page.

"How much do you know about the Shadow Council?" Morgrave asked.

"More than you think."

"Then this will be easy." Morgrave clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace the courtyard. His boots struck the flagstones in a steady rhythm. "The Shadow Council infiltrated the palace and took control of the king. What I did, and what you're doing—it's the same thing. Rooting them out."

"You root them out with a coup?"

"Sometimes poison requires a stronger poison to counter it." Morgrave stopped and turned to face Kael. "I don't care whether you trust me. I only care whether you can help me."

"Help you with what?"

"Find the Shadow Council's last stronghold in the capital." Morgrave said. "My intelligence network tells me they're hiding beneath the Pope's secret chamber. But that chamber has a magical barrier my people can't breach."

Kael tapped the letter lightly with his fingers.

"What makes you think I can get in?"

"Because you carry the aura of a Star Core fragment." Morgrave's gaze settled on Kael's chest. "I've seen one of those before. You don't forget it."

【System Alert: Morgrave Black trust assessment updated—moderate. Maintain distance. Cooperate with caution.】

Kael didn't answer immediately. He opened the letter and pulled out the papers inside. The first page was a hand-drawn map showing the underground structure of the Star Cathedral. The second was a guard shift schedule. The third was a list of names—Shadow Council agents embedded in the capital.

"Where did you get this intelligence?" Kael asked.

"Duke Augustus." Morgrave said. "He spent three months in the dungeon, tight-lipped. But when the Shadow Council took his son, he loosened up."

Kael stared into Morgrave's eyes. Those black eyes didn't flinch, didn't hide. There was only a strange candor—as if to say: I know you don't trust me, but I'm telling the truth.

"I'm sorry about your father," Morgrave said abruptly. "What Count Lester did to your family—I won't do that. I need allies, not enemies."

Kael folded the letter and tucked it into his cloak.

"I'll think about it."

"You don't have much time to think." Morgrave said. "The Shadow Council knows there's something in the Pope's secret chamber too. They'll move on the night of the next full moon."

"What something?"

"A Star Core fragment." Morgrave said. "The fourth one."

Kael's expression didn't change, but his hand stopped moving.

"How do you know?"

"Because I have an informant inside the Shadow Council." Morgrave turned and walked toward the gate, stopping at the iron door. "Three days from now, the night of the full moon. If you decide to help me, be at the rear wall of the cathedral. If you don't show—"

He didn't finish. He pushed the door open and walked out.

The hoofbeats faded.

Kael stood in the courtyard, the letter still in his hand, silent for a long time.

【Main Quest 1 Update: Collect Star Core Fragments (current progress: 3/7). Fourth fragment located—Star Cathedral, Pope's secret chamber. Objective: Retrieve fragment before the Shadow Council.】

He dismissed the panel and walked back to the study.

Count Voss still sat behind his desk. The cigarette between his fingers was lit now, smoke curling in front of his face.

"What did he say?" Count Voss asked.

"The fourth fragment is in the Pope's secret chamber." Kael sat across from his father. "The Shadow Council will go for it on the night of the next full moon."

"You're going?"

"I can't let them have it."

Count Voss drew a deep drag from his cigarette and exhaled slowly. The smoke twisted in the candlelight.

"Morgrave can't be trusted." he said. "His father was a double-dealer. The son won't be any better."

"I know." Kael said. "But I need that fragment."

"Then go get it." Count Voss stubbed out the cigarette on the desktop. "Don't trust him, but don't refuse him outright either. In this city, having one less enemy is better than having one more 'not-enemy.'"

Kael nodded.

He stood, left the study, walked down the corridor, and emerged in the rear courtyard. Jax and Lena had already come in through the side gate. They leaned against the wall, weapons still in hand.

"Well?" Jax asked.

"Three days from now, the night of the full moon. The Star Cathedral." Kael said. "The fourth fragment."

Lena's eyes brightened. She didn't speak, just nodded.

Jax tightened his grip on his sword hilt. "The Shadow Council will be there too?"

"Yes."

"Then we kill them all."

Kael didn't answer. He looked up at the sky. The clouds were thick, the moon completely hidden, only a faint halo of light at the edges.

Three days.

He touched his chest—three Star Core fragments circulated inside him, warm as heartbeats.

The fourth, right ahead.
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Chapter 3: Morgrave's Bargain
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For the next two days, Kael didn't leave the manor.

He spent his days sparring with Jax in the training yard and his nights studying the map Morgrave had given him. Lena went into the city, gathering intelligence with her cat-like eyes—where Morgrave's men were stationed, where the Shadow Council's sleeper agents were active, the patrol routes around the Pope's secret chamber.

On the evening of the second day, Lena returned with news.

"Morgrave's people are watching us." She stood in the study doorway, her gray eyes bright in the candlelight. "Two of them, rotating shifts every twelve hours. One in the bakery across the street, one in a carriage at the end of the alley."

"Expected." Kael didn't look up, his eyes still on the map. "He needs to know if I'll show."

"Doesn't it bother you?"

"Anger is a luxury." Kael circled a spot on the map with his pencil. "Right now, we can't afford it."

Lena was silent for a few seconds, then pulled a folded sheet of paper from her cloak and set it on the desk.

"This is the guard distribution map I drew around the secret chamber. Red dots are Morgrave's people, blue are the Shadow Council's, black are the Pope's guards."

Kael unfolded the paper and examined it carefully. Lena's map was far more detailed than the one he had, marking even the shift change times for every guard.

"Have you been inside?"

"No." Lena said. "I watched from the bell tower across the street with a spyglass. The secret chamber is underground, but the entrance has a magical barrier I couldn't get close to."

"The barrier weakens on the night of the full moon, three days from now." Kael said. "Morgrave's intelligence mentioned that."

"Do you trust him?"

"I trust his intelligence." Kael folded the two maps together. "As for him—I'll keep one eye on him."

Lena nodded and left the room.

Kael was alone in the study. He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and opened the system panel.

【Host: Kael Voss】

【Rank: S】

【Star Core Fragments: 3/7】

【Energy Reserve: 43%】

【Current Task: Retrieve the fourth fragment before the Shadow Council (0/1)】

The panel's border was still that cold gray, the font sharp, without any extra embellishment. Until the Star Core Heart was fused, the system remained in minimal operation.

Kael dismissed the panel and opened his eyes.

He thought of his past life—those fragments scattered across the land, taking him years to collect. In this life, with his past memories and the system's help, he was moving much faster. But the Shadow Council was accelerating too.

The fourth fragment in the Pope's secret chamber—he had to get it.

The third day, dusk.

Kael changed into black night clothes. A new dagger at his belt, a short blade hidden in his boot. Jax stood behind him, his longsword strapped to his back and two short knives tucked into his belt.

"You stay outside and cover the retreat." Kael said.

"Why?" Jax frowned. "I can fight."

"I know you can fight. But this is an infiltration, not a charge." Kael patted his shoulder. "Stay behind the cathedral's rear wall. If something goes wrong inside, you come in. If I send a signal, you take Lena and pull out."

Jax was silent for a few seconds, then nodded.

Lena crouched in the corner, tucking her short knife into her boot and checking the lockpicks and silver powder in her tool pouch.

"There are three locks on the secret chamber door." she said. "First is a mechanical lock—I can open it. Second is a magical barrier—needs your Star Core energy. Third—"

"Third is a bloodline lock." Kael said. "Only a Star Core Guardian's bloodline can open it."

Lena glanced at him, but didn't ask how he knew.

The moon rose.

Full moon, bright almost to the point of cruelty, washing the entire capital in a ghostly white light. For infiltrators, that kind of moonlight was a disaster—any moving shadow would be easily spotted.

But Kael knew the moonlight was also cover. Because human eyes relaxed in bright light.

The three set out from the manor's rear gate, crossed three alleys, scaled two low walls, and evaded two of Morgrave's watch posts. Lena led the way, silent as a cat, every step landing in the gaps between flagstones, making no sound.

The silhouette of the Star Cathedral appeared in the distance.

Its spire pierced the night sky, its stained-glass windows reflecting a dim light under the moon. The cathedral was surrounded by an open square with no cover at all.

Kael crouched in the shadows at the alley's mouth and scanned the square.

"Four guards." Lena whispered at his ear. "Two at the main entrance, two in the side aisle. Shift change every half hour. Next change is—about fifteen minutes."

"Where's the secret chamber entrance?"

"Underground, accessible through the sacristy in the side aisle." Lena pointed toward the cathedral's right side. "There's an iron door there, locked. Behind the iron door is a staircase. Go down, and you're at the secret chamber."

Kael nodded.

Fifteen minutes. He closed his eyes and ran the route through his mind one more time.

"Jax, stay behind the rear wall." Kael said. "Green signal flare means come in. Red signal flare means retreat immediately."

Jax gripped his sword hilt and said nothing.

Kael and Lena slipped out of the alley mouth and moved fast, hugging the base of the wall. Their shadows stretched long in the moonlight, but the guards' eyes were fixed on the center of the square, not the sides.

The shadows in the side aisle were thick. Kael pressed himself against a stone pillar. Lena was already crouched in front of the iron door.

She took a thin wire from her tool pouch and inserted it into the keyhole.

Click.

The lock opened.

Kael pushed the door open, and the two slipped inside. The iron door closed silently behind them.

The staircase descended, the stone steps thick with moss. The air was damp and cold, carrying the smell of mildew and... blood.

Kael's hand went to his dagger.

At the bottom of the stairs was a wooden door. Faint blue light seeped through the crack.

Lena listened for a moment, then nodded—no one inside.

Kael pushed the door open.

The secret chamber was small, about twenty square feet, the stone walls carved with runes on all four sides. In the center of the room stood a stone pedestal, and on the pedestal floated a blue crystal—about the size of a thumb, pulsing with blue light like a tiny star.

The fourth Star Core fragment.

【Star Core fragment detected. Distance: 5 meters.】

Kael walked toward the pedestal.

But just as he reached out his hand—

The wooden door behind him burst open.

He spun around, dagger already drawn.

Three men stood in the doorway. The leader wore a black robe, his hood pulled back to reveal a pale face and a cold smile at the corner of his lips. On his chest was a silver badge—an infinity symbol.

The Shadow Council.

"Kael Voss." The man's voice was raspy, like sandpaper on wood. "Hand over the fragment."
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Chapter 4: Clues to the Fourth Fragment
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Kael didn't move.

His hand hovered above the pedestal, less than ten centimeters from the blue crystal. He could feel the fragment's energy pulsing, like a heartbeat striking his palm.

"I said, hand it over." The black-robed man stepped forward.

Kael shifted his weight, using his peripheral vision to check Lena's position. She stood by the door, back against the wall, a short knife in each hand, her gray eyes fixed on the three men's necks—her preferred attack point.

"You're from the Shadow Council." Kael said. Not a question.

"Smart." The man pushed back his hood, revealing a face around thirty—high cheekbones, deep-set eyes, bloodless lips. "My name is Viktor. Senior Executor. You've heard of me."

Kael had. In his past life, Viktor had been one of the Shadow Council's most brutal executioners. He killed without blinking, loved to use dark magic to slowly torture his prey until they begged for death. But his rank—Kael assessed him quickly—S-class, about the same as Kael himself.

"The fragment doesn't belong to your people." Kael said.

"Nor to you." Viktor extended his right hand, palm up. Black energy gathered in his palm, forming a fist-sized sphere with red veins pulsing across its surface like blood vessels. "I'll count to three. One—"

Kael didn't wait.

He grabbed the fragment, spun around, and channeled Star Core energy into his dagger, thrusting at Viktor's throat.

Viktor's eyes widened for an instant—he hadn't expected Kael's speed. But a Senior Executor of the
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