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Chapter 1: The Weight of a Digital Ghost
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[image: ]he hum of the neural-link was the only sound in the cramped apartment, a steady drone that vibrated against Arthur’s temples.  He stared at the rusted


interface, his fingers hovering over the activation sequence with a tremor he couldn’t quite suppress. This wasn’t just a game; it was the final inheritance from a father who had disappeared into the code years ago.

Fear tasted like copper in the back of his throat as the visor lowered, plunging his world into a suffocating, absolute dark- ness. He felt the familiar pull of the transition, a sickening lurch that made his stomach flip and his breath hitch in his chest. Every instinct screamed at him to pull away, to return to the safety of his mundane, grey reality.

When the light finally broke, it wasn’t the shimmering gold of a fantasy epic, but a harsh, clinical white that burned his retinas. Arthur stood in a void, his hands trembling as he watched his own skin pixelate and reform into something sharper, more defined. The silence here was heavy, pressing against his ears like deep water, amplified by his own frantic heartbeat.

A single notification floated in his field of vision, flickering like a dying candle in a cold wind. It didn’t offer a class, a weapon,
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or a tutorial, but a simple, haunting directive that chilled him to the bone. “Skill-Cap: Infinite,” it read, followed by a secondary line that whispered of a price he wasn’t yet prepared to pay.

Anxiety coiled in his gut, a cold snake that tightened every time he tried to rationalize the impossible numbers on the screen. Most players capped at level one hundred, their potential boxed in by the rigid architecture of the game’s original design. But Arthur’s interface showed no ceiling, only a terrifying, vertical drop into an abyss of endless, unearned power.

He took his first step forward, the virtual floor feeling un- nervingly solid beneath his boots, grounding him in this digital purgatory. Each movement felt sluggish, as if the world itself was resisting his presence, wary of the anomaly he had become. The air smelled of ozone and ancient dust, a sensory detail that felt far too real for a simple simulation.

Loneliness washed over him then, a sudden wave that re- minded him of why he had entered this machine in the first place. He wasn’t looking for glory or gold; he was looking for a ghost hidden within the logic gates and subroutines. The vast emptiness of the starting zone mirrored the hollow ache in his chest, a void no level could ever fill.

Suddenly, the ground beneath him groaned, a deep, tectonic sound that vibrated through his very bones and set his nerves on fire. A shadow began to form in the distance, twisting and bloating until it blotted out the artificial sun. Arthur gripped his chest, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs as the first test finally arrived.

The shadow didn’t roar; it exhaled, a sound like a collapsing lung that sent a frigid draft through Arthur’s thin digital tunic. His eyes widened, tracking the way the darkness coalesced into a jagged, humanoid shape that lacked a face but possessed a
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terrifying intent. He felt a sharp prickle of sweat on his brow, a sensory detail so sharp it blurred the line between reality and code.

He tried to summon a weapon, his mind racing through the standard commands he’d memorized from old manuals his father had left behind. Nothing materialized in his palms, leaving him standing vulnerable and exposed as the entity drifted closer with a predatory, silent grace. The sheer weight of its presence felt like physical pressure, a gravity that threatened to buckle his knees and crush his spirit.

Despair flickered briefly in his mind, a cold realization that he was woefully unprepared for the raw intensity of a system without limits. But beneath that fear, a spark of stubborn defiance ignited, a remnant of the long nights spent fixing broken machinery in his father’s workshop. He wouldn’t let a glitch or a phantom end his journey before it had even truly begun.

He focused on the “Infinite Skill-Cap” notification, reaching out mentally to touch the shimmering, translucent text that still hovered in his peripheral vision. As his thoughts grazed the command, a surge of raw data flooded his consciousness, a chaotic torrent of binary that burned like liquid fire. His vision fractured into a thousand shimmering shards, each reflecting a different potential version of himself.

The pain was a white-hot needle behind his eyes, forcing a choked cry from his throat as he collapsed onto the shimmering white floor. Every nerve ending felt as though it were being stripped bare and rewired by an invisible, indifferent hand. He was no longer just a guest in this world; he was becoming part of its very foundational architecture.


As the data settled, a new sensation took hold—a clarity so
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piercing it made the world around him look dull and desperately slow. He could see the refresh rate of the shadow’s movements, the tiny flickers in its form where the rendering struggled to keep up. The monster wasn’t a solid object, but a sequence of predictable, flawed patterns waiting to be unraveled.

He stood up, his movements no longer sluggish but imbued with a terrifying, liquid precision that felt entirely alien to his human body. The shadow lunged, a claw of compressed darkness swinging toward his neck with the speed of a striking viper. Arthur didn’t blink; he simply tilted his head, the limb whistling past him by a fraction of a millimetre.

A strange, manic joy bubbled up within him, a thrill that pushed aside the lingering shadows of his earlier, crippling anxiety. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t limited by his physical frame or the slow, clunky reactions of a tired mind. He was a god in the making, a vessel for a power that had no ceiling and no mercy.

The phantom lunged again, its form shivering as if the very air were rejecting its presence in this sterile, white void. Arthur didn’t retreat this time; he stepped into the strike, his pulse a steady, rhythmic thrum against his inner ear. He reached out, his fingers brushing the cold, mist-like substance of the creature’s leading edge.

A surge of static electricity hissed at the point of contact, a sharp sting that traveled up his arm like liquid lead. He gritted his teeth, refusing to break the connection even as the shadow began to warp and thrash under his touch. He wasn’t just touching a monster; he was reaching into the source code itself. The “Infinite Skill-Cap” pulsed a deep, rhythmic violet, a heartbeat that synchronized with his own frantic breaths in the real world. Knowledge he hadn’t earned flooded his mind—
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the specific frequency of the shadow’s existence, the exact mathematical flaw in its rendering. It was a sensory overload that threatened to drown his sense of self.

He felt a sudden, sharp pang of longing for the simplicity of his old life, back when numbers were just numbers. This power felt oily and intrusive, a parasite that promised him the world while slowly eroding the man he used to be. Yet, he couldn’t stop; the mystery of his father was buried somewhere beneath these layers.

With a sudden, violent wrenching motion, Arthur tore at the flickering data, his hands glowing with a pale, ghostly light that hummed. The shadow let out a final, silent scream that echoed only in the depths of his mind before shattering into a thousand dull, grey fragments. The silence that followed was absolute.

He stood alone in the center of the wreckage, his chest heaving as the adrenaline began its slow, painful retreat from his system. The white void seemed even larger now, an endless canvas that awaited his next, perhaps more dangerous, stroke of genius. He looked at his hands, watching as the glow faded back into skin. A single, crystalline shard remained floating where the entity had been, spinning slowly like a lonely planet in a dead solar system. It pulsed with a faint, amber light that felt warm compared to the clinical coldness of the rest of the world. He

reached out, his fingers trembling with a mix of dread.

As his skin brushed the crystal, a voice whispered from the depths of the code, a familiar timber that broke his heart. It was a recording, distorted and frayed by years of digital decay, but the inflection was unmistakably his father’s. The words were clipped, urgent, and filled with a terror that Arthur finally understood.


“Don’t follow the markers, Arthur,” the voice crackled, sound-
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ing like parchment tearing in a gale. It was a jagged, desperate sound that seemed to vibrate in the very marrow of his digital bones. He closed his eyes, leaning into the phantom warmth of the recording as if it were a physical embrace.

Grief, sharp and sudden, pierced the momentary triumph he had felt after defeating the shadow. It was a hollow, echoing ache that reminded him of the quiet dinners and the empty chair at their small kitchen table. He wanted to scream into the void, to demand answers from the silent, white walls that surrounded him.

The amber shard dissolved into his palm, melting like a snowflake on warm skin, leaving behind a searing, golden brand. It wasn’t a weapon or an item, but a coordinate—a path leading deeper into the uncharted subsectors of the world. The “Infinite Skill-Cap” flickered in response, its purple glow deepening into a bruised, royal violet.

He felt a sudden, cold dread wash over him as the floor beneath his feet began to turn transparent. Far below, he could see the gears of the simulation grinding, massive clockwork structures made of pure, pulsating light. It was beautiful and terrifying, a glimpse into the guts of a god that had been forgotten.

The realization hit him like a physical blow: his father hadn’t just played this game; he had become its architect and its prisoner. Every level Arthur gained, every skill he uncapped, felt like a step closer to a precipice he couldn’t see. The power was a ladder, but he didn’t know what waited at
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