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​Chapter 1: The Debt of Graves
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Black clouds never left Zul-Qarn.

They did not drift so much as endure, layered over the imperial capital like old bruises that refused to fade. Their shadows stained the towers, the battlements, and the statues of long-dead conquerors with the same colorless weight. Beneath that oppressive canopy, the city breathed in a suffocating rhythm of iron bells, forge smoke, and the cold, metallic scent of systemic fear.

At the highest point of the outer district stood Oksidium Lance Academy.

Its gates were cut from black basalt veined with raw silver ore, tall enough to dwarf siege engines and broad enough for war-beasts to march through in full columns. The two central doors bore the academy’s crest: a downward-pointing lance piercing a ring of thirteen eyes. The older nobles claimed the symbol represented the triumph of discipline over chaos. The poorer districts had a different saying:

At Oksidium Lance, the strong learn how to rule. The weak learn what they are worth.

Vaelor Morgat dismounted before those gates without assistance.

His horse was a massive, night-coated charger from the imperial stables, draped in dark leather barding without a single decorative tassel or royal sigil. Even the bit and reins were plain, functional, and severe. The animal stamped once against the stone, its breath steaming in the mountain chill, but Vaelor had already turned away, leaving the beast to the stable hands.

The crowd noticed him instantly.

New students, retainers, family escorts, and servants carrying lacquered trunks—every movement along the broad entry court seemed to bend around him, then stop. Conversations dropped, resumed in thinner, strained tones, then fractured into whispers that spread faster than smoke in a drafty hall.

He wore black.

Not the velvet of mourning or the silk of the court, but the utilitarian black of imperial executioners and border officers: matte fabric with sharp silver trim at the collar and cuffs, high boots polished to a lethal shine, and gloves of dark leather fitted close enough to trace the jagged shape of his knuckles. At his left hip rested a slim sword in a plain, unornamented sheath. At first glance, it looked unremarkable. On second glance, men with military experience noticed the handle’s specific angle, the lethal balance of the rig, and the way his hand never strayed more than an inch from the hilt.

A noblewoman drew her son closer, shielding him as if from a plague.

An old veteran with a stiff, scarred arm stiffened and looked away, his jaw tightening with remembered trauma.

A girl near the registration platform whispered, “That’s him.”

Her friend did not answer immediately. Her eyes remained fixed on Vaelor’s face, searching for the legendary cruelty the city associated with his bloodline.

“The Emperor’s youngest,” the first girl murmured. “My uncle died in the eastern purges because of that family.”

“Lower your voice,” the second hissed, her face pale. “Do you want to vanish before the first bell?”

Vaelor kept walking. He heard them. He heard all of them. Fear sharpened sound; hatred gave it jagged edges.

Inside his field of vision, a translucent, dark-paneled interface unfolded with silent, crystalline precision.

[ DING ]

COGNITIVE ARCHIVE INITIALIZED

Location: Oksidium Lance Academy – Central Admission Court

Environmental Hostility: Elevated

Social Pressure Index: 89%

Detected Emotional Field: Fear / Resentment / Suppressed Aggression

Passive State: Ethereal Core Suppression [ACTIVE]

Visible Level: 1

True Status: [CONCEALED]

Vaelor advanced through the open lane the crowd had created. They didn't move out of respect; they moved because the son of Morgat was a void no one dared to fill.

Hatred simplified people. It made them predictable. It made them clumsy.

A breeze moved across the court, carrying ash from the city furnaces and the distant, metallic scent of rain that would not fall until night. Above the steps of the registration dais sat three clerks and an old man in a dark academic robe with bronze stitching at the sleeves. His face was hard in the way old battlefields make faces hard—skin lined by scars, a nose broken more than once, and white hair cut close to the skull.

Master Zenon.

The Archive tagged him a moment later.

[ DING ]

IDENTITY CONFIRMED: ZENON VALE

Rank: Senior Registrar / Lecturer of Foundational War Theory

Threat Level: Moderate

Notable Context: Son deceased during Imperial Southern Pacification Campaign

Likely Disposition: Hostile

Zenon watched Vaelor approach with the stillness of a man forcing himself not to show the storm inside.

“Name,” he said.

No courtesy title. No formal acknowledgment of the bloodline that owned the very throne. A small test. Or a blatant insult.

Vaelor stopped before the table. “Vaelor Morgat.”

The scratching of nearby quills ceased.

Zenon’s stare did not waver. “Imperial lineage carries no privilege inside these walls. Here, you are a student. A ranked body. A measurable asset. If you fail, you fall. If you bleed, the floor is cleaned after.”

His eyes flicked once over the glowing crystal slate to his right, where each incoming student’s public metrics were recorded. The registrar’s upper lip moved with faint, unmistakable contempt.

“Level one,” Zenon said, loud enough for those closest to hear. “How... underwhelming.”

Murmurs spread through the court like a wildfire.

Level one.

In Oksidium Lance, most first-year entrants arrived between levels three and five. Military cadets, heirs to marcher baronies, and elemental prodigies were prepared since infancy to survive this place.

Level one was not just weakness. Level one was a public execution of his reputation.

Zenon pulled a black-iron key from a tray and tossed it across the surface. It skidded to a stop at the very edge, nearly falling into the dust.

“Block Four,” he said. “Lower floor.”

There it was. Not merely an insult, but a death sentence. Block Four housed scholarship students, failed scions, and political embarrassments—the "expendables." Damp corridors, failing wards, and better chances of getting a knife in the ribs by sunset.

Vaelor picked up the key. His expression did not change.

Inside his sight, a thin line of red pulsed across the interface.

[ DING ]

NOTICE: HOSTILE INTENT DETECTED

Source Count: 3

Nearest Source: 11.4 meters

Intent Severity: Rising

Target Identified: Draykon von Helt (Level 12)

Vaelor curled his fingers around the key and stepped away. The crowd parted again, but this time the shape of the movement was different. Not avoidance. Expectation.

He took six measured steps before a voice split the air behind him.

“Stop there, bastard.”

Vaelor halted. Stone grated under armored boots. The crowd’s outer ring loosened as people moved backward, widening the killing floor.

Draykon von Helt emerged with the kind of confidence only young men with inherited strength mistake for destiny. He was broad-shouldered, built like a small siege frame, wearing bronze-edged academy armor. Yellow-brown mana flickered around him—the sign of an earth-attuned reinforcement technique cycling through his muscle and bone.

“My father knelt before your bloodline once,” Draykon said, his voice thick with righteous heat. “He never begged. Do you know what your father did to my uncle?”

Vaelor turned, his gaze cold. “I know many men died under imperial orders.”

A muscle jumped in Draykon’s jaw. “He was hanged outside Greywatch for refusing tribute quotas after a plague winter. They left the body up for six days.”

Draykon shifted his mace down from his shoulder. The head was square-flanged, heavy enough that ordinary trainees could barely lift it. “You wear that name and walk among us as if it means nothing. As if your house did not build itself on graves.”

Vaelor regarded him calmly. In the Archive, values moved.

[ DING ]

OPPOSITION ANALYSIS ACTIVE

Target Musculature: Dominant right-side loading

Armor Gap Zones: Cervical seam / Left knee / Underarm

Combat Outcome Projection: 100%

Optimal Engagement Duration: Under 0.5 seconds

No instructor intervened. At Oksidium, blood was considered educational.

Draykon took another step forward. “I could challenge you properly. Make it formal. Or...” He smiled, a brutal, humorless expression. “I can save us time and break your legs here.”

“He’s only level one,” someone whispered from the sidelines.

“Then this won’t last long enough to be a fight.”

Vaelor’s gaze moved over Draykon’s throat, his weapon grip, then his eyes. Pride shortened reaction time more reliably than fatigue.

[ DING ]

PASSIVE ABILITY ACTIVE: FIRST LAW OF DARKNESS

Effect: Converting hostility into mana...

Current Accumulation: +29 MP

“Your grievance is with an empire,” Vaelor said, his voice low and even. “Your mistake is thinking you can collect its debt from me in front of an audience. And your final mistake...”

Vaelor’s hand rested on the hilt of his sword. “...is believing strength is the same as volume.”

Draykon roared and lunged.

The charge was explosive. Earth mana reinforced his legs, adding shocking speed to his massive frame. The mace came up in a murderous arc aimed to crush Vaelor’s ribs into splinters.

Vaelor moved.

Not backward. Not in panic. He took one silent step along the blind edge of the swing, where power was greatest but control was weakest. Time sharpened. The world slowed.

[ DING ]

SKILL ACTIVATION: SHADOW STEP

Mana Cost: 15 MP

Vaelor slipped past the arc of the mace like darkness passing under a door. The weapon struck the stone instead with a bone-shattering THUD. Basalt fractured. Dust burst upward.

Vaelor appeared beside him, close enough to hear the sudden catch in Draykon's breath. He did not draw his blade. That, more than anything, would be the story told tonight.

Two gloved fingers touched the exposed seam beneath Draykon’s jaw.

A thin, precise thread of corrupted ether, guided by a merciless intelligence, surged inward.

[ DING ]

SKILL EXECUTED: ETHEREAL PARALYSIS

The world inhaled. And Vaelor let the skill fall.
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​Chapter 2: The Boy Who Should Not Exist
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For a single, suspended heartbeat, the world of Oksidium stood still.

Draykon’s mace remained buried halfway into the fractured basalt floor, a jagged tombstone for his own arrogance. Dust hung in the air like a gray shroud. Students across the courtyard stared with open disbelief, their minds struggling to bridge the gap between what they knew and what they had just seen.

The son of a Baron. Level twelve. A trained juggernaut.

And yet, Vaelor Morgat stood beside him, untouched, his two fingers resting lightly beneath Draykon’s jaw. The contact looked almost intimate—until the skill completed.

[ DING ] SKILL EFFECT: ETHEREAL PARALYSIS [RANK I]


●  Target: Draykon von Helt

●  Method: Nervous system interference via etheric conduction

●  Duration: 120 seconds

●  Secondary Effect: Pain Amplification [+200%]

●  Mana Remaining: 61%


A pulse of cold, invisible force surged from Vaelor’s fingertips, flooding the nerve lattice beneath Draykon’s skull. The reaction was visceral. Draykon’s body didn't just slow—it locked. His muscles turned to rigid cord, his grip on the mace tightened involuntarily until his knuckles turned white, and his chest hitched, trapped in a shallow, ragged struggle for air.

Vaelor leaned in closer, his voice a ghost’s whisper against the boy’s ear. "Killing you here," he said quietly, "would be inconvenient."

Draykon’s pupils shrank to needle-points.

"But humiliation," Vaelor continued, "is educational."

He withdrew his fingers. To the onlookers, it appeared as if the Baron’s son had simply transformed into a statue mid-strike. Then, the pain arrived. Draykon’s eyes bulged as sensation flooded back through nerves that refused to obey. Every muscle screamed; every joint felt as though hot needles were being driven into the marrow.

Only a strangled, pathetic gasp escaped his throat.

Vaelor bent slightly and pried the mace from the boy’s locked grip. The weapon was heavy—easily twenty kilograms of enchanted iron—but Vaelor hoisted it with a casual, terrifying ease.


[ DING ] HIDDEN STRENGTH PARAMETER: [ACTIVE]


He tested the balance once, his eyes drifting toward the cracked fountain across the courtyard. Without warning, he hurled it. The mace spun end-over-end, a blur of bronze and iron, before smashing into the marble basin.

CRASH.

Stone shattered. Water erupted into the air, raining down on the front-row spectators who scrambled back with startled cries. Only then did Vaelor step away. Draykon remained upright for three more seconds—a monument to failed pride—before his knees buckled. His armored body collapsed against the stone with a heavy, hollow metallic crash.

“Did he just—” “That was one move!” “Impossible... Draykon is level twelve!”

The screech of a chair against stone cut through the chatter. Master Zenon stood, his earlier contempt replaced by a sharp, analytical hunger. He walked down the registration steps, crouching beside Draykon’s rigid form. He pressed two fingers to the boy’s neck, exhaling slowly.

“Alive,” Zenon grunted. He turned his gaze to Vaelor. “You paralyzed him.”

“Yes.”

“No spell signature,” Zenon noted, his eyes narrowing.

“No.”

“No verbal trigger. Minimal mana surge.”

“Yes.”

A long, heavy silence stretched between them. Finally, Zenon gave a thin, dangerous smile. “Interesting. If any of you believe this violates academy regulations,” he addressed the stunned crowd, “you are welcome to file a complaint.”

Silence was his only answer.

“Carry him to the infirmary,” Zenon barked at two assistants. As the boy was lifted onto a levitation stretcher, his eyes remained wide, fixed in a stare of pure, unadulterated humiliation.

[ DING ] COMBAT ENCOUNTER COMPLETED


●  Opponent Level: 12

●  Victory Bonus Applied

●  EXP Gained: 1200


A golden line seared across Vaelor’s vision.


[ LEVEL UP ] Current Level: 6 Stat Increases: Strength +5 | Agility +8 | Intelligence +3 | Perception +4

[ NEW SKILL UNLOCKED ] DOMINION OF DREAD (PASSIVE) Effect: Enemies with hostile intent experience reduced confidence and delayed reaction speed within 5 meters.


Vaelor closed the interface. The crowd no longer looked at him with resentment; they looked at him with caution. Power had reshaped their perception faster than any argument ever could.

He turned toward the dormitory wing.

“Vaelor Morgat,” Zenon called out. Vaelor stopped. “You hid your true capability during registration. Why?”

Vaelor didn't turn around. “Because attention is inefficient.”

Zenon’s thin smile widened. “That answer is the first intelligent thing I have heard in this courtyard today. Block Four is that direction.”

The corridor to Block Four was a graveyard of ambition.

The decorative lamps were broken, the stone walls scarred by old training accidents, and the air smelled of damp stone and stale alchemy. This was where Oksidium put its "inconvenient" students.

As Vaelor descended the stairwell, a sharp explosion rocked the hallway. Glass shattered, and a thick cloud of pungent green smoke billowed from a nearby room.

Vaelor stopped. Through the haze came the sound of violent coughing and an irritated female voice. “...that was the correct ratio... dammit.”

Vaelor stepped toward the half-open door. The room was a disaster zone—shelves overflowing with unstable reagents and broken vials. At the center stood a girl with silver hair tied loosely, soot staining her sleeves and a cracked vial of leaking purple liquid in her hand.

She froze when she saw him. Her violet eyes widened. “You’re the one who paralyzed Draykon.”

Vaelor remained silent. She stared for a heartbeat, then pointed the leaking vial at him. “Do you know why this keeps exploding?”

[ DING ] ALCHEMY ANALYSIS RUNNING...


●  Formula Reconstruction: [SUCCESS]

●  Conclusion: Reaction requires Abyss-type energy. Standard mana is a mismatch.


“You are using the wrong catalyst,” Vaelor said calmly.

The girl blinked. “...What?”

“You are forcing a mana reaction. That formula requires darkness energy.”

“Impossible,” she snapped, though her eyes betrayed a sudden, frantic curiosity. “Dark energy would destabilize the structure.”

Vaelor stepped closer. Without a word, he reached out, his fingers brushing the vial. A thin, hair-like thread of black energy flowed from his palm. Instantly, the bubbling purple liquid shifted to a serene, glowing emerald. The instability vanished.

The girl’s jaw dropped. “That... worked.” She looked at him again, not with fear, but with fascination. “Who are you?”

“Vaelor.”

She hesitated. “Lyuna.”


[ DING ] SUBJECT IDENTIFIED: LYUNA

●  Field: Experimental Alchemy

●  Potential Rating: SSS-Class [HIDDEN]

●  Alliance Potential: 92%


Vaelor looked at the ruined lab, then back at the stabilized vial. “You are wasting your talent in this room.”

Lyuna tilted her head, a smirk playing on her soot-stained lips. “And where exactly should I use it?”

“Working for me.”

Lyuna laughed—a short, sharp sound. “You’ve been here five minutes and you already want an alchemist?”

“Yes.”

She studied him, the emerald glow of the vial reflecting in her violet eyes. Slowly, the smirk turned into a genuine smile. “Well. That’s the most interesting offer I’ve heard all week.”

[ DING ] NEW QUEST GENERATED: ESTABLISH FIRST STRATEGIC ALLY


●  Reward: Hidden Faction Development [UNLOCKED]


Vaelor watched her. The plan was no longer just a blueprint. It was accelerating.

​

​
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​Chapter 3: The Architect of Shadows
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The green liquid inside the vial did not just glow; it pulsed with a rhythmic, bioluminescent heartbeat that cast long, dancing shadows against the soot-stained walls.

Lyuna stared at it as if she were witnessing a miracle—or a crime against nature. For several agonizing seconds, she said nothing. Her breath hitched, suspended in the damp air of the cellar, as she watched the stable energy swirl through the glass in perfect, silken ribbons. The reaction that should have detonated and leveled the workbench now moved with an eerie harmony, its volatile alchemical matrix bound by the thin, smoky trace of Abyssal energy Vaelor had infused into it.

“...That’s impossible,” she finally whispered, the word barely surviving the weight of the silence.

Vaelor stood like a statue beside the cluttered table, his black coat absorbing the emerald light. The room smelled of ozone, burnt lavender, and the metallic tang of stabilized ether.

“It is not impossible,” Vaelor said, his voice as cold and steady as the stone beneath them. “You simply lacked the correct catalyst.”

Lyuna tore her eyes away from the vial. Her gaze was sharp now—no longer the look of a curious student, but that of a predator recognizing a superior force.

“You didn’t chant,” she accused softly.

“No.”

“You didn’t draw a sigil. No circles, no blood-binding.”

“No.”

“You just... changed the energy structure. By thought.”

“Yes.”

She leaned forward, her silver hair falling over her shoulder, her violet eyes burning with a frantic, academic hunger. “That means you can control etheric flow directly. No medium. No interface.”

Vaelor offered no confirmation, but his silence was an answer in itself. Lyuna exhaled a long, shaky breath that misted in the cold.

“Do you have any idea how rare that is? That’s not a Level One trait. That’s... that’s Sovereign-tier manipulation.”

“Yes.”

She blinked, a dry laugh escaping her. “Of course you know. You’re a Morgat.”

For a moment, the only sound was the faint, rhythmic bubbling of the potion and the distant, hollow drip of water from a leaky pipe in the corridor. Lyuna set the vial down with the care one might afford a live explosive and crossed her arms.

“So,” she said, her tone shifting to something more transactional. “You want me working for you.”

“Yes.”

“You do realize where we are? This is Block Four.” She gestured to the mold-streaked ceiling. “The Academy’s landfill. This is where they put the scions they want to disappear and the scholarship kids they expect to die in ‘training accidents.’”

“I am aware.”

Lyuna studied him, her eyes tracing the lack of fear in his posture. She looked for a tremor in his hands, a flicker of doubt in his dark eyes. There was nothing.

“You’re not worried,” she realized. “Not about the noble houses who want your head on a pike. Not about the professors who lost sons in your father’s wars.”

“No.”

“Not even about the Emperor finding out his youngest is building a private laboratory in the basement?”

Vaelor met her gaze. The emerald light of the potion reflected in his pupils, making them look like cold gemstones. “My father already knows I am here. He simply does not know what I intend to become.”

Lyuna froze. A shiver that had nothing to do with the dampness ran down her spine. “Right. Of course.” She tapped the glass container. “Let’s assume I’m interested. What exactly do you expect from me? I’m an alchemist, not a soldier.”

Vaelor moved. Despite the crunch of broken glass underfoot, his boots made no sound, gliding over the debris like a shadow across a grave.

“You design,” he said, stopping inches from her.

“Design what?”

“Alchemy that works. Not the diluted dross the Academy teaches. I want the forbidden, the unstable, and the absolute.”

Lyuna’s breath caught. “I have hundreds of formulas. Masterpieces that the High Alchemists called ‘suicide notes’ because they explode the moment mana touches them.”

“Because they require Abyssal energy.”

“And you can provide it.” Her eyes gleamed with a sudden, dangerous light. “We could build things this school hasn't seen since the First Cataclysm. Combat elixirs that don't just buff—they rewrite the user’s limit.”

She began to pace, stepping over shattered beakers, her mind already sprinting ahead. “If Abyss energy stabilizes the matrix... then shadow catalysts would reinforce volatile mixtures. We could bypass the cooldown of the Ethereal Core entirely.”

She stopped, her grin fading as she pointed upward toward the higher floors where the elite lived in luxury. “The Academy monitors dangerous research. Surveillance crystals are embedded in every brick. If we start brewing Grade B toxins or Abyssal stimulants, the wardens will smell it.”

Vaelor looked around the cramped, decaying lab. The flickering lamp, the peeling paint, the utter neglect of the administration.

“This room,” Vaelor said, “is invisible. No one expects results from the dead.”

Lyuna stared at him. Then, a slow, wicked smile spread across her face. “Oh. That’s clever. We’re the ghosts in the machine.”

Vaelor turned toward the door. “Finish the potion.”

“I already did.”

“No.” Vaelor shook his head slightly. “The structure is stable, but the output is inefficient. You are leaking power through the thermal vents.”

Lyuna nearly dropped her notebook. “Inefficient? This is the cleanest reaction I’ve had in three years!”

“Forty-two percent loss,” Vaelor countered. He extended a hand. A strand of midnight-black energy, darker than the shadows in the corner, uncoiled from his fingers and wrapped around the vial.

The green liquid deepened, turning a heavy, forest emerald. The bubbles stopped. The liquid became dense, almost viscous.


[ DING ] ALCHEMY REACTION STABILIZED

●  Item Created: Abyss Reinforcement Elixir [Grade B]

●  Effect: Temporary Strength +25%

●  Duration: 10 minutes

●  Purity: 98.4%


Lyuna’s voice was a mere breath. “Grade B... That’s tournament quality. That’s... that’s a small fortune in a glass bottle. And we made it in a cellar.”

“Money is not the objective,” Vaelor said, stepping into the shadow of the doorway.

“Then what is?”

“Control.”

The word hung in the air, heavy and jagged. Lyuna watched him, her fascination now bordering on something more profound. “Control of what? Your house? Your inheritance?”

Vaelor opened the door to the dark hallway. “The Academy.”

Lyuna burst out laughing, a sharp, hysterical sound that echoed off the damp stone. “Control Oksidium? You just arrived today! You’re Level One! You’re living in a dungeon!”

She looked at his face, searching for a twitch of humor. She found only the terrifying sincerity of a man who had already seen the future. The laughter died in her throat.

“You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

Lyuna picked up the glowing vial, the green light illuminating her silver hair like a halo of poisoned moonlight. “It’s insane. It’s a suicide mission.” She tucked the vial into a padded satchel and stepped toward him. “But I think I like insane.”


[ DING ] ALLIANCE ESTABLISHED: LYUNA

●  Loyalty Level: 40%

●  Faction System: [UNLOCKED]

●  Faction Name: [UNASSIGNED]

●  Members: 2


“So,” she said, her eyes sparkling with newfound purpose. “What’s step two of your ‘insane academy takeover’?”

“The library.”

Lyuna blinked. “The main library? The East Wing?”

“No. The Forbidden Wing. The Abyss Archive.”

Lyuna stopped dead. “You want to break into the Archive? On your first day? It’s sealed with blood-wards and guarded by spectral sentinels. It’s full of books that eat your soul if you read the wrong page.”

“Yes.”

She sighed heavily, grabbing her soot-stained coat. “You’re going to get us killed before dinner.”

“Possibly.”

“...You know what? I’m curious.”

They stepped into the dim corridor together. Above them, the distant, muffled sounds of the 'real' academy continued—professors lecturing on safe mana usage, students gossiping about rankings. They had no idea that in the bowels of Block Four, the first gear of a grand, dark machine had just begun to turn.

Vaelor Morgat didn't just want a degree. He wanted the throne of the mountain.
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​Chapter 4: The Forbidden Library 
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Night fell over Oksidium Lance like a heavy, velvet shroud.

The academy’s towers pierced the churning black clouds like obsidian spears, their high windows flickering with the pale, sickly glow of mage-light. From the valley below, the institution looked less like a place of learning and more like a fortress braced for an eternal siege.

Inside Block Four, the grandeur evaporated.

Half the corridor lanterns were cracked, their glass stained by decades of soot. The remaining ones sputtered with uneven mana flow, casting long, jerky shadows that seemed to crawl along the damp stone walls like living things.

Lyuna walked beside Vaelor, her arms folded tightly across her chest. Her alchemist’s satchel bounced rhythmically against her hip, the faint clink of glass vials the only sound in the hollow hallway.

“You realize,” she said, her voice dropping to a cautious murmur, “that if we get caught breaking into the Abyss Archive on our first night, expulsion is the merciful option.”

Vaelor didn't slow his pace. “Yes.”

“We could be tossed into the imperial oubliette.”

“Yes.”

“Or just... erased. Made into 'educational' anecdotes for the next orientation.”

“Yes.”

Lyuna stopped for a fraction of a second, frowning at his profile. “You’re terrifyingly calm about this.”

“The probability of failure is low.”

She hurried to catch up, her brow arching. “Oh, really? And how exactly did the 'Prince of Level One' calculate that? Intuition? Royal arrogance?”

Vaelor’s eyes remained fixed ahead, but his internal world was a storm of data.


[ DING ] STRATEGIC ANALYSIS: INFILTRATION

●  Variables Processed: Patrol routes, ward density, night-watch rotation, mana thresholds.

●  Projected Success Rate: 82%

●  Environmental Factor: Night-fog dampening acoustic resonance.


“Preparation,” Vaelor answered simply.

Lyuna stared at him, a shiver tracing her spine. “I’m starting to think 'Level One' is the biggest lie this academy has ever told itself.”

They ascended the narrow, winding stairwell out of the cellars. The air shifted as they rose—the smell of mold and wet earth giving way to the scent of beeswax, expensive incense, and old parchment. By the time they reached the main hall, the floors were polished to a mirror finish, reflecting the perfect rows of floating lanterns above.

A few late-night students lingered in the shadows of the arched cloisters. As Vaelor passed, the atmosphere curdled.

“That’s him,” a voice hissed from behind a pillar. “The one who broke Draykon with two fingers.” “Look at his eyes... he didn't even draw his steel.”

Lyuna leaned toward him, her voice a sharp needle. “You’re famous, Vaelor. And in this place, fame is just a target painted on your back.”

Vaelor ignored them. To him, the whispers were merely data points—noise in a system he intended to master.

They passed beneath a colossal archway where the Oksidium crest was carved deep into the granite. Beyond it lay the Grand Library—a cathedral of knowledge with soaring shelves and silent reading tables bathed in warm orb-light.

But Vaelor didn't turn toward the entrance. He kept walking, deeper into a darkened side-corridor that seemed to shrink as they progressed.

“Wait,” Lyuna whispered, grabbing his sleeve. “The Forbidden Archive isn't this way. It’s behind the Headmaster’s office, guarded by a battalion of golems.”

“No,” Vaelor said. He stopped before a narrow, unremarkable slit in the masonry. Behind it sat a spiral staircase that vanished into a lightless pit.

Lyuna blinked. “I’ve been in Block Four for six months. I’ve explored every inch of this wing. I didn't even know this gap existed.”

“I read the original architectural plans in the imperial archives,” Vaelor said, stepping into the dark. “The founders valued secrets over security.”

Lyuna sighed, following him down. “Of course you did. Why ask for directions when you can just memorize the bones of the building?”

The descent felt like sinking into a cold lake. The air grew heavy, ancient, and thick with the scent of dust that had settled before the empire was born. The warm light of the upper floors vanished, replaced by the faint, rhythmic pulse of blue ward-light emanating from the floor.


[ DING ] MAGICAL BARRIER DETECTED: ABYSSAL SEAL

●  Age: 312 years

●  Security Layer: High [Lethal Feedback Enabled]


At the bottom of the stairs stood a massive circular door forged from obsidian. Runes spiraled across its surface like iron chains, glowing with a restless, hungry light. At the center was a sigil shaped like a shattered crown.

Lyuna froze three paces back. “That’s not a library door, Vaelor. That’s a containment seal. They aren't keeping people out... they’re keeping the books in.”

“Knowledge is the only weapon that can't be disarmed,” Vaelor murmured, studying the runes.

“I hate how much sense you make,” Lyuna whispered. She stepped closer, and the sigil suddenly flared.

“ACCESS DENIED,” a mechanical, soul-less voice vibrated through the stone.

Lyuna crossed her arms. “Well. That’s that. Unless you have a Level Twelve locksmith in your pocket, we’re done.”

“Move,” Vaelor commanded.

He raised his hand. Black energy, darker than the obsidian door itself, coiled around his fingertips like smoke. The blue wards shrieked in protest, the air turning static and cold.

“SECURITY ALERT—” the voice began, but then it choked.

Vaelor’s Abyss energy touched the shattered crown. For a heartbeat, the two powers clashed—the academy’s ancient wards against the Morgat inheritance. Then, the runes began to bleed. One by one, the glowing blue lines dimmed into grey ash.

CRACK.

The obsidian slab groaned, sliding into the wall with a sound like grinding teeth. A rush of freezing air and centuries-old dust billowed out, ruffling Vaelor’s hair.

Lyuna stood paralyzed. “How? That’s a High-Council seal. You didn't even use a key.”

Vaelor stepped into the darkness. “Imperial seals recognize the blood that authorized them. To this door, I am not an intruder. I am the owner.”



The Abyss Archive was a cathedral of the forgotten.

Floating violet crystals embedded in the vaulted ceiling provided the only light, casting a bruised, ethereal glow over towering shelves. Books here weren't just stored; they were imprisoned. Many were bound in heavy chains; others were encased in jars of preserving oil.

The silence was absolute, yet Vaelor could feel the Archive screaming in his mind.


[ DING ] RARE KNOWLEDGE REPOSITORY DETECTED

●  Estimated Volumes: 12,000

●  Forbidden Classification: 78%

●  Anomaly Detected: Sector 4, Shelf 9.


Lyuna tentatively touched a book bound in flayed crimson leather. “On the Binding of Lesser Demons.” She pulled her hand back as if burned. “Okay... maybe we don't browse the horror section.”

Vaelor ignored the distractions. He walked toward the anomaly. On a lone pedestal sat a book of pure obsidian. No title. No markings. Just a slab of dark stone that seemed to drink the violet light around it.

As his fingers brushed the cover, the Archive inside his head didn't just chime—it roared.

The book flipped open. Not by wind, but by will. Dark mist spilled from the pages, twisting into the air like a serpent made of ink.

Lyuna jumped back, her hand flying to her satchel. “Vaelor! What did you do?!”

The mist condensed into jagged, floating words above the parchment.

“So... the blood of Morgat finally returns to the pit.”

Lyuna’s jaw dropped. “Did the book... just recognize you?”

Vaelor didn't flinch. He watched the ink-smoke solidify. “It remembers my grandfather.”

The mist shifted, forming a new sentence that chilled the air until their breath came in thick clouds:

“TELL ME, LITTLE PRINCE... HAVE YOU COME TO READ THE TRUTH, OR TO BURN IT?”
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​Chapter 5: The Codex of the Damned
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“I have been waiting three centuries.”

The words didn't just appear; they bled into the air, the ink-smoke smelling of ancient ozone and dried blood. Lyuna took a jagged step back, her boots scraping against the cold obsidian floor.

“...I don’t like this book, Vaelor. It feels like it’s breathing.”

Vaelor didn't hesitate. He slammed the cover shut. The heavy thud echoed through the hollow cathedral of shelves, and the mist vanished instantly, sucked back into the stone-pressed pages. The silence that followed was even more oppressive than the whispers.

“Please tell me you’re not taking that with us,” Lyuna whispered, her violet eyes wide.

Vaelor slid the cold, heavy slab of the book into the inner lining of his coat. “Yes.”

Lyuna groaned, a sound of pure academic despair. “Of course. Why leave the cursed, sentient artifact in the high-security vault when we can carry it back to our damp basement? We’re going to die. I’m going to be a cautionary tale in next year's alchemy syllabus.”

Vaelor turned toward the exit, his movements fluid and unbothered. “No.”

“No?” Lyuna followed him reluctantly, her eyes darting toward the shadows between the shelves. “Why not? Give me one logical reason why we won't be executed for this.”

“Because tonight,” Vaelor said, his voice a low vibration in the dark, “we found something more valuable than any potion in your lab.”

Lyuna glanced at the bulge in his coat. “A cursed talking book that knows your grandfather?”

“Yes.”

She rubbed her face with soot-stained hands. “I can’t believe I agreed to work with you. I really can't.”

Behind them, deep within the lightless bowels of the Archive, a heavy leather volume shifted on its shelf. A chain rattled—once—as if something buried in the paper had just opened its eyes.

The corridor outside the Abyss Archive felt wrong.

The air was too still, the flickering blue ward-light casting shadows that seemed to lag a second behind their movements. Lyuna noticed it first. She froze, her hand hovering over a hidden pocket in her satchel.

“Wait.”

Vaelor stopped. He didn't need to listen; the Archive was already screaming a warning.


[ DING ] THREAT SCAN INITIATED

●  Detection: 1 High-level mana source | 2 Secondary signatures

●  Distance: 41 meters [Closing]

●  Identity Probability: Academy Enforcer Patrol [98%]


“Someone’s coming,” Lyuna hissed.

Vaelor glanced back at the obsidian door. The runes were still dim, the shattered crown sigil a glowing confession of their presence. There was no time to mask the breach.

“We need to hide,” Lyuna whispered, her voice tight with panic.

“Too late,” Vaelor replied.

The rhythmic clack of boots on stone reached the top of the stairwell. A sharp, commanding voice sliced through the gloom. “Who’s down there? Identify yourselves.”

Lyuna muttered something unprintable under her breath.

A tall figure emerged from the stairwell. Instructor Kaedren Voss. His dark blue robes were trimmed with silver thread that shimmered with dormant lightning. In his right hand, a long staff of white-ash hummed, its crystal tip pulsing with a rhythmic, searching violet light. Behind him stood two senior students, their faces masks of disciplined arrogance.

Kaedren’s gaze swept the hall. It stopped on Vaelor. Recognition sparked in his eyes—not the fear of the students, but something far more dangerous: professional interest.

“Prince Vaelor.”

The name was spoken without a title, but with a weight that made the air feel heavier. Kaedren’s eyes shifted to the broken seal behind them. The shattered crown. The cooling embers of the wards.

“You broke the seal.”

Lyuna’s jaw worked, but no sound came out. Vaelor met the instructor’s gaze with the stillness of a deep well.

“Yes.”

The two senior students behind Kaedren gasped, their hands instinctively dropping to their weapon hilts. No one confessed to a Class-A violation. Not to an Enforcer.

Kaedren studied Vaelor, his eyes eventually drifting to the slight bulge in the boy’s imperial coat. “Did you remove anything from the Archive?”

Lyuna held her breath, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

“Yes,” Vaelor said.

The silence that followed was absolute. Lyuna stared at Vaelor in sheer disbelief. Did he just hand the executioner the axe?

Kaedren’s expression darkened, the lightning runes on his robes beginning to glow. “You understand that is a severe violation. Students have been expelled—and worse—for merely touching that door.”

“Yes.”

“And yet you stand there and admit it openly.”

“Yes.”

Kaedren stepped closer, his mana pressure filling the corridor like a tightening vice. At Level 34, his aura felt like a physical weight on the chest. “Why?”

Vaelor didn't flinch. “Because you already knew. Lies are an inefficient use of time.”

For a heartbeat, Kaedren’s face remained a mask of stone. Then, a short, sharp laugh escaped him. “You are either the most intelligent student I have ever met... or incredibly arrogant.”

“Both,” Lyuna whispered under her breath.

Kaedren stopped three meters away. The air smelled of ozone. “Show me the book.”

Vaelor reached into his coat and pulled out the obsidian volume. It seemed to drink the violet light of Kaedren’s staff. The instructor’s eyes widened.

“...That one.”

He took the book with a reverence that bordered on fear. He turned it over, his fingers tracing the smooth, unmarked stone. Then, he opened it. The dark mist rose again, the jagged ink forming in the air:

“ANOTHER ONE OF THE ACADEMY’S JAILERS. SHALL I TELL YOU HOW YOU DIE, VOSS?”

Kaedren slammed it shut. Lyuna whimpered. “Okay, definitely cursed. We’re definitely going to the dungeons.”

Kaedren looked at Vaelor, his anger replaced by an intense, brooding focus. He turned to the two seniors. “Return to the upper hall. Now.”

“But sir—” one began.

“NOW.”

The students scrambled up the stairs, leaving the three of them in the chilling silence of the basement. Kaedren looked at the book, then tossed it back. Vaelor caught it effortlessly.

“Why did you send them away?” Lyuna asked, her voice trembling.

“Because that book cannot be confiscated,” Kaedren said, his voice low. “It doesn't follow the laws of property. It chooses its reader. If I tried to lock it in a chest, it would be back in his hands before I reached my office.”

He looked at Vaelor with a gaze that felt like it was searching for a soul. “What did it say when you opened it?”

“That it had been waiting. For the blood of Morgat.”

Kaedren exhaled, a sound of grim realization. “Of course. The Abyss Dominion Codex. The very reason this academy was built on this specific mountain.”

Lyuna blinked. “Dominion Codex? That sounds... significantly worse than a normal cursed book.”

“It is,” Kaedren replied. “Those techniques were banned three centuries ago. The last man who mastered that book didn't just pass his exams... he conquered half the continent and turned his enemies into shadows.”

The corridor fell silent once more. Lyuna stared at Vaelor’s back. “I’m starting to think I joined the wrong team.”

Kaedren stepped back toward the stairs. “Return to your dormitory. If I see you in this corridor again, I will not be so curious.”

Lyuna almost collapsed in relief. “Oh, thank the gods. Move, Vaelor, before he changes his mind!”

Kaedren paused halfway up the stairs, his silhouette framed by the light from above. “Oh, and Prince Vaelor?”

“Yes.”

The instructor’s eyes glinted. “Try not to conquer the academy before midterm exams. It would be a nightmare for the grading rubrics.”

He vanished into the upper light.

Lyuna stood frozen for a long moment. “Did... did the Head of Security just give you permission to be a supervillain?”

Vaelor started walking toward Block Four. “Yes.”

Lyuna rubbed her temples, her silver hair messy and soot-streaked. “I really, really need a stronger drink. And maybe a new identity.”

As they climbed the stairs, neither noticed the broken seal on the obsidian door. The blue runes were slowly knitting themselves back together, the shattered crown reforming.

But deep inside the library, something ancient had smelled the blood. The Morgat legacy had returned.

And the shadows were already beginning to align.
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​Chapter 6: The Codex That Watches
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Midnight at Oksidium Lance was not a time of rest; it was a time of rotting silence.

The grand, polished corridors of the upper wings were bathed in a pale, sterile silver from the floating lanterns, but as Vaelor and Lyuna crossed the threshold back into Block Four, the light died. Here, the lanterns sputtered like gasping lungs, casting long, spasmodic shadows that danced over the weeping stone walls.

Lyuna hugged her satchel, her eyes darting toward every dark alcove. “...I don’t like that instructor, Vaelor. Kaedren Voss is a shark. And sharks don’t let their prey swim away just because they like the way it fights.”

Vaelor didn’t slow. His boots clicked rhythmically against the uneven floor. “He didn’t let us go because of kindness.”

“Exactly!” Lyuna hissed. “He didn't punish us. That’s suspicious. In this academy, if you aren't being punished, you’re being used as bait.”

Vaelor stopped before a scarred iron door. Room 4-17. “He is a gambler,” Vaelor said, turning the heavy iron key. “He is betting on which version of the future survives.”

He pushed the door open. The room was a concrete box of misery: a narrow cot with a thin wool blanket, a desk hacked from cheap pine, and a single window that looked out onto a courtyard filled with jagged rocks and freezing mist.

Lyuna stepped inside, her nose wrinkling at the scent of damp wool and cold stone. “...Wow. It’s even worse than my lab. No wonder they send the 'mistakes' here. It’s designed to break you before the first exam.”

Vaelor didn't answer. He placed the obsidian book on the desk. The moment the latch of the door clicked shut, his internal world ignited.

[ DING ]

ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN: SECURE

Room Integrity: Stable

Surveillance Presence: None detected.

Mana Interference: Minimal.

“That thing... it gives off a pulse,” Lyuna whispered, standing by the door. “Like a second heartbeat in the room.”

The book didn't wait for an invitation. The obsidian cover slid open with a sound like grinding bone.

“I didn't touch it!” Lyuna jumped back, her hand flying to the hilt of a small alchemical dagger.

Oily black mist spilled from the pages, coiling into the air like ink dropped in water. The letters formed with jagged, violent precision.

“YOU TOOK YOUR TIME, LITTLE PRINCE.”

Vaelor sat at the desk, his gaze level with the floating smoke. “What are you?”

“I AM THE MEMORY OF POWER. I AM THE ECHO OF THE FIRST CROWN.”

The mist pulsed, and suddenly the room vanished. For a fraction of a second, Vaelor saw a flicker of the past: a man clad in armor the color of a collapsed star, standing alone against an ocean of steel. The man didn't raise a sword. He simply existed, and the army before him fell to its knees, weeping in primal terror.

“Three centuries ago, your ancestor opened my pages to forge the Abyss Dominion. He did not ask for permission. He took it.”

Lyuna leaned in, her fear momentarily eclipsed by her alchemist's greed for knowledge. “That’s... that’s not mana manipulation. He’s not casting a spell. He’s rewriting the atmosphere.”

“Abyss techniques do not rely on the flow of the world,” the mist wrote, the smoke turning a deep, bruised purple. “They rely on the truth of the void.”

“And what is that truth?” Vaelor asked.

“FEAR.”

The word hung in the air, cold enough to frost the windowpane.

“Your father used fragments of this power to maintain his throne. But he never mastered the Codex. He was a king who played at being a god.”

“Why?”

“BECAUSE THE FINAL TECHNIQUE DOES NOT CREATE RULERS. IT CREATES TYRANTS.”

The room fell into a heavy, suffocating silence. Lyuna exhaled, her breath visible in the chilled air. “Yeah... I definitely hate this book. It’s not a manual; it’s a recruitment brochure for a monster.”

Vaelor’s eyes never wavered.

[ DING ]

SKILL PATH UNLOCKED: ABYSS DOMINION [STAGE I]

NEW PASSIVE SKILL: DREAD FIELD

Effect: Enemies within 10 meters experience rising psychological pressure and instinctive hesitation.

“Why does it suddenly feel like the walls are closing in?” Lyuna asked, rubbing her arms.

Vaelor closed the book. The pressure snapped like a broken string.

“Go to your room, Lyuna,” Vaelor said, his voice quiet. “Tonight, I learn.”

“Goodnight, terrifying prince,” she muttered, slipping out the door. “Try not to conquer the world before breakfast.”

Vaelor reopened the book. The mist returned instantly, a loyal shadow.

“FIRST LESSON,” the codex whispered. “DREAD FIELD IS NOT AN ATTACK. IT IS PRESENCE. TO RULE THROUGH FEAR, YOU MUST FIRST LEARN TO BECOME THE THING THEY FEAR.”

Vaelor focused. He felt the Abyss energy in his marrow—not as a pool of mana, but as a silent, heavy weight. He pushed it outward.

A rat, scurrying along the baseboard in search of scraps, suddenly stopped. Its tiny heart hammered against its ribs so hard Vaelor could hear the thrum. It didn't run. It didn't fight. It simply collapsed in a fit of paralytic terror before eventually scurrying into the dark as if fleeing a god.

Vaelor stood and walked into the hallway.

He didn't draw his sword. He didn't mask his footsteps. As he moved through Block Four, the Dread Field expanded—an invisible dome of predatory intent.

Two students stepped out of a side room, their faces flushed from a late-night card game. The moment they stepped into Vaelor’s radius, the laughter died. Their skin turned pale. Their hands began to shake with a frantic, unexplained urgency. They backed against the wall, giving him the entire width of the hall, their eyes fixed on the floor.

They didn't even know why they were afraid. That was the beauty of it.

Vaelor turned the corner and stopped.

Standing in the center of the hall was a woman who didn't back away. She wore custom-fitted academy armor etched with the silver hawks of House Valencrest. Her dark hair was pulled back into a severe, military tail. Her hand rested on the pommel of a thin, elegant dueling sabre.

[ DING ]

IDENTITY DETECTED: KAELIRA VALENCREST

Lineage: House Valencrest [High Nobility]

Level: 14

Specialization: Sword Combat / Wind Resonance

Threat Assessment: Moderate

The Dread Field hit her. Her pupils dilated. Her hand tightened on her sword until her glove creaked. But instead of fleeing, she smiled—a sharp, hungry expression.

“So,” she said, her voice like silk over glass. “You’re the one who turned Draykon into a statue.”

Vaelor didn't respond. He simply watched her.

She stepped closer, forcing herself through the psychic weight of his presence. “I was expecting someone... louder. A prince usually comes with a fanfare of arrogance.”

“Noise is inefficient,” Vaelor said.

Kaelira laughed, a low, melodic sound. “I like that. But I need to know if the rumors are true. No weapon? No spell? Just... a touch?”

She stepped into his strike zone, her aura of wind mana swirling to counter the heavy pressure of the Abyss. “I want a duel, Vaelor Morgat. I want to see how much of that 'Level One' is a mask.”

Vaelor’s gaze moved over her—the way her weight was perfectly balanced, the way her eyes tracked his hands.

“Not today,” Vaelor said.

Kaelira tilted her head, her smile turning into a smirk. “Are you refusing a Valencrest?”

“You are not hostile,” Vaelor replied, his voice devoid of emotion. “You are curious. I do not fight for curiosity.”

Kaelira blinked, genuinely caught off guard. She stepped back, the tension in the air easing slightly. “A strange reason. But fine.” She brushed past him, her shoulder nearly clipping his. “We will fight eventually. The mountain isn't big enough for two predators, Prince.”

She disappeared into the stairwell, leaving a scent of ozone and expensive perfume behind.

Vaelor stood in the silence.

[ DING ]

POTENTIAL RIVAL IDENTIFIED: KAELIRA VALENCREST

Probability of Conflict: 87%

Dominion Efficiency Rising...

The real game had finally begun. The academy wasn't just noticing him; it was reacting to him. And as Vaelor looked at his hands, he could still feel the cold, oily hum of the Codex.
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​Chapter 7: Whispers of Power
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The morning at Oksidium Lance did not begin with the sun. It began with the iron bells.

The sound was a physical weight, rolling through the mountain air like a slow-motion avalanche. It vibrated in the marrow of the students’ bones, echoing off the obsidian towers and the jagged basalt cliffs that cradled the academy. In the upper districts, the sound was a call to glory. In Block Four, it was a reminder of the grind.

Vaelor stepped into the hallway, his boots clicking against the damp stone. The atmosphere had shifted overnight. The air felt thinner, charged with a static tension that followed him like a shadow.

Conversations died mid-sentence. Groups of students flattened themselves against the walls, their eyes tracking him with a mixture of predatory curiosity and primal dread. One boy, clutching a stack of alchemy scrolls, fumbled his grip as Vaelor passed. The parchment scattered across the floor like autumn leaves.

“...That’s him.”

“The Prince of Graves.”

“Draykon is still screaming in the infirmary. They say his nerves are scorched.”

Vaelor ignored the noise.

[ DING ]

REPUTATION SHIFT: [DETECTED]

Local Influence: Increasing

Primary Emotional Response: Fear / Cautious Respect

Status: The "Ghost of Block Four" tag is circulating.

He reached the main stairwell, where the architectural transition from "prison" to "palace" began. The rough-hewn stone smoothed into polished marble. The smell of mold was replaced by the crisp scent of mountain pine and expensive incense.

Halfway up, Lyuna was waiting. She looked like she had been through a siege. Her silver hair was a tangled nest, and her violet eyes were bloodshot, framed by dark circles of exhaustion.

“You didn't sleep,” Vaelor observed, his voice neutral.

Lyuna let out a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob. She held up a small crystal vial. Inside, a liquid the color of a bruised emerald shimmered with a restless, internal light.

“You left me with that Abyssal formula,” she croaked. “I spent six hours just trying to keep the catalyst from eating through the glass. I had to recalibrate the thermal ratios three times.”

Vaelor took the vial. The glass was warm.

[ DING ]

ALCHEMY ITEM IDENTIFIED

Name: Abyss Reinforcement Elixir [Grade B+]

Effect: Strength +30% | Perception +10%

Duration: 12 minutes

Purity: 81% [High Stability]

“Acceptable,” Vaelor said, handing it back.

Lyuna’s jaw dropped. “Acceptable? Vaelor, I nearly turned my room into a crater! That’s a B-plus grade brewed in a basement without a furnace!”

“It is a beginning,” Vaelor replied, already moving toward the training grounds.

Lyuna scrambled to follow him, muttering under her breath about "royal standards" and "unrealistic expectations."

The Central Training Arena was a vast circle of scarred granite, surrounded by tiered stone benches where hundreds of students were already gathered. The air here was thick with the scent of sweat, ozone, and the metallic tang of unsheathed steel.

Instructors stood on raised daises, their robes snapping in the mountain wind as they watched the morning drills.

The moment Vaelor stepped onto the sands, the rhythmic clack-clack of training swords ceased. A ripple of silence moved through the crowd, starting at the entrance and radiating outward until the entire arena was still.

“Well, well. The guest of honor arrives.”

A tall figure detached himself from a group of noble trainees. He wore bronze-edged plate armor that caught the morning light, and a massive war hammer was slung across his back. His face bore a striking, more refined resemblance to the boy Vaelor had broken the day before.

[ DING ]

IDENTITY DETECTED: VAROS VON HELT

Lineage: House Helt [Elder Brother of Draykon]

Level: 16

Specialization: Heavy Earth Reinforcement

Threat Assessment: Moderate

Varos stepped into the center of the ring, his boots cracking the stone beneath him with every step. “My brother is still in the infirmary, Prince. The healers say he can’t feel his hands. He claims you struck from the shadows.”

“He claimed wrong,” Vaelor said.

Varos gripped the handle of his hammer, the metal groaning under his strength. The weapon was a masterpiece of brute force, its head etched with glowing yellow runes.

“Draykon was a fool,” Varos spat, his voice carrying to the highest benches. “He fought you like a student. I am going to fight you like a soldier. You embarrassed my House, Vaelor Morgat. That debt is paid in teeth.”

Lyuna stepped back, her eyes wide. “Vaelor, he’s Level Sixteen. His earth-shield is thick enough to stop a ballista bolt.”

Vaelor didn't draw his sword. He didn't even shift his stance.

Inside his mind, the Dread Field hummed to life. The temperature in the arena didn't actually drop, but every student within ten meters suddenly felt a prickle of ice against their spine. Varos’ eyes flickered. For a micro-second, the confident smirk faltered—a flicker of the "prey" instinct screaming at him to run.

Then he roared, drowning out the fear with adrenaline.

“Earth Grinder!”

Varos slammed the hammer into the granite. A shockwave of mana rippled through the floor, and jagged pillars of rock erupted from the ground, racing toward Vaelor like stone teeth.

Vaelor moved.

[ SKILL ACTIVATED: SHADOW STEP ]

He blurred. To the onlookers, it looked as if he had dissolved into a puddle of ink. The stone spikes smashed together where he had been standing a heartbeat ago, sending shards of granite flying into the air.

Vaelor appeared three meters to the left, his expression unchanged.

Varos spun with surprising speed for a heavy fighter, swinging the hammer in a wide, horizontal arc. The weapon hissed through the air, the runes glowing a violent amber. Vaelor ducked. The hammer passed inches over his head, the wind of the swing ruffling his hair.

“Stop dancing!” Varos screamed. He slammed the hammer down again, and this time, the entire arena floor began to tremble. “Seismic Lock!”

The ground beneath Vaelor’s feet turned to mud, then solidified instantly, attempting to trap his boots in a stone vice.

[ WARNING: AREA CONTROL DETECTED ]

Vaelor didn't try to pull away. Instead, he leaned into the pressure. He extended his hand, two fingers pointed like a spear.

Varos saw the movement. He remembered his brother’s fate. His face twisted in a mixture of rage and terror. He brought the hammer down for a final, crushing blow, putting every ounce of his Level 16 mana into the strike.

“DIE!”

The hammer was inches from Vaelor’s shoulder. The air was screaming.

Vaelor’s fingers touched the side of Varos’ neck, just below the helmet’s rim.

[ DING ]

SKILL EXECUTED: ETHEREAL PARALYSIS

The world froze.

The massive war hammer, carrying tons of momentum, stopped dead in mid-air as if it had hit an invisible wall. Varos’ eyes widened, the pupils shrinking to pinpricks. His muscles turned to stone, his breathing halted, and the amber glow of his runes flickered and died.

Silence fell like a guillotine.

The hammer slipped from Varos’ nerveless fingers, crashing into the dirt with a sound that shook the stadium benches. Varos followed a second later, collapsing to his knees, his face a mask of frozen agony.

[ DING ]

COMBAT VICTORY CONFIRMED

Opponent Level: 16

EXP Gained: 1900

LEVEL UP: [LEVEL 8]

[ NEW SKILL UNLOCKED ]

SHADOW PRESSURE (PASSIVE)

Effect: Fear-based abilities are 20% more effective against targets with lower morale.

Vaelor stepped over the fallen hammer. He looked down at Varos, who was staring up at him with a gaze full of shattered pride.

“Your brother was right about one thing,” Vaelor said quietly, so only the kneeling boy could hear. “You shouldn't have underestimated me.”

He turned and walked away.

High above, on the observation platform, Master Zenon stood beside Instructor Kaedren. Kaedren’s arms were crossed, a look of grim fascination on his face.

“He didn't even use the Codex,” Kaedren whispered. “That was pure efficiency.”

Zenon nodded, his eyes never leaving Vaelor’s retreating back. “The students think they are watching a prince. They don't realize they are watching a hurricane being born.”

Lyuna ran up to Vaelor as he exited the arena. “Two days! Two Helt brothers! Do you have a checklist, or are you just going through the nobility alphabetically?”

Vaelor kept walking. “I have a library to visit, Lyuna. And this time, I need a larger bag.”

​Audience at the Top

The climb to the upper tower was quiet.

Not because the stairwell was empty, but because silence itself seemed to live there. The stone steps were older than the rest of Oksidium Lance, worn smooth at the center by centuries of passing boots, robes, and ambition. Thin blue fire burned inside wall sconces set at regular intervals, each flame perfectly still despite the draft coiling through the shaft.

Vaelor walked behind Master Zenon without hurry.

Lyuna walked at his side for the first three flights, then one level below for the next two, as if she had unconsciously decided that if a magical trap erased one of them from existence, she preferred not to stand in the same line.

“This is still a terrible sign,” she muttered under her breath.

Zenon did not turn around. “You may leave if you are frightened.”

Lyuna instantly stiffened. “I’m not frightened.”

Zenon’s voice remained dry. “Then you are foolish.”

She folded her arms. “That too.”

Vaelor said nothing.

The Cognitive Archive mapped the tower as they ascended.

[Spatial analysis active.]
Vertical distance remaining: 63 meters
Detected mana nodes: 17
Concealed ward structures: 11
Threat probability inside upper chamber: indeterminate
The higher they climbed, the denser the mana became.

Not wild mana, not the untamed turbulence of battlegrounds or old ruins, but disciplined pressure. Controlled. Refined. Woven into the architecture so completely that the tower itself felt alive. Vaelor could sense layered enchantments in the stone—barriers, suppression fields, listening arrays, emergency containment circles.

The Headmaster did not merely occupy this tower.

He had domesticated it.

At the seventh landing, Lyuna stopped.

There was no visible reason.

No ward flared. No door blocked the path. No force touched her.

And yet she stopped.

Vaelor glanced sideways.

Her face had gone paler.

“You feel it,” he said.

Lyuna swallowed once. “Yes.”

Zenon finally turned his head. “Most students do not.”

Lyuna’s jaw tightened immediately, unwilling to look weak after hearing that. “Good for them.”

“What do you sense?” Vaelor asked.

She shut her eyes for a moment, trying to sort instinct from fear.

“...pressure,” she said slowly. “Not on my skin. Inside my head. Like...” She frowned. “Like something up there is deciding what I’m worth.”

Zenon looked at her more carefully now.

Vaelor stored the reaction away.

Interesting.

They resumed the climb.

At the final landing stood a single door of dark ironwood bound in silver. No guards. No visible runes. No decorative crest. That absence meant more than ornament would have.

Power that needed to be displayed usually wasn’t absolute.

Zenon raised a hand and knocked once.

The door opened inward on its own.

The chamber beyond was enormous.

Its ceiling arched high above in a dome painted with a faded celestial map—constellations, old war routes, the red marks of dead kingdoms. Three tall windows overlooked the academy grounds, though the glass was darkened to a smoky violet that turned daylight into permanent dusk. Shelves climbed the walls in half-circles filled with books, crystal cylinders, old weapons, sealed boxes, and relics humming with restrained power.

At the center stood a long black table.

At the far end of it, near the windows, waited the Headmaster.

Archmagister Thalorien was not dressed like a man who needed to impress anyone. His robes were plain by elite standards, a dark charcoal layered over black, with only narrow gold threading at the sleeves and collar. His age was visible in the silver of his hair and the lines at the corners of his eyes, but nothing in his posture suggested frailty. He stood with one hand behind his back, the other resting lightly against the table, as if the room belonged to him not by office but by natural law.

Beside him stood Instructor Kaedren.

And near one of the shelves, half in shadow, waited the woman in crimson robes Vaelor had not yet met.

Lyuna inhaled quietly.

Three high-level threats in one room.

Good.

That reduced uncertainty.

“Headmaster,” Zenon said, stopping three paces inside. “Prince Vaelor Morgat. Lyuna of Block Four.”

Thalorien’s gaze settled first on Vaelor, then on Lyuna, then back to Vaelor again.

“Approach.”

Vaelor did.

Lyuna followed half a step later, as though refusing to be dismissed by architecture, authority, or common sense.

Thalorien observed them both for several seconds before speaking.

“You arrived yesterday,” he said to Vaelor.

“Yes.”

“You defeated a level twelve student in under one second.”

“Yes.”

“You broke into the Abyss Archive.”

“Yes.”

“You removed a restricted codex.”

“Yes.”

His eyes shifted, just briefly, toward Vaelor’s coat.

“And this morning you incapacitated Varos von Helt in front of half the academy.”

“Yes.”

Thalorien nodded once. “Efficient.”

Lyuna blinked.

That had not been the response she expected.

Kaedren hid the edge of a smile.

The woman in crimson did not move at all.

Thalorien walked slowly around the table.

“Most first-year students spend their opening week trying not to embarrass themselves,” he said. “You, however, appear to have chosen the opposite strategy.”

Vaelor answered calmly. “Visibility creates acceleration.”

Kaedren’s mouth twitched.

Zenon remained expressionless, but Lyuna felt the room change. Not with hostility. With attention.

Thalorien stopped two meters away.

“Explain.”

Vaelor did not waste words.

“Hidden strength invites low-value interference. Visible strength forces the academy to reveal its hierarchy faster.”

Silence
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