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Chapter 1: The Bridge of Law
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The door closed behind Kael.

The circular hall and the four doors vanished into the mist. Ahead, a new hall stretched into darkness — so long it could not be measured, its end swallowed by breath-like shadows. The air was different. Heavier. It pressed against his skin like the stillness before a storm, filled with something ancient and vast.

Aurelian walked beside him. The undead spirit’s transparent feet left no marks on the stone floor.

“This is the second trial,” the ancient Star Core Guardian said. “The trial of the Star Core Law.”

Kael’s hand rested on the hilt of Shadow Fang. “What do I have to do?”

“Walk across.”

Aurelian pointed forward. A light awakened in the darkness — a pale blue energy ribbon, only as wide as a shoulder, stretching from where Kael stood into infinity. It pulsed like a living thing, syncing with the rhythm of the Star Core Heart in Kael’s chest.

Beneath the energy ribbon: nothing. Void. Absolute darkness that seemed to swallow even light.

“That’s it?” Kael asked.

“That’s it,” Aurelian said. “Walk. Don’t fall. Don’t stop. This bridge will test your understanding of balance. Of protection. Of the truth you discovered in the Heart Demon Trial.”

Kael looked down at the energy bridge, then at the void below.

“What if I fall?”

Aurelian’s blue-flame eyes flickered. “Start over. Until you understand.”

“I won’t die?”

“No. The Sacred Mountain does not kill those who seek truth. It only waits.”

Kael took a deep breath and stepped onto the energy bridge.

The moment his foot touched the ribbon, the world changed.

Sound vanished. The distant hum of the hall, the whisper of Aurelian’s presence — all gone. Only the pulse of the energy bridge remained, and that pulse seemed to come from inside his chest rather than from the outside.

He took another step.

The energy bridge shuddered.

Not a physical tremor — something deeper. The energy beneath his feet became less solid, more like walking on water. His balance wavered. He steadied himself, arms outstretched, holding his equilibrium.

Balance, he thought. Aurelian said balance.

He took a third step.

The energy bridge rippled, and faces emerged from the void below.

Not monsters. Not demons. Faces he knew.

His father, Count Voss — gaunt and hollow-eyed from months in prison. Jax, bleeding from his chest, reaching up as if drowning. Lira, her green eyes wide with fear, silver hair floating in the darkness. Lena, bow drawn but aiming at nothing. Isabella, her golden light flickering like a candle in the wind.

Kael’s step faltered.

The energy bridge sank beneath his foot, and for an instant, he was falling.

He caught himself — both hands gripping the edge of the ribbon, fingers sinking into its thick, water-like surface. His legs dangled over the void. The faces below looked up at him, mouths open in silent screams.

【System Alert: Emotional interference detected. Residual energy from the Heart Demon Trial manifesting in the second trial. Host stability: 67%.】

The system’s voice was calm and mechanical. That helped, strangely. Kael pulled himself back onto the bridge and stood there, gasping.

“They’re not real,” he said aloud. “They’re not real.”

【Correct. The trial is manifesting your fears. The Star Core Law requires the cultivator to see through illusions and touch the truth.】

“What is the truth?”

【Insufficient data. Host must discover independently.】

Kael let out a short, bitter laugh. “That’s helpful.”

But he kept walking.

The faces followed him. They rose from the void like smoke, taking shape and dissolving with each of his steps. His father reaching out. Jax mouthing his name in silence. Lira, green eyes pleading. Lena turning away. Isabella, her golden light swallowed by darkness.

Kael’s jaw tightened. His hands clenched into fists at his sides.

They’re not real, he told himself again.

But his chest still ached.

He kept walking. Step by step. The energy bridge swayed and shifted, but he held his footing. He remembered what Aurelian had said — balance, protection, the truth he had discovered in the darkness of the Heart Demon Trial.

I chose to protect, he thought. I chose to protect, not just to take revenge.

The faces changed.

No longer suffering. Now they accused.

You abandoned us, his father’s silent lips seemed to say. You went alone. You didn’t trust us.

You should have taken us, Jax’s shadow screamed without sound. We could have helped.

You think you can do this alone? Lira’s ghost asked, coldness in her green eyes. You will fail.

Kael stopped.

The energy bridge steadied beneath his feet.

“Maybe,” he said to the void, to the faces, to the trial itself. “Maybe I will fail. Maybe I should have taken them. Maybe they could have helped.”

He looked down at those accusing eyes.

“But I made a choice. I chose to bear this alone so they wouldn’t have to. And I will stand by that choice. Even if it’s wrong. Even if I fall.”

The faces froze.

Then, one by one, they smiled.

Not mocking smiles. Something else. Almost pride.

The void below began to glow — not darkness, but light. Pale blue, the same color as the energy bridge, rising from the depths like a sunrise over an ocean. The faces melted into the light, and Kael felt something unlock in his chest.

Not power. Not a skill. Something deeper.

Understanding.

He looked up. The end of the bridge was suddenly visible — a white stone platform carved with runes. He was almost there.

He walked the remaining distance without hesitation. The energy bridge was solid beneath his feet, firm as ground.

When he stepped onto the platform, the bridge behind him dissolved into light. That light swirled around him, then seeped into his skin, warm as sunlight.

【System Alert: Star Core Law comprehension progress: 60%. Bridge stability: 100%. Proceed to the final hall.】

At the far end of the platform stood a stone door carved with the same runes as the energy bridge. Kael walked toward it.

Before he could touch it, the door opened.
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Chapter 2: Three Falls
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Behind the door was another bridge.

Kael stopped at the threshold and stared.

This one was different. Narrower. The energy ribbon was only slightly wider than his foot, and it flickered — sometimes solid, sometimes translucent, as if unsure whether to exist. The void below was still absolute darkness, but now it churned, waves of shadow rising and falling like a stormy sea.

Aurelian stood beside the bridge, waiting.

“The first bridge tested your understanding of balance,” the ancient undead said. “This one tests your perseverance. You will fall. The question is whether you will get back up.”

Kael narrowed his eyes. “You said I wouldn’t die.”

“You won’t,” Aurelian agreed. “Only repeat. How many times are you willing to fail before you succeed?”

Kael looked at the flickering bridge, at the churning darkness below.

“How many times did you fall?” he asked.

Aurelian was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was lower. “I stopped counting after two hundred.”

Kael stared at him.

“Two hundred?”

“The Star Core Law is not learned in a day, Kael Voss. It is carved into the soul through failure. Through humility. Through the painful realization that you are not as strong as you thought.” Aurelian’s blue-flame eyes met his. “Are you ready to be humbled?”

Kael thought of his past life. The years of eating bark and drinking mud water in the Black Forest. The times he nearly died. The time he did die, on that dark altar, with Adrian’s sword through his chest.

“I’ve been humbled before,” he said.

He stepped onto the bridge.

First step held.

Second step held.

Third step — the energy ribbon flickered, and Kael’s foot went through it.

He fell.

Darkness swallowed him, cold and silent. He tumbled through the void with no up or down, no sense of direction. The world spun. His lungs burned. He tried to call on the Star Core Heart’s energy, but something blocked him — the weight of the trial pressing down like a physical force.

Then, suddenly, he was back on the platform.

Standing at the start of the bridge.

Aurelian hadn’t moved. “One,” he said.

Kael’s heart pounded. His hands trembled. But he wasn’t hurt. No bruises, no broken bones. Only the memory of falling.

He walked onto the bridge again.

One step. Two steps. Three steps. Flicker. Fall.

Platform.

“Two.”

Again.

One step. Two steps. Three steps. Four steps — this time he made it four steps. Then the ribbon vanished beneath his back foot, and he dropped into darkness.

Platform.

“Three.”

Kael sat on the stone, gasping. Sweat on his palms. Trembling in his legs.

“How many?” he asked.

“As many as it takes,” Aurelian said.

Kael closed his eyes. He thought of the faces from the first trial. The accusing ghosts. The choice he had made.

I chose to protect.

He opened his eyes and stood up.

This time, when he stepped onto the bridge, he didn’t think about his feet. He didn’t focus on the ribbon’s flickering. He focused on the Star Core Heart in his chest — its steady pulse, its warmth, its light.

Balance, he thought. Not just physical balance. Balance between power and purpose. Balance between strength and mercy. Balance between revenge and protection.

The bridge steadied.

He walked.

One step. Two steps. Three steps. Four steps. Five steps.

He made it ten steps, then the ribbon dissolved beneath him and he fell.

Platform.

“Four,” Aurelian said.

But Kael was smiling.

He had felt it — the connection. The bridge didn’t vanish at random. It responded to his doubt. At the tenth step, he had thought, Am I really doing this right? And the bridge had answered.

“Again,” he said.

He walked. He fell. He rose. He walked again.

The numbers climbed.

Ten. Fifteen. Twenty-three. Thirty-one.

Each time, he lasted a little longer. Each time, the bridge’s flickering came a little later. Each time, he learned something new about the energy flowing through his body — about how his thoughts shaped the Star Core Heart’s power, about the delicate dance between will and surrender.

On the forty-seventh fall, he reached the far end.

When he stepped onto the new platform, the bridge behind him dissolved. This platform was larger, lit by floating blue orbs that cast no shadows. At its center stood a pedestal, and on the pedestal rested a crystal ball.

【System Alert: Star Core Law comprehension progress: 100%. Second trial complete. Reward: Star Core Law (Beginner). Bloodline Evolution Points +2.】

Kael leaned against the pedestal, gasping. His body ached — not from physical damage, but from the sheer effort of forty-seven falls and forty-seven rises. His mind felt stretched, like a muscle pushed past its limit.

“You did well,” Aurelian said, appearing beside him. “Faster than most.”

“Most?”

“Some never finish. They fall and stay there.” Aurelian looked at the crystal ball. “Touch it. Claim your reward.”

Kael reached out and pressed his palm to the crystal ball.

The crystal dissolved into light, flowing up his arm and into his chest. The Star Core Heart pulsed once, twice, three times — then settled into a new rhythm. Deeper. Slower. Stronger.

【Star Core Law (Beginner) acquired. Effect: Enhanced elemental balance comprehension. Reduced energy consumption for multi-element techniques. Host rank: Vanguard Grade (confirmed). Bloodline Awakening: 80%.】

Kael opened his eyes. The floating orbs around him seemed brighter, their light carrying information he hadn’t noticed before — eddies in the energy flow, patterns in their movement.

“The final trial,” Aurelian said. “Are you ready?”

Kael turned to face him. “What is it?”

“Yourself.”

Aurelian waved his hand, and the far wall of the platform dissolved, revealing a third hall. Smaller than the others. Circular. At its center stood a figure — motionless, head lowered, arms at its sides.

It wore Kael’s clothes. It carried Shadow Fang at its hip. It had Kael’s blond hair, Kael’s blue eyes closed in waiting.

“Your clone,” Aurelian said. “It has all your skills. All your techniques. All your memories. The only thing it lacks is emotion.”

Kael stared at the still figure. “How do I defeat it?”

“Not with strength. Its strength is identical to yours.” Aurelian’s voice was grave. “You defeat it by being human. By doing what it cannot — acting without logic, fighting without calculation, loving without reason.”

The clone’s eyes opened.

Blue. Cold. Empty.

“Begin,” Aurelian said.
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Chapter 3: Battle of the Clone
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The clone moved before Kael could think.

It covered the distance between them in two strides, Shadow Fang already drawn, black blade aimed straight for Kael’s throat. No hesitation. No wasted motion. Pure, efficient violence.

Kael barely dodged. The blade grazed a few strands of his hair, and then he rolled, drawing his own Shadow Fang, crouching with a reverse grip.

The clone didn’t pause. It had already turned, attacking again — a low slash at Kael’s legs, then a thrust at his chest, followed by a spinning kick aimed at his head.

Kael blocked the first two strikes. The third caught him in the shoulder, sending him stumbling backward.

【Combat Analysis: Clone has replicated 100% of the host’s physical abilities and combat techniques. Estimated power: equal.】

“I can see that,” Kael muttered, shaking off the impact.

The clone attacked again.

They clashed in the circular hall, steel ringing against steel, blue energy flaring as they both called on the Star Core Heart’s power. Kael’s clone used the same moves he would have used — the same feints, the same counters, the same patterns he had drilled into his body over months of training.

It was like fighting a mirror.

No — like fighting a mirror that knew every weakness in all his techniques.

Every time Kael tried a feint, the clone saw through it. Every time he attempted a counter, the clone was already out of range. Every time he thought he saw an opening, the clone sealed it before he could strike.

“You’re thinking too much,” Aurelian’s voice came from somewhere outside the hall. “Your clone doesn’t think. It only reacts.”

Kael gritted his teeth. “Easy for you to say.”

He charged again, this time channeling Star Core energy into his left fist while keeping Shadow Fang ready in his right hand. A classic combination — distract with the dagger, strike with the fist.

The clone saw it coming. It sidestepped the dagger, caught his fist with an open palm, and threw him across the room.

Kael hit the wall and slid to the floor.

His ribs ached. His left wrist throbbed where the clone had grabbed him. But stronger than the physical pain was the frustration — the burning, corrosive frustration that made him want to scream.

“How am I supposed to beat something that knows what I’m going to do?”

“Do what it doesn’t expect,” Aurelian said.

Kael struggled to his feet. The clone waited, motionless, its blue eyes tracking his every move.

Do what it doesn’t expect.

Easier said than done. Every technique Kael knew, the clone knew. Every pattern he had learned, the clone had learned. How could he surprise something that had access to every fighting thought he’d ever had?

He looked at the clone’s face. Blank. Expressionless. Cold.

And then he understood.

The clone had his skills. His techniques. His physical abilities. But it didn’t have his history. The memories that had shaped his choices — the moments of fear, despair, and love.

It had never stood before his father’s cell and looked into the old man’s hollow eyes.

It had never seen Jax take a fatal blow meant for him.

It had never heard Lira say “I’ll go with you” in the ruins of the Withering Grove.

It had never felt Isabella’s golden light save his life in the Duskwood.

Emotion, Aurelian had said. The only thing it lacks is emotion.

Kael smiled.

He lowered his guard.

The clone’s eyes flickered — the first time Kael had seen confusion on its face. It didn’t understand. Why would a warrior lower his guard in the middle of a fight?

“Come on,” Kael said, spreading his arms. “Kill me.”

The clone hesitated.

For one heartbeat, it didn’t move.

That hesitation was all Kael needed.

He lunged forward — not with technique, not with any pattern the clone could anticipate, but with pure, reckless, emotion-driven fury. He didn’t block. He didn’t dodge. He just attacked, throwing himself at the clone with everything he had.

The clone raised Shadow Fang to block, but Kael wasn’t aiming for a vital spot. He aimed for the clone’s shoulder — a non-lethal target, an attack a rational warrior wouldn’t choose in a fight to the death.

The clone’s blade cut across Kael’s side. The pain was hot and sharp.

But Kael’s fist connected with the clone’s shoulder, and Star Core energy exploded from his palm.

The clone staggered.

Kael didn’t stop. He pressed forward, ignoring the blood soaking through his shirt, ignoring the burning pain in his side. He punched again — at the clone’s arm, not its chest. He kicked at its knee, not its head. He made attacks that had no tactical value, attacks no trained warrior would make because they left him exposed and vulnerable.

The clone couldn’t adapt.

It had learned Kael’s techniques, but it had never learned his heart. It didn’t know that sometimes he fought recklessly because he was angry. Sometimes he took risks because he was desperate. Sometimes he threw logic aside because he was fighting for something more than survival.

The clone fell.

Kael stood over it, gasping, blood dripping from his side onto the stone floor.

The clone looked up at him, its blue eyes still empty, but something had changed in its posture. Surrender. Recognition.

“Yield,” Kael said.

The clone’s body dissolved into light, flowing into Kael’s chest and merging with the Star Core Heart. New energy surged through him — warmer, more alive, as if something that had been sleeping since the fragments first fused had been unlocked.

【System Alert: Third trial complete. Clone defeated. Reward: Star Core Domain (Beginner). Host rank stabilized at Vanguard Grade. Bloodline Awakening: 80%.】

Kael dropped to his knees, gasping. The wound on his side was already healing, the edges pulling together as the Star Core Heart’s energy rushed through him.

Aurelian appeared before him, the ancient undead’s face unreadable.

“You passed,” Aurelian said. “Three trials. Faster than anyone in a thousand years.”

Kael looked up. “What now?”

“Now you receive the inheritance.”

Aurelian reached out and pressed his translucent palm against Kael’s chest. Where his fingers touched, light erupted — brighter than any light Kael had ever seen, brighter than the sun, brighter than the stars.

And then the world dissolved.
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Chapter 4: Aurelian’s Past
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Kael floated in light.

Not the pale blue of the Star Core Heart. Something older, deeper. The color of the sky before dawn, when the first sunlight touches the clouds and turns them gold.

He felt Aurelian beside him, though he couldn’t see the ancient undead.

“This is the inheritance,” Aurelian’s voice echoed from all directions. “The accumulated wisdom of every Star Core Guardian who came before me and after.”

Kael tried to speak, but he had no mouth. No body. Only consciousness, floating in an ocean of light.

“You will see things,” Aurelian continued. “Memories. Visions. Truths. Some are mine. Some belong to others. Do not resist them. Let them flow through you.”

The light shifted.

Kael saw a battlefield.

Not the kind he knew — no city walls, no charging knights. Something older. A plain of black stone, lit by the light of unfamiliar constellations. Two figures stood at the center of the plain, about fifty paces apart.

One was Aurelian. Younger. Flesh and blood, not undead. He wore silver armor and carried a longsword burning with blue light — Star Core energy, bright enough to hurt the eyes.

The other figure was shrouded in shadow. Kael couldn’t see his face, only his silhouette — tall, broad-shouldered, wearing robes as black as the void beneath the bridge.

“You were my brother,” Aurelian said. His voice was younger too, but it still carried that weight. “We swore an oath. Together forever.”

The shadowy figure laughed. The sound was cold, like ice cracking on a frozen lake.

“Forever? You sealed me in darkness for three thousand years, and you speak of oaths?”

“Because you chose the dark. You chose the Shadow Council. You chose to sacrifice the innocent for power.”

“I chose to survive. That’s different.”

Aurelian raised his sword. “Then there’s nothing left to say.”

They charged at each other. The shockwave of their clashing blades swept across the plain, cracking the black stone, kicking up dust and debris. Light and dark intertwined, each trying to consume the other.

The vision blurred. Kael couldn’t follow the details — the fight was too fast, too bright, too terrible. But he understood what he was seeing.

The first Star Core Guardian, he thought. Fighting the first member of the Shadow Council.

The First Seat.

When the light faded, Aurelian stood alone. The shadowy figure was gone — sealed away, Kael realized, somewhere distant, behind walls woven of light and dark.

“You won,” Kael said.

“At what cost?” Aurelian turned. On the undead’s face, blue-flame eyes burned with a sadness Kael had never seen before. “I won the battle, but I lost my brother. The First Seat of the Shadow Council — he was my closest friend. We trained together. Fought together. Swore oaths together.”

Kael was silent.

“He was corrupted by the darkness,” Aurelian said. “Not all at once. Bit by bit. First small compromises. Then larger ones. Until one day, I looked into his eyes and saw nothing left of the person I knew.”

The vision changed.

Kael saw a high tower, reaching into the clouds. At the top of the tower stood the shadowy figure, his face slightly visible this time — a face similar to Aurelian’s, but eroded by dark lines, his eyes empty red.

“I should have killed him,” Aurelian’s voice whispered in Kael’s mind. “But I couldn’t. So I sealed him behind the Wall. The Wall of Eternal Mist — a barrier I created to isolate him from the world.”

“What’s behind the wall?” Kael asked.

“An older world. Celestar Continent. The magic concentration there is ten times what it is here. The people there are stronger — some stronger than I ever was. I sealed him there, thinking the powerful ones would keep him in check.”

“But they didn’t.”

“No. He built the Shadow Cult. He waited for thousands of years behind the wall, waiting for the seal to weaken. Waiting for me to die. Waiting for a chance to return.” Aurelian’s voice dropped low. “Now, that chance has come. My power is fading. The seal is weakening. The First Seat is awakening.”

Kael felt the Star Core Heart thud heavily in his chest.

“What do I do?”

“Become stronger. Break past Vanguard Grade. Reach Guardian Grade, Commander Grade, and beyond. Collect the five Element Crystals. Fully awaken the Star Core bloodline. Then cross the Wall of Eternal Mist and defeat him before he fully awakens.”

The light began to fade. Kael felt himself pushed back into his body, back onto the platform, back into the Sacred Mountain’s hall.

“I don’t have much time left,” Aurelian said, his body growing more transparent. “But I will hold on until you complete the inheritance. Until you are ready.”

“Thank you,” Kael said.

“Don’t thank me.” Aurelian reached out and pushed a ball of light into Kael’s chest. “This is the Star Core Domain. My gift. Use it to protect the ones you care about.”

The light exploded inside Kael, warm and powerful.

【System Alert: New legendary skill — Star Core Domain (Beginner) acquired. Effect: Unlimited Star Core energy within the domain, with spatial manipulation capabilities. Limited to 3 uses per day, 5 minutes each. Exceeding the limit will trigger backlash.】

“My mission is complete,” Aurelian said softly.

His body began to crumble, dissolving like morning mist in sunlight.

“Wait — you haven’t told me what the world behind the wall is like!”

Aurelian’s figure had already blurred to near invisibility, but his voice still came through: “Celestar Continent... the five regions... beware the beast race... the Beast Lord... and...”

He didn’t finish.

The last wisp of light faded into the air.

Kael stood alone on the platform. The Star Core Heart pulsed in his chest, steady and strong. But something new was there — a heavy sense of responsibility.

The ancient Star Core Guardian was gone.

Now it was his turn.
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Chapter 5: Star Core Domain
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Kael stood on the platform for a long time.

Where Aurelian had dissolved, faint blue light still lingered in the air, like embers slowly dying. Kael reached out and let the light touch his fingertips — warm, but cooling fast.

My mission is complete.

He thought of Aurelian’s last words. Celestar Continent... the five regions... beware the beast race... the Beast Lord...

The words meant nothing. Beast race? Beast Lord? He had never heard of them. Perhaps they were terms unique to the world behind the wall.

“System,” he said. “What did Aurelian mean by all that?”

【System Alert: Insufficient data, unable to analyze. Specific information about the world behind the wall is not included in the Fallen Land database. Suggestion: Host should explore independently.】

“Even you don’t know?”

【System 3.0 draws its energy from the Star Core Heart, but its database remains limited to information accessible within the Fallen Land. Intelligence on the world behind the wall must be collected by the host upon arrival. The system will unlock new modules at that time.】

Kael sighed. “So I’m figuring things out on my own again.”

【The host is not entirely on his own. The system will provide quest guidance, combat analysis, and real-time support. Emotional simulation module has been activated. The host may converse with the system in natural language.】

Kael blinked. “Emotional simulation?”

【Correct. Following the System 3.0 upgrade, the emotional simulation module is now online. I can simulate human emotional responses — concern, encouragement, humor, etc. Of course, if you do not like it, I can turn off this module.】

Kael was silent for a few seconds, then the corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

“...Keep it.”

【Okay. Partner.】

The word “partner” sent a faint warmth through Kael’s chest. The system was no longer just a cold, lifeless tool. Though it was still a tool, at least...

It felt more like a companion.

He looked around the platform. After Aurelian’s dissolution, a new stone door had appeared at the far end of the hall — no runes, just smooth gray stone. Kael walked over, and the door opened automatically.

Beyond the door was the Sacred Mountain’s core.

A vast circular space, the dome so high its top was invisible, only mist churning near the ceiling. The walls were covered in runes, stretching from floor to the limits of sight. At the center of the space floated a blue orb — not a Star Core fragment, but pure energy, like a small sun.

Kael walked into the core, and the stone door closed behind him.

【System Alert: Sacred Mountain core energy source detected. Star Core Heart resonance rate: 100%. Suggestion: Host absorb residual inheritance energy to consolidate Vanguard Grade realm.】

“How do I absorb it?”

【Approach the energy source. The Star Core Heart will guide you automatically.】

Kael walked toward the floating orb. With each step, the energy pressure in the air increased. When he was only three paces away, he felt the Star Core Heart pounding wildly in
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