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The Succession Audit began at dawn, as it always did, with the sound of the Mandate Bell rolling across the pale stone of Gwangmun Palace like a voice that had forgotten how to stop.

Sevik had been awake for three hours already.

He stood at the back of the Audit Hall, behind the six gilded seats reserved for the recognized heirs, in the narrow standing space between the last pillar and the wall where the junior scribes kept their ink. No seat had ever been placed there for him. In the early years, he had assumed this was an oversight. By fifteen, he understood it was architecture. The hall had been designed for six sons. The seventh was a clerical error the court had never bothered to furnish for.

The hall itself was the largest enclosed space in the palace, built from the same colorless stone that made up every surface in Gwangmun. Columns rose forty meters to a vaulted ceiling etched with the cultivation lineage of every emperor since the founding. Pale light entered through tall, narrow windows cut into the eastern wall, each one angled to catch the first sun and throw it across the dais in a wash of cold white. The effect was deliberate. The heirs stood in light. The court watched from shadow. Power was meant to be seen from below.

Two thousand members of the imperial court filled the tiered seating that curved around the dais in a half-moon. Provincial governors in heavy silk. Military commanders in bone-white lacquered armor. Bureaucrats from Councillor Wohn’s vast administrative apparatus, each holding a thin ledger and a brush, ready to record stats they would use as political currency for the rest of the year. The Succession Audit was technically a cultivation review. In practice, it was the opening move of a year-long chess game played with soldiers, trade agreements, and the occasional assassination.

Sevik watched the first brother take the dais.

Crown Prince Taegun. Eldest. Tallest. Built like the war statues that lined the palace’s entrance corridor, with a jaw that could have been drawn with a straight edge and a cultivation signature so dense the air around him shimmered faintly even without active technique. He walked to the center of the dais, placed his feet on the reading circle, and stood still.

The System responded instantly.

A translucent screen materialized above his head, visible to every person in the hall. Blue text on pale light. The court’s scribes lifted their brushes.

[Name: Taegun Haejong] [Rank: S] [Class: Sovereign Blade] [Cultivation Stage: Peak Crimson Gate, 9th Meridian] [STR: 487 | AGI: 412 | END: 501 | QI: 589] [Status: Heir Apparent — Active]

The court applauded. Not enthusiastically. Strategically. The governors from the northern provinces clapped harder than the south. The military commanders gave measured nods that communicated old alliances. Taegun’s stats had increased by twelve points across the board since last year’s audit, which was strong but not exceptional, and at least three factions in the hall were already calculating whether that gap could be closed by their preferred candidate.

Taegun stepped down without expression. He had done this twelve times. It no longer required his face to participate.

The second brother followed. Junmok. Leaner. Quieter. A political creature who compensated for lower raw stats with a network of alliances so dense that removing him from the succession would require dismantling half the bureaucracy. His screen drew murmurs.

[Rank: A+] [Class: Thread Strategist] [Cultivation Stage: Mid Crimson Gate, 7th Meridian]

Lower cultivation. Higher political value. The court understood the math. Junmok’s applause came from different seats than Taegun’s, and both brothers would have noticed exactly which ones shifted.

Sevik tracked the patterns from his pillar. He had been tracking them since he was old enough to understand that applause in this hall was a census, not a celebration. Governor Paek, northwestern frontier, had clapped for both brothers with identical force, which meant he was hedging. Commander Yeol of the Imperial Guard had not clapped at all, which meant she was waiting for the third brother. The senior scribe in Wohn’s delegation had adjusted his ledger after Junmok’s reading, adding a note in the margin. Sevik could not read the note from this distance. He filed the gesture.

The third brother. Daegun.

The hall shifted. Not visibly. The way a room full of predators shifts when a larger predator enters. Daegun walked to the dais with a calm, unhurried stride that made the distance look shorter than it was. He was not the tallest brother. Not the broadest. But he moved with a settled weight that suggested everything around him had been considered and accounted for. His face carried the particular blankness of a man who did not need to perform confidence because the System would perform it for him.

He stepped onto the reading circle.

[Name: Daegun Haejong] [Rank: S] [Class: Principle Edge] [Cultivation Stage: Peak Crimson Gate, 9th Meridian — Approaching Threshold] [STR: 502 | AGI: 478 | END: 488 | QI: 614] [Status: Third Heir — Active]

Approaching Threshold.

The hall went quiet. Not silent. The specific quiet of two thousand people recalculating simultaneously. Approaching Threshold meant Daegun was close to breaking into the next major cultivation stage, a leap that hadn’t been achieved by anyone under forty in three generations. He was thirty-one. If he crossed that line before the next audit, his candidacy for the throne would shift from strong to functionally unchallengeable.

The applause that followed was louder and more fractured than the first two combined. Alliances buckled visibly. Governor Paek, the hedger, clapped with his eyes on Taegun’s back. Commander Yeol clapped once, hard, like a door closing.

Daegun stepped down. His index finger tapped his thigh. Once. Two seconds of silence.

He had already known.

Sevik watched Daegun return to his seat and noted the tap. He had been counting Daegun’s decision taps since they were children. The tap meant the decision was live, active, still being processed. Daegun’s stats had not surprised him. Something else had. Sevik scanned the hall for what Daegun might have seen that he hadn’t. He found nothing. He filed that too.

The fourth brother. Uram. Narrow-faced, narrow-shouldered, with a cultivation rank that sat at A and a political mind that operated well above it. Uram’s stats drew polite, measured applause. His class, Void Cartographer, was unusual, a dungeon-specialization path that most martial families considered beneath a prince. He had chosen it anyway. That choice had always struck Sevik as either incompetent or patient, and nothing about Uram suggested incompetence.

The fifth brother. Haruke.

Noise returned to the hall. Haruke did not walk to the dais. He sauntered, rolling his shoulders like a fighter loosening up for a bout, grinning at the front row of military commanders with the particular brightness of someone who enjoyed making formal people uncomfortable. He stepped onto the reading circle and cracked his knuckles while the System processed.

[Name: Haruke Haejong] [Rank: S] [Class: Ruin Fist] [Cultivation Stage: Upper Crimson Gate, 8th Meridian] [STR: 521 | AGI: 390 | END: 445 | QI: 487] [Status: Fifth Heir — Active]

The highest raw strength score of any brother. Lower qi, lower agility, wildly unbalanced. A build that screamed brawler in a family of swordsmen. Haruke’s applause came from the younger officers and the frontier commanders who valued combat performance over political elegance. He bowed with exaggerated formality, winked at Junmok, and dropped back into his seat sideways, one leg hooked over the armrest.

The sixth brother. Meijin. Nineteen. The youngest recognized heir. Quiet, thin, with stats in the B-range that placed him firmly at the bottom of the viable candidates. His reading drew the kind of soft, encouraging applause reserved for someone the court had already written off but was too polite to ignore. Meijin returned to his seat with his eyes on the floor.

Sevik recognized that walk. He had perfected it years ago.

Six brothers. Six readings. The scribes updated their ledgers. The governors adjusted their calculations. The military commanders exchanged glances that carried more information than most written reports. The annual reshuffling of the empire’s invisible hierarchy completed itself in real time, and every person in the hall understood that the next twelve months of policy, war, trade, and marriage would flow from the numbers that had just appeared above the dais.

The Herald of Audits, a skeletal man in ceremonial black, consulted his register. The register listed seven names. It had always listed seven. He looked toward the back pillar, found Sevik standing in the scribe’s shadow, and cleared his throat with the particular reluctance of a man forced by protocol to acknowledge something the protocol itself seemed embarrassed by.

“Seventh Prince Sevik Haejong. Approach for reading.”

The hall did not go quiet. The hall simply continued at the volume it had already reached, because the seventh reading was not an event. It was an administrative formality required by succession law, which stated that all living heirs must be audited regardless of cultivation status. Sevik had heard a legal scholar once describe his audit slot as “procedurally obligatory and substantively void.” He appreciated the honesty.

He walked.

The distance from the back pillar to the dais was forty-two paces. He had counted them every year since his first audit at thirteen. The floor was smooth pale stone, polished by centuries of ceremonial traffic. His boots made almost no sound on it. He was lighter than his brothers, narrower, built more like a clerk than a cultivator. His robes were the correct imperial cut but in a muted shade of gray that fell outside the color spectrum of any recognized house faction. This was not modesty. It was camouflage. A man wearing no one’s colors was a man making no claims, and a man making no claims was a man not worth the effort of removing.

Eleven paces in, he passed Councillor Wohn’s delegation. Wohn himself sat in the third row of the bureaucratic section, a thin man in dark blue robes with a face that conveyed nothing except a permanent, mild interest in whatever was happening in front of him. He was writing something in his ledger. He did not look up as Sevik passed. He had never looked up during the seventh reading. Sevik counted this as a consistent data point in a model he’d been building of Wohn’s attention patterns for nine years.

Twenty-six paces. He passed the military section. Commander Yeol’s eyes moved across him the way eyes move across a piece of furniture that’s always been in the room. No hostility. No acknowledgment. Just the visual equivalent of a mind deciding that processing this input was not worth the caloric expenditure.

Thirty-eight paces. He reached the base of the dais steps. The six gilded chairs were arranged in a curved line behind the reading circle, and all six brothers were seated. Taegun stared at a fixed point above the hall. Junmok reviewed a document. Daegun watched Sevik with the same expression he’d wear watching weather approach from a distance, interested in its trajectory, not its content. Uram was still. Haruke was picking at a callus on his palm and did not look up. Meijin glanced at Sevik and looked away quickly, with the particular discomfort of a man standing one rung above the bottom who didn’t want to be reminded the bottom existed.

Sevik climbed the three steps and placed his feet on the reading circle.

The stone was warm. It was always warm. The reading circle was positioned directly above the deepest point of the palace foundation, which itself sat above the sealed entrance to the Pale Root. Three centuries of ambient dungeon energy radiated upward through the stone and collected in this circle, providing the System with the dense qi environment it needed to perform deep cultivation reads. Every brother felt the warmth as fuel. Sevik felt it as absence. The heat reached his feet and stopped, finding no meridians to enter, no channels to flow through, no cultivation base to illuminate. His body was a locked door with no keyhole. The heat pooled under his soles and had nowhere to go.

The System processed.

It took longer with him. It always took longer. With his brothers, the reading was instantaneous, a clean handshake between the System and a recognized cultivation signature. With Sevik, the System seemed to hesitate, running the same diagnostic repeatedly, checking its own output, looking for something it couldn’t find.

Three seconds passed. Four. Five.

The screen materialized.

[Name: Sevik Haejong] [Rank: Null] [Class: None] [Cultivation Stage: N/A] [STR: — | AGI: — | END: — | QI: —] [Status: Seventh Heir — Inactive]

Dashes where numbers should be. Not zeros. Zeros would imply a baseline, a floor, something the System could anchor a measurement to. Dashes meant the System had looked and found nothing to measure. The difference was semantic to most people. To Sevik, it was the most honest thing in the room.

The court did not react.

This was worse than laughter. When he was thirteen, the first Null reading had drawn gasps, then whispers, then a brittle wave of embarrassed amusement from the outer seats. An imperial heir with no cultivation. A Haejong with empty meridians. It was unprecedented, scandalous, and briefly entertaining. By sixteen, the entertainment had worn thin. By twenty, his reading had become a pause in the proceedings, a brief administrative silence between the real business and the closing ceremonies. The court had learned to treat the seventh reading the way a body learns to ignore chronic pain, not by healing it but by reclassifying it as background.

Sevik stood in the light of his own empty stat screen and waited the customary three seconds before stepping down.

One.

Governor Paek turned to whisper something to the woman beside him. Nothing to do with Sevik. The whisper had been held through the sixth reading and simply found its moment now, in the dead space.

Two.

A scribe in the back row dipped his brush and wrote nothing. The motion was habitual. His hand moved because his hand was supposed to move during readings. It stopped when it encountered the fact that there was nothing to record.

Three.

Sevik stepped down.

He descended the three stairs, crossed the dais floor, and began the forty-two pace walk back to the pillar. The Herald was already announcing closing formalities. Behind him, Haruke shifted in his chair, dropped his feet flat, and yawned without covering his mouth. A minor breach of etiquette that would dominate the scribes’ gossip for the next three hours, successfully burying the seventh reading under something more interesting to discuss. Sevik did not know if Haruke did this on purpose. He suspected it. He had never asked.

He reached the back pillar and stopped.

The hall began to empty in the ordered, hierarchical way that two thousand political animals exit a shared space, highest rank first, lowest last, with the middle tiers jockeying for proximity to whichever faction they were courting that season. Sevik would leave last. He always left last. Partly because protocol demanded it. Partly because watching two thousand people arrange themselves by ambition in real time was the most useful intelligence-gathering exercise available to a man with no other resources.

He catalogued. Wohn left with the third wave, walking beside a deputy minister from the treasury, their conversation angled away from eavesdroppers. Daegun left second, alone, which was unusual. He typically exited with his military advisors. Today he walked the hall’s eastern corridor without escort, and Sevik tracked his path until the column line blocked his sight. The fourth brother, Uram, left with the frontier emissaries, a group he should not have had contact with given his assigned provincial portfolio. Sevik noted the discrepancy. Filed it.

The hall emptied. The scribes packed their ledgers. The Herald rolled his register, paused at the doorway as if remembering something, glanced back at Sevik, and left without saying whatever he’d considered saying.

Sevik stood alone in the Audit Hall.

The pale light from the eastern windows had shifted as the sun climbed, pulling the bright slashes higher up the columns until the dais sat in gray shadow. The reading circle’s warmth was fading. Or it should have been fading. In previous years, Sevik had stayed behind in the empty hall long enough to feel the residual heat dissipate from the stone, a process that took roughly fifteen minutes as the concentrated qi dispersed back into the palace foundation. He’d measured it. Fifteen minutes, consistent across every audit he’d attended. The circle warmed for the readings and cooled when the readings were done, as reliable as a tide.

He was twelve minutes past the last reading.

The circle was still warm.

No. Not warm. The warmth had changed. It wasn’t the diffuse, ambient heat of residual dungeon energy anymore. It was concentrated. Specific. Rising through the stone in a rhythm that hadn’t been there before, like a pulse.

Sevik looked down at the floor.

Pale stone. Seamless. No cracks, no discoloration, no visible anomaly. The same floor he’d walked over a hundred times. But the rhythm was there. Faint. Steady. Pressing against the soles of his boots with a regularity that felt less like geological settling and more like breathing.

He shifted his weight to his left foot. The pulse followed. Stronger on the left. As if the floor was responding to pressure, pushing back against contact the way a living surface pushes back against a hand.

Sevik held still.

His meridians, the empty channels that ran through his body like dry riverbeds, did something they had never done. They resonated. Not with qi, because there was no qi in him to resonate. With vibration. The pulse from the floor entered through his feet and found the hollow meridian pathways and traveled through them the way sound travels through a pipe, amplified by the emptiness, carried further and more cleanly than it could have moved through a cultivator’s body where the channels were already full.

He felt it in his ankles. His shins. The base of his spine. Rising.

The resonance reached his chest and stopped, not because it had lost force but because it seemed to be waiting. Sitting in the hollow space behind his sternum where a cultivation core was supposed to form and never had. A pocket of nothing that the System read as absence. The pulse filled it the way water fills a cupped hand, gently, with the patience of something that had been looking for this shape for a long time.

Then it stopped.

The floor went still. The reading circle’s warmth faded on its normal schedule, as if the last ninety seconds had not happened. The pale stone was just stone. The air was just air. Sevik stood in the empty hall with the ghost of a vibration dissolving from his ribs and no data to explain what had just passed through him.

He pressed his hand to the floor. Cold.

He pressed harder. Nothing.

He straightened. Checked the hall’s entrance. Empty. Checked the windows. No observers on the upper gallery. Checked the columns, one by one, the way a man checks the corners of a room after hearing a sound that shouldn’t exist. He was alone.

His left hand found the inside of his right wrist. The skin there was thin, and beneath it, the first meridian junction of the arm sat close to the surface, a dead node that cultivation physicians had palpated and shaken their heads over since he was six. He pressed his thumb against it and felt for anything different.

Nothing. The same dry, silent channel. The same empty junction.

But the memory of the pulse was still in his chest. Not as sensation anymore. As shape. The vibration had mapped something on its way through him, tracing the meridian network the way a cartographer traces a coast, and the map it drew was still there, hovering in his awareness like an afterimage. He could feel the outline of his own emptiness with a clarity he’d never had before. Every hollow channel. Every dead node. Every junction where energy should flow and didn’t.

He knew his body was empty. He had always known. But he had never felt the specific geometry of that emptiness until something passed through it and showed him the shape of what was missing.

Sevik dropped his hand from his wrist.

He turned from the dais and walked the forty-two paces to the hall’s exit. His boots were silent on the stone. The pulse did not return. The air held no trace of whatever had risen through the floor and found the one body in the palace that had nothing inside it to resist the passage.

The corridor outside the Audit Hall stretched eastward in a long, straight line of pale stone and narrow windows. This was the formal passage that connected the ceremonial wing to the residential quarters, and during audit season it was crowded with courtiers, servants, and military staff moving between post-audit meetings. Today it was mostly empty. The court had dispersed to their factions to begin the real work of interpreting the readings, and the corridor held only a few junior scribes hurrying toward the records office with their ledgers.

Sevik walked east.

His quarters were in the east wing’s terminal section, a stretch of rooms that had once housed the imperial consorts’ administrative staff before a restructuring under the fourth emperor moved that office to the central palace. The rooms were well-built, clean, and completely isolated from the palace’s political circulation. No one visited the terminal east wing by accident. No one visited it on purpose either, except the rotation of servants assigned to maintain the seventh prince’s quarters, a duty considered so unremarkable that it was given to new hires as orientation work.

He walked the corridor with the particular gait of a man who had learned to move through the palace without creating reasons for anyone to notice he had moved. Moderate pace. Eyes forward but not focused on anything specific. Hands at his sides, relaxed. No urgency. No hesitation. The body language of a person going somewhere forgettable to do something unimportant. He had practiced this walk until it was autonomic, until his body could produce it while his mind operated completely elsewhere.

His mind was not elsewhere today. It was stuck on the floor of the Audit Hall, counting the seconds of a pulse that should not have existed, tracing a map of his own hollow meridians that he could still feel like a drawing on the inside of his skin.

The east wing’s terminal section greeted him with silence and the faint smell of mineral water that always intensified this deep into the palace. The smell came from the foundation. Everyone in Gwangmun knew it. The Pale Root’s sealed entrance sat beneath the central palace, but its ambient energy permeated the stone in every direction, and the further east you went, the closer you got to a secondary formation, a vein of dungeon rock that ran beneath the east wing like a root off the main trunk. The smell was strongest in Sevik’s quarters. Another reason no one requested rooms here. Sleeping above dungeon rock made cultivators uneasy, not because it was dangerous but because it made their qi feel watched.

Sevik had never felt watched. He had nothing to watch.

He entered his quarters. A sitting room, a sleeping room, a small study. Clean. Spare. Furnished with the standard-issue pieces allocated to a recognized heir, which meant quality construction and zero personalization. No art on the walls. No weapons on display racks. No calligraphy scrolls or cultivation diagrams. The rooms of a man who had decided early that decorating a space was an act of claiming it, and claiming things was an act of wanting, and wanting was a vulnerability he could not afford.

He closed the door. Stood in the center of the sitting room. Listened.

The mineral smell was the same. The light through the window was the same. The silence was the same flat, padded quiet of rooms that no one visited.

The floor was different.

Not humming. Not pulsing. Different in a way he couldn’t name, like a room where something has been moved and put back in the wrong position. The stone under his feet felt attentive. As if the resonance from the Audit Hall had followed him home through the foundation and was now sitting beneath his floor, patient, waiting for him to press down again and complete whatever circuit the first pulse had started.

He did not press down.

He stood very still for a long time, breathing through his nose, counting the seconds the way Yeorin would later count qi densities, and feeling the floor beneath his boots hum with something that was not heat, not qi, not vibration, but invitation.

Then he removed his boots, sat on the edge of his sleeping platform, and placed his bare feet flat on the stone.

Nothing happened.

He waited.

Nothing continued to happen, in the specific, loaded way that nothing happens when something has decided not to happen yet.

Sevik sat in his quiet room above the dungeon vein with his bare feet on cold stone and his hand on his wrist and the memory of a pulse in his chest, and he did not feel hope. He had stopped manufacturing hope at fourteen, when the third cultivation physician told his father that the seventh son’s meridians were not blocked but absent, not dormant but void. Hope required a gap between what is and what could be, and the System had shown him every year for eleven years that there was no gap. He was what the dashes said he was.

But the floor had hummed.

And his empty meridians, for the first time in twenty-four years of silence, had carried something.

He did not know what to do with that. He had no model for it. No precedent. No political framework, no survival strategy, no carefully maintained architecture of low expectations that could accommodate a single anomalous vibration passing through his body in an empty hall.

So he sat. And he waited. And the floor beneath his feet held its breath.

And Sevik, the seventh name on a register that only needed six, the null reading that the court had learned to sit through the way one sits through weather, pressed his feet harder against the stone and felt, for the first time, that the nothing inside him had a shape.

And the shape was listening.
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Sevik did not sleep.

This was not unusual. Sleep in Gwangmun Palace was a political act, a declaration that you trusted the hours between midnight and dawn enough to close your eyes in them. Most heirs slept with ward arrays active around their quarters, layered defensive formations that would trigger at the first sign of unauthorized entry. Some kept personal guards inside the room itself. Haruke, according to the servant rotation logs Sevik had been quietly tracking for six years, slept with a blade under his pillow and woke at least twice each night.

Sevik had no ward arrays. Ward formations required qi to anchor, and his meridians held no qi to give. He had no personal guards because the allocation of palace security was tied to cultivation rank, and a Null-ranked heir fell below the threshold for protective assignment. He slept lightly, in short intervals, with his back against the wall and his boots within arm’s reach. This was not paranoia. It was accounting. A man with no defenses adapted to the absence the way a man with no coat adapted to winter. You did not complain. You arranged yourself around the cold and kept moving.

Tonight, the absence of sleep had nothing to do with vigilance and everything to do with the stone beneath his floor.

He had been sitting on the edge of his sleeping platform for two hours since the Audit Hall, bare feet flat against the ground, waiting for the vibration to return. It had not. The floor was cold, inert, behaving exactly the way stone was supposed to behave. The mineral smell of the east wing’s dungeon vein was the same as it had always been, faint and constant, like the memory of water in a dry well. His meridians were the same empty channels they had been since birth. The map that the pulse had drawn inside him, that sudden bright outline of his own hollowness, was fading the way a dream fades when you try to hold it in daylight. Details dissolving. Edges going soft.

He was beginning to consider the possibility that he had imagined it.

This was the rational assessment. The Succession Audit was a high-cortisol event. His body, despite years of practiced indifference, still registered the annual humiliation at a physiological level. Elevated heart rate. Shallow breathing. The subtle flood of stress chemistry that came with standing under a System screen that displayed his non-existence to two thousand people. It was not unreasonable that a body under that kind of quiet strain might produce a phantom sensation. A vibration that wasn’t there. A resonance in dead meridians that was nothing more than nerve endings misfiring under pressure.

Rational. Clean. Disprovable.

Because Sevik had counted the seconds. Ninety-four seconds of sustained vibration, rising through his feet in a consistent rhythm, traveling his meridian network with a specificity that random nerve activity could not replicate. Phantom sensations were diffuse, unstructured, the body’s noise interpreted as signal. What he had felt in the Audit Hall was structured. It had moved through him with the precision of something that knew the route. It had entered through the primary foot junctions, ascended through the leg channels, paused at the hip nodes, risen through the spinal column pathway, and settled in the empty core space behind his sternum. That was not noise. That was navigation.

Something had mapped him. And it had done so through a floor that sat above the Pale Root.

Sevik pressed his feet harder against the stone. Still nothing. The floor held its silence with the particular stubbornness of a thing that had already said what it intended to say and felt no obligation to repeat itself.

He stood.

The sleeping room was small by imperial standards, roughly six meters by four, with a stone platform for the bed, a narrow window facing east, and a single door connecting to the sitting room. The walls were the same pale Gwangmun stone as every surface in the palace, smooth and featureless. The floor was a single continuous slab, which was standard in the east wing’s terminal section where the foundation stone ran unbroken from the surface down to the bedrock. No joins. No seams. No points of structural weakness.

He had lived in this room for eleven years and never examined the floor with anything more than a passing glance.

He dropped to his knees.

The stone was cold against his kneecaps. He pressed his palms flat and began a systematic sweep, starting from the northwest corner and moving in a grid pattern, applying even pressure across each section and waiting three seconds before moving to the next. It was the kind of methodical, tedious work that most people would have abandoned after the first few minutes. Sevik had spent eleven years in a palace that considered him furniture. He had a deep reservoir of patience for tedious things.

Northwest corner. Nothing. North wall section. Nothing. Northeast corner, where the window’s foundation met the floor slab. Nothing.

He moved south. The center of the room, directly beneath the sleeping platform, was harder to reach. He pushed the platform’s frame aside. It was heavy but not anchored, a detail he noted and catalogued because in a palace where everything was fixed, bolted, and warded, a movable bed frame was either negligence or design.

The floor beneath the platform was different.

Not visibly. The stone looked the same. But under his palms, the temperature was wrong. The rest of the floor had held the consistent cold of stone that was in thermal equilibrium with the room. This section was warmer. Not the diffuse warmth of the Audit Hall’s reading circle, which radiated evenly in all directions. This was linear. A narrow band of heat running roughly northeast to southwest across the floor, no wider than his smallest finger, warm enough to feel through the skin of his palms but not enough to see with the eye.

Sevik traced the line.

It ran from a point near the wall, roughly beneath where his head rested when he slept, to a point near the center of the room where it stopped. The total length was perhaps a meter and a half. He followed it with his fingertips, pressing gently, and felt the warmth intensify slightly under direct contact. Not responsive exactly. Not pulsing like the Audit Hall floor. But present in a way that suggested the heat was not residual. It was active. Something beneath this stone was producing energy along a specific line, and that energy was reaching the surface.

He leaned closer. Put his face near the floor. The mineral smell was stronger here. Much stronger. The familiar background scent of dungeon vein proximity had concentrated along the warm line into something sharper, almost metallic, like the air after lightning.

Then he saw it.

The fissure was nearly invisible. A hairline crack in the stone, running exactly along the warm line he had been tracing, so thin that it could have been a natural flaw in the slab. He would have missed it entirely if his face hadn’t been six inches from the floor. It was barely wide enough to catch light.

But it was catching light.

A pale luminescence, faint as the last edge of twilight, was rising from inside the crack. Not steady. Not flickering. Breathing. The light swelled and dimmed in a rhythm that matched nothing Sevik could attribute to a mechanical or geological source. It was too slow for a torch. Too regular for a gas leak. Too alive for anything that should exist inside stone.

He recognized the color immediately.

Every child raised in Gwangmun Palace knew that color. It was in the murals. In the historical texts. In the cautionary stories that nurses told imperial children to keep them away from the palace’s lower levels. Pale Root luminescence. The signature light of the sealed dungeon, visible only at the entrance chamber and in old illustrations that depicted the unification wars when the dungeon had been open and active. It was the color of dungeon energy in its raw, unprocessed form, a light that cultivation scholars described as “pre-qi,” the base state of energy before the System organized it into usable stats and skills.

It was not supposed to exist above the seal.

The seal was three centuries old, maintained by imperial edict, reinforced by generations of court cultivators, and monitored by the palace’s energy grid. If Pale Root luminescence was reaching the surface through a crack in the east wing floor, the seal was leaking. Not metaphorically. Physically. Dungeon energy was migrating upward through the foundation stone and finding the path of least resistance, which apparently was a hairline fissure in the floor of the one room in Gwangmun Palace occupied by a person with no cultivation signature to interfere with the signal.

Sevik stared at the crack.

The light breathed. In. Out. In. Out. Patient.

He should report this. The protocol for dungeon anomalies within palace grounds was explicit: notify the Imperial Cultivation Bureau, seal the affected area, dispatch a diagnostic team. The process was designed to be fast, impersonal, and bureaucratic. The right action was to stand up, walk to the nearest communication ward, and file a report that would reach the Bureau within the hour.

Sevik calculated the chain of events that would follow.

The Bureau would dispatch investigators. The investigators would arrive at his quarters, examine the fissure, and document its location. The documentation would note that the fissure was in the seventh prince’s room, directly beneath his sleeping platform. This detail would enter the official record. Councillor Wohn’s office would receive a copy, because Wohn’s office received copies of everything. Wohn, or one of his deputies, would cross-reference the fissure’s location with the east wing’s resident registry and produce a question: why was the Pale Root leaking into this specific room? The question would prompt a secondary investigation. The secondary investigation would require Sevik to submit to a cultivation diagnostic, a deep-scan procedure that would examine his meridian network for anomalous energy signatures. The diagnostic would find the map. The bright outline of his own emptiness that the Audit Hall pulse had drawn inside him. The faint, lingering trace of something that had passed through channels no energy was supposed to be able to traverse.

And then the questions would stop being bureaucratic and start being political.

A Null-ranked heir with dungeon energy traces in his meridians. A Haejong prince whose body showed evidence of interaction with the Pale Root. The court would not understand it. The court would not need to understand it. The court would need to react to it, and reaction in Gwangmun Palace ran along predictable lines: isolate the anomaly, contain the variable, remove the threat. He would be quarantined, examined, debated in closed session, and ultimately handled in whatever way caused the least disruption to the succession. The most likely outcome was quiet exile. The second most likely was something quieter than exile.

He did not stand up. He did not walk to the communication ward.

Instead, he lowered his hand toward the crack.

His fingers stopped an inch above the luminescence. The pale light played across his skin, casting faint shadows that moved with the breathing rhythm. This close, he could feel something radiating from the fissure. Not heat. The warmth was still there, but beneath it, or behind it, or inside it, there was something else. A pressure. Light. Persistent. The kind of pressure you feel when someone is looking at you from across a room. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Attentive.

The Pale Root was paying attention to him.

He held his hand over the crack and counted his heartbeats. Sixty-three beats per minute. Resting rate. His body had not panicked. His body, in fact, was calmer than it had been during the Audit Hall reading, which was either a sign that he had processed the shock and reached acceptance, or a sign that something was suppressing his fear response. He did not know which. He did not like not knowing.

Sixty-four. Sixty-five.

He pressed his palm flat against the fissure.

The light entered him.

Not violently. Not painfully. With the gentle, inevitable quality of water finding its level. The pale luminescence rose from the crack and passed through the skin of his palm without resistance, as if the barrier between stone and flesh was a formality that neither side felt obligated to observe. It entered his primary hand meridian, the channel that ran from the center of the palm to the wrist junction, the same dead node he’d been pressing his thumb against for years.

The channel was not dead anymore.

Energy moved through it. Not qi. Something older than qi, cruder, less organized. It felt like static electricity threaded with something organic, a current that carried texture. The energy traveled from his palm to his wrist, from his wrist up through his forearm channel, and branched at his elbow junction into the two pathways that led to his shoulder and his core.

His stat screen appeared.

Sevik had seen his stat screen thousands of times. At every audit. At every routine System check. At every moment he had ever been curious enough, or masochistic enough, to pull up the display and confirm that the dashes were still dashes and the nothing was still nothing. The screen was always the same: pale blue text, clean formatting, Null/None/Unreadable, like a form that had been filled out by someone who wrote “not applicable” in every field.

This was not the same.

The screen materialized in front of his eyes, but the text was wrong. The clean blue characters were there, holding his name and rank and the familiar dashes, but overlaid on top of them, bleeding through like a watermark, was a second layer of text in a script he did not recognize. The characters were angular, dense, and arranged in vertical columns rather than horizontal lines. They were not any language Sevik had encountered in eleven years of reading everything the palace library had to offer. They were not Old Imperial. Not Founding Script. Not any of the regional dialects that the provincial governors used in their formal correspondence.

They looked structural. Like a blueprint notation. Like the language a system would use to describe itself to itself, never intended for human reading.

The overlay pulsed with the same breathing rhythm as the fissure’s light. The unknown characters flickered and shifted, rearranging themselves as if trying different configurations, testing formats, searching for a way to resolve into something his mind could parse. They did not resolve. They kept cycling, each arrangement lasting two or three seconds before dissolving and reforming.

His stat screen flickered.

Not the overlay. The actual stat screen. The blue text that had been stable and unchanging for his entire life stuttered like a light with a loose connection. His name held. His rank held. But the dashes, the absolute zeros of his existence, began to oscillate. Dash. A symbol he couldn’t read. Dash. A different symbol. Dash. The oscillation was fast, frantic almost, like a dial spinning between stations, and with each flicker, the System seemed to be reaching for a classification it couldn’t quite grasp.

[STR: — | ??? | — | ??? | —] [AGI: — | ??? | — ] [Class: None | ??? | None | ???]

The question marks were not standard System notation. Sevik had never seen question marks in a stat display. The System did not express uncertainty. It measured, classified, and reported. It did not guess. It did not hedge. But his screen was hedging now, caught between two readings that it could not reconcile, displaying one and then the other and then the first again, as if his body was broadcasting two signals simultaneously and the System could only tune to one at a time.

The energy in his meridians pulsed. Harder. The gentle, water-finding-its-level quality was shifting toward something more insistent. The static-organic current pushed deeper, past the elbow junction, into the shoulder channel, and reached the edge of his core space. The same empty pocket behind his sternum where the Audit Hall pulse had settled and waited. The energy touched the boundary of that space and pressed.

Sevik’s hand was still on the crack.

He was aware, with the clear, detached awareness of a man watching something happen to his own body from a slight distance, that he should pull his hand back. The energy moving through him was not his. It was not natural. It was the output of a sealed dungeon that had been classified as one of the most dangerous structures on the continent, and it was flowing through his meridians with the casual ease of something returning to a channel it had used before. The fact that his meridians had never carried anything before made this worse, not better. It meant there was no precedent. No baseline. No way to know what the energy was doing to the channels it was filling, whether it was using them or changing them, whether the passage was temporary or whether every second of contact was rewriting something fundamental about the architecture of his body.

He should pull his hand back.

The System screen flickered again. The unknown script surged, filling the entire display for half a second with dense vertical columns of angular text. Then it collapsed back to the standard format, and for one instant, less than a heartbeat, Sevik read his own stat screen with completely different eyes.

Not the blue text. Not the dashes. The other reading. The one hiding underneath. He couldn’t understand the characters, couldn’t parse the angular script, but he understood the structure. The layout was the same as a standard stat display. Name field. Classification field. Numerical fields arranged in rows. The foreign system was measuring him with the same categories as the Mandate Grid. It was running the same diagnostic. It was just arriving at different answers.

Then the screen went dark.

All of it. Blue text and unknown script alike, collapsing simultaneously like a candle blown out in both directions. His stat screen, which had been a persistent feature of his existence since awakening, which he could summon with a thought at any time of day, vanished. For three seconds, Sevik existed outside the System entirely. No screen. No classification. No rank. Not even Null. Just a man kneeling on a stone floor with his hand on a crack that glowed.

The screen returned. Standard format. Blue text. Dashes.

[Name: Sevik Haejong] [Rank: Null] [Class: None] [STR: — | AGI: — | END: — | QI: —]

Everything the same. Everything exactly as it had been. Except in the bottom corner of the display, below the stat lines, where no text had ever appeared before, there was a single character in the unknown angular script. Small. Almost invisible. Pulsing with the fissure’s breathing rhythm.

He could not read it. It sat in his stat screen like a footnote in a language he did not speak, and the System seemed unaware of its presence, displaying the standard Null reading as if nothing had changed.

Sevik pulled his hand back.

The luminescence in the fissure dimmed immediately. Not extinguished. Dimmed. The breathing rhythm slowed. The warmth along the crack faded to a background level. The energy in his meridians drained back through the pathways it had traveled, retreating from his shoulder channel, his elbow
















































