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  CHAPTER 1: THE PROMOTION

  
  




The iron was cold against his skin.

Kal stood perfectly still as the magistrate clamped the band around his bicep. It clicked shut—a sound like a prison door locking, or perhaps a lock picking open. He wasn’t sure which one it felt like yet.

“By the authority of Stormspire Academy,” the magistrate droned, his voice bored, “and by the grace of the High Council, you are raised from the status of Uninitiated to Iron Rank. Wear this band with… honor.”

The pause before the word honor was slight, a microscopic hesitation that only someone who had spent their life listening for insults would catch. Kal caught it. He didn’t react. He stared straight ahead, past the magistrate’s silk robes, toward the massive obsidian pillars that marked the edge of the assembly grounds.

The wind howled through the spire, carrying the scent of ozone and impending rain. It was the smell of the Academy. The smell of power.

“Next,” the magistrate said, waving a hand.

Kal stepped off the dais. He didn’t look down at the band. He could feel its weight, though. It was heavier than he expected. Denser. It hummed faintly against his pulse, a low-frequency vibration that set his teeth on edge. The Iron Band. The proof that he was a student. A citizen. A person.

He walked down the stone steps, his boots ringing on the basalt. A sea of students parted for him, but not out of respect. They moved like oil repelling water. The whispers started before his feet even hit the ground level.

“The Hollow.”

“He actually made it.”

“Disgrace.”

Kal kept his face blank. He adjusted the strap of his pack, feeling the familiar ache in his ribs where the rib-fracture from the tournament was still knitting itself together. Rhian had done her best, but bone took time, even with Tide healing.

He found his spot at the edge of the formation, away from the neatly organized cohorts of the Great Clans. The Ashen Pyre stood in a block of disciplined red and gold, their Ember aura shimmering in the heat. The Skycrest students were a blur of restless motion in silver and blue. And the Stoneveil…

Kal didn’t look at the Stoneveil block. He didn’t look for the faces of the family that had thrown him into the gutter because he had been born wrong.

“Nice bracelet,” a voice drawled from his left.

Kal didn’t turn. “It matches my eyes, Skycrest.”

Jaden Skycrest leaned against a pillar, tossing a coin—gold, stamped with the Academy seal—end over end. He was wearing his own band, freshly polished, right above the elbow. He looked effortless, as always. The wind only seemed to mess up his hair in ways that made him look more heroic.

“It really doesn’t,” Jaden said. “Your eyes are… disturbingly intense. The band is just dull metal. But hey, it’s better than the collar they wanted to put on you.”

“Is it?” Kal asked.

Jaden caught the coin with a snap. “You’re entering the Regional Qualifiers, Kal. You’re a Captain now. You have rights. You can buy property. You can challenge people to duels without asking permission first. You’re practically nobility.”

“I’m a target,” Kal said. He finally looked down at the band. It was dark grey, etched with the geometric runes of the Academy. “This just tells them I’m worth killing now.”

“Always the optimist,” Jaden sighed. He pushed off the pillar. “Ceremony’s wrapping up. Dean Vekk is about to give the ‘Welcome to Hell’ speech. Try not to look like you’re plotting to murder the faculty. It makes people nervous.”

Kal ignored him and turned his attention to the high podium. Dean Vekk, the storm-caller himself, had taken the stage. The air pressure in the courtyard dropped instantly. Ears popped. The wind died.

Vekk was a small man, withered and ancient, but his presence filled the entire spire. He didn’t use a magical amplifier. He didn’t need one.

“Iron,” Vekk whispered, and the word carried to the back of the crowd like a thunderclap. “The metal of civilization. It is not pretty. It is not precious. It rusts. It breaks.”

The Dean leaned over the lectern, his eyes sweeping the crowd. They landed, for a brief, terrifying second, on Kal.

“But it is the foundation,” Vekk continued. “It sustains the weight of the world. You are Iron now. You are the foundation of the War. And in two weeks, the Regional Qualifiers begin. You will form squads of five. You will enter the Iron Valley. And you will prove that you are not slag.”

The crowd murmured. Squads of five.

“This year,” Vekk said, his voice hardening, “the rules have changed. The threat on the border grows. We do not need duelists. We need armies. The Qualifiers will be a war simulation. Survival is not guaranteed. Victory is… unlikely.”

He smiled, a dry, cracking expression.

“Dismissed.”

* * *

The courtyard dissolved into chaos.

Usually, the formation of squads was a polite, political dance. Letters of intent would have been exchanged weeks ago. Alliances between Clans would be formalized over tea. But Vekk’s speech—and the rumor of the “War Simulation”—had introduced panic.

Students were shouting, grabbing shoulders, making desperate deals.

“I need a Shield! Stone-aspect preferred!”

“Recruiting for a speed-comp! Gale and Ember only!”

“Looking for a heuristic support! No tides!”

Kal stood in the middle of the swirl, an island of calm. He checked his pockets. He had a knife. He had a few dried ration bars. He had his band.

“Captain,” Jaden said, appearing at his elbow again. “What’s the play? We need five. You, me, Rhian. That’s three. We need a heavy and a specialist.”

“I know,” Kal said.

“I have a few cousins who might—”

“No Clan will work with me,” Kal cut him off. “You know that. Associating with the Hollow is political suicide. Your father already threatened to disown you twice.”

Jaden shrugged. “The old man threatens to disown me whenever I wear the wrong boots. He’ll get over it. But you’re right. The elites won’t touch us. We need… outliers.”

Kal scanned the crowd. He wasn’t looking for the strongest auras. He wasn’t looking for the polished armor or the family crests. He was looking for the desperate.

He saw a gargantuan boy in Stoneveil grey getting shoved by a group of his own clansmen. The boy stumbled, almost crushing a smaller student, and mumbled an apology while the others laughed.

Kal started walking.

“Oh no,” Jaden muttered, trailing him. “Not him. Kal, look at him. He’s huge, but he flogs like a novice. He failed the combat trials three times.”

“He has staying power,” Kal said.

He pushed through the crowd. The group of Stoneveil students turned as he approached. They were typical bullying stock—mid-tier talents who felt big only when stepping on someone smaller. Or in this case, someone gentler.

“Well, well,” the leader sneered. “The Null-point.”

Kal ignored him. He stopped in front of the large boy. “Arin.”

Arin Stoneveil looked down. He was nearly seven feet tall, a mountain of muscle and baby fat, with a face that looked like it was perpetually apologizing for existing.

“Kal,” Arin whispered. “You… you shouldn’t be here. My brothers…”

“I’m forming a squad,” Kal said. “I need a Shield.”

The leader of the bullies laughed. It was a sharp, barking sound. “A Shield? Arin isn’t a Shield. He’s a wall. He just stands there and gets hit until he falls over. He can’t project. He can’t manifest. He’s useless.”

“I need a Shield,” Kal repeated, holding Arin’s gaze. “I’m not asking your brothers. I’m asking you.”

Arin swallowed. “I… I can’t. The Clan… they told me if I embarrass them again…”

“They don’t own you,” Kal said. He tapped the iron band on his own arm. “You have the band. You’re free. Join me, and you don’t have to carry their baggage anymore. You just have to carry a shield.”

Arin looked at the bullies. Then he looked at Kal. He saw the cold certainty in Kal’s eyes—the absolute refusal to be moved.

“I…” Arin took a breath. “I’ll join.”

“Traitor,” the leader hissed. He reached for his sword hilt. “You think you can just walk away with the Hollow trash?”

Kal moved.

He didn’t draw a weapon. He didn’t channel mana. He simply stepped into the leader’s space, collapsing the distance before the boy could even grip his handle. Kal slammed his palm into the boy’s solar plexus—not a strike, but a shove, reinforced by the sudden, violent rotation of his hips.

The boy flew backward, crashing into his friends. They went down in a tangle of limbs and curses.

Kal didn’t wait. He grabbed Arin’s arm. “Move.”

They cleared the blast radius before the Stoneveil students could scramble up. Jaden was waiting for them near the archway, shaking his head.

“Subtle,” Jaden said. “Real diplomatic. You know that guy’s father is a magister, right?”

“I don’t care,” Kal said. “We have a Shield.”

“We have a target,” Jaden corrected. “And we still need a fifth.”

They found Rhian in the library courtyard, sitting on a fountain rim, methodically wrapping a bandage around her own hand. The water in the fountain was dancing around her, little tendrils of liquid defying gravity to weave between her fingers.

She looked up as they approached. Her face was pale, dark circles bruising the skin under her eyes.

“Hey,” she said softly.

“You look terrible,” Kal said.

“Nice to see you too, Kal.” She tied off the bandage. “I over-drafted in the morning practicals. Professor Hale is pushing the healers hard. She says the casualty rates in the Qualifiers are going to be… historic.”

“We need you,” Kal said. “Squad Seven. We’re forming up.”

Rhian looked at Arin, then at Jaden. She offered a tired smile. “The Dream Team. A Hollow, a rich kid, a pacifist, and… well, me.”

“We need a stealth specialist,” Kal said. “A scout. Someone who can navigate the Iron Valley without triggering the wards.”

“Good luck,” Jaden said. “Every Veil-aspect in the year has been snapped up by the noble squads. They’re rare. And the ones who are left are… weird.”

“Weird is fine,” Kal said.

“Check the roof,” Rhian said, pointing upward with her chin.

Kal looked up. Perched on the edge of the library roof, three stories up, a figure was sitting with their legs dangling over the void. They were wearing a cloak that seemed to shimmer and blur, making it hard to focus on them.

“Lio,” Jaden groaned. “No. Absolutely not. He steals things. Compulsively. He stole my boots while I was wearing them last week.”

“He’s good,” Rhian said.

“He’s insane,” Jaden countered.

Kal cupped his hands around his mouth. “Lio!”

The figure didn’t move.

“We have an open slot!” Kal shouted. “Squad Seven!”

The figure leaned forward, tipping over the edge. For a heart-stopping second, it looked like he was just going to fall to his death. Then, halfway down, he dissolved into a cloud of grey mist. The mist swirled, plummeted, and reformed on the ground right in front of Kal.

Lio was short, wiry, with hair the color of woodsmoke and eyes that were entirely too big for his face. He was grinning.

“Squad Seven?” Lio asked. His voice was scratchy, like dry leaves. “Is that what we’re calling it? Seven is a lucky number. Or an unlucky one. Depends on the culture.”

“You want in?” Kal asked.

“What’s the split?” Lio asked. “Loot. Glory. Credits.”

“Equal shares,” Kal said. “But you follow orders. And if you steal from the squad, I break your fingers.”

Lio looked at Kal’s hands. He looked at the Iron Band. Then he looked at Jaden’s purse.

“Acceptable terms,” Lio said. He extended a hand.

Kal took it. Lio’s grip was surprisingly strong, his skin cool and dry.

“Done,” Kal said. He looked at them. Rhian, steady as the tide. Jaden, sharp as the gale. Arin, solid as the mountain. Lio, elusive as the veil. And himself. The void in the center.

“Registration closes in an hour,” Kal said. “Let’s go make it official.”

* * *

The registration hall was a madhouse, but they muscled their way to the clerk. The scribe, a bored-looking older student with ink stains on his fingers, took their forms.

“Squad Seven,” the scribe muttered. “Captain: Kal Stoneveil. Members: Rhian Riverbloom, Jaden Skycrest, Arin Stoneveil, Lio… just Lio?”

“Just Lio,” the thief said.

The scribe stamped the paper. CLHAM. Red ink.

“Congratulations,” the scribe said, not looking up. “You’re registered. Block D.”

“What’s Block D?” Jaden asked.

The scribe finally looked up. He sneered. “The Death Block. You drew the short straw, rookies. You’re in the bracket with the Ashen Pyre Prime Squad and the Val-Kor Mercenaries.”

Jaden paled. “Val-Kor? They’re eighteen. They’ve been fighting in the border skirmishes for two years. Why are they in the student qualifiers?”

“Open bracket,” the scribe said, shrugging. “Like the Dean said. War simulation. Good luck.”

They walked out of the hall into the blinding afternoon sun. The reality of it settled on them like a physical weight. Block D. The Death Block.

“We’re going to die,” Arin whispered.

“We’re not going to die,” Kal said.

He looked at the huge scoreboard erected in the center of the campus. The brackets were already lighting up with magical projection. Squad 7 vs. Val-Kor.

“We have two weeks,” Kal said, his voice low and hard. “Two weeks to turn this…” He gestured to the mismatched group. “…into a weapon.”

“And if we don’t?” Jaden asked, the humor gone from his voice.

Kal looked toward the Iron Valley, the jagged peaks rising in the distance like the teeth of a beast waiting to consume them.

“Then we don’t deserve the bands,” Kal said. “Training starts at dawn. Don’t be late.”

He walked away, feeling the eyes of the Academy on his back. They were waiting for him to fail. They were waiting for the Hollow to crack.

Let them wait.

He wasn’t just going to survive the Iron Valley. He was going to break it.
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Kal woke up because someone was touching his knife.

He didn’t open his eyes. He didn’t gasp. He simply lay there, regulating his breathing, letting his senses expand into the dark room. The dorms in the Iron Block were spartan—stone walls, a single cot, a heavy oak chest for gear. The door was locked. The window was barred.

And yet, someone was breathing in the corner of his room.

Kal waited. He felt the vibration of footsteps—light, almost imperceptible—moving across the stone floor. A shadow fell over his face.

“Don’t,” Kal said.

The presence froze.

“I have three knives,” Kal said, opening his eyes. “One under the pillow. One in my boot. And the one you’re currently trying to slide out of the sheath on the table. That one is dull. I use it for cutting apples. Put it down.”

Lio was standing there, caught in the sliver of moonlight filtering through the bars. He wasn’t wearing his cloak. He was wearing a grey tunic that looked two sizes too big, and his hands were hovering over Kal’s gear.

“I wasn’t stealing it,” Lio said. His voice was casual, devoid of guilt. “I was inspecting it. Quality control. As the squad’s logistics officer, I need to know our assets.”

“You’re not the logistics officer,” Kal said, sitting up. “And it’s three in the morning.”

“Prime stealing time,” Lio said. He picked up the apple knife, twirled it once—a blur of motion—and set it back down with a precision that made no sound. “You sleep light. That’s good. Most Iron-ranks sleep like the dead. It makes my job too easy.”

“Your job,” Kal said, swinging his legs out of bed, “is to scout the enemy, not your captain.”

“You are the enemy,” Lio said. He hopped up onto Kal’s desk, perched like a gargoyle. “Until I know I can trust you not to get me killed, you’re the biggest threat in the room. And I always case the biggest threat.”

Kal looked at him. The thief was small, but the way he held himself—tension coiled in every muscle—spoke of a life lived on the razor’s edge. He reminded Kal of the feral cats in the lower city slums. You didn’t pet them. You fed them, and hoped they didn’t scratch your eyes out.

“Did you find anything interesting?” Kal asked.

“Not really,” Lio said. “Your gear is functional. Boring. No hidden pockets. No sentimental lockets. You pack like a soldier.” He paused, his large eyes narrowing. “Except for the book.”

Kal stiffened. “Don’t touch the book.”

“The one wrapped in oilcloth at the bottom of the chest,” Lio said, grinning. “Old leather. weird script. Feels… hungry. I didn’t open it. It bit me.” He held up a finger, showing a small drop of blood.

“It does that,” Kal said. It was the journal he had found in the library ruins—the one that hinted at the Omni-Path. “Stay out of my chest, Lio. Or I’ll put you in it.”

“Noted,” Lio said. He hopped off the desk. “Training is at dawn? I’ll be late. Mornings disagree with my complexion.”

“Be there,” Kal said. “Or I drag you there.”

Lio laughed, a dry, scratching sound. He walked to the door. It was still locked. He didn’t unlock it. He just… stepped. One moment he was solid, the next he was a smear of grey mist that seeped through the cracks in the wood.

Kal stared at the door for a long moment. Then he got up and checked his belt pouch.

His coins were gone.

“Damn it,” Kal whispered.

* * *

The training grounds were empty when Kal arrived. The sun was just bleeding over the horizon, painting the obsidian spires of Stormspire in shades of blood and gold. The air was crisp, smelling of dew and cold stone.

He started his warm-up. Basic katas. The Path of the Iron Mountain mainly—grounding his stance, shifting his weight, imagining roots growing from his heels into the earth. He needed stability. His core, the “Hollow” point in his chest where a normal cultivator would have an Aspect seed, felt empty and cold.

He pushed mana into his limbs. It was painful. It always was. The channels in his body weren’t meant to hold raw, unattuned mana. It felt like pumping gravel through his veins.

“You’re stiff,” a voice said.

Kal transitioned into a defensive stance, pivoting. Jaden Skycrest was walking onto the field, looking annoyingly fresh. His silver hair was tied back, and he was wearing light leather training armor that probably cost more than Kal’s entire life earnings.

“Good morning to you too,” Kal said.

“You’re favoring your left side,” Jaden critiqued, drawing two training sabers. Gale-steel. Lightweight. “Rib still bothering you?”

“It’s fine.”

“Liar.” Jaden tossed one of the sabers to Kal. “Catch.”

Kal snatched the blade out of the air. It felt wrong in his hand—too light, too flighty. “Where are the others?”

“Rhian is coming. She stopped to help a first-year who dropped their books. Because she’s a saint.” Jaden stretched, his joints popping. “Arin is… well, Arin is coming at his own pace. And the thief?”

“He’ll be here,” Kal said. He hoped.

Solemnly, they fell into a rhythm. Jaden was fast. Blindingly fast. His Gale aspect accelerated his movements, turning him into a blur of silver strikes. Kal blocked, parried, and weathered the storm. He didn’t try to match Jaden’s speed. He used economy of motion—moving two inches to avoid a cut instead of dodging two feet.

Ten minutes later, Rhian and Arin arrived.

Rhian looked tired but determined, her Tide-aspect robes swaying as she walked. Arin looked terrified. He was carrying a tower shield that was essentially a slab of reinforced steel door, dragging it through the dirt.

“Sorry,” Arin panted. “The… the straps. They were tangy.”

“Tangled,” Jaden corrected without stopping his assault on Kal.

“Formation!” Kal barked, disengaging from Jaden and stepping back.

The squad scrambled. It was messy.

“Shield front!” Kal ordered.

Arin stumbled forward, planting the heavy shield in the dirt. He hunkered down behind it, effectively becoming a turtle.

“Support, behind the shield!”

Rhian drafted in behind Arin, placing a hand on his shoulder to channel stamina.

“Striker, flank!”

Jaden darted to the right, his blades spinning.

“And I take the…” Kal paused. He looked around. “Where is Lio?”

“Here,” a voice drifted from the top of the weapon rack. Lio was lying on the wooden beams, peeling an apple with Kal’s knife. “You guys are loud. Is war always this noisy?”

“Get down here,” Kal snapped. “Position five. Scout/Harasser. You move in the blind spots. When Arin engages, you hit the backline.”

Lio finished a slice of apple. “Boring. I’ll just wait until they’re dead and loot the bodies.”

“Lio,” Kal warned.

“Fine, fine.” The thief dropped down, landing silently. He faded into his Veil aspect, becoming a grey smudges against the training ground dirt.

“Right,” Kal said. “We have the drill. The target is that training dummy. Iron-tier construct. It hits back. Arin, draw aggro. Jaden, disable the arms. Rhian, keep Arin upright. Lio, find the core.”

“And you?” Jaden asked.

“I shatter it,” Kal said.

He activated the construct. The wooden golem juddered to life, its rune-carved eyes glowing amber. It was big—eight feet of enchanted oak and iron plating.

“Begin!”

It was a disaster.

Arin froze. The construct charged, a lumbering beast of wood and magic. Instead of stepping into the charge to break the momentum, Arin flinched. He braced, closing his eyes. The construct slammed into the shield with the force of a battering ram.

CRACK.

Arin went flying backward, bowling over Rhian. They landed in a heap of limbs and robes.

“Arin!” Jaden shouted, distracted.

The construct swung a heavy wooden fist at Jaden. Jaden dodged, but he was too slow—he had been looking at the others. The fist clipped his shoulder, sending him spinning into the dirt.

“Move!” Kal roared.

He sprang forward. He didn’t have a weapon suitable for this—the training saber was useless against heavy plating. He needed mass.

He channeled the Stone aspect—pulling the memory of the mountain into his bones. His skin greyed, hardening. He slammed his shoulder into the construct’s knee.

The wood did not shatter. Kal bounced off, pain exploding in his shoulder. The construct turned, raising both fists for a hammer blow.

“Lio! The core!” Kal shouted.

Nothing happened.

The fists came down. Kal rolled, the wind of the impact ruffling his hair. The ground where his head had been exploded into dust.

“Lio!”

Still nothing.

Kal scrambled back. “Rhian! Bind it!”

Rhian, still on the ground, raised a hand. Water mana surged, forming a whip of compressed liquid. It wrapped around the construct’s leg, but her focus was shaky. The construct simply stepped forward, snapping the water-whip like a thread.

It raised a foot to stomp on Arin.

“Enough!”

A blast of pure force hit the construct. It didn’t break it; it disintegrated it. Splinters rained down like confetti.

Standard-Master Torrin stood at the edge of the field. He was an old warrior, missing an eye, with a scar that ran from his temple to his jaw. He lowered his hand, his Palm Cannon technique fading.

“Pathetic,” Torrin spat.

The squad scrambled to their feet. Arin was shaking. Rhian was rubbing a bruised elbow. Jaden looked furious. Lio… Lio materialized from behind a barrel, looking bored.

“That,” Torrin said, walking toward them, “was suicidally incompetent. Stoneveil, you are a Shield, not a doorstop. You have to meet the force, not just accept it.” He turned to Jaden. “Skycrest, you possess the speed of a gale, yet you have the situational awareness of a rock. Never take your eyes off the threat.”

He looked at Rhian. “Riverbloom, your positioning was atrocious. If the Shield falls, you adhere to the Striker, not the ground.”

Finally, he looked at Lio. “And you. Where were you?”

“Waiting for an opening,” Lio said.

“There were five openings,” Torrin said. “I counted them. You let your team die because you were waiting for a perfect one. In war, perfect is the enemy of alive.”

Torrin stopped in front of Kal. He loomed over him.

“And the Captain,” Torrin said softly. “The Hollow hero.”

Kal met his gaze. “Sir.”

“You have no command presence,” Torrin said. “You shouted orders, but you didn’t enforce them. You tried to fix their mistakes yourself instead of directing the unit. You are not a solo duelist anymore, Stoneveil. You tried to be the Shield, the Striker, and the Support all at once. And you failed at all of them.”

Torrin turned his back on them. “The Regional Qualifiers are in fourteen days. The Val-Kor squad is currently running the Death Canyon endurance course in record time. They act as a single organism. You five act like strangers who happen to be dying in the same ditch.”

He waved a hand toward the armory.

“Get out of my sight. Go to the supply depot. Requisition your field gear. Maybe looking like soldiers will help you remember to act like them. Dismissed.”

* * *

The walk to the supply depot was silent.

The humiliation hung over them like a shroud. Jaden was kicking rocks. Arin was staring at his feet, his face burning red. Rhian was nursing her arm.

“Well,” Lio said, breaking the silence. “That went well. I didn’t die.”

“Shut up, Lio,” Jaden snapped. “You didn’t engage. You hung us out to dry.”

“I’m an assassin,” Lio said, shrugging. “I don’t brawl with golems. That’s the heavy’s job.” He poked Arin in the arm. “Hey, Big Guy. You okay? You looked like you were trying to hide inside your own shell.”

“I…” Arin’s voice was thick. “I’m sorry. It was… big.”

“It’s a war golem,” Kal said. “It’s supposed to be big.”

“I froze,” Arin admitted. “I just saw it coming and I thought… I thought it was going to crush me.”

“It nearly did,” Jaden said. “And because you froze, Rhian got dropped. And because Rhian got dropped, Kal had to tank a hit meant for a Siege-Breaker.”

“Stop it,” Rhian said. Her voice was sharp. “Blaming him won’t fix it. Torrin was right. We aren’t a squad. We’re a mess.”

They reached the heavy iron doors of the Supply Depot. Kal pushed them open. The smell of gun oil, leather, and steel washed over them. Rows of racks stretched into the gloom—armor, weapons, survival kits.

The Quartermaster, a grumbling dwarf with soot-stained skin, slammed a crate onto the counter.

“Squad Seven,” he grunted. “Standard issue. Light leather for the scout. Plate for the heavy. Robes for the caster. Scalemail for the strikers. Pick your sizes. Don’t make a mess.”

They moved through the racks. It was a grounding ritual. Touching the gear, efficient and deadly, helped steady their nerves.

Kal found a set of black leather armor reinforced with iron studs. It was simple, unadorned. It fit him perfectly. He strapped on the greaves, feeling the familiar weight. He picked up a new shortsword—balanced, sharp, not as good as a custom blade, but reliable.

He turned to see the others gearing up.

Jaden looked like a prince in his shining scale. Rhian looked elegant in deep blue aquatic silk. Lio looked like a pile of rags that happened to be armed.

And Arin…

Arin was standing in front of a suit of full plate. It was massive, thick overlapping plates of dull steel. A walking tank.

“Put it on,” Kal said, walking over to him.

“It’s heavy,” Arin said.

“Good,” Kal said. “You need heavy. You’re the anchor, Arin. When you plant your feet, nothing moves you. Not a golem. Not the Ashen Pyre. Not your father.”

Kal picked up the helmet. It was a full helm with a T-slit visor. He handed it to Arin.

“Put it on,” Kal repeated. “Hide the fear. When the visor is down, nobody can see your face. They only see the Iron.”

Arin took the helmet. He stared at his reflection in the steel. Slowly, he pulled it over his head. Clang.

The timid boy disappeared. In his place stood a juggernaut of steel.

“How does it feel?” Rhian asked softly.

Arin’s voice came out hollow, metallic, stripped of the stutter. “Safe.”

“Good,” Kal said. “Because we’re not safe.”

He walked to the exit, looking out at the Academy grounds. The sun was fully up now. The countdown had begun.

“We train again at sunset,” Kal said. “And tomorrow. And the day after. We train until Arin doesn’t flinch. Until Jaden watches his flank. Until Lio engages.”

He looked at the thief. Lio was juggling three daggers.

“I kept the coin, by the way,” Lio said.

“I know,” Kal said. “Take it out of your share of the loot from the Valley.”

Lio paused. He grinned, a genuine, sharp expression. “Fair.”

Kal stepped out into the light. The first training had been a disaster. They were broken, mismatched, and terrified. But as he looked at them—Jaden checking his reflection, Rhian checking her med-kit, Arin testing the weight of his shield, Lio vanishing into the shadows—he felt a spark of something that wasn’t quite hope.

It was hunger.

They were the rejects. The failures. The Hollows.

And they were going to eat the Val-Kor alive.














