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Chapter 1 - Micah
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Micah waited at the gates of House Gravemont, the weight of his satchel digging into his shoulder, the iron bars of the gate cold at his back. The estate behind him was silent. Not a sibling leaning from a window. Not a servant lingering for a farewell. Not even his mother was standing in the doorway, watching him leave.

The air carried the scent of pine and wet earth, familiar smells that usually calmed him. Today it only thickened the ache in his chest. His family had made their thoughts plain: he was being sent away like unwanted baggage, packed off to Ashenwall Academy with the hope that someone else might finally make something useful out of him.

He had overheard his father the night before, the words still sharp in his ears: Perhaps the academy will make something useful of him. If not, at least he’ll be out of sight.

His mother’s parting words, her only words, had been colder still: Do not shame us further. She hadn’t even looked at him when she said it.

The family driver waited beside the carriage, stone-faced as always. He didn’t offer a hand with Micah’s bag, didn’t say a word of farewell. He simply opened the door and stood aside. That was to be his send-off. No embraces. No blessings. Just silence.

Micah climbed in without protest. He had learned long ago that words rarely softened blows.

The carriage lurched into motion, wheels grinding against the gravel path. Micah pressed his hand to the window and watched the estate vanish behind him. The towering spires of stone, the carved wolf statues, the banners heavy with the Gravemont crest, he thought he should have felt something at leaving them behind. But mostly, he felt the hollowness of being left out of the picture, as if he’d already been erased from his family’s story.

A soft croak stirred against his chest. Micah slipped a hand into his cloak and brushed his fingers over the cool, moss-flecked skin of his frog familiar. “Still with me, Bramble?” he murmured.

The frog puffed up his throat and croaked again, louder this time, as if answering a challenge no one else could hear. Micah almost smiled. The others had mocked him mercilessly when Bramble appeared at his familiar ceremony. A Gravemont was expected to call forth a wolf cub or hawk: something fierce, something worthy. Instead, he’d gotten a frog no bigger than his palm.

They’d called him “Frog Prince” for weeks. But Bramble never left him, never mocked him, never judged him for being less than his siblings. The little creature had been his shield more than once, puffing up and croaking boldly when the others pressed too far. Micah had learned to take comfort in that steady presence.

The countryside blurred past the window: rolling hills stitched with dark trees, farmland edged with low stone fences, the occasional cluster of cottages with smoke curling from chimneys. Micah’s gaze drifted, but his thoughts were elsewhere, on the four shadows that always loomed behind him.

His eldest brother, already the heir apparent, broad-shouldered and commanding, who spoke as if leadership had been carved into his bones. His second brother, sharper than a blade, who took delight in mocking Micah’s every stumble. His sister, fierce and relentless, who valued strength above kindness and never let Micah forget it. Even his fourth sibling, who was mischievous and unruly, found ways to tease him.

They were carved from stone, each. Micah was carved from something softer, something that crumbled under pressure. At least, that was what they believed. And what he feared might be true.

Hours passed. The road narrowed, winding through denser woods. The air thickened, a strange heaviness pressing against the carriage walls. Micah straightened, sensing the shift even before the driver slowed the horses to a halt.

The barrier.

It shimmered across the path like a wall of rippling glass, tall as the trees and stretching into the horizon in both directions. Ashenwall’s ward, an ancient spell that separated the mundane world from the academy’s grounds. Stories said it had been forged from the same fires that forged the academy's blackened stone. To cross it was to step into a world that marked you forever.

The driver climbed down, opened the door, and gestured silently for Micah to get out. He didn’t even offer a farewell, just a curt nod before turning the carriage back down the road. The sound of hooves faded quickly, swallowed by the forest's silence

Micah was alone.

Bramble croaked, soft and low, and Micah pressed the frog closer against his chest. Together, they stepped forward.

The magic rippled over him like icy water, seeping into his skin and bones. For a heartbeat, he felt suspended between two worlds, then the ground steadied beneath his boots, and the barrier closed behind him.

Ashenwall Academy rose ahead.

Sprawling courtyards stretched out before towers of scorched black stone, their spires clawing at the sky like skeletal fingers. Gargoyles crouched along the walls, eyes gleaming faintly in daylight. Banners of noble houses snapped in the wind, each crest bold and sharp against the gray sky. Gravemont’s banner is a stark reminder of where he came from. Students moved through the courtyard in groups, their chatter a low hum of energy that made the very air feel alive.

Micah froze at the edge of it all, his heart hammering against his ribs. The academy was vast, imposing, and suffocating.

He shifted his satchel higher on his shoulder. Bramble gave a determined little croak

“Right,” Micah whispered. “Here we go.”

The words tasted hollow in his mouth. He wasn’t sure if he meant them as a promise or just a prayer.

The academy loomed before him, vast and indifferent.
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Chapter 2 - Alaric
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The clang of steel rang sharp against the vaulted ceiling, echoing like struck bells through the academy’s dueling hall. Alaric’s blade moved in a clean, unbroken line. Thrust, parry, riposte. This all came as natural as breathing. His opponent faltered after the third exchange, balance failing under the relentless precision.

The final touch landed with the soft hiss of a dulled practice tip against the chest plate. The instructor’s voice cut through the hush.

“Point to Valmont.”

Students watching erupted in applause and admiring murmurs. Some called his name, others offered a cheer for his technique. Alaric simply lowered his blade, stepped back, and bowed with practiced grace. His opponent bowed in return, cheeks flushed with both exertion and humiliation.

“Another flawless match,” someone whispered.

“Does he ever even sweat?” another asked.

Alaric smiled, the polite curve of lips he had perfected long ago. Detached. Controlled. The mask they expected.

When he left the dueling circle, hands clapped his shoulders one after another. “Incredible footwork, Alaric.” 

“You make it look effortless.” 

“We’ll all have to work twice as hard if we want to keep up with you.”

He offered each of them the same careful answer: a nod, a courteous word, a perfectly measured acknowledgment. He gave them what they wanted, the Valmont heir, untouchable and unshakable. It was an expectation fulfilled.

Korrin waited at the edge of the room, silver fur gleaming faintly under the lanterns. The fox’s crystalline eyes never left him, watchful and steady. Of all those gathered, only Korrin felt constant.

One of his teammates fell into step beside him. “We’re headed into town later. There’s a new place just beyond the south gate. Spiced meats, enchanted cider, supposed to be excellent. You’ll come?”

Alaric adjusted the strap of his fencing bag on his shoulder, the answer already formed before he spoke. “I should review tomorrow’s coursework. Professor Albrecht intends to cover advanced rune compression, and I’d prefer to stay ahead.”

The boy laughed good-naturedly. “Of course you would. Another time, then.”

Another voice joined in. “Or maybe you could celebrate for once, Valmont. A single night won’t tarnish perfection.”

He allowed the faintest hint of humor to color his reply. “Perfection isn’t maintained by leisure. Another set tonight will do me more good than cider.”

They chuckled, shaking their heads as if he were admirable and ridiculous. They did not press. No one pressed Alaric Valmont.

When the crowd thinned and the hall emptied, the silence crept in. Alaric inhaled it like a draft of cold water. The applause echoed in the rafters, already hollow.

Korrin padded to his side, tail rippling like liquid silver. The fox never asked, never praised, never demanded. Just existed, as constant as his own shadow.

Alaric ran a cloth over his blade, returned it to its scabbard, and left the hall.

The corridors of Ashenwall stretched long and severe, black stone polished to a mirror sheen in some places and left rough in others, as though the academy wanted its students to remember both beauty and brutality. Banners bearing the colors of noble houses hung from the walls. Gargoyles crouched above the archways, wings tucked tight, their stone eyes always looking as if they might blink at any moment.

Alaric walked with unhurried strides, posture perfect, the rhythm of his boots echoing through the hush. A pair of younger students stepped quickly aside as he passed. He tilted his head in recognition, watching awe flicker across their faces.

It was the same look everywhere: admiration tinged with distance. He was not one of them. He was apart, a figure to be observed, never joined.

He left the main halls, passed through the western gate, and descended the worn stone steps that led beyond the courtyard to the grounds behind the academy. The air shifted as he crossed the boundary: colder, freer, carrying the scent of forest and moss.

Here, the academy gave way to wildness. The land rolled out in windswept stretches of grass and clover, shadowed by the edge of the forest. Beyond lay the Wall itself, scorched and unyielding, rising like a black scar against the horizon. But closer, just at the edge of the moor, a clearing opened. A space Alaric had claimed as his own since first year.

No students came here. The dueling hall was brighter, the practice courts more convenient. Out here, there was only wind and sky and the quiet company of shadows.

Alaric stepped into the clearing, the ground soft beneath his boots, and unbuckled his scabbard. Korrin circled once and settled at the perimeter, silver fur catching what little light filtered through the overcast sky. The fox’s gaze fixed on him, silent as ever.

He drew his blade.

The first cut was measured, crisp through the air. He pivoted into a second, then a third, each strike deliberate. His breath steadied, his body moving with precision drilled over years of practice. The rhythm was perfect.

It always was.

But perfection did not quiet the gnawing inside him.

His father’s voice echoed in memory: A Valmont does not falter. A Valmont does not err. Praise, when it came, was acknowledgment of duty fulfilled, never of worth. Success was not celebrated. It was assumed.

His mother’s words followed, cool and exacting: Do not forget appearances. You are always watched. She never said loved. Only admired, respected, envied.

Alaric drove his blade through another sequence, faster now, the air singing around him. He imagined opponents who would not fall so easily. An enemy who demanded more than grace. His strikes grew sharper, but the emptiness persisted.

“Again,” he murmured to no one.

Korrin’s ears flicked at the sound.

Alaric reset his stance. The wind pressed against his back, cold fingers threading through his hair. He lunged, pivoted, parried against an invisible foe. Every motion is precise. Every outcome is inevitable.

And every victory is meaningless.

He paused, blade lowered, breath steady but shallow. The clearing stretched silent around him, the forest vast and indifferent. He had won every match. Claimed every honor. And yet, standing alone with only his familiar for company, he felt nothing but the hollow echo of expectation.

Korrin padded closer, silent paws brushing the ground so lightly she didn’t leave any pawprints. The fox sat at his side, crystalline eyes catching his own. There was no judgment there. No demand for perfection. Only presence.

Alaric rested the blade tip against the earth and exhaled. The weight of his family name, of the academy’s whispers, of every polished smile and graceful bow, pressed against him like the walls of the dueling hall. Out here, with the forest stretching endlessly, it pressed less, but it never lifted.

He reached down, brushing a hand over Korrin’s silver fur. The fox leaned lightly into the touch, then stilled again, as poised and untouchable as his master.

Alaric looked at the horizon, the dark line of the Wall cutting across the landscape. His reflection, he thought, stood not in mirrors or medals, but in this creature at his side: admired, beautiful, and untouchable.

“Perfection has won me every match, every honor,” he said softly, words stolen by the wind. His hand tightened briefly on the hilt of his blade. “And still, it leaves me alone.”

The fox gazed at Alaric, crystalline eyes unblinking in their quiet loyalty.

The forest gave no answer.

And Alaric did not expect one.
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Chapter 3 - Micah
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The first rune pulsed when he stepped onto the path—just a soft breath of light, there and gone, as if the ground itself had taken note of him.

Micah slowed, clutching the strap of his bag tighter. The stone underfoot was etched with a river of sigils, each line and curve shifting faintly, and as he drew near, the glow slid ahead to the next mark. A breadcrumb trail of magic. Wayfinding spells for first-years, he’d been told. For those who didn’t yet know where they were going. Only visible to the person wearing an enchanted ring.

Micah reached his free hand into his pocket, feeling for his familiar. Bramble stirred in his cloak pocket, cool belly pressed to Micah’s palm. Micah drew strength from the small, steady weight. “I guess we keep following,” he murmured.

The rune brightened, as if in answer, and continued to lead the way.

The current of students had thinned here, near the newer halls built for incoming classes, and the quiet felt like a hand on his shoulder. He moved through arched walkways of soot-dark stone, past windows shaped like arrow slits that threw long wedges of light across the floor. Far above, banners stirred, wolf heads over mountains, a silver quill and staff, a dagger twined with a raven feather, emblems of houses he had grown up hearing about in tones of envy or disdain.

The runes guided him to a side corridor where the air smelled faintly of chalk dust and fresh wool. Doors lined the hall at tidy intervals, each marked with a small bracket where a name could be inscribed. At the far end, an oak stand held a scroll and an inkpot. No steward waited there. No clerk. Only the faint prickle of magic in the air, like the feeling of lightning before a storm.

Micah took one step closer.

The scroll snapped upright, the bottom unfurling in a clean, swift motion. A quill rose from the ink with a lift like a bird’s first wingbeat. When it wrote, the scratch of the nib was clear as speech.

First-Year Lodging, North Annex.

Choose: Roommate or Single Quarters.

Micah swallowed, aware of his heartbeat in his throat. He couldn’t imagine himself in a room with strangers, shoulder to shoulder and cramped in a dorm. He might not be as broad as his older brothers, but he was still a werewolf. 

The quill hovered, expectant, tapping on the scroll softly.

“Private,” Micah said, the word low but steady.

The quill dipped. Single Quarters selected.

The nib didn’t hesitate. Micah Gravemont – North Annex, Door 17.

The rune on the floor ahead of him flared then dimmed repeatedly. Micah followed it, pulse matching the rhythm, until it faded beneath a door framed in iron and carved oak. The oak was plain, save for the small bracket at eye level. It stood empty.

The quill fluttered along with him, trailing a thin ribbon of light. It stopped at the bracket and wrote his name with swift, careful strokes: Micah Gravemont.

The wood accepted the ink like a breath taken in. The letters sank and gleamed, a clean, quiet truth.

His hand faltered on the knob. He glanced down at his pocket. Bramble peered up, gold eyes wide and untroubled.

“Okay,” Micah whispered.

Inside, the room smelled of cut wood and cool stone, the air faintly damp as he noticed the windows that let in natural lighting and air. A bed stood near the window with a wool blanket folded in strict lines. A narrow desk faced a shelf built right into the wall, and a small wardrobe waited with its door ajar, as if awaiting his luggage. The window looked down onto a sliver of courtyard where ivy climbed in tireless spirals.

It was small. Spare. Clean. And his.

The emptiness pressed in anyway, not cruel, just present. He set his bag at the foot of the bed and reached into the side pocket for a shallow clay bowl, the glaze a mottled green. He filled it from a water bottle he pulled from his bag. Water lapped the rim, light shifting on its surface like a living thing.

Bramble hopped from his palm into the bowl, sinking until only his head bobbed above the water. He croaked once, a sound round as a bell, content.

Some tension Micah was holding loosened. He sat on the edge of the bed and let his shoulders slope for the first time all day. The mattress creaked softly, as if relieved to be of use.

“Good?” he asked.

Bramble blinked his golden eyes. He floated closer to the rim and nudged Micah’s fingers with his nose.

“Good,” Micah echoed. He took a breath that filled his lungs with thick forestry scents. His sense of smell picks up on the smell of a running river nearby and possibly a village nearby. He closed his eyes and let his mind wander with the smells for a bit.

Outside, distant voices could be heard coming and going down the hallway, threaded with the occasional burst of laughter that always made him feel like he’d walked in after the joke had finished.

He put his few things in place, shirts stacked in the wardrobe, worn boots tucked beneath the bed, a smooth lake-stone set on the desk where his fingers could find it in the dark. The stone was worn from years of fidgeting with it to help keep his hands busy when he was anxious. He hesitated over the shelf, then slid one book into the center: a waterlogged field guide he’d rescued years ago, the spine repaired with careful thread. It felt right there, like a small anchor sunk into a larger sea. He continued to put up his various books he had brought with him that he would need for this year’s coursework.

When the bell sounded, a low, resonant note that made the desk hum under his palm, Micah nearly jumped.

“Opening ceremony,” he told Bramble, as if the frog might argue with him. He lifted the bowl and set it gently on the nightstand, then leaned until his forehead touched the cool window glass. In the courtyard below, students flowed in lines toward the central walk, their uniforms dark strokes of ink on stone. The sight sent something static through his chest: fear, or anticipation, or the sharp edge where they meet.

“Let’s go,” he said, and slipped Bramble’s bowl a fraction farther from the edge. “I’ll be back before it cools.”

Bramble puffed his throat and croaked once, small but emphatic. Micah smiled despite himself and set the door latch softly behind him.



The runes lit his way again, this time weaving him into the currents of other first-years making their way to the opening ceremony. Voices bounced against the stone, so many different conversations that Micah couldn’t pick a single voice from them. He kept close to the wall and let the movement carry him.

The academy revealed itself in bright, unsettling pieces, like scenes in a dream: a courtyard humming with a web of warding sigils overhead, a staircase that turned inward on itself and deposited them two floors higher without the climb, a cluster of niches filled with statues whose eyes tracked motion with a faint, amused glow. He passed beneath a window of stained glass so tall it seemed stitched to the sky. Figures stood carved in crimson and cobalt and silver, the founders, he realized, their hands lifted in gestures of benediction. Light poured through the panes and painted the floor with bands of sea blue and blood red. Students crossed the colors and came out brightened, then ordinary again.

“Look at that,” someone breathed nearby.

“It’s just glass,” another said, but even their voice had softened.

Micah didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. Awe warmed his ribs like a hidden coal. He’d imagined grandeur; he hadn’t imagined this, this sense that the school was a living thing, quietly testing, measuring, deciding whether he belonged inside its folds.

Floating lanterns drifted down a long path, each flame caged in glass etched with spirals that caught and spun the light. When the doors to the grand auditorium opened, the air inside lifted the hair on his arms. Magic pooled here: not the sharp scent of spellwork in progress, but something older and steadier, as if centuries of speaking and swearing and promising the higher powers had left a sheen on the stones.

He slid into a seat near the edge of a long bench, careful not to brush the girl's sleeve beside him. She didn’t notice him except to draw her books closer. He folded his hands to hide the tremble he couldn’t will away.

The dean walked onto the dais with no announcement. He was not dressed to impress, no sweeping robes, no dramatic flourish. A dark coat, nice slacks, and a silver pin shaped like a spiral was all that he wore. He rested his hands lightly on the lectern, but when he spoke his voice filled the hall in a way that didn’t need to shout.

“Welcome,” he said. “Welcome to Ashenwall.”

“We are not,” the dean continued, “what some of you have been told we are. We are not here to just raise the next generation, but to help foster their growth. We are not a stage where your parents’ ambitions perform, but a chance for you to come into your own. We are not a ledger where your worth is entered in clean, identical lines.”

A few students shifted, then stilled.

“This academy is a crucible,” he said, and the word warmed the air as if called by its name. “A place where talent is tested and purpose is found. Some of you were sent here with too much doubt and too little mercy for yourselves. Most of you were sent here with a story already written for you in someone else’s hand.”

Micah’s fingers tightened on the edge of the bench. The quiver in his hands had eased without his noticing.

“At Ashenwall,” the dean said, and smiled, “we heat those stories until they soften. Then we see what you make of them.”

“Do not mistake me,” he added. “You will be challenged. You will fail. You will be asked to stand where you are weakest and learn how to do more than simply stand. Greatness comes not only from strength, but perseverance. From the willingness to return to your work, again and again, when no one is watching.”

Something in Micah drew toward those words the way water draws toward a hollow. No one is watching. He knew that version of work. He knew the quiet, returned-to effort. 

“You will form bonds,” the dean said, and this time a hum went through the room that made Micah want to fold in on himself. “With each other. With your teachers. With the magic that chooses to answer you. Treat those bonds with respect. They will hold when nothing else does.”

He closed the speech without flourish, as he’d begun. “Welcome,” he said again, and when he stepped back the hall did not erupt. It exhaled.

When he stood, the air above the audience shifted. Hundreds of small orbs appeared like bubbles surfacing from a deep pool, each caged in a ring of copper. They drifted in patient eddies, then broke and sank toward hands reaching up.

Micah raised his palms because everyone else did.

One orb veered toward him, settled, and opened with a clear, glassy chime. A roll of parchment slid into his hands, self-unfurling in a tidy spill of cream and ink. He blinked at the neat script and felt, of all ridiculous things, the urge to apologize to the paper.

Schedule: Micah Gravemont.

His gaze caught on the first line and stuck there.

Foundations of Magic I.

Transformation Basics.

Elemental Theory – Introductory.

Physical Training – Intermediate Track.

Herbology and Alchemy Lab – Section A (Novice).

Potions and Elixirs.

Each title was written large, as if the schedule wanted to make sure he didn’t wander into a room where he didn’t belong. The sting was immediate and left his cheeks red. He had expected...what? To arrive and be told he had been mistaken about himself all along? He looked for one thing to prove he was not entirely behind and found only the neat, unfailingly kind handwriting of whoever had penned the script. The only thing he had managed to do well in during the interview process was his physical strength tests.

The parchment shivered, then flipped its bottom edge up to reveal a map that unrolled like a living thing: courtyards blooming open, lecture halls nesting one within another, sparring arenas marked by small sigils of crossed blades. Paths unfurled through grass and stone. Around it all, shimmering wards traced the academy’s edge in a thin, precise line that pulsed like a vein.

Micah leaned into the map, not breathing for a moment. The grounds shifted when he touched the edge of one courtyard, the view sliding to show a river tucked among reeds at the far end of the northern forest, water drawn in soft strokes of ink, a small pier marked with a dot. Something inside him reached before his mind did.

A boy jostled past, laughing, and the map flexed in Micah’s hands to keep from tearing. “Sorry,” the boy said, not looking at him, and was gone.

Micah traced the line from his dorm to the lake with his eyes, committing each turn to memory. He wasn’t sure why he needed to know it now, only that he did. The map twitched again and politely returned to the schedule as if embarrassed to have been caught showing off.

Students around him compared scrolls, pointed at lines, groaned or crowed. He heard one girl exclaim, “Advanced sigilwork, already, listen to this!”, and another sigh, “Beginner track? Are they serious?” The sounds stung as they passed, little pricks on bare skin.

He waited until the section around him had largely cleared. Then he left by the side aisle, shoulders tucked, feet finding the shadowed edge of the stair. Outside, the afternoon light had softened, the floating lanterns brightening in response. Their glass etchings threw small bubbles of light that hovered on the ground for a breath and then sank, like pebbles disappearing into a pond.

He let the crowd pull him as far as the first arch, then slipped free of them, just a turn at the right angle. The newness of the place pressed on him and yet, beneath it, something gentler moved: a current not unlike the runes’ patient guidance, a sense that the school itself was not hostile. It was just vast. He knew vastness. He had lived in a house big enough to make a person forget they had a center.

He reached for Bramble without thinking. The frog was missing as he had left him in the dorm room. Micah let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d trapped beneath his ribs. “All right,” he said, to the map or the ceiling or the world. “All right...”

He followed the path the runes suggested, not toward the lake yet, not toward anything that felt like relief. He took the route that led back to the North Annex and his name inked clean on the door. On the way he passed a pair of upper-years arguing low about the ethics of binding pacts, an instructor crouched at eye level to explain a ward to a girl with hands that shook, and a boy laughing too loudly to someone who was already looking away. It all felt familiar. Not the magic, the people inside it.

At his door, the quiet pressed close again, no longer as a threat but as a possibility. He stepped inside and set the scroll on the desk. The map unfurled slightly on its own, the lake’s ink-blue glint peeking like a secret that had decided to remain one more day.

Bramble’s bowl still rippled with the last warmth of the room. Micah slid the bowl toward the window so the frog could see out. He sat, grabbed the unrolled schedule, and traced each line with a fingertip as if the words would sink through his skin that way.

He did not know if he deserved this. The desk. The bed. The map that moved for him. The speech that had felt like a hand not quite touching his back, but still more reassuring than he had ever felt before.

He did not know if deserving had anything to do with it. His family needed a way to get rid of him and would use any excuse to find fault with his lineage.

Bramble croaked again, small but steady. Micah smoothed the parchment and held it tighter, as if it might take flight if he loosened his grip.

The parchment promised a future, but Micah could only wonder if he deserved to walk its path.
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Chapter 4 - Micah
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The first light that broke across Micah’s room was pale and thin, spilling across the wooden floor in long gray lines. He lay on his back, staring at the faint shimmer of ward runes etched into the ceiling beams.

A croak came from the nightstand. Bramble bobbed in his bowl, throat puffing once, golden eyes fixed on him.

Micah turned his head and managed a whisper. “Let’s just get through the day.”

Bramble croaked again, quieter this time, as though in agreement.

Micah rose, dressed quickly, and shouldered his bag. His hands kept straying to the frog’s bowl until at last he lifted Bramble into his cloak pocket. The little familiar settled immediately, warm and steady against his ribs.

The bell tolled once across the academy grounds, not the low chime that marked class, but a sharper call. Attunements. Where his magic will be measured and class designation decided. Ashenwall was known to split the classes into an A and B class setup.

Micah entered the hallway and joined the flow of other first-years. Dread already forming in the pit of his stomach

The Attunement Hall rose at the heart of the academy, a massive chamber with walls carved from the same black stone as the outer fortress. Runic sigils climbed the columns like ivy, glowing faintly as students entered. In the center stood a ring of crystalline orbs, each resting on a pedestal of etched iron. Their surfaces shimmered as though alive, catching light that wasn’t there.

Professors lined the outer edge of the hall. They stood like carved statues in their formal robes, quills scratching on scrolls that seemed to write faster than their hands could move. Every motion was noted, every flicker of light recorded.

Micah found his place near the back of the line. The air thrummed with nervous energy, chatter rising in bursts before falling under the weight of the professors’ silence.

He tried not to stare, but his gaze caught on the first student called forward.

A boy from House Ashwilde — tall, fae-blooded, eyes bright with mischief. He pressed his palm to the orb and it blazed with green fire, spilling images of roots and antlers across the walls. Gasps of admiration rippled through the room.

The next was a Duskbane vampire girl, pale as milk. Her orb flooded with shadow so deep it seemed to swallow the light of the hall. When she raised her hand, whispers swirled like smoke behind her.

One by one, they stepped forward. A Sevrin heir whose orb crackled with storm wind, a Gravemont cousin whose earth magic solidified into jagged stone, a Valmont apprentice whose touch sent spirals of runes racing across the orb like constellations.

The line inched forward. The pit grew heavier and heavier in his stomach. Micah’s heart thudded louder with each display. His bag strap dug into his shoulder where he gripped it too tightly. Bramble shifted in his pocket, restless, the small croaks barely audible under the murmurs of the crowd.

“Micah Gravemont.”

The name rang across the hall, carrying weight it didn’t deserve. A few heads turned. A few smirks spread.

Micah’s legs felt heavy as he crossed to the pedestal. The orb gleamed faintly, its surface clear and cold. He placed his palm against it, fingers trembling despite his effort to keep them steady.

Bramble slipped from his pocket and perched on the iron base, gold eyes fixed on him.

The orb flickered. A faint shimmer of brown, the barest echo of earth. It wavered, unstable, like a candle guttering against wind.

A professor’s quill scratched sharply.

Then, for an instant, the orb flared. Silver-blue light burst across its surface. The glow was fast but it licked up his arm, filled his chest with a hollow ache, and vanished as quickly as it had come. Barely noticed over the poor earth results. Gravemonts were prided on their strong earth and transformation magics.

Silence stretched. Then the orb went dark.

A cough. A mutter.

“Pathetic.”

“Figures. A Gravemont in name only.”

Heat rushed to Micah’s face. He pulled his hand back too quickly, nearly stumbling. Bramble croaked, puffing his throat in protest, but the sound was drowned under low laughter.

The professor nearest him frowned, scribbled something onto a scroll, and dismissed him with a flick of the hand.

Micah walked back to his place, ears burning. He kept his head down, but the words followed like gnats.

When the last student stepped away, the head examiner raised her hand. A hush fell.

“Class assignments will now be given,” she said. Her voice was precise, clipped, carrying the authority of centuries.

Scrolls appeared in the air, one for each student. They drifted down like slow-falling leaves, glowing faintly with letters inscribed on their surfaces.

Micah caught his scroll. The script unfurled neatly across the parchment.

Micah Gravemont – Class B.

The letters burned crimson before fading to black, sealing the verdict.

Gasps and cheers broke out across the hall as others read theirs, Class A, bold and shining, greeted with handshakes and applause. Micah’s parchment felt heavy as iron in his hands.

Class B. The lesser track. The place for the weak. The place where they tucked away embarrassments.

He folded the parchment quickly, but the damage was done. His family’s name was still on his shoulders, dragging him down rather than lifting him.



The crowd split as students moved toward their new groups. Micah slipped to the edge, trying to disappear into the tide.

That was when he heard it.

“Class B suits you.”

The words slid like a knife.

Micah froze.

Damien Sevrin leaned against a blackened pillar, arms crossed, steel-gray eyes glinting with cruel amusement. A crow named Zephyr perched on his shoulder, glossy feathers shimmering with oily iridescence, dark black flecks catching the hall’s lanternlight.

A smirk curved Damien’s mouth. “Don’t worry, Gravemont. Maybe they’ll let you gather herbs while the real students train. I heard your type is really good at running around in the dirt”

Laughter bubbled from the group of A-class students around him. Sharp, dismissive.

Micah lowered his gaze, heat crawling up his neck. Bramble croaked fiercely from his pocket, as if to protest, but it only earned another snicker.

He pushed past, keeping his steps steady though his chest burned. The parchment crumpled in his fist.



The corridor outside was colder, emptier. The voices from the hall faded to a dull roar behind him. His footsteps echoed too loudly as he turned down the lesser wing, the halls reserved for Class B. The torches here burned lower, the banners smaller. The weight of judgment pressed against his shoulders with every step.

Bramble shifted, pressing warm against his side. Micah curled his hand lightly around the frog, grounding himself in that small, stubborn heartbeat.

He told himself the sting would fade.

But Damien Sevrin’s laughter clung to him like a shadow.
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Chapter 5 - Alaric
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Sunlight poured through tall windows of stained glass, splitting across the polished floor in bands of sapphire, ember, and winter-white. The classroom had been designed to impress: arched ceiling ribbed with black stone, shelves of leather-bound grimoires, and brass instruments glinting from their stands. Every surface reflected precision. Every line suggested control.

Second year’s A-class murmured in soft, excited threads, knotted with one phrase that kept returning like a refrain.

“The Founders’ Festival.”

Alaric rested a hand atop his closed notebook, posture exact, eyes forward. He could feel the brightness in the room working at him the way a jewelers’ lamp worked at a gem, seeking flaws. He offered none.

Korrin lay as a spill of silver at the leg of Alaric’s desk, chin on sleek paws, crystalline eyes half-lidded as if bored. The fox’s tail curled and uncurled once, measured as a pendulum’s swing.

Professor Orsin entered without fanfare and the room aligned itself. Conversation folded. Pens lifted.

“As you’ve undoubtedly heard,” the professor said, resting both palms on the lectern, “the Founders’ Festival opens in two months’ time. Visiting families. Dignitaries. Alumni. Councilors.” A slight tightening at the corners of his mouth signaled his opinion of councilors. “Our academy opens its veins and sings its names. The world pretends to be surprised.”

Soft laughter. Alaric did not smile. He did not need to.

“This term,” continued Orsin, “our section has been asked to host a portion of the program: exhibitions, performances, demonstrations of craft. The charter reads, ‘A living pageant of discipline and imagination.’” His gaze glinted. “We will satisfy both by setting up and hosting the lanternlight portion.”

A scatter of whispers, eager, anxious. Pages turned. Quills poised.

“The curation committee requires a lead,” Orsin said, “and a team beneath them. The lead will coordinate cross-discipline exhibitions, liaise with Warding, and manage timetable and dignitary flow. They will be responsible for the overall standard.” He let the repetition sit like a weight. 
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