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Chapter One – “The Boy With No Crest”
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Most people didn’t know Grimthorne Home for Wayward Youth existed.

Tucked behind a rusted gate and buried in fog, the building crouched on the far edge of the city like it had been forgotten on purpose. Its bricks were stained black with age, the yard strangled by weeds, and the windows either cracked or nailed shut. Nothing bloomed there. Not even hope.

Kael had lived at Grimthorne since he was seven years old.

Not because there was nowhere else to go—he had once had a family—but because no one ever came back for him.

His parents died in a fire. That much, Kael remembered.

Not the kind that flickered and warmed you on cold nights. No—this was a fire that moved like it thought. A fire that chose what it wanted to touch. He remembered glass exploding, wood screaming, and the way his mother’s arms wrapped around him just before the world turned to smoke.

They told him it was an accident.

But deep down, Kael had never believed that.

He remembered the way the flames bent around him.

Like they were afraid.

Or like they knew him.

Since that night, no one had claimed him. His files were passed around between government offices like paperwork no one wanted to sign. Eventually, they stamped him with one phrase that followed him everywhere:


No crest. No potential.



In Kael’s world, only a select few were born. Crests—rare, glowing symbols etched into skin from birth—meant power. Not everyone had them. Most people lived normal lives without magic. But those who did carry crests?

They were watched. Fears. Respected.

Some called them gifted. Others called them cursed.

Kael didn’t have a crest.

But strange things still happened around him.

Doors locked on their own when he was angry.

Lights flickered when he was scared.

And once, the floor beneath a bully cracked open just enough to break his wrist—but not sufficient to prove anything.

The staff called him trouble. The other kids just avoided him.

Even the building seemed to hate him. Pipes burst in his room. Mirrors cracked. The air was always colder when he was near.

That morning, Kael sat alone at the edge of the dining hall, staring into a bowl of cold porridge. The others were laughing, fighting, tossing food—but no one looked at him.

He didn’t mind. He was used to being a ghost.

Then the front door creaked open.

Every head in the room turned. Doors didn’t open at Grimthorne unless someone was in trouble. Or dead.

A woman stepped inside.

She didn’t belong here. That much was obvious.

She wore a long velvet coat the color of dried roses, her silver hair pulled into a tight braid that shimmered when she moved. Her boots echoed with every step. She didn’t flinch at the smell or the noise or the stares.

Her eyes scanned the room once and landed on Kael.


“Kael Arlen?” she said.



He blinked. “Yeah?”


“You’ve been requested.”



Just like that.

Matron Vell burst in from the hallway, flustered and stiff.


“Requested?” she spat. “By whom? That boy’s no one—he’s not even marked.”



The woman offered her a sealed letter. Silver ink shimmered across the parchment.


“He’s been summoned by the Hollowlight Conservatory,” she said calmly.

“We take in the forgotten. Especially the dangerous ones.”



The matron stiffened. “He’s not magical. He’s never shown—”


“That’s the thing about power,” the woman said, her gaze never leaving Kael.

“It doesn’t always want to be found. Sometimes it has to be unlocked.”



Kael stood.

He didn’t know who she was.

He didn’t know what Hollowlight was.

But for the first time in years, someone had looked at him like he wasn’t a mistake.


“I don’t have anything to pack,” he said.

“Then come with me,” the woman replied.



And as he stepped toward the door, the lights above him flickered once... and went out.
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Chapter Two – “Above the Clouds”
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Kael had never flown before.

He wasn’t even sure flying carriages were real—he’d only heard about them once, from a boy at Grimthorne who swore he saw one and got punched for lying. But this one? This one was real.

It didn’t have wheels. It didn’t need them.

The carriage soared above the clouds, pulled by four black horses with wings made of shadow and stars. The reins glowed faintly with enchanted thread, and the sky outside shimmered like glass. Below them, the land disappeared into mist.

Inside, it was warmer than it should’ve been. Soft lanterns lined the walls, swaying with the movement of the sky. The velvet seats were deep enough to sink into, and Kael wasn’t sure if he wanted to breathe or hold his breath forever.

He wasn’t alone.

There were three other kids, all about his age—maybe a little older. They sat on opposite benches, eyeing him with varying levels of curiosity and suspicion.

The one closest to him was a girl with long, dark braids and calm gray eyes. She had a sketchbook open on her lap and a fingertip glowing faintly with magic, tracing a pattern into the air that left streaks of icy blue light behind it.

Next to her sat another girl, leaning back with her boots propped up, red curls sticking out in every direction, chewing on a piece of dried fruit like she’d rather be anywhere else. She kept flicking her fingers, lighting and extinguishing small flames in her palm just to see if anyone would react.

Across from them, a boy sat perfectly straight, arms crossed. He had pale hair, a knowing smirk, and the kind of face that said I’ve read more books than you, and I’m not sorry about it.

Kael cleared his throat.

“...Hi.”

The girl with the sketchbook glanced up. Her expression didn’t change much, but she nodded once.


“You’re the last pickup,” she said. Her voice was soft, like wind over water. “I’m Mira.”



The other girl grinned and blew a small fire ring out of her mouth.


“Rixa,” she said proudly. “Yes, that’s fire. No, I’m not sorry. And if you try to touch it, I will laugh when you scream.”



The boy didn’t introduce himself. Not immediately. He just looked Kael up and down.


“You don’t have a mark.”



Kael stiffened.


“Neither did Mira,” Rixa cut in. “She froze a fountain and flooded a courtyard before hers showed up. And mine nearly burned through my bedsheets at age ten. Don’t get smug, Soren.”

“I’m not smug,” Soren said smugly. Then added, “Soren. Wind and sound. Not that I asked, but... what can you do?”



Kael shifted in his seat.


“Nothing,” he muttered. “I don’t have a crest.”



The silence that followed wasn’t cruel. Just... curious. Like they didn’t know what to make of that.


“Yet,” Mira said simply.

“Bet you do,” Rixa added. “They wouldn’t have dragged you up here otherwise.”

“Unless,” Soren mused, “you’re bait for some ancient curse that’s about to unfold dramatically and destroy all of us.”



Rixa threw a flame spark at him. He dodged it with a bored look.

Kael didn’t know what to say. These kids had powers. Real ones.

He hadn’t even known Hollowlight existed until an hour ago—and now he was hurtling toward it in the sky, surrounded by people who could conjure wind, fire, and ice without blinking.


“Have you all... been to Hollowlight before?” he asked.



Mira shook her head. “First year.”


“Same,” Rixa said. “They say the school moves. No one ever sees it unless they’re invited.”

“My brother says it hovers over the clifflands,” Soren offered. Surrounded by stone guardians. I’m hoping that’s literal.”



Kael swallowed.

He didn’t even know what the clifflands were.

The carriage dipped slightly, and Mira caught herself without looking. Her sketchbook slid shut, sealing the icy sigils inside.


“Whatever happens,” she said, “we’re not going back.”

“Not,” Rixa agreed. “Anywhere’s better than where I came from.”



Kael looked out the window.

The stars had started to come out, faint and scattered across a sky that stretched forever.

And for the first time in his life...

He wondered if there was something inside him worth finding.
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Chapter Three – “The Crestglobe”
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The moment Kael stepped out of the carriage, the world changed.

Hollowlight didn’t just hover in the sky—it commanded it. The floating castle loomed above a spiraling cliff face, supported by stone walkways that shifted in the air like they were alive. Runes glowed beneath every brick. Towers turned slowly on invisible axes. And just beyond the tallest spire, the moon seemed to linger, like it had paused just to watch.

Kael’s feet hit the floating bridge like it was solid ground, but his stomach didn’t believe it.
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