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There were nights in Solaris when the sky refused to hold its brightness, when the moon dimmed behind a gauze of drifting cloud and the wind moved as if searching for names it had lost long ago. On such nights, the Academy felt less like a fortress and more like a lantern placed in a widening dark—brave in its glow, fragile in its edges. Within its walls, young soldiers rehearsed the rhythms of duty, blades rising and falling in patterns meant to hold back wars they barely believed would come. Yet even in those well-measured beats, an unease threaded quietly, a single off-note in the harmony of steel and order, and it lingered most insistently near the Prince who walked among them like a promise of light.

Leorion bore the weight of that promise without complaint, though the crown’s shadow had followed him from childhood and shaped the angle of his shoulders, the set of his jaw, the discipline of his breath. He moved through the Academy with the kind of calm that made others straighten their backs, but beneath that polished ease lay an awareness sharpened by years of listening for danger in the spaces between words, watching for tremors in the foundation of a kingdom that believed itself unshakeable. The north whispered of movement. The council murmured of omens. And somewhere among the whispers, the Prince felt the faintest pull toward a darkness he could not yet name.

That pull took form in the shape of a boy who arrived without lineage, without heraldry, without past: Draven. A quiet figure whose presence carried the steadiness of winter stone and the distance of a horizon perpetually turning away. He fought with precision born not of training but instinct, as if his muscles remembered wars he had never been taught, and when blades clashed in practice, the air around him seemed to sharpen in recognition. His gaze rarely lifted long enough for others to catch more than its cool grey surface, yet something beneath that stillness pressed against the world with the unease of a sealed door beginning to shift on its hinges.

It was not friendship that drew them together at first. It was the simple gravity of two paths bending—one shaped by duty, the other by a secret neither of them understood. Their steps aligned across courtyards and training fields, across the golden hush of festival nights and the raw silence of moonlit hours when the Academy slept and only the shadows kept watch. And with every alignment came a flicker, a spark, a moment where breath caught and the world narrowed to the space between them, the space that felt at once forbidden and inevitable.

Beyond Solaris’ luminous towers, something stirred in the northern dark. Reports of unseen creatures drifting between the pines had returned with trembling scouts; hunters whispered of animals found hollowed of blood; old stories clawed their way to the surface of conversations meant to calm rather than frighten. The kingdom spoke of shadows.

But the shadows were not only at the borders.

They were already here.

And one of them wore a soldier’s cloak, breathed like a boy yearning for belonging, and carried a fate that would split the Prince’s world in two.

Leorion did not know it yet.

Draven did.
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Chapter 1: The Prince of Dawn
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The first light of Solaris slipped over the ramparts of the Academy, catching on every edge of metal until the entire training ground shivered in gold. Steel rang against steel in uneven rhythm; boys not yet grown and youths almost men swung wooden swords and blunted blades while instructors stalked between the lines. The morning carried the smell of oiled armor, trampled dust, and the faint salt of nerves.

Leorion stood at the edge of the main yard with a sword belted at his hip, the weight of it new and deliberate against his thigh. Plates of bright, polished mail sat over the padded tunic that bore his house sigil, the sunburst of Valerius stitched in gold thread that caught the dawn. A line of nobles gathered behind him like a second set of armor—lords, minor princes, and advisors whose eyes pressed between his shoulder blades more sharply than any blade in the yard.

The Academy loomed around them, stone walls rising high and square, banners snapping from their poles in the cool breeze. Solaris Academy, the heart of Aurellion’s war machine, where sons of the realm learned to turn their bodies into weapons. Somewhere within these walls, the training that had shaped the heroes in the stories of his childhood waited with its hands outstretched. The same stories those men behind him wanted him to match, or exceed.

A clearing of a throat at his side tugged his focus back from the banners. Captain Rowan Ardent—broad-shouldered in his crimson cloak, the lion-and-spear of his house pinned at his collar—stood with arms folded, watching the yard. No softness in his jaw, no indulgence in his gaze. The man had served Leorion’s father for more seasons than Leorion had been alive.

“Your Highness,” Rowan said quietly, not bothering to lower his voice so much that the nobles behind them could not hear. “Today is not about shining on the field. It is about proving you can stand in the dust with the rest of them.”

The nobles shifted, the rustle of heavy cloth and the faint chime of jewelry. Their silence carried a tension hard as drawn bowstring. Failure here would echo in council chambers and feasting halls and private conversations where his name was no longer a child’s but a title.

Leorion curled his fingers once at his side, then eased them open. The leather of his gloves creaked. “Then I will stand,” he answered, eyes on the sparring grounds. “And I will not fall.”

Rowan’s gaze slid over him, assessing, then the captain nodded once and called to the nearest instructor. Orders snapped through the yard. Pairs broke apart; lines reformed. The murmur of conversation died into focused stillness. A bell clanged somewhere toward the armory, the sound bright and clear.

The recruits gathered into companies—nobles’ sons and sponsored heirs nearest the main entrance, common-born soldiers-in-training toward the far side, near the shadow of the northern wall. The division ran through the yard as visible as a painted line. Armor shone more dully in the outer ranks, mismatched pieces catching the light in uneven patches, and at the very edge of the field a narrow sliver of space remained where dust lay less disturbed.

Eyes followed Leorion when he stepped away from the knot of lords and down onto the packed earth. Murmurs picked up in the wake of his boots, fading whenever he turned his head. The air grew thicker with every stride, as if expectation itself pressed low to the ground here and waited for someone to stumble.

The assigned instructor, Sir Hared, stood like a pole driven into the earth. Tall, weathered, his blond hair threaded with grey at the temples, he watched the prince approach with a gaze that weighed rather than admired. He bowed, shallow and practical.

“Prince Leorion,” he said. “The Academy welcomes you as a student today. Out there,” a tilt of his chin toward the lines of waiting recruits, “you are not your crown. You are your stance and your blade. Understood?”

The answer lodged somewhere behind Leorion’s tongue, thick with habit and the memory of countless bows and “Your Highnesses” and open corridors that parted before his feet. The yard did not part; it held its lines and watched. The sun climbed inch by inch, bright but cool on his face.

“It is understood,” he said, the words plain.

Hared’s mouth twitched at one corner, not quite a smile. “Good. Take your place.” He raised his voice, turning toward the gathered youths. “Form pairs! Nobles with nobles, barracks recruits with barracks recruits. We begin with footwork drills and basic guard.”

The noble boys shifted toward one another like iron filings drawn into ordered lines. Leorion moved toward them by habit, boots grazing over old scuff marks and darker patches in the dust where countless falls had ground sweat and pride into the earth. On the far side, beyond the easy reach of the first circle, the common recruits arranged themselves with less smoothness, more shoves and jostling, the shuffle of those used to fighting for space even in a line.

An opening appeared nearer the shadowed wall, where no one stepped to claim it. A boy stood just beyond that gap, bent at the waist as he checked the strap of his greaves. Dark hair fell forward over his brow, heavy enough that it veiled his face. The leather at his arms looked older than some of the others’, the dark brown almost black where it had been handled most. The blade at his side lacked the bright crest of any house.

He moved differently. No restless shifting, no half-turned glances toward the nobles, no attempts to mimic the stance of the boys nearer the front. Breath settled steady in his chest, shoulders set in a line of quiet readiness. Dust lingered unbroken around his boots for a heartbeat longer than anyone else’s, as if he often stood alone in small forgotten corners of the yard.

Someone at Leorion’s shoulder muttered, low but not low enough. “The village stray again. Watch him cling to the Prince’s shadow next, begging for favor.”

Soft snickers answered. The sound slid along Leorion’s spine and settled there, unwelcome weight. The boy near the wall did not look up, though the words surely carried.

Hared stepped between the lines, clapping his hands once. “Enough noise. Pairs, on guard.” He pointed with his practice blade. “Prince Leorion, with Lord Caelis. Front rank.”

Caelis Montreux pushed away from the cluster of boys nearest the instructor with an easy roll of his shoulders, blond hair perfectly arranged despite the training gear. He smirked at Leorion in a way only barely disguised as respectful. Their blades met in the air, salutes precise, and then the drill began.

The world narrowed to the rhythm of feet, the slide and clash of steel, the drag of air in and out of lungs. Caelis moved with polished grace, every motion practiced. Each blow found Leorion’s guard in a test more than a true threat, as if the young lord measured how far he could press a prince without drawing reprimand. Muscles along Leorion’s arms burned under the steady series of strikes. The steel rim of his shield vibrated.

The sun crept higher; sweat trickled under the collar of his tunic. Shouts lifted around them as other pairs struggled to find balance, some laughing, some swearing when they misstepped and caught a harmless blow. The hard ground jarred through boots when someone fell.

On the far side, nearer the wall, a sharper thud cracked through the noise, followed by a choked grunt. The sound cut across Leorion’s focus more cleanly than any steel.

“Keep your guard, Your Highness,” Caelis said lightly, blade pressing a fraction harder. “Unless you prefer to fall in front of everyone your first morning.”

Leorion shifted his weight and turned aside the next strike with more edge than grace. “Then try to make me fall,” he answered, his tone even.

Caelis’ eyes gleamed. For a few heartbeats their exchange sharpened, speed increasing. Wood struck wood, the sting of impact ringing up Leorion’s arms. Sweat stung his eyes. He let the burn settle into his muscles until each movement flowed more from memory than conscious adjustment, the countless lessons in the palace training courtyard finally finding real use.

When Hared called a halt, Leorion’s chest rose and fell harder than he wanted, but his stance remained firm. Caelis lowered his blade with an elegant little bow and a public smile.

“Well done, Your Highness,” he said. “The Academy will have less work to do with you than I feared.”

The words bent at their center like a blade wrapped in silk. Laughter stirred among a few of the nobles’ sons. Hared either did not hear or chose to ignore it. His gaze had turned toward the outer ring.

“Again,” the instructor called, to the entire yard this time. “Those who fell, switch partners. Learn from someone who did not.”

Movement broke the lines. Boys traded places, some eager, some reluctant. Near the wall, the dark-haired recruit finally lifted his head.

A smear of dust lay across one cheekbone. A faint red line marked the corner of his mouth. Grey eyes, cool and sharp, tracked Hared’s movement for an instant before dropping again. Another recruit—older, broader in the shoulders, armor gleaming with new metal—shouldered past him with a careless bump that turned the smaller boy’s stance sideways.

“Stay out of the way, Nightbane,” the broad-shouldered one said. “This isn’t a village brawl.”

The dark-haired boy’s boots slid in the dust. Balance caught, then broke. He went down hard on one knee, a puff of powdered earth lifting around him. The other recruits laughed, some with their mouths covered, some not bothering.

The name lodged. Nightbane. An old frontier name, one the bards used when they spoke of border skirmishes and nameless soldiers who did not live long enough to earn more polished titles. It did not belong in the mouth of someone who had never stood anywhere more dangerous than a practice ring.

A quiet settled in Leorion’s chest, cooler than the morning breeze. His hand loosened on his sword hilt, then released. Caelis turned toward him, brows lifting.

“Leave it,” the young lord murmured under his breath. “The instructors will sort out their rabble. Your place is here.”

Leorion stepped away from him before the word rabble had fully sunk into the dust. The shift of his weight sent a faint ripple through the line of nobles; boots scraped as some adjusted to give him space, unwilling to be in his path yet equally unwilling to appear to shrink from him. The back of his neck prickled under the combined gaze of Rowan, the watching lords, the scattered servants near the walls.

Each stride toward the fallen boy hammered a little deeper than the last. Not slow enough to seem uncertain, not fast enough to suggest anger. Steady, as if the space ahead had already been marked for him and he simply followed a path laid down long before this morning.

The dark-haired boy worked his jaw once, then braced a hand in the dust and began to push himself up without assistance. The older recruit who had knocked him down had already turned away, attention back on his chosen partner, laughter fading behind him like smoke.

Dust clung to the boy’s palms, to the knees of his plain training trousers, to the edge of his leather bracers. His hair fell in a dark curtain, hiding most of his expression. Only the line of his mouth showed, pressed thin with the same careful neutrality Leorion had seen on too many faces in the palace when nobles swallowed words they could not afford to speak.

Leorion stopped in front of him and extended a hand.

Silence fell first in the small circle around them, then rippled outward. A sword dropped somewhere with a dull thud. The clank of armor quieted. Even the ever-present murmur from the nobles’ watching knot on the steps behind seemed to thin.

The boy’s head lifted enough that grey eyes met Leorion’s, close now, the color clearer. Not pale and washed, but a steel shade that had weathered more than the Academy’s first morning. A faint bruise already darkened along one cheek, blooming over skin that held an undertone not often seen this close to the royal crest, a little sun-browned from labor under an open sky.

The world narrowed to the small gap between their hands.

No invitation in those eyes. No plea. Only a tightness at the corners, a residual bracing for laughter that had not yet come and scorn that had. Pride sat there, yes, but set like a wall built stone by stone over years, not the careless sort that came from never having been pushed.

The boy’s hand did not rise at once. A heartbeat passed. Two. Somewhere behind Leorion, someone whispered his name and a title in a hiss as if warning him toward his place.

His fingers remained steady, palm open to the dust and the boy and the hundreds of watching eyes.

The boy moved.

The leather bracer brushed Leorion’s wrist first, cool and slightly worn. Then callused fingers slid into his grip, firmer than their thinness suggested. The contact landed with a weight far beyond that of bone and skin. Warmth surged along the line of his palm, a sudden flush that did not match the morning’s mild air.

For a flicker of an instant, something beneath his skin stirred. Not a blaze, nothing grand or blinding, only a faint pulse that answered the touch, like light pressed through a closed hand. The sensation ran from the center of his palm up into his forearm and settled there in a quiet thrum. He drew in a breath a fraction sharper than the one before.

Dust shifted as Leorion leaned back and pulled. The boy rose from his knee in one smooth line, boots finding the earth beneath them again. Their joined hands stayed clasped a heartbeat longer than necessity demanded, that faint warmth lingering, before he let go.

The light—if it had been light at all—winked away as quickly as it had come, leaving only the familiar weight of air between them. The imprint on his skin remained.

“On your feet, soldier,” Leorion said, his voice carrying further than the small circle now, not raised so much as set. “The ground is a poor place to train your blade.”

A murmur broke out at the edges. Some amused, some disapproving. Hared’s gaze pinned the scene from across the yard, unreadable at this distance. Rowan’s cloak shifted, the captain’s stance angling as if prepared to intervene if the moment tipped toward something uglier.

The boy straightened to full height. A fraction taller than Leorion, shoulders narrower but set with that same quiet readiness as before. He did not avert his gaze in the way many would in the presence of the heir. The line of his throat moved once, a swallow pulled down.

“Draven,” he said, the name low, almost reluctant to take space in the air. A beat later, as if remembering some drilled formality, “Draven Nightbane, Your Highness.”

The surname rang again with that frontier echo, sharper this close. Nightbane. Shadow and border and blood, carried in four syllables. It fit him in a way Leorion could not easily name.

“Then stand, Draven Nightbane,” Leorion replied. “And do not let him put you on the ground again.”

A few of the closer recruits shifted, eyes darting between them. The older boy who had caused the fall stiffened briefly, jaw clenching, then turned away as Hared barked an order that snapped the yard back into movement.

“Pairs! Positions! If you have breath to gossip, you have breath to drill!”

The spell of stillness shattered. Blades lifted. Feet moved. The world widened again to the size of the whole field, the sun, the stone walls, the watching banners. Leorion stepped back into the fray, but the dust under his boots held the faint memory of where he had stood a moment before.

Caelis joined him with a lazy swing of his practice sword. “Very generous, Your Highness,” the young lord said, pleasant on the surface. “The common recruits will sing about the prince who pulls them from the ground.”

“Then they will stand faster next time,” Leorion answered, dropping into guard. The warmth on his palm lingered like the ghost of a brand.

Caelis’ smile thinned, though his tone stayed airy. “Careful with generosity,” he murmured as their blades met. “Some shadows cling, once invited.”

There was no time to answer; Hared’s sharp command sent them into motion again. The next exchange demanded both arms and attention. Leorion let his body fall into the rhythm, let the drills strip away the noise of voices and the weight of stares. Yet each time his boot dug into the dust, the memory of someone else pulled from its grip by his hand rose with the barest trace of that earlier warmth.

Across the yard, Draven had returned to the outer ring. Another recruit faced him now, more cautious than the last. They circled under the instructor’s eye. Draven’s movements held a compact precision. Nothing flashy, nothing wasteful—each step measured, each guard set as if he listened more to the line of his opponent’s shoulders than to any shouted advice.

When Hared called a break, sweat darkened the necks of tunics, breaths came in harsh pulls, and more than a few boys found reasons to laugh loudly to cover the tremor in their hands. Water skins passed from squire to recruit, from recruit to recruit. The morning light had climbed, heat gathering on stone and skin.

Leorion flexed his hand when no one watched, thumb tracing along the center of his palm as if some mark might appear there under inspection. Nothing but the reddening of pressure, the faint grain of callus where a prince’s sword practice had started to harden soft childhood.

Draven stood near the shadow of the wall again, back half-turned to the rest of the field, shoulders rising and falling with quieter breaths. The line of his profile cut clean against the stone. No one jostled him now; the circle of space around him seemed less the forgotten kind and more the cautious sort earned by the way he had moved in the last bout.

Their gazes crossed for a fraction of a moment. Not long enough for anyone to remark upon, not even long enough for a full expression to settle. Just that brief acknowledgement, a flicker like the one that had gone through their joined hands.

Then Hared clapped again, calling them to order. The yard reshaped itself into rows and ranks. The day wore toward its next task, toward lectures and drills and the numberless small challenges that would build into something larger.

By the time the sun slanted downward, painting the upper walls of the Academy in late gold, muscles in Leorion’s arms and legs trembled with a restrained exhaustion. Every step along the corridor toward the dormitory wing carried the memory of weighted practice, of earth meeting heel, of impact. The noble boys’ laughter echoed ahead of him, spilling into talk of evening meals and baths and letters to be written home bragging of first-day victories.

His assigned chamber looked out over the training yard. Someone had thought it symbolic, perhaps; the prince’s eyes on the forge where he, too, was meant to be tempered. The room still smelled faintly of fresh straw and new linen, the faint wax of recently polished furnishings. A sword rack waited near the door, half-empty, as if expecting future weapons.

Leorion loosened the buckles of his armor and set each piece on the stand with care, feeling the shift in his body as weight left his shoulders and chest. The tunic beneath clung damp at his spine. The air against his sweat-cool skin raised a fine trail of gooseflesh.

When he stripped the glove from his right hand, the sensation ghosted back with unnerving clarity. Warmth rising beneath another’s fingers, the answering stir under his own skin, the moment when his title had slipped away between them and only the pull from ground to standing had remained. The room held its quiet, the only sound his own breath.

No light flared now. No mark burned there. Just a palm, a prince’s hand, still faintly reddened from drills and the forgotten grip of a boy from the shadows.

Beyond the window, the yard lay in long bands of shadow and light, the day’s footprints smudged together into an uneven veil over the dirt. A few late stragglers crossed from the armory to the barracks, silhouettes against the dim. Among them, for an instant, a figure with dark hair and a stride that carried that same quiet readiness passed through the thinning light and vanished under the archway.

Leorion’s fingers closed once around nothing at his side, the echo of that earlier contact tightening through them before easing again. The Academy would bring many faces into his days, many blades to cross, many names to learn and forget.

Yet as the last of the sun slid away and the yard surrendered fully to shadow, the heat in his palm refused to fade as quickly as the light, as if some small, stubborn part of the morning still waited there, unspoken and unfinished.
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Chapter 2: The Quiet Boy From the Shadows
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Dust climbed with every bootfall until the morning air tasted like grit. The training yard of Solaris Academy spread wide around Draven, ringed by stone and banners and the faint shimmer of early heat, but the space inside his chest stayed tight and narrow, a cage measured by the span of his ribs and the steady pull of his breath. Bodies filled the ground in ordered lines, swords raised, shields up, the clatter of impact rolling back from the walls in short, hard bursts.

His own pulse set a quieter rhythm. Weight in the balls of his feet. Right foot slightly back. Fingers adjusting on the hilt until leather met palm in the same familiar way it had since before he could read the names etched over the Academy gates. The wooden practice sword rode his grip like an extension of his arm, not light, not heavy, simply there.

A shout cracked across the yard as Sir Hared paced along the front of the noble boys’ line, his voice carrying over the mixed scents of metal, sweat, and sun-warmed stone. The nobles stood in their polished breastplates and gleaming pauldrons, crests bright as coins. Behind them, on the raised steps leading up to the main hall, a small cluster of lords and advisors watched with the hungry stillness of hawks waiting for some smaller creature to trip.

Draven’s place lay far from their gaze, near the northern wall where shadows clung even after sunrise, among the uncrested recruits whose armor had been loaned from the racks and did not quite fit around ribs and shoulders. His leather jerkin rubbed under one arm where the seam had split and been stitched again, thread rough along the edge. Sweat gathered at the small of his back despite the cool breath of the hour.

“Footwork first,” Hared barked, turning his sharp profile toward the outer ranks. “If your feet fail, your blade fails. Rows—advance on my count.”

Boots shifted, scraping dust, the movement of a field readying to plow. The boy opposite Draven—a lad with straw-colored hair and the soft hands of someone not long from a merchant’s house—lifted his shield a little too high, leaving a thin opening along his waist. The gap drew the eye like a missing tooth.

The count snapped out. “One—two—strike!”

Lines surged. Draven moved without reaching for the command, body falling into a pattern carved long before he crossed the Academy threshold. Step, angle, guard, test the shield, watch the shoulders, not the sword. The first clash of wood on wood rattled through his wrists. His partner’s blade glanced off his guard, the force of it more enthusiasm than skill.

Breath pressed against his tongue, hot and even. The dust underfoot shifted, a fine, sliding resistance that would take any careless ankle. Draven adjusted his stance by a fraction, weight lower, the way men on the frontier had taught him when the ground held stones and bones and nothing forgiving. The boy opposite lunged again, shield leading, blade late.

“Guard your side, Crestwood!” an instructor snapped somewhere down the line, but the warning landed a heartbeat too slow. Draven’s sword met the other’s, rolled along it, and tapped the open waist with a controlled strike that sent a hollow thud through the boards.

The blond boy grunted, more from surprise than pain, and stumbled a step before catching himself. A flush climbed from his collar to his ears. His mouth tightened.

“Again!” Hared called. “If your partner finds a gap, thank them by fixing it.”

They reset. The blond boy’s grip changed, fingers white at the knuckles. His next swing came harder, the line of it wilder, the edge of embarrassment sharpening into anger. Draven’s body answered the motion before his mind could name it, sword rising to meet the blow at a slant that bled off most of its force, feet already shifting to keep his balance under the impact. The jolt ran through his arms, teeth singing for a heartbeat.

“Too fast for a village brat,” someone muttered a few paces down the row. “Probably fought goats on his way to fetch water.”

A ripple of amusement followed, light and cutting. The words slid along the edge of Draven’s awareness like the brush of a cold knife against the skin, not deep enough to bleed yet. The yard had its own hierarchy and this was one of its languages; the boys under the banners spoke it freely.

The drills rolled on. Hared shifted them through advancing and retreating, through turns and the basic guards. Sweat thickened in the air, the dust turning to a fine paste on skin. Breath rasped louder with each pass. Shields grew heavier, blades slower. Mistakes spread along the line in a pattern he could have traced across the yard with his eyes closed.

His own muscles burned in the good, familiar way, the ache of use rather than strain. Every time a partner changed, it took a handful of exchanges to mark the shape of the new body—this one too eager, that one cautious to a fault, another quick but sloppy. Instinct coiled tight under his ribs, listening to weight shifts and the small hesitations in wrists and shoulders, adjusting his stance by inches. The world narrowed to the distance between one blade and another, the pressure of the ground, the pace of another’s breath.

By the time Hared called a halt, a sheen of sweat soaked the back of Draven’s tunic. A line of it traced down his spine, cool where the morning air met it. He rolled his shoulders once, easing a knot near his left blade, and lowered his practice sword.

“Water,” one of the assistants called, moving along the lines with skins.

Draven accepted the offered skin with a brief nod. The leather pressed cool and damp against his palm. The first swallow slid down his throat like river water after a long march. He wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist and passed the skin onward to the boy beside him.

Over near the center of the yard, the nobles gathered in a looser knot. Laughter rose from the cluster, sharper than before now that the first layer of exertion had loosened tongues. A name drifted through the noise—Leorion—and with it a small shift in how the voices held themselves, a tightening that sat somewhere between respect and rivalry.

Draven’s gaze pulled there without permission.

The crown prince stood among his peers much as he had stood yesterday when he had offered a hand, a narrow line of gold and white and easy balance. The Valerius sunburst rode his chest, dulled now by dust but no less obvious. Dark blond hair clung in damp strands near his temples. His sword arm hung easy, though the faint tremor along the forearm betrayed the effort he had spent.

He laughed at something one of the other boys said, a brief, surprised sound that eased the stiffness in the shoulders of those nearest him. The morning light caught on the edge of his profile when he turned, outlining nose, cheek, the firm set of his mouth. For a moment the heir looked less like a symbol on a banner and more like any other fourteen-year-old with tired muscles and too many eyes on his back.

“Recruits!” Hared’s voice cut through the yard again. “Form two circles. Inner ring—nobles and scholarship cadets. Outer ring—barracks recruits. We test endurance next.”

The group shifted, waves drawn into concentric lines. Draven found himself pushed a little further toward the wall, the press of bodies to his right, open stone to his left. Boots squeaked and slid in the dust. Somewhere along the steps, a noble’s cloak rustled as its wearer sat, settling in to watch like a spectator at a staged performance.

“Those northern shadows again,” one of the boys near Draven said under his breath as they took their places, tone half gossip, half unease. “Father says the patrols saw shapes moving where no trees grow. Swears the mountains are spitting ghosts now.”

“Ghosts don’t leave blood,” another answered, twisting his practice sword in his hands. “The report said there were carcasses. Drained. That’s no ghost.”

“A story to frighten children,” a third scoffed. “Or to justify another tax on steel. The real danger’s here.” His chin tipped, a small, mean angle toward Draven and the outer recruits. “We let too many village strays in, one of them will put a knife in the wrong back.”

The muscles along Draven’s shoulders tightened, a twitch of old habit from years of hearing similar words in quieter, smokier rooms. The Academy provided shelter, food, training—things his mother’s small village had never had enough coin for. In return, it took everything else: time, sleep, privacy, a man’s measure. It seemed it took names, too, grinding them down until they fit whatever shape the upper ranks preferred.

Hared raised his arm. “Prepare for sprint and strike. You will run the perimeter of the yard, drop to ground at each corner, rise, and rejoin your place. Last ten in each ring repeat the drill.”

Groans rose from the lines, short-lived. The arm dropped. Dust kicked up as the circles broke and surged into motion.

Draven’s world shrank again to breath and impact and the churn of legs. The yard’s edge slid past under his boots: the pitted base of the wall, the scuffed stone near the armory door, the hard-packed earth by the gate. Each corner demanded a fall and a rise, body hitting the ground, palms stinging, then pushing up before the grit could settle into skin. Sweat slicked his face; a stray lock of hair stuck to his forehead until he blew it aside with a breath that burned on its way out.

The first lap passed in a blur. So did the second. By the third, some of the recruits wheezed, their strides shortening. A few nobles’ sons clutched at their sides, faces high with unused effort. The space between bodies widened. Where gaps opened, Draven slid through, not by chasing speed but by putting his feet where the ground would help instead of hinder, saving small pieces of strength with each step.

His lungs pulled air that tasted of dust and rust and the faint tang of straw from a nearby practice dummy. Heat pricked under his skin. Each drop to the ground sent a shudder through his knees. His hands scraped, thin films of skin peeling just enough to sting when dust worked in.

On the last corner of the third lap, someone’s boot clipped his heel.

The impact spun him off his line. Balance wrenched sideways. The ground rose faster than it should, slamming into his shoulder in a blow that drove breath hard from his chest. For a second the world narrowed to the jarring crunch of impact and the rough drag of dirt against the side of his throat.

Laughter burst ahead, bright and unwary. “Careful there, Nightbane. The ground missed you.”

The voice belonged to the same broad-shouldered recruit from the day before, now flushed and panting, a crooked grin twisted over his mouth. He didn’t slow, feet hammering on, using Draven’s stumble to widen the gap between them.

Pain spiked along Draven’s ribs, white and sharp where bone met earth. Air scraped back into his lungs in ragged pulls. Dust coated his tongue. For a moment, his body refused to answer the command to move; muscles locked around the ache and the shock.

Boots pounded around him, some going wide, some leaping over his outstretched leg with muttered curses. The world rushed by in a blur of shins and knees and the low thunder of breath.

“Up or out, recruit!” Hared’s bark snapped over the noise from somewhere not far—too close for comfort, too far for help.

Heat flushed under Draven’s skin, hot as blood left too long near a fire. Not from the fall—falls happened—or even from the pain blooming in his side. The laughter still hung in the air, thin and lingering. The sound clung more stubbornly than dust.

His palm flattened against the ground. Fingers dug into the packed earth until grit bit under his nails. The yard pressed back, solid, the way fields did when they took the weight of men and horses and never once complained. The shock in his chest loosened with the anchor of that contact. Breath steadied, not fully, but enough.

Knees under him now. Weight shifted forward. Ribs protested; he rode the discomfort without letting it slow the motion. To stay down here would be to confirm every word poured into the space he occupied. To let the earth keep him would mean someone else deciding his measure.

He pushed.

The rise sent another sharp jab through his side, but his body came up, boots finding the ground, legs catching the running rhythm again. The last of the line pulled away ahead, but he lengthened his stride, not in a frantic sprint, just a steady press that chewed at the distance one breath at a time.

By the time he crossed the invisible marker and slowed, chest heaving, most of the recruits in his ring had already returned to their places. Sweat streamed down his temple, tickling his jaw; he wiped it away with the back of his wrist, ignoring the smear of grit it left. A faint tremble shivered down his legs. The ache in his ribs had dulled to something deep and pulsing.

He took his spot near the wall again. Around him, several boys slumped, hands on knees, drawing in air like drowning men pulled onto a bank. Others, mostly nobles, tried to hold themselves upright, backs straight in stubborn defiance of their protesting lungs, eyes darting toward the steps where the lords watched.

Hared strode into the center of the yard, gaze sweeping the ring.

“Look at you,” he said, not loudly, yet the words reached every ear. “Some of you bleed already. Some of you can barely breathe. And yet you stand.”

Murmurs, thin and shaky, followed. Draven eased his shoulders back a fraction, drawing breath through his nose to settle the wheel of his lungs.

A small movement on the steps drew the eye of half the yard. One of the older nobles leaned toward another, hand cupped near his mouth. “The village boy nearly kissed the dirt for good,” he said, the words pitched just high enough to carry. “They take anyone now. Soon we’ll have goats in armor.”

Soft chuckles stirred among the nobles. More than one glance slid sideways toward Draven’s section.

Leorion stepped down off the lowest step.

The shift was subtle, a single stride downward from stone to dust, but it cut the murmurs midsentence. The prince walked toward the outer ring, sword still at his hip, hair damp, shoulders square. No retinue flanked him now, no cloak, no polished embroidery beyond the crest at his chest. The yard’s noise thinned as he crossed the space between nobles and recruits, a shallow tide pulling back from shore.

His path did not angle toward the broad-shouldered boy or the cluster of snickering lords’ sons. It drew him instead straight toward the place Draven stood re-gathering his breath.

Each step weighed a little heavier than the last, the impression of it pressing into the air as much as the dust. Draven’s fingers tightened fractionally on the hilt of his practice sword, palm slick. The ache along his ribs carved a sharp line through his awareness. Sweat cooled on the back of his neck where a breeze slipped under his collar.

Leorion stopped a few paces short, enough distance to speak to more than one recruit at once, close enough that his presence felt like heat at the edge of a fire. His gaze took in the ring—the flushed faces, the bowed heads, the upright backs, the shaking hands. It lingered a breath longer where Draven’s shirt clung damp over the side that had met the ground.

“Some of you fell,” the prince said, voice even, carrying without strain. “Some of you did not.”

A lord on the steps shifted as if to object to the informality, but Rowan’s hand closed on his forearm, a quiet restraint. The captain’s face gave nothing away.

Leorion’s attention settled on the cluster of nobles who had laughed. His chin lifted by the smallest degree. “Those who watched another fall and chose to spit instead of help—remember this as well,” he said. “On a real field, the ground has no patience for your pride. It takes anyone who stays down.”

The young lord who had spoken about goats flushed, his jaw tightening. No one answered. The air around the inner ring prickled.

Leorion turned his head to the outer ring. The movement brushed his gaze across Draven like the pass of a hand over a candle flame. For an instant, everything else in that narrow circle of air fell away.

“The strongest here,” the prince went on, tone low but clear, “are not the ones who never fall. They are the ones who stand up by themselves when they do.”

The words dropped into the quiet like stones into still water, sinking deep, sending ripples outward. Some of the recruits lifted their heads. Others straightened, shoulders drawing back as if a hand had nudged them between the blades.

Draven stood very still.

Heat, different from the flush of exertion, climbed along his throat. The ache in his ribs sharpened under the memory of jawed laughter and boot on heel, yet along that pain something else spread, something that eased as it burned. No one had reached for his arm when he lay in the dust. No one had extended a hand this time. Yet here stood the heir to the realm, words set like a shield between one recruit and the weight of thirty sneers.

For a heartbeat, the yard’s edges blurred, banners and stone and watching lords softening in his awareness. Sound seemed to pull in, quieter at the edges, clearer at the center where Leorion’s voice had left its mark. The prince’s eyes moved on, back across the ring, but the space between them held a small charge, as if that gaze had drawn an invisible line and left it humming in the air.

Hared cleared his throat, breaking the moment. “You heard His Highness,” the instructor said. “Those who fell: you stood. That is worth something. Now make it worth more by not falling in the same way again. Back to pairs.”

The yard stirred. Movement resumed. Blades lifted. Shields came up. The noise climbed back toward its usual pitch, though a new thread ran through it—less laughter from the steps, more focused whispers in the ranks.

Draven’s next partner stepped into place opposite him, a boy with cropped dark hair and eyes that refused to meet his. They raised their swords on Hared’s count. The first impact jarred Draven’s side, the pain reminding him where his body had met the earth. His breath hitched, then steadied into a measured draw, matching the rhythm of foot and blade.

The prince’s words lingered, not as echo but as weight, settling in the space that had always stretched between Draven and the people who gave orders from safe distances. No promise in them. No indulgence. Only recognition of the simple, brutal requirement every soldier lived under: fall, rise, fall, rise again, until the last time.

His blade moved, parrying high, then low. The other boy’s guard improved with each exchange, small mistakes corrected through sweat and repetition. When a strike glanced off Draven’s ribs, a fresh sting flared. The pain sharpened his focus, drawing the world tight around the circle of their fight.

The drill ended. More followed. The day wore on in layered exercises until the sun drifted toward its descent and the yard emptied, recruits released in groups to the baths and mess. The ache in Draven’s muscles settled into something heavy but manageable, a familiar companion. His scraped palms smarted under the first kiss of water at the washing trough, grit swirling away in small, cloudy eddies.

Voices rose and fell around him in the barracks—complaints about instructors, boasts about minor victories, nervous speculations about the northern rumors that had threaded through the yard. Someone near the far bunk spoke of shadows on mountain ridges like teeth against the sky, of livestock found bloodless at dawn. The story drew nervous laughter, then a softer hush, as if the words themselves might invite those shadows closer.

Draven sat on the edge of his assigned bunk, shirt peeled away from his side to inspect the bruise spreading along his ribs. Color bled from deep blue at the center to lighter at the edges, an uneven sunset under skin. The press of fingers along the bone hissed a breath from between his teeth, but nothing felt cracked. The soreness would stiffen by morning, but it would hold.

A draft slipped under the door, stirring the stale air. The smell of sweat and straw and metal tangled in the rafters. The low murmur of a dozen conversations braided together into a weary hum. In the narrow space between one voice and another, a memory from the yard slid in: a prince’s boots in the dust, the steady line of his shoulders, the way those words had carved out a place, small but clear, where Draven’s effort stood visible.

The scrap of warmth that had taken root in his chest did not ask permission. It simply remained, a new, unfamiliar weight beside the older, colder ones.

Outside, the last light of the day seeped away from the Academy walls, leaving the courtyard in deepening shadow. Somewhere out beyond those walls, beyond the city and its tight press of expectations, mountains watched the horizon, their jagged backs catching whatever glow the sky had left. Stories said things moved there now, shapes bigger than wolves and hungrier than crows.

Draven lay back on the thin mattress, the bruise complaining, the boards beneath creaking. The barracks ceiling loomed plain above him, beams and whitewash and a faint spidering crack that traced from corner to corner. Sleep would come hard after the first day’s drills; bodies around him already sank into it with soft, exhausted snores.

His eyes drifted once to the small window at the far end, where a sliver of sky showed between stone and shutter, pale with the last wash of dusk. Somewhere beyond that strip of color, banners still stirred on the upper walls, and a prince whose words had cut through dust and ridicule walked corridors heavier than this one.

The yard would wait for them both tomorrow, the same dust, the same blades, the same eyes. Yet the memory of standing again, on his own feet, under a gaze that had not turned away, drew the next breath a shade easier, as if the space inside his chest had stretched an inch wider without warning.
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Chapter 3: A Bond Forged in Training
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The afternoon light lay softer over the training yard, less a blaze than a pale wash that slipped between banners and caught on the edges of steel. Dust floated where feet had churned the ground all day; the air tasted of old sweat, oiled leather, and the faint bite of metal. The last of the group drills had scattered the cadets into smaller knots, some dismissed, some held back under the eye of instructors with sharper gazes and thinner patience.

Leorion’s shoulders still carried the weight of his breastplate, but the leather straps had loosened a fraction under his arms from hours of use, the armor sitting more like something earned and less like ceremony. The crest of Valerius at his chest wore a veil of dust, dimmed gold over stitched sun. A strip of hair clung damp to his temple, salt stinging where sweat had crept into the edge of an old bruise.

Sir Hared stood in the center of the yard with a slate in hand, names chalked in a neat, uncompromising list. The instructor’s voice cut through the low murmur of the remaining cadets, calling out pairs for the afternoon’s final exercise.

“Montreux with Crestwood. Arden’s ward with Tallen. Leorion—” the brief pause pulled a handful of eyes toward the instructor’s mouth, “—with Draven Nightbane.”

The name hung for a breath before sliding into the air like any other, yet the ripple it left behind moved differently. A few boys along the inner ring turned their heads toward the far side, toward the strip of shade near the wall where the outer recruits waited. A flick of brows lifted, a twist at the corner of one boy’s mouth hinted at amusement, quickly smoothed when Rowan’s attention drifted over them from the steps.

Draven stepped forward from the line without hesitation or drag. The leather of his jerkin had picked up the day’s wear, darkened at the seams and damp at the collar. Dust clung to the knees of his trousers where earlier drills had driven him to the ground, yet his posture held an easy balance, weight resting in the balls of his feet even at a standstill. Dark hair, grown a shade longer than regulation, brushed his brow, shadowing the grey of his eyes until he lifted his head.

The line from hand to shoulder carried no stiffness, no show, only readiness.

The last time their paths had crossed in the yard, dust had risen under Draven’s boots as he pushed himself up alone, and words had laid a brief shelter over him. The echo of that moment sat in Leorion’s chest, an imprint not yet faded. The pairing now felt less like chance and more like a thread drawn tighter.

“Paired sparring,” Hared said, voice carrying to the yard’s corners. “Guard, distance, reading intent. No full-force strikes to the head or joints. If anyone leaves this ground bleeding more than a nose or a
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