[image: ]

​THE 

​LAST-RANKED BLADE

​

​A Standalone LitRPG Academy Progression Fantasy Novella

​

Astrid Hayes

Copyright © 2026 by Astrid Hayes

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely

coincidental.

Published by Forge & Flame Publishing

First Edition: 2026


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER ONE: Rank One Hundred

CHAPTER TWO: The Ones Who Climb

CHAPTER THREE: Ashfall

CHAPTER FOUR: The First Ember

CHAPTER FIVE: What It Took

CHAPTER SIX: Ask, Don't Command

CHAPTER SEVEN: The Weight of Being Watched

CHAPTER EIGHT: A Rule with a Crack in It

CHAPTER NINE: The Proving Duels

CHAPTER TEN: House Voss

CHAPTER ELEVEN: What the Ash Remembers

CHAPTER TWELVE: Not for Myself

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: The Rite of Ash

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: What She Was to It

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Naming the House

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: The Ascension Tournament

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: The Board Remembers

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE: Rank One Hundred
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The banners went up at dawn, and by the time Kael Ashworth reached the courtyard, the whole academy already knew where it stood.

They hung in tiers along the old stone colonnade, a hundred strips of dyed cloth catching the thin morning light, each one stitched with a cadet's name and, beneath it, the number that mattered more than the name ever would. Rank One at the top, close enough to the sun that the gold thread on Aldric Voss's banner looked like it was on fire. Rank One Hundred at the bottom, where the cloth was plain undyed linen, because nobody had ever bothered to dye a banner for a name everyone expected to be gone by winter.

Kael's name was on that one. It had been for three years.

He didn't slow down to look at it. He'd stopped needing to look a long time ago — he could feel the shape of his own humiliation from across the yard, the way you could feel a bruise without touching it. What he did instead was watch the cadets around him check their forearms, the way they always did first thing, before breakfast, before anything. Sleeves shoved back. Skin bared to the cold. A dozen small, private moments of relief or disappointment as each of them found their Rank Marks exactly where they'd left them the night before — a little higher, a little brighter, if the Order had been kind.

Selene Marrow's climbed nearly to her elbow. Second-year cadets went quiet when she walked past, the way you go quiet around something that might be dangerous.

Kael didn't check his own arm. He already knew what he'd find.

"You're doing the thing again," Finn said, appearing at his shoulder with the particular cheerfulness of someone who had decided, a long time ago, that misery was optional. "The thing where you get real interested in your boots so you don't have to watch everyone else be better than you."

"I'm not interested in my boots."

"You're deeply interested in your boots. It's inspiring, honestly. I've never seen a man commit so hard to footwear."

Finn Dray was Rank Ninety-Seven, three places above Kael and not remotely bothered by the distinction, which Kael had decided years ago was either the healthiest thing about Finn or the most delusional. Finn's blade had bonded weak but present — a thin, stubborn spark of a mark that never grew, never shrank, and never seemed to trouble him. He wore his rank the way some people wore an old coat: not proud of it, exactly, but not ashamed either. Just his.

Kael's arm was bare. Had been bare since the day the Order pressed a blade into his hand at age fourteen and waited, along with everyone else, for something to happen.

Nothing had happened. Nothing had happened for three years.

"Board's up," Finn said, nodding toward the colonnade, where a knot of second-years had gathered around the newly hung strips, tracing names with their fingers like they could read fortunes off the fabric. "You want to go look, or you want to keep being fascinating over here?"

"I know where I am on the board, Finn."

"Everybody knows where you are on the board. You're a landmark. New students probably get told about you on the tour." Finn dropped his voice into something approximating an instructor's drone. "And here, cadets, is the Last Blade, unchanged since before some of you were accepted. Please do not feed him false hope."

It should have stung. Most days it still did, a little, in the small tired place under his ribs where three years of the same joke had worn a groove. But Finn said it like he said everything — with the corner of a grin, daring Kael to be annoyed at him instead of at the world, because being annoyed at Finn was so much easier to survive.

"You're an idiot," Kael said.

"I'm a loyal idiot. There's a difference. Loyal idiots bring you actual breakfast instead of letting you skip it again to go stare meaningfully at your own arm." Finn produced a wrapped bun from somewhere inside his coat with the flourish of a magician. "Eat. You look like something Instructor Vey would drag out of the catacombs and immediately reject."

Kael took the bun. It was warm, which meant Finn had stolen it recently rather than hours ago, which meant Finn had gotten up early specifically to make sure Kael ate something before whatever the day was about to do to him.

That was the thing about Finn that the rank boards never showed. You couldn't hang a banner for it.

The instructors did their morning rounds the way they always did — moving down the colonnade rank by rank, starting at the top, because that was where the Order's attention lived. Aldric Voss got a nod and a murmured word from an instructor whose name Kael had never bothered learning, the kind of brief, respectful exchange reserved for cadets who were going to be important men someday and knew it.

By the time the rounds reached the bottom of the board, the sun was fully up and the morning cold had mostly burned off, and the only instructor left doing the walk was Instructor Halden, whose entire demeanor suggested he'd drawn the short straw for bottom-rank duty and resented it personally.

"Ashworth. Dray." Halden didn't look up from the ledger he carried everywhere, a thick, ink-stained thing that Kael suspected contained nothing but bad news for people like him. "Both of you, and the rest of Ninety-One through One Hundred. You're wanted at the East Hall after morning drills."

"What for?" Finn asked, because Finn always asked, and Kael always wished he wouldn't.

Halden finally looked up. There was something in his face that wasn't quite pity and wasn't quite satisfaction — the particular blankness of a man who had delivered this same news enough times that it no longer touched him.

"Culling Trial," Halden said. "Bottom ten ranks, this cycle. Three days from now."

The words landed in the yard like a stone into still water, and Kael felt the ripple move through every cadet close enough to hear it. Not shock — nobody was ever shocked by the Culling Trial, not really, because everyone knew the shape of it the moment they arrived at Ashspire. Shock was for things you didn't see coming. This was closer to dread. The particular, familiar dread of watching a debt finally come due.

"You know the rules," Halden went on, already turning to go, already done with them. "You go into the Ashfall Catacombs. You come out, or your bond is formally declared broken and you're released from the Order. Ten of you go in. History says most of you come out." A pause, brief and almost — almost — kind. "Most of you."

He walked away. The knot of second-years by the board had gone very quiet, the way people go quiet around something that isn't happening to them but easily could.

Finn didn't say anything clever. That was how Kael knew it was bad.

They didn't talk about it until they'd found a quieter corner of the yard, away from the colonnade, near the low wall that overlooked the drop toward the lower city. From here you could see the whole climb the academy sat on — Ashspire rising out of the mountain like something grown rather than built, spires the color of old rust catching the light, the Order's crimson banners hanging heavy and still in the windless morning.

"Three years," Finn said finally, quietly, none of the performance left in his voice. "Three years, and they still haven't declared you broken. That's got to mean something."

"It means the paperwork's slow." Kael kept his eyes on the drop below, on the thin ribbon of road winding down toward the city. "Halden said it himself. Bond's not been formally declared. Formally is doing a lot of work in that sentence."

"Formally means it's not decided yet."

"Formally means nobody's bothered to finish the sentence, because everyone already knows how it ends." Kael turned his forearm over, finally, and looked at it — really looked, the way he tried not to most mornings. Smooth, unmarked skin, the same as it had been at fourteen, the same as every other cadet's arm had been on the very first day, before their blades woke and started climbing.

Except theirs had woken. His hadn't. Not once. Not a flicker, not a spark, not the thinnest thread of light in three years of trying everything the Order's instructors had ever suggested — meditation, ritual, brute repetition, prayer. His blade had come to him silent and stayed silent, and every year that passed made the silence feel less like a delay and more like a verdict.

"They're sending us into the catacombs to die or to prove we're not already dead," Kael said. "I don't love either option."

"You won't die." Finn said it with more conviction than the statement probably deserved, which was, Kael had learned, exactly how Finn said the things he needed to be true. "You're the most stubborn person I've ever met. You've been failing to be expelled for three years running. That's basically a skill at this point."

"That's not a skill. That's just—" Kael stopped, because he didn't actually have a word for what it was. Persistence didn't cover it. Stupidity didn't either, not quite, though some mornings it felt closer.

"It's you," Finn said, like that settled it. "You'll go down into the catacombs, you'll do the thing you always do, which is refuse to stop moving until the problem gives up out of sheer exhaustion, and you'll come back up, and I will be extremely smug about having predicted it."

"You didn't predict anything. You're guessing."

"I'm confidently guessing. There's a difference." Finn bumped his shoulder against Kael's, easy and unbothered, the way he always did when he wanted to say something true without making a ceremony of it. "Three days. We'll figure out what to pack. I know a guy who owes me a favor and has decent rope."

Below them, the city was waking up properly now, smoke starting to rise from a hundred chimneys, the ordinary unremarkable business of people who had never bonded a blade in their lives and never would, and had no idea that ten cadets a hundred feet above them had just been handed a countdown.

Kael looked at his bare arm one more time. Three years of nothing. Three days until the Order finally decided, one way or another, whether nothing was all it would ever be.

He didn't feel afraid, exactly. He felt like a man standing at the top of a very long drop, doing the arithmetic on how far down the bottom actually was.

"Decent rope," he said, "is going to be the least of what I need."

Finn grinned, and for a moment, standing there over the drop with the whole indifferent city below them, it was almost enough to make the dread bearable.

Almost.
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