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PROLOGUE


 


 


I stride into my bedroom, the scents that have become so familiar to me over these long, sun-drenched weeks of summer greeting me like an old friend. I glance at my empty bag on the bed, its presence reminding me that my time in Solara is nearly over. I am trying to decide how I feel about that when I catch sight of my reflection in the long mirror propped up against the wall in the corner of the small but homely furnished room, and my heart freezes as if gripped by a fist made of pure ice.


My left hand goes to the bed beside me to steady myself, while my right hand flies up to my face, first covering my mouth which opens to scream, before it crawls over my face like some pink five-legged spider.


Desperately, even as the scream escapes me, my fingers feel for my open mouth, tracing along my tense, straining lips. They go to my nose, then my eyes. What they report back is encouraging, but it does nothing to quell the horror that is boiling up inside of me, threatening to erupt and overwhelm me.


The reflection stands in front of me, mocking me. The slim athletic figure is the same, and so is the long black hair that falls midway down my back… but though I can see my hand moving across my face, it doesn't trace the outline of my screaming mouth or my nose. My silver eyes, wide with shock and terror, don't stare back at me.


Where my features should be, there's nothing—just smooth blankness. No eyes, no mouth, no expression. Nothing. Another scream claws its way out of my chest, raw and primal, and the figure in the mirror mimics the motion, hands flailing, yet no sound comes from her. There's no mouth to carry the terror.


My sightless face stares back at me, and somewhere in the back of my mind is another fear that it will suddenly leap out from the smooth glass surface and attack me.


Then, over the sound of my own terrified cries, I am suddenly aware of other cries. Voices that aren't my own and somehow I know don't belong to the abomination opposite me, fill the room.


"Kaela! Kaela!" The voices barrage me, as panicked and insistent as my own screams. Have they seen what I have?


But I am unable to tear my gaze away from the horror in the glass. It's me, but it isn't. What does it mean? Why can't I see myself?


"Kaela!"


The voices crescendo, and then...


"Kaela..."


I blink. The world shifts. I'm lying in my bed, heart racing, Soraya's blue eyes swimming into focus above me. Her fiery hair forms a halo around her concerned face, and the flickering sunlight through the window ignites it with an ethereal glow.


I sit up, clutching the sheets to steady myself, my heart still racing from the fear that had gripped me moments ago. Soraya, perching on the edge of the bed, takes my clammy, trembling hand in her own, squeezing it, her thumb tracing circles on the back of my hand.


"Kaela, talk to me," she urges gently. "You were dreaming again… it’s all OK, though, you’re back here, in Solara, with me…no one can harm you.”


I nod, hesitantly, still disoriented by the shift between nightmare and reality. "Yeah," I whisper, the solidity of my voice, shaky though it is, helping to bring me further back into the room. Into reality. Sand further away from the horrors of what I had just witnessed. 


"Same one?" she asks, her voice gentle.


"Same one." My words are heavy, saturated with an unspoken fear. I don't understand why this keeps happening—why my mind conjures such disturbing images. "Every night for the past week," I confess, swallowing the lump in my throat. The image of my faceless reflection haunts me, even now, with the rich Solarian morning sun streaming through the window.


Soraya's invitation for me to spend the summer with her and her family in their sun-filled realm, as opposed to spending it alone in my gloomy one, had worked out better than I could have hoped. The last thing I wanted now was to bring whatever ghosts haunted me to her home.


My eyes go instinctively to the corner of my room. Empty now, since I asked Soraya to move the mirror out of my room earlier that week after waking up from an almost identical dream. 


“Why am I getting it?” I ask the room, “Why now?” 


The dreams that had started abruptly seven days ago were all slightly different, but all revolved around the same shocking revelation. I would suddenly see myself – whether in my bedroom mirror, a silver shield I am polishing back in Stonegarden’s armory, or a moonlit pond while on a romantic walk with Valerin – and I would be featureless. Faceless.


"It could be latent magic," Soraya muses, her fiery hair glinting like embers in the light. "Stonegarden is full of ancient power. Maybe something latched onto you last year. You spent a long time in the labyrinth. Who knows what powerful magic lurks there."


I nod, she is right. I spent far too long in that hellish maze that lies beneath Stonegarden. Once trapped with Erik during a lockdown when a rogue Mana Wraith was on the loose, and another time on my own, after Iliana’s sabotage attempt. But I am not convinced. “Why now though?” I ask, looking into her eyes, wanting more than anything that she could provide me with the answers.


“Perhaps it senses you are due to return,” she replies.


My eyes drift off to the corner of the room again. I can see the logic in what she is saying, but I find myself rejecting it, returning in my mind something I have been pondering for the past several days.


"Maybe." But a sense of certainty settles within me, heavy as stone. It isn't magic—or at least not entirely. "But I think it's more personal than that."


"Personal?" Her brow furrows, concern etching deeper lines into her sun-kissed skin.


"Seeing myself... without a face." The words tumble out, raw and honest. "It's like I don't know who I am anymore. This summer with you, with your family—it's shown me a life so different from what I've known. It’s been wonderful it truly has, but it has also highlighted what I didn’t have. What I’ve missed. And…" My words fall away under doubt, uncertainty, and a little bit of embarrassment.


“And…?” Soraya prompts.


“And that I don’t really know who I am.” Beside me I can tell Soraya desperate to put my mind at rest, but can feel her uncertainty. It’s easier for her. She knows who she is. Who her parents are, who their parents were. She knows what she is, where she came from. More and more, and this has come more to the fore over these past weeks, I have come to realize that I don’t have that and more than likely will never have that. It’s not that I am ashamed of coming from where I do, surviving on the streets of Gloomrift, it’s just that there will always be that element of doubt that maybe that is not me at all.


Soraya reaches out, her hand warm against my arm. "We'll figure it out together, Kaela. You're not alone in this."


Her reassurance steadies my fraying nerves, but the shadows of doubt linger. The memory of being orphaned, of the elderly couple who took me in only to leave me alone once more when they passed away, claws its way to the forefront of my mind. 


"Sometimes I feel like I'm just... floating," I admit, the admission leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. "Like I could disappear and no one would even notice."


"Hey." Soraya's grip tightens. "I would notice, and so would a lot of other people. Talia and Lysandra for one thing. Valerin, Erik and Lyr for another, not to mention Shade! You matter, Kaela. Your past doesn't define you."


"Easy for you to say," I mutter, though gratitude warms me. "You know where you come from, who your people are. Me? I don't even have a past to confront."


"Then we'll create your future," she says fiercely. "One where you have a place, a purpose. In many ways, not having a past is a wonderful thing. No expectations, no preconceived notions of what you should be, what you can't be."


“You forgot I spent my entire first year at Stonegarden trying to live down the reputation of being a street rat, or street thief.”


"Hey, enough of the past," Soraya says, springing to her feet. "We have a busy day ahead of us. Let's get started on packing," Soraya suggests, pulling me back to the present. "You need to face Stonegarden head-on, nightmares be damned."


"Right." I nod, steeling myself for the journey ahead. "It's crazy," I say, swinging my legs out of the bed and onto the bare wooden floor. This time in two days we'll be back at Stonegarden.”


Soraya nods, then her gaze locks onto mine. “You’re forgetting one thing Kaela. The small matter of getting across The Incandescent Wastes.”




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“I’d thought I’d be used to the sun…to this heat, after spending six weeks in Solara, but this…” I gasp, gesturing to the scorched sand that lay as far as the eye could see in every direction. The air, which rippled with the heat, scorched its way down my throat and into my lungs with every ragged breath. 


“This is next level heat isn’t it?” Soraya says next to me and I feel some guilty satisfaction that she seems to be struggling in this hellish desert as much as me.


“Give me the Veil of Shadows any day,” she continues, trudging through the red-hot sand that has an innate ability to find its way into every crease in your body, every fold in your clothing. “At least we’ll have shade there.”


“True,” I pant, but it comes hand in hand with needle sharp hail, lightning that can cook you in a fraction of the time that can,” I nod to the huge red orb of the sun that hung in the sky above us, close enough to touch. “Trust me, that isn’t a walk in the park.”


Each of the kingdom’s four realms were separated from its neighbors by a natural barrier. My home realm, Gloomrift is cut off by a perpetual storm, the Veil of Shadows, that I had had to cross for the one time in my life a year ago to get to Stonegarden. Solara has the Incandescent Wastes. 


I try to visualize the cold, the wet, the dark in an attempt to rally against the relentless waves of heat that beat down on me, but it doesn’t work. It’s like holding a leaf above your head to keep out a deluge. 


I had considered using my shadow magic to create shade and shelter us, but it would have been useless. There is no way I would have been able to keep it up all of this time, and though I would have not had to deal with the heat, the exhaustion wrought by such prolonged use would have been even worse. 


Shade would have helped, of course, but he was not here. I had missed him, our forced separation a low point of the summer, but our imminent reuniting was something that added energy to my legs. 


Despite everything, I shake my head in wonder. The fact that 'I considered using my shadow magic' still amazes me. Twelve months ago, I left the streets of Shadowhaven to try and seek a new life for myself, based purely on the cryptic promises of a stranger. I still had a long way to go to achieve that goal, but in the last year, I experienced things I never dreamed were possible, certainly by someone like me.


The blistering sun continues to beat down upon us as we trudge on, our footsteps swallowed by the endless sea of sand. I wipe a bead of sweat from my brow, squinting against the harsh light. I look at Soraya beside me, her face set in a determined grimace.


"I didn't think it would be this hard," I pant, recalling our previous journey to Solara after the end of our first year at the academy. Our strides had been buoyant then, fueled by triumph and the promise of respite. "We did this before, but it feels like... like we've never crossed a desert."


"Too much time feasting and laughing this summer," Soraya replies with a sigh, echoing my thoughts. "It's softened us. We're not as sharp as we were."


"Or as tough," I agree, feeling the weight of the coming year press down on me like the heat of the midday sun. If crossing this desert can drain us so quickly, what chance do we stand against the unknown trials awaiting us at Stonegarden?


I cast my mind back to the Testing Grounds, the merciless landscape crafted to break us during our first year. The memory is a blur of heat, dust, and desperation. My silver eyes scan the horizon, as if half-expecting the twisted horrors conjured up by the Academy faculty to materialize before us.


"Last year," I begin, my voice barely more than a strained whisper, "we had a trial that recreated this very desert... I survived by a thread." The truth of it rings hollow in the vast emptiness around us. "Erik, Valerin, and Lyr... they were there for me… we were there for each other. Without them…” my voice trails off.


Soraya glances at me, concern etching lines into her otherwise youthful face. "We all needed help," she says softly. "But you pulled through, Kaela. You always do."


"Sure," I mutter, the words tasting of sand and doubt. 


“Anyway,” she cries, her face splitting into that familiar smile. “You have me!”


I put my arm around her shoulder and give her a hug. Yes, I do, I think. Soraya was the one who offered me the chance to spend the summer with her, as opposed to going back to a life on the streets in Shadowhaven. 


“Look out,” Soraya says, pulling me to one side. Ahead, the shimmering sand forms a something thicker, darker, and before I realize what it is, a scorching whirlwind, its heat like the breath of a dragon spins past us, sucking the sand it passes over up, spinning it round and round, up into the brilliant blue sky above us. 


I watch it carry on its journey, half wondering where it will be when it finally runs out of energy.


"I can't wait to see Talia's face when we tell her about this," I chuckle, brushing a stray lock of hair that has become plastered to my forehead. "She'll probably whip up a potion just to cool us down."


"Or lecture us on the virtues of endurance," Soraya grins. Her voice hints at excitement beneath the exhaustion. "And Lysandra will have that 'I-told-you-so' look ready, remember how she warned us not to get too comfortable over the break?"


“Too true." My lips curl up at the thought. Every memory of our friends adds fuel to my determination. But then Soraya's next question catches me off-guard.


"What about Valerin, Lyr, and Erik? You've been... unusually quiet about them." She arches an eyebrow, concern etched in the lines of her sun-kissed face.


"Ah, well..." I hesitate, my heart skipping a beat. The agreement with Lyr is a secret weight I carry, its edges sharp against my conscience. We had arranged in the first year to set up a fake romance, aimed at raising his lot amongst his peers and helping protect me from the worst of the scurrilous rumors. It had worked. To an extent. "I wish it were simpler."


"Kaela, the mind may want simplicity, but even you, Shadow Weaver, can't control your heart." Soraya's words are gentle, yet they sting like truth often does.


"Complications make life interesting, right?" I deflect, offering a wry smile. The subject is a thornbush I'm not ready to navigate, not now.


"Interesting or not, they're waiting for us back there." She nods toward the horizon where Stonegarden lies hidden by the heat's haze.


Soraya’s mention of shadow weaving allow nudge my thoughts to the unique magic that surged within me during my first year at the academy. Back then, I'd believed I was merely adept at sticking to the darkness, another trickster in the night. But Stonegarden unveiled the truth—it wasn't just skill; it was raw power. Magic.


I'd learned to pull the shadows around me like a cloak, to whisper commands that shaped them into tendrils, barriers, even weapons. They became extensions of my will. The revelation had been exhilarating—and terrifying. What else lay dormant within, waiting to be awakened?


Stonegarden had shown me that everyone had some latent skills, especially those called to the academy. But it had also hinted at something else. That I was different. That the power within me was somehow stronger. 


We fall into a comfortable silence, our conversation ebbing away as we focus on the seemingly endless stretch of dunes before us. The path we follow is but a faint impression in the sand, meandering like a serpent's trail. 


“One thing I won’t miss,” I say, as we make our way slowly up the slope of a huge dune, “is Iliana!”


“Yes,” Soraya exclaims. “I had not thought of that conniving madam for weeks. Good riddance, to her.”


I nod heartily in agreement. The student hailing from Gloomrift nobility had made it her mission in the first year to make my life hell. Spreading rumors about my background and doing everything in her power to break up any friendships I had.


She had gone further than just rumors, though. It had been Soraya with me when she had attempted her first act of sabotage, cutting the rope on a rope bridge that we had barely survived. But I had been on my own when she had gone a step further. Using powerful magic she had brought an ice mountain down on top of me, forcing me into the labyrinth, something I had only just survived.


That had cost her her place at Stonegarden, The Alchemist expelling her despite her protestation and attempts to hide behind her family's name. 


“I don’t think…" Soraya begins, but before she can continue, she stops dead in her tracks, her hand shooting out to point at the ground.


"Kaela, look!" Her voice is sharp, cutting through the still air like a blade.


I follow her finger to the path beneath our feet, but I can’t see what has caused her so much alarm. 


“What…?”


“Run Kaela,” she cries, grabbing my arm and leading me off the path, sprinting.


“What is it?” I cry, my legs and arms pumping, feet sinking into the sand.


“That wasn’t a path,” Soraya cries between breaths, “How could I be so blind, so stupid? That is a Sisirothra trail.”


My heart stutters. I had come across one of those huge, seven-headed sand serpents before, on the trial in the Testing Grounds. And I had never ever wanted to set eyes on such a beast again as long as I lived.


“There it is!” my friend shouts, as to our left, the hideous form of the creature rises up above the crest of the dune, the dune we had been blindly walking up only a minute before.


“Come on, we may…” She cuts off abruptly as the ground trembles beneath us. A low rumble fills the air, a sound so deep it seems to come from the very belly of the earth. The sand around us begins to shift, forming waves that roll outwards from a central point.


The rumble turns into a thunderous roar, then, there is an explosion of sand, and the world goes black.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Sand engulfs me, heat searing my lungs as I fight to break through the smothering earth. My fingers scrape at the coarse grains, each movement sending fresh waves of burning particles into my face. Soraya's muffled coughs reach my ears, urging me onward—upward—until suddenly, air, hot and arid, slashes my throat with the sweet pain of survival.


"Kaela!" Soraya's voice pierces the haze of sand and panic.


I wipe at my eyes, then almost wish I hadn’t as they reveal what looms over us. The sisirothra—its seven heads writhing, scales shimmering like molten gold under the unforgiving sun. Each head is a grotesque sculpture of nature's fury, crowned with jagged horns and eyes like blackened embers. Its roar, a sound of pure anger and primal hunger, rips the air around us.


"By the ancients," Soraya gasps beside me, her blue eyes wide with terror, "we're done for."


We are on our backs, looking up at the writhing monstrosity. "No." The word scrapes out of me, raw and hoarse. "We can't end here. Not like this." 


But the beast advances, a living nightmare against the barren backdrop of the Incandescent Wastes. Its hissing fills my senses, and despite my words, I know there is no way we can outrun it.


Soraya screams, and I brace for impact—


Another roar cleaves the air, this one from behind us, vibrating through the ground and up my spine. I whirl around, only to witness a second sisirothra thirty feet behind us, its body a mirror image to the first, save for scars that mar its hide.


"Two of them..." I can barely hear my own voice over the thunderous uproar.


"Underground," Soraya breathes, realization dawning. "It was beneath us all along."


My mind fills in the gaps. The trail we had inadvertently been following was that left by the first one. The shifting of the sand that had buried us, had been the second sisirothra emerging from its underground layer. 


From despair there is suddenly hope, as it dawns on us that the beats myriad eyes are not focused on us but on its rival. But still, we can't afford to get caught in the crossfire. We desperately scramble out of the way as the two titans collide with the force of colliding worlds, their roars intertwining into an otherworldly symphony of rage. Sand and scales fly as they entwine, each seeking purchase on the other with fanged maws and coiling bodies.


"Kaela, we need to move!" Soraya shouts, tugging at my arm.


I nod, my attention drawn to the two behemoths' battle, and despite the need to survive to get away, It is hard to tear my gaze from such a brutal display.


But she is right, with their focus solely on each other, we have to take the opportunity to flee.


Our feet stumble over the shifting sands, but we find our rhythm, half-running, half-sliding away from the chaos. The noise from the clash of the sisirothras follows us, a relentless echo of the violence we leave behind.


"Will they kill each other?" I ask between labored breaths.


"Doesn't matter," Soraya replies, pushing herself and me harder. "As long as they're busy with their own hate, we live. 


We slow to a fast walk. Behind us the battle rages on, but once again our focus is on what lies ahead. The mountain range that houses Stonegarden is now clear on the horizon, and that gives our tired limbs and scorched bodies a welcome lift. 


Half an hour later, there is more good news. "Look," Soraya murmurs, her voice tinged with relief. Vegetation—a sign that the deadly sands are giving way to the rocky foothills of the mountain. "We're leaving this cursed place behind."


"Finally." My words are a whisper, more prayer than statement.


Ahead, the mountains rise like ancient guardians. Somewhere beneath those peaks lies Stonegarden. With each step, the terrain changes beneath our feet, from scorching sand to hard-packed earth dotted with stubborn shrubs.


"Can you believe it?" Soraya asks. "Stonegarden. It's been—"


"Too long," I finish for her. "But we're different now. Stronger."


"Ready for whatever comes next?"


"Always." I squeeze her hand, a silent pact between warriors, between friends.


The mountain air bites at my sweat-drenched skin as we push through the fledgling growths sprouting from the desert's end. I steal a glance at Soraya, her determination a silent challenge to keep moving. The past is a shackle I'm ready to shed, but it clings like the remnants of sand in my clothes.


"Remember the first time you came here?" Soraya's words echo in my head, and for a moment, I'm back there—back to where my journey began.


"Kaela?"


I blink away the memory. "Yeah. It feels like another life."


"Scared?"


"Terrified," I admit, and we both laugh, the sound hollow against the vastness of the mountains ahead.


"Everything changed after that." My voice barely rises above a whisper, the truth of it settling deep in my bones. A year ago, I was a shadow, uncertain and aimless, like a leaf carried by the wind. Stonegarden had been a beacon, a promise of transformation, and though I'd doubted my place among its hallowed halls, I had plunged into its depths with a heart full of hope.


Now, I am Kaela Reign. Fear has become a familiar companion, one that sharpens my instincts rather than dulls them. The academy taught me that much. But as much as it has uncovered much about me, the more is revealed, the more uncertainty there is about me, and who I am.


"Look at us now," Soraya says, reading my thoughts. "Ready to take on the world."


"Or at least a couple of sisirothra," I quip, and she snorts.


"Only you would joke about that."


"Only you would laugh."


We trek in silence for a while, the mountains growing ever closer. In their shadow, I can't help but think of Shade, my Mana Wraith. Even now, his essence lingers in my mind, a presence I've grown to crave. Has he missed me as I have him? The bond we share is something forged in magic, an unspoken understanding that runs deeper than words.


“What are you thinking about?” Soraya asks, her voice soft.


“Shade,” I reply. “It’s been too long. I don’t think we are meant to be apart for that long.”


“You’ll see him soon.”  


"Hope so." My heart races at the prospect, the connection we share pulsating in anticipation. With every step, I imagine our reunion, the cool touch of his ethereal form, the surge of power that comes from our joined essence. The academy isn't just a place of learning; it's where I found my other half, where I discovered what it means to be truly alive.


Talk of Shade, of our friends, of the academy has brought everything back, and the excitement builds, a crescendo that drowns out the weariness in my limbs. We're close now, the path winding upwards, the mountainside steep and unforgiving. But it doesn't matter. What awaits is worth every treacherous step despite the fear of what else awaits us. 


"Come on," I urge, and together we climb, the future calling us onward.


The jagged rocks loom before us, their shapes like the twisted fingers of ancient sorcerers pointing us toward the unknown. I squint against the harsh glare of the sun, its rays reflecting off the myriad surfaces with blinding intensity. Soraya nudges me and points towards a narrow opening between two particularly gnarled stones.


"Through there," she says, her voice a mixture of weariness and determination.


We approach the gap, the air growing cooler as we slip into the shadows of the cave. The passage narrows until we're forced to turn sideways, our arms scraping against stone. I can feel the mountain's weight above us.


"Watch your step," I murmur as loose pebbles skitter beneath my boots.


Deeper and deeper we delve, the light from the entrance receding until we're swallowed by darkness. My hand instinctively goes to the dagger at my thigh.


The passage begins to widen, the oppressive closeness giving way to a vastness that speaks of open spaces. And then, there it is—the dimly lit archway that marks the entrance to Stonegarden.


We pause, looking at each other. Our faces are gaunt from the journey, our clothes tattered, but our spirits... our spirits are indomitable.


"Ready for another year?" Soraya asks, her blue eyes shining with an inner fire.


"Let's do this," I say, and we take a deep breath, the familiar scents of ink and parchment, of stone and magic, filling our lungs.


Arm in arm, we step across the threshold. The sound of our boots on the stone floor echoes, announcing our return. 




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


"Can you believe it's been almost two months since we were here?" Soraya's voice is a mix of excitement and nerves as she twirls a lock of her flame orange hair around her finger. We're all gathered in the main hall, the four of us—Soraya, Talia, Lysandra, and me—clutching our travel-worn satchels, surrounded by the buzz of returning students.


"Feels like just yesterday we were first-years, trembling at the thought of enchantment exams," I chuckle, the memory of our shaky beginnings drawing a collective laugh from my friends. The scent of old books and polished wood fills my senses, the familiar aura of Stonegarden wrapping around me like a warm shawl.


“I just hope they don’t have a repeat of those portals!” Lysandra whispers. If I had known what was ahead of me on that first day, I swear I would have turned tail and ran back to Gloomrift.”


“Oh don’t remind me about those,” I reply, shuddering involuntarily at the welcome we had received last year, invited to step through one of three portals, one of which would transport you to anywhere but the waiting room beyond. The image of those students in the labyrinth who had chosen incorrectly still haunts me to this day. 


"Kaela, did you practice your shadow weaving over summer?" Talia asks, her green eyes wide with curiosity.


Before I can reply, Soraya cuts in. “No, she didn't," she says firmly. That was one house rule we had. She wasn't to bring any of her Gloomrift weather with her. Solaris’ reputation would never be the same!” 


We burst into laughter again, but as it fades, I sense the weight of gazes upon us. More specifically, upon me. Last year, such scrutiny would've sent me scurrying into the shadows, my street thief instincts kicking in, screaming that I was about to be caught, judged, discarded.


And that was what they would have been looking at me for. Their gazes would have been asking ‘what is she doing here?’ ‘She’s not worthy,’ the stares would have said. And I would have almost believed them.


But now, the looks are different—tinged with respect, maybe even a hint of awe. It's because of what I achieved last year, against all odds. And, of course, there's the incident with Iliana Stormshadow.


"The last time we were in this room," I say, my voice dropping lower. "Was when I stormed in, and confronted Iliana. Gods, that feels like a lifetime ago." My fingers instinctively brush through my hair, feeling uncomfortable, not from the memory of challenging Iliana, but from the constant knowledge of how close she had come to killing me.


"Hard to forget," Soraya says. "The whole academy was buzzing for the rest of the year. I would love to have been in that room when The Alchemist expelled her."
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