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CHAPTER 1 — Shadows at the Gate

 

The rain was a quiet, relentless percussion against the window of the train, turning the outside world into a watercolor blur of greys and dim blue light. Callum pressed his forehead to the cool glass, watching his own reflection flicker in and out of sight between the raindrops. The landscape beyond—fields slashed by ancient stone walls, a flash of forest dark as old velvet—could have belonged to any country, any time. There was something unmoored about it all, as if the city ahead only existed on days when the mist was thick enough to hide the ordinary world.

The carriage was nearly empty. A few students in dark coats clutched battered trunks and sleek valises, all marked with the same sigil: a stylized inkwell crowned by six glass fragments—a symbol Callum had learned, by rote, to recognize as the seal of Atramentum Academy. He glanced down at his own hand, where the acceptance letter had left an indentation in the skin. Even now, folded carefully in his inside pocket, he could recite the first line by heart:

To Callum Ferren,
You are hereby invited to attend the Winter Quarter at Atramentum Academy, Arsenhall…

He’d read those words so many times they had lost meaning, as if a part of him suspected this was all some elaborate dream, or a trick of memory. He supposed, in a way, it was.

The train slowed. Through the smudged glass, Callum glimpsed the first edges of the city: black spires rising above tangled rooftops, yellow gaslight burning in windows, a fog that rolled in from the river and never seemed to lift. It was nothing like the city he’d grown up in, nothing like anywhere he remembered—and that, perhaps, was the point.

The platform was shrouded in white mist as he stepped down, boots clicking on wet stone. For a moment, he was disoriented, almost dizzy, as if the world had contracted to just the sound of rain and the muffled shuffle of students around him. The air smelled sharply of ink, cold iron, and something faintly floral—a scent that clung to the city like memory. He kept his head down, following the small current of students who seemed to know exactly where to go.

Ahead, a figure in a black cloak stood beneath a wrought-iron archway, holding a lantern aloft. The figure’s features were lost in shadow, but the voice that called out—cool, authoritative—cut through the rain.

“New arrivals, this way! Trunks to be left by the gates. Names and letters ready.”

Callum fumbled for his acceptance letter, feeling a flicker of nerves. He had always hated this part—being seen, assessed, the silent weighing that happened in other people’s eyes. Behind him, a girl with a crown of white braids clutched her own letter to her chest. Her eyes flicked to Callum, quick and wary, then away.

They filed beneath the arch and into the courtyard beyond—a vast space paved with slick black flagstones, lined with ancient yew trees whose branches knotted together overhead. Gaslamps flickered, throwing pools of yellow light across the mist. The Academy itself loomed ahead: all dark stone and gold-framed windows, rising in impossibly high towers. It looked less like a school than a fortress designed to withstand centuries of storms.

Callum felt the weight of history pressing down on him, as if the stones remembered every secret ever whispered inside these walls.

Names were called. Letters were checked. A professor in a plum-colored coat made a neat mark beside Callum’s name on her list, then gave him a brief, considering glance. Her eyes, grey as the rain, lingered for a beat too long.

“You’re late,” she said, not unkindly. “But not the last. Go on, the prefect will show you to your rooms.”

He nodded, mumbling a thank you, and followed the line of students up the shallow stone steps and into the echoing entry hall. Here, the warmth was almost a shock—the smell of burning wood, wax, old paper. He felt the tension in his shoulders begin to loosen, just a little.

Inside, the halls were lined with portraits. Not the usual solemn faces, but swirling, impressionistic paintings where eyes seemed to move when he wasn’t looking. A chill ran down his spine. He looked away quickly.

A tall boy with a prefect’s badge—Thane, according to his name tag—waited at the head of the stairs. Thane’s voice was low and even, with a cadence that spoke of too many years spent at schools like this.

“First-years, follow me. No talking in the halls. You’ll have time to settle in before the orientation. Don’t touch anything that isn’t yours.”

The group shuffled after him, up winding stairs and along a corridor paneled in dark wood. The windows here looked out on the city below: Arsenhall sprawled beneath a blanket of mist, rooftops glinting with damp.

They stopped outside a door marked “MEMORIA: DORMITORY A.” Thane pressed a brass key into Callum’s hand.

“Ferren. Top bunk, end of the room. You’ll find your timetable on the pillow.”

Callum mumbled another thank you, stepping into the dormitory. The space was dim, lit by a single lamp. Rows of bunks lined the walls, each with a narrow trunk at its foot. A desk crowded with battered notebooks and a cluster of odd, gleaming crystals took up one end of the room. The air hummed faintly, as if the walls themselves remembered every word ever spoken here.

He found his bunk, dumped his bag, and glanced at the timetable.
First class: Alchemy of Remembrance — Professor D’Orbean. 9:00.

He took a slow breath. He’d heard the rumors about D’Orbean, the stories students told in whispers—her brilliance, her cruelty, the price she’d paid. The idea of facing her, on his first day, sent a jolt of anxious excitement through him.

Outside, the bell tolled the hour. Voices echoed in the hall: laughter, arguments, the shrill excitement of new arrivals. For a moment, Callum let himself believe he might actually belong here, among these strange and gifted souls.

But that illusion shattered almost immediately.

A boy’s voice—sharp, amused—spoke behind him.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Ferren.”

Callum turned. The speaker was lean, with hair the color of spilled ink and eyes so dark they seemed to drink in the lamplight. Nox Selwyn, if he remembered the names from orientation. There was something fox-like in the way Nox grinned, as if he already knew all of Callum’s secrets.

“First day nerves,” Callum managed.

Nox snorted. “Don’t worry. They say you don’t start losing your mind until the second week.” He winked, then swung up onto the bunk opposite. “But I suppose it’s different for you—Memoria types always have it worse.”

Callum’s stomach twisted. He had always hated being noticed, singled out for his affinity. There had been tests, interviews, probing questions—always the same conclusion: his mind was built for memory magic, which meant it was also built for breaking.

He looked away, pretending to study his timetable. But he could feel Nox’s gaze on him, speculative.

The door opened again. A girl slipped in, her pale hair a cloud around her face, eyes almost translucent in the lamplight—Ariadne Valeris. She barely glanced at Callum, sliding into the bed beneath his with a silent grace that made him feel clumsy by comparison.

For a while, the only sounds were the rain against the window and the restless shifting of bodies as more students arrived.

Eventually, Thane poked his head in.

“Five minutes to orientation. Bring your letters and your best behavior.”

Callum tucked the acceptance letter back into his pocket, straightened his collar, and followed the others out. The corridors were crowded now, a river of students in varying shades of black, grey, and midnight blue. The tension was palpable—nerves masked by arrogance, excitement soured by fear.

The orientation hall was vast, a cathedral of black stone and golden light. Hundreds of students filled the pews, their faces a blur of expectation and anxiety. At the far end, a dais rose beneath a stained-glass window: six overlapping fragments, each glowing faintly with inner light. Professors filed in, one by one, each as distinctive as a chess piece: the severe Dr. Vale, the enigmatic D’Orbean, the fiery Marveil.

A hush fell as the Headmaster entered, his black robes trailing like spilled ink. His voice, when it came, was smooth as glass and twice as cold.

“Welcome, initiates of Atramentum. You are here because you have been chosen—not for your birthright, nor your ambition, but for what you are willing to sacrifice.”

His eyes scanned the crowd, resting for a moment on Callum. A chill skittered down Callum’s spine.

“Here, memory is the price and ink is the key. You will learn. You will lose. You may survive.”

A ripple of unease ran through the hall. Callum glanced sideways at Nox, who only smirked. Ariadne’s knuckles were white against the pew.

As the speeches wound on, Callum’s mind drifted. He thought of his mother’s face—blurry now, the details eroded over time. He thought of the year he couldn’t remember, the hole in his mind where something vital had once lived. He thought of the letter in his pocket, and the fact that, for all its promises, it told him nothing about what he would truly face here.

The ceremony ended with a ritual he hadn’t been warned about: each student was called to the front, one by one, and handed a tiny glass crystal. Inside, swirled a fragment of silvery light—a memory, anonymous and nameless.

He closed his hand around the crystal, feeling the pulse of something alien and familiar all at once.

This is where it begins, he thought.
Or maybe where it ends.

The hall emptied slowly. The rain had stopped, but the fog was thicker than ever. Callum lingered on the steps outside, the crystal burning cold against his palm.

Somewhere in the mist, a clock struck midnight.
And for the first time since he could remember, Callum felt truly alone—and truly awake.

 

A bell tolled, deep and resonant, shaking dust from the rafters and rippling across the skin of every first-year assembled in the orientation hall. The air had turned heavier, saturated with a hundred anxious breaths and the scent of damp wool, ink, and nervous sweat. Candles guttered along the walls, throwing gold and blue shadows across the flagstones. The crystal Callum had been given still sat in his palm, icy and persistent, as if it could sense what was coming.

Rows of pews stretched out ahead, each one filling with students in various stages of bravado or terror. At the far end of the hall, beneath the stained-glass window depicting the six “fragments” of Atramentum, the faculty waited in a half-circle—silent, watchful, a living wall between the students and the future that awaited them.

A figure in a silver-collared robe stood and raised a gloved hand. The hush was immediate.

“I am Dr. Severyn Vale,” the man announced. “As Warden of Ceremony, it is my privilege to begin the Quarter of Glass and Ink. You, initiates, stand at the threshold of remembrance and oblivion. In this hall, what you bring from the world outside means nothing. Only what you carve into your mind—and what you dare to sacrifice—will remain.”

The words reverberated with authority. Callum felt the others tense around him. A girl nearby shivered and tucked a strand of white hair behind her ear, glancing furtively at her crystal.

One by one, the faculty were introduced.
Dr. Vale himself was sharp-featured, his hands lined with old ink stains. Beside him sat Patrisia D’Orbean—her beauty so striking it was almost uncomfortable, her black hair streaked with silver, eyes hard as sapphires. There was a subtle, restless energy to her, as if she’d been stitched together from fragments that didn’t quite fit. She nodded once as her name was called, offering nothing more.

Next came Mlle. Liora Marveil, her hair a shock of electric blue against a cloud-grey coat, eyes darting everywhere at once; then Sr. Basil Klev, a mountain of a man with broad shoulders, his expression carved from granite; Mme. Adaelia Forne, ancient and bird-boned, her hands covered in looping tattoos; Prof. Neris Glaive, a Nocturno with eyes that flickered in and out of focus, as if he saw through the fabric of dreams.

And then, as the faculty sat, another figure rose—a student, but one whose presence seemed to command more respect than many of the professors. He moved with a calm, unhurried confidence, black robes perfectly tailored, a flash of silver at his throat. His hair was raven-dark and cropped close; his eyes, when they met Callum’s across the room, were so pale a blue they seemed almost colorless.

“Lysander Veyr,” Thane muttered beside Callum, under his breath. “President of the Manuscript Society. Watch him.”

Callum nodded, trying not to stare as Lysander ascended the dais. The crowd stilled, every head turning. Even Patrisia D’Orbean seemed to study him with careful interest.

“Welcome, initiates,” Lysander began, his voice smooth as silk, carrying easily through the hall. “This place will remake you, if you let it. If you resist, it may unmake you instead. Remember that.”

A ripple of nervous laughter ran through the students, quickly hushed by Lysander’s smile—warm, but calculated, a smile with teeth.
He surveyed them all, gaze lingering on Callum for a split second—long enough for Callum to feel an involuntary chill.

Then Lysander turned away, and the Headmaster reclaimed the dais.

“You will now be assigned your Affinity,” the Headmaster intoned, holding up a staff capped with six crystal shards—each swirling with a different, faint light. “You have been tested, questioned, weighed. The Academy’s intent is not to force you, but to guide you toward what you already are.”

A series of glass pedestals were wheeled into the hall, each bearing a cluster of crystals: one gold, one deep violet, one smoky grey, one blood red, one translucent white, one obsidian black. The light from the window fractured and danced inside each shard.

“You will step forward, one at a time, and claim your place,” Dr. Vale said. “The crystal will not harm you—unless, of course, you attempt to claim what is not yours.”

A murmur ran through the hall.

Names were called, slowly at first, then faster. Each student stepped forward, holding their personal memory crystal and approaching the pedestals. Some seemed to know exactly which Affinity was theirs, fingers moving unerringly to a certain stone. Others hesitated, standing paralyzed before the array, until the faculty gave a gentle nudge.

When it was Callum’s turn, his name echoed through the chamber:
“Callum Ferren.”

He forced himself to stand, legs trembling. The walk up the aisle felt impossibly long. Eyes watched from all directions—faculty, students, Lysander Veyr’s inscrutable stare like a weight at the back of his skull.

At the pedestals, he reached for the violet crystal—Memoria. The moment his fingertips brushed its surface, a shock ran through him: an image, sharp as a blade, of a tree on fire beneath a violet sky. A name on the tip of his tongue—forgotten the moment he tried to speak it.

He drew his hand back, heart pounding. The faculty nodded, satisfied.

“Memoria,” Dr. Vale intoned. “Remember well, Ferren.”

He stepped aside, the crystal’s pulse still echoing in his chest. The next names were called—Ariadne Valeris, selecting the gold crystal of Luz; Nox Selwyn, hand lingering over smoky grey Sombra before grasping it with a crooked grin; Thane Rukir, reaching confidently for the obsidian Materia; Rowan Lys, fingers trembling over the blood-red Sangre; Izara Morn, almost reverently choosing the translucent Tiempo.

When all were done, the faculty and students turned as one to the Headmaster, who lifted the staff overhead. The fragments blazed with light—violet, gold, black, grey, red, white—painting the walls with shifting color.

“You are now Bound to your Affinity,” the Headmaster declared. “You will find that the Academy’s halls—and its dangers—will recognize you as such. Treat your Bound crystal with respect; it is both a tool and a key. Lose it, and you may lose yourself.”

A procession formed, leading students from the orientation hall into the smaller, domed chamber known as the Hall of Glass and Ink. Here, the rituals grew stranger.

Each Affinity group was led to a circular table, upon which sat a velvet-lined tray of fresh memory crystals—small, clear, and swirling with opalescent light.

Dr. Vale, moving among the tables, gave the only real explanation they would receive:
“These crystals are vessels. They contain what has been surrendered, willingly or not. You will use them in your studies, and you will learn to tell the difference between a memory that belongs to you—and one that never could.”

He tapped his own temple. “Every use leaves a mark. A lesson in humility.”

Patrisia D’Orbean, presiding over the Memoria table, handed each student their first “study” crystal. Her gaze lingered on Callum.

“You look frightened,” she said, not unkindly.

“I’m not,” Callum lied. “Just… uncertain.”

She gave a faint smile. “That’s a form of wisdom. Here.”
She pressed the crystal into his palm. “You may glimpse something that does not belong to you. Don’t chase it. Let the memory come and go.”

As she turned to the next student, Callum closed his fingers around the crystal. It was cool, almost wet to the touch.

The group sessions began. Professor Marveil led the Luz students in tracing sigils of light through the air, their crystals flashing gold with each movement. Sr. Klev barked instructions at the Materia group, testing their ability to transmute the color and weight of a stone. Madame Forne droned through a lesson in bloodlines, requiring each Sangre initiate to prick a finger and drip blood onto a crystal, their faces paling at the swirl of red within.

At the Memoria table, Patrisia D’Orbean’s approach was different—quiet, almost intimate.

“You will each channel a fragment,” she said. “Not to keep, not to steal. Only to witness. Write what you see, then let it go.”

Callum watched as the other Memoria students placed crystals on their foreheads or against their sternum, eyes fluttering shut. One by one, their breathing changed. One girl gasped, scribbled a phrase onto a parchment. Another wept silently, then wiped her tears and began to write.

Callum pressed the crystal to his brow. For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the world shifted.

A garden in summer, roses and sharp laughter; a woman’s voice singing a song he didn’t know; the memory of standing beneath a willow tree, waiting for someone who never came. He jerked away, heart thundering.

He glanced down and found that, without knowing it, he had written a single word in careful, looping script:
Regret.

The exercise ended with a silence almost sacred. Patrisia collected the crystals and stacked the parchments, her expression unreadable.

“We do not choose what we remember,” she said softly. “But we must choose what we become.”

The students filtered out, some shaken, some eerily calm. Outside, Callum lingered, the taste of someone else’s childhood clinging to the back of his mind.

He caught sight of Lysander Veyr in the corridor—a flash of black and silver, an elegant figure surrounded by a loyal, laughing circle. Lysander’s gaze met his for an instant, and for that moment, Callum was sure the older student saw right through him.

Lysander offered a slow, knowing smile. Then he turned away, his followers trailing behind, leaving Callum with a prickling sense of warning—and of destiny.

The first day was not yet over, but already, Callum could feel himself changing.

The Academy would not let any of them leave unchanged.
And somewhere, in the corners of memory, something else was waiting.

The first proper class at Atramentum Academy did not begin with a lesson, but with a silence.

It was the kind of silence that builds in the seconds before something irreversible—the hush before a confession, a storm, a spell that can never be taken back. Twenty students, Callum among them, sat at wide wooden tables arranged in a semicircle, each with a notebook, a fresh-cut quill, and the clear, opalescent crystal issued during the Ceremony. The ceiling was high, domed and painted with shifting symbols that glimmered as if alive. Sunlight struggled through narrow windows, turning the room pale and cold.

Professor Patrisia D’Orbean presided at the front of the room. Today she wore a dress the blue of bruised violets, her hair pinned in an elegant coil that made her look even more regal—almost untouchable. The only color came from the crystals themselves: a low tide of refracted light that spilled across desks, making the air shimmer.

Callum’s heart drummed a frantic, arrhythmic beat in his chest. He did not dare look at the others, but felt the weight of their anticipation pressing in on him from all sides. This was what they had come for, after all—to wield real magic, no matter the cost.

D’Orbean’s voice, when it finally cut through the hush, was gentler than he expected. “You are here to witness. That is all I ask this morning. Not to change. Not to heal. Not to conquer. To witness.”

She paused, letting the words settle over them. “You have each been given a study crystal. Within it is a memory, not your own. Some will be trivial, a scrap of laughter or a stray fear. Others…” Her gaze passed over them, lingering a fraction too long on Callum. “Others may leave a mark.”

She picked up a crystal from her own desk, holding it between thumb and forefinger. It caught the light and glowed faintly. “You will place the crystal against your skin—wrist, temple, heart, as you choose. Take a breath, focus on the memory inside, and let it pass through you. Record what you experience. Then—and this is crucial—release it. We are not meant to keep what is not ours.”

A ripple of unease moved through the class.

The girl at Callum’s left—Ariadne Valeris—sat with her crystal balanced delicately on her palm, her golden-blonde hair shining in the weak light. He noticed her hand trembled slightly. To his right, Nox Selwyn spun his own crystal between his fingers, looking amused and bored at once, but his eyes betrayed a sharp focus.

“Begin,” D’Orbean said, and the command seemed to press down on Callum’s chest.

He picked up the crystal, cold as morning frost, and hesitated. At his wrist, his pulse fluttered; he pressed the crystal there, inhaling, forcing his mind to quiet. The world contracted to that single point of contact.

At first, there was only darkness—then a sensation like falling through warm water, the world receding, a flicker—

He was somewhere else, someone else.

A taste of peppermint on his tongue, the feel of rough bark beneath small hands. The sunlight strobing through willow branches, the sound of distant bells. A sensation of overwhelming happiness—then a sharp, sudden loneliness, so strong it made his breath catch.

Callum gasped. The room around him dissolved; for a heartbeat, he was a child again, except not himself—a girl’s laughter in his throat, a dog barking in the distance, a longing for a face he could not recall.

He forced himself to let go. The memory snapped away. He was back at his desk, sweat beading on his upper lip. His hand, he realized, had scrawled a word across his notebook:
WILLOW.

All around the room, other students were emerging from their own fugue states, blinking rapidly, some looking disoriented or close to tears. Ariadne was pale, her eyes wide and wet, and Nox, for once, had gone utterly still.

D’Orbean watched them all, her expression grave. “Write what you remember. Then write what you feel.”

Callum’s hand shook as he obeyed.

Memory: A garden, willow trees, sunlight, laughter, loss.
Feeling: Lonely. Grateful. Afraid.

He almost added familiar, but hesitated. The memory was not his—he had never played beneath a willow tree, had never owned a dog, and yet the loss he felt was as real as anything he had ever known.

A hand went up at the back—Rowan Lys, her dark hair a waterfall over one shoulder. Her voice was quiet. “Professor, what happens if we recognize something? If it… feels like our own?”

D’Orbean smiled, just barely. “You will find, Miss Lys, that memory is never as clear-cut as we wish. The mind is a mosaic. Fragments drift. Sometimes, in using magic, you will see things that echo your own life, or what your mind most fears or desires. That is the danger—and the beauty.”

A boy two rows ahead let out a sharp sob. His head dropped to the desk, hands shaking. Another student—Thane Rukir, the broad-shouldered prefect—clapped a hand on the boy’s back, murmuring something reassuring.

The professor moved among them, checking work, her gaze lingering over each page. She paused by Callum, scanning his notes.

“WILLOW,” she murmured, as if the word had weight. “Do you know it?”

He shook his head. “No. But it felt… important. Like something I lost.”

D’Orbean’s eyes softened. “All magic here is built on loss. Let that be your first lesson.”

She straightened, moving on.

As the exercise ended, she gestured for the class to gather their things. “You will keep these notebooks as your grimoires. Every fragment, every feeling—record it. Memory is your only shield, and your greatest weapon.”

She wrote on the board in looping script:

“To remember is to be whole.
To forget is to become a stranger to yourself.”

Students filed out in clusters, voices low, some laughing nervously, others subdued. Callum moved with the current, head down, his heart still pounding.

In the corridor, Nox caught up with him, hands in his pockets.

“Strange, isn’t it?” Nox said. “I saw a field of black poppies and a voice singing in a language I’ve never heard. When I came back, I tasted salt.”

Ariadne joined them, her gaze faraway. “My memory was of a child’s bedroom, covered in stars. I think she was afraid of the dark.” Her voice faltered. “I wasn’t—until now.”

They walked together to the lunch hall, where long tables stretched beneath glass chandeliers, the food rich but largely ignored. Talk buzzed around them, a mix of bravado and uncertainty.

“Did you see anything that… didn’t make sense?” Callum asked quietly.
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