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Chapter 1

The last class I expected to be failing was Beginner’s Alchemy.

I gripped the exam Mrs. Khalil had just handed back before class ended, hurrying toward the Great Library to get her to change the humiliating forty out of a hundred glaring at me in bright red ink. That kind of a score could bring my average down to a D, below what was needed to stay at the Alexandria Academy.

Of course, I should’ve checked the exam’s grade before sprinting halfway through the school. Who could blame me for being excited about lunch? It was Baklava Tuesday. Not to mention, the points Mrs. Khalil deducted were for something as silly as using a few different ingredients from what she taught in our class. Any smart alchemist could tell my ingredients worked just the same, if not better.

At least tomorrow was the first day of spring break. I was itching to be done with these stinking classes.

Speaking of stink, a wave of body odor hit me, and I stumbled away from a group of sweaty older students tossing a virtual ball among themselves. That only landed me in the thick of a crowd exiting one of the classrooms, and suddenly I had to fight for breathing space among the stampede heading toward the dining hall or another class.

Groaning, I silently wished that some things at the Alexandria Academy could go back to the way they were just a few months ago, like the school size.

Triple the number of students squeezed into the halls now than when I’d first arrived, and we had necromancers to thank for it. They were an order of corrupted alchemists. One that practiced Shadow Alchemy, a dark form of the ancient art that was shunned by the rest of the alchemy world. According to legend, the original necromancer had supposedly discovered how to brew the Elixir of Immortality. The necromancers wanted that forbidden elixir. They’d taken control of the Alexandria Academy in hopes of finding that original necromancer’s tomb, rumored to be buried somewhere on school grounds. Worse, they only let in students they thought were worthy of joining their order. Students who’d follow their rules and make good apprentices in exchange for power or good grades.

But my friends and I rid the Academy of necromancers, thwarting the plot set up by my very own stepfather. Recently, with the necromancers gone, the school began letting in more students. Kids from families who’d fought against the necromancers and were therefore banned. Or even kids that the necromancers just thought weren’t good enough to be here. Families from all over the world had begun to flock to the small but growing town that surrounded our school too. It was now a safe space for anyone hoping to practice their alchemy in peace.

The more I thought about it, the more it was clear that I shouldn’t be complaining. Other kids deserve to be here just as much as me, and together, we can spread the wonder of alchemy to everyone. It also means they won’t be tempted into becoming necromancers.

But while our school becoming more inclusive meant more students, it also meant more teachers. Like our deans, each of which oversaw a particular class year, those teachers were a mix of alchemists and non-alchemists. Yet what united nearly all of them was that they didn’t mind giving me detentions or even a bad grade like Mrs. Khalil.

Luckily, none of those strict teachers were around while I passed rooms belonging to the newly created alchemy departments like Illusions, Healing, and the History of Alchemy.

“For fig’s sake,” I groaned, stuck in between a group of older years like a falafel sandwich. “Can’t you all move your butts?”

One student twisted, frowning down until they spotted me. “Hey, look, it’s Shad!”

Stepping aside, several older students ruffled my hair and nudged me along. A perk of being one of the Alexandria Academy’s heroes was being recognized everywhere. At least by the students who were around for the battle against the necromancers.

Some of the kids I passed had magnetic strapless backpacks, reminding me that teaching alchemy didn’t mean sacrificing the cool tech the school had become known for. Yet it was exciting to see the Academy now embracing its alchemy roots. New light illuminated once shadowy classrooms, thanks to Candle Charms hanging down from ceilings. There was no more sneezing from the dust in the books, thanks to Purifying Powder thrown across the shelves.

It was too bad that our school’s administration still approached alchemy all wrong. The deans banned students from practicing alchemy outside of class and from using ingredients they didn’t agree with. The teachers seemed to know what they were doing well enough, but what was the point if we couldn’t experiment? That was the only way to discover new mixtures, even if it meant a student accidentally making Destruction Dust and blowing off their eyebrows once in a while.

It was also the only way to save my mother. After years of believing she didn’t love me, my necromancer stepfather had finally let me in on the truth . . .

If only she weren’t under the effects of my Forgetting Charm.

His chilling words lingered in my head. I’d never forgive myself for letting the necromancers charm her so that she wouldn’t remember I existed. I’d vowed to save her from my stepfamily’s clutches. It was why I needed to keep practicing my alchemy. Why I needed to learn all I could here at the Academy. Kahem had promised to take me to Lebanon soon, and I’d bust her out from wherever the necromancers were keeping her then.

I balled my hands into fists while nearing the doors of the Great Library, the oldest in the world. Most teachers hung out here for office hours, so Mrs. Khalil should still be grading papers inside, and hopefully I could make this quick.

The crowd cleared a bit as the doors swung open and—

“Oomph.”

Tripping on an outstretched foot, I stumbled and fell onto my hands and knees. Looking back, a student I hadn’t seen before—lying half against the wall and half sprawled across the floor—jerked awake.

“Whoa,” he said, yawning and wiping a lock of blond hair from over his eyes. “We practiced Sleep Alchemy in class, my bad.”

Snorting, I said, “You’re not the first to fall asleep in the hallways.”

The student abruptly shifted and I leaped back, wondering if he was having some strange, waking dream. Then he said, “Shad, it’s you!”

“In the flesh,” I said, pointing down the hallway. “I have to head down—”

“I’m Paul,” he said, bending to draw a notebook out of his backpack. “This is my first year like you, but I just transferred in after winter break.”

“Nice meeting you,” I said, trying to get by him. “Let’s talk after—”

Paul shifted to block my way. “Say, I heard from a friend that you helped her with alchemy homework in exchange for an extra piece of namoura.”

I frowned. Paul wasn’t at all interested in meeting me. He just wanted something for himself. Still, it was an alchemist’s duty to help others whenever they could, and no one said I had to help for free.

“Make that two pieces of namoura and you have a deal.”

Licking my lips at the thought of all those extra Arabic sweets, I sat beside him to check the homework answers in his notebook. Only, without warning, Paul picked up his backpack and scrambled away for no apparent . . . oh figs.

Another figure strode out of the Great Library, and I realized why Paul had run. Head Dean Abdullah was the person with the most power over the Alexandria Academy. No student wanted to be on her bad side.

“Young Shad,” she said, stopping and standing over me. “What kind of trouble is our gifted alchemist getting into today?”

I snorted, hiding my exam behind my back. “Me? Trouble? Come on, Dean A, you know I steer clear of all that.”

“Dean A?” asked Dean Abdullah, the sides of her eyes crinkling to match her smile. “I like that nickname, and I also like that you are behaving. Just remember that the remarkable things you did months ago only means that I expect more of you going forward.”

With that, she marched away, and I twisted, angling myself to keep the crumpled sheet of paper behind me. The crowded hallway quickly swallowed the small old woman and I shouldered through the heavy doors of the Great Library.

In here, magnificent chandeliers hung down from ceilings that were much higher than in the rest of the school—ceilings built to allow space for the towering bookshelves, squeezing dozens of students into the tables at the center. And after I fought to get over piles of books and backpacks, I arrived at a librarian’s counter that sat empty. That was, except for a monkey dangling its feet off the edge.

Coming to see your teacher outside of class meant facing the risk of running into not only the monkey, but the Alexandria Academy’s oldest alchemist, librarian, and history teacher. Someone who must have gone to the dining hall for a snack because I didn’t see him any—

Poof!

A cloud of red dust burst overhead. I yelped, dropping my exam on the counter and leaping back. Unfortunately, while I moved just in time to avoid the wiry figure manifesting out of thin air, the space on the counter where I’d left the exam was exactly where they fell. A ripping sound from their backside told me something horrible had happened, and I wasn’t talking about a fart.

Lifting his bald head, Moussa rolled off the counter and on to his feet, the monkey hopping onto his shoulder. The librarian dusted off his brown alchemy coat. “Sorry about my abrupt landing,” he said with a near-toothless grin. “I’m still out of practice after the necromancers took away my alchemy for nearly a decade!”

Moussa’s monkey companion nodded while I reached toward the counter, picking up the exam he’d landed on, which had ripped neatly in two. Now I’d never be able to make my case to Mrs. Khalil . . .

The librarian snatched the paper out of my hand. “What’s this?” he asked, and with a high-pitched voice that carried across the library’s main hall, he added, “Oh my, an F in alchemy?”

Around me, students all turned, chuckling. Even the monkey flashed its teeth in a mocking smile. Heat rushed to my cheeks. I cupped my face, wishing I’d just gone to the dining hall. Now word would spread across the school, and I’d go from hero to zero in no time.

“Oh, don’t be embarrassed,” said Moussa, yanking my hands away from my face. “I once failed my Healing Alchemy class. That was my fourth year, maybe fifth?”

“Just don’t tell Kahem about it, okay?” I asked.

Moussa snorted. “Tell Kahem? Why, I see your mentor even less than you! He and his feline companion are always out on the far corners of the world, adventuring and exploring. But hey, let me take care of this exam . . .”

I frowned. I didn’t need to be reminded that Kahem, the person who’d taken me in to teach me alchemy in the first place, never came to visit anymore. The baker and expert alchemist hadn’t been back in the Alexandria Academy since he left for a super-secret alchemist gathering three months ago, in January.

I’d gone weeks now without his alchemy lessons and the delicious hummus sandwiches he’d bring when I skipped meals to practice together.

I pushed down my disappointment while Moussa got to work. With his alchemy belt fastened around his wiry waist, the old librarian set my ripped exam onto the counter and reached into several pouches in his coat. All the ingredients he pulled out went into a vial that he corked and swirled into a blue elixir. Grinning widely, he opened the mixture after a few moments and carefully tipped drop after drop onto the ripped edges of the exam.

Since the necromancers had tried to admit only the brightest of bookworms when they’d been in charge, and many of those same students had remained in the school after their defeat, the sense of competition among all of us never seemed to go away. The only difference now was that all the bookworms were obsessed with studying alchemy.

The gathering students pulled out their notebooks and hurried over to jot down notes, fighting for a space to see Moussa’s demonstration.

One person in particular caught my attention, and I grabbed the back of his white school-assigned shirt before he could shove through the others. “How did you get here? I saw you run the other way.”

Paul, the boy from earlier, only winked. “I waited for you to distract Dean Abdullah and then snuck by.”

“You what?” I wanted to pour an Itching Elixir onto his sand-colored hair right then and there, but remembered our deal, and my desire for sweets outweighed the sting of betrayal. “Still need help with that alchemy homework?”

Paul scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “Maybe not, after hearing about the F . . .”

I gritted my teeth, about to change my mind about that Itching Elixir, but the droplets that fell from Moussa’s vial finally began to spread along my exam’s ripped edges. The monkey clapped on the librarian’s shoulder as the elixir, whatever it was, mended the two sides of the paper together and—

“What’s going on here?”

I jolted, tipping over onto another student, who knocked into Moussa. The vial with the elixir went flying and sprayed a bookshelf. The librarian darted toward the scene as yellowing pages began to stick together and seal. He quickly reached for a pouch from which he hurled dust that had to be some sort of decanter—a mixture meant to diffuse the effects of alchemy.

I twisted around and saw that the new voice came from Sarah Decker. Before I could hide the test score or even finish speaking, my best friend snatched the paper off the table. All the other students fled to the bookshelf to take notes on what Moussa was doing now, reversing the effects of his rogue elixir, closing his eyes and muttering something inaudible under his breath.

Meanwhile, Sarah stood with her hands on her hips, and she wasn’t alone. Beside her, my roommate, Rey Shahar, adjusted one of his many cool beanies, this one full of dancing fruit. And Hayati El-Sayed, the smartest girl in our grade, stood sandwiched between the two with her poofy black hair dancing atop her head. The four of us had bonded over being in the same science fair group last December. Well, that and kicking some serious necromancer butt.

“Hey Sarah,” said Paul, suddenly butting back in between us. “I could use some help in alchemy. Want to come sit at my dining hall table some time?”

My best friend’s face went red, and I wondered if she’d just swallowed something really spicy. She began to stammer while saying, “Y-you want me to sit with you?”

Paul nodded. “Only if you—”

“She says no!” I said, shoving him away. “Go and ask Moussa for help if you aren’t coughing up that namoura.”

Paul narrowed his eyes, appearing to size me up before he twisted, hurrying away while shaking his head. He rejoined the others gathering around our librarian while Sarah’s face began to settle back to its normal color. She jabbed my shoulder and I yelped.

“Why did you do that?” she snapped.

“Forget that fig,” I said, unsure why she was so angry as I rubbed my shoulder. “Give me my exam back. What are you all even doing here?”

Sarah held the paper out of my reach while Rey leaned over her shoulder, waving what looked to be a coin from Egypt in my face. “You just missed me showing off one of my new magic tricks. I can close one hand around this and make it appear in the other. I’ll show you later, after we get ahead on some homework before spring break.”

I cringed at the mention of Rey’s trick. First off, alchemy was way cooler than magic. And second, my roommate had basically stopped caring about professional wrestling after picking up this new hobby. Now I didn’t have anyone to practice some of the Sultan of Slam’s famous moves on in the courtyard.

But even his boring magic tricks didn’t sound as bad as doing homework. Like I said, most of the kids here were total overachievers. That included my friends who were now pouring over my missed answers on the newly sealed paper.

“Cinnamon?” asked Hayati. “You put cinnamon as the final ingredient in Whistling Mist? We studied this together last week! Why do you insist on using baking ingredients in alchemy?”

Before I could explain that baking ingredients are the best for alchemy, someone nearby cleared their throat and we all straightened. It was none other than Mrs. Khalil, and she marched toward us, her wrinkled face frowning and her eyes angrily wide. The tall and gray-haired woman didn’t seem to need alchemy to sneak up on us.

Motioning for Sarah to hand over the paper, the teacher said, “Shad, it would do you well to not rip up my exams, even if you received a deservingly poor grade.”

I gritted my teeth, wondering how she could’ve known about the rip until I noticed a small split that Moussa’s elixir missed.

Speaking of Moussa, the librarian trudged over, waving to Mrs. Khalil. “Hey old friend!”

My teacher’s scowl only deepened at the sight of him. “Friend? I remember trying to sit as far away as possible from you in the dining hall fifty years ago. I still cannot fathom why our deans keep you here.”

Moussa laughed. “The same reason you went on a date with me back in the day!”

Rey covered his eyes and Hayati gagged as our librarian made winky eyes at Mrs. Khalil in a way that was deeply awkward. Meanwhile, Sarah shook her head and mouthed, That’s just wrong.

And it was. But despite Mrs. Khalil’s clear distaste for Moussa, she moved closer to him, whispering something in the librarian’s ear. Something that made Moussa’s expression immediately go grim.

He cast a suspicious glance in my direction before saying, “Not here.”

The two hurried behind one of the towering stacks with enough urgency that you’d figure something was on fire. But I wasn’t about to lose out on this chance to set the record straight about my alchemy, and Mrs. Khalil hadn’t given back my exam.

“Where are you going?” asked Sarah, following me while I eavesdropped on the teachers.

I raised a finger to my lips, shushing her and creeping closer to the bookshelves they stood behind.

“I trust you heard about what happened in North Cairo?” asked Moussa.

Through a gap in the books, I caught Mrs. Khalil glancing around before tipping her head in a nod. “They grow bolder and more dangerous each day.”

“Indeed,” said Moussa. “We must ensure that they do not try coming for—”

Unable to wait any longer, I stepped out from behind the stack and said, “Um, so about this exam . . .”

Moussa jumped at my interruption, and the expressions of both adults shifted from mystery to surprise and finally annoyance.

I pointed to the paper, curious about who the “they” was that Mrs. Khalil mentioned, but even more concerned with the exam. “Maybe you can bump up my grade? The Dancing Dust really does work with cinnamon. I tried it myself before class and—”

“Dancing Dust does not have cinnamon in the recipe,” she snapped. “And I have been warning you about that habit of switching around ingredients. In alchemy, like in life, there are no shortcuts. And you are not to practice unsupervised so long as the sun is in the sky. Not in my class or outside of it!”

“But Mrs. Khalil—”

“No buts!” she said. “Your grade remains as is, and I will see you after spring break.”

My Beginner’s Alchemy teacher strode past us and vanished deeper into the Great Library, taking my exam with her.

Moussa sighed. “She always was a heartbreaker.”
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Chapter 2

I won’t practice alchemy unsupervised so long as the sun is in the sky,” I said, peeking up at the stars over the courtyard. “But Mrs. Khalil said nothing when it comes to the moon.”

I rounded a corner, turning into another hallway lit only by charmed candles. The dining hall door soon appeared in front of me. A little over a month ago, after waiting weeks for my original alchemy teacher, Kahem, to show up, I had begun taking my training into my own hands. The kitchen inside was one of the best spots to train, thanks to the stovetop flames for brewing mixtures, all of the measuring equipment, and the range of available ingredients.

Adjusting the alchemy belt hanging at my waist, I readied to find a way through and—

“Can’t we just play board games like we did two nights ago?” asked Hayati.

“Or we can go back to our room,” suggested Rey. “I’ll show you all some new magic tricks.”

My roommate stood directly behind me, scratching at his beanie while throwing uneasy glances back through the hallway. Beside him, Sarah opened her backpack for Hayati to peer inside, looking for something to help get through the dining hall lock.

It was that lock, secured by a keypad flashing red, that stopped us from getting into the hall. Most students would turn away at this point. I mean, Hayati and Rey seemed ready to do just that.

Reading my mind, Sarah said, “We can’t rely on the school administration to protect us from necromancers. They failed before, and I want to be ready to clean up their mess if they fail again.”

She was right. There’d been practically no mention of the secretive order for weeks, but what I overheard in the library confirmed my fear that the evil alchemists were still out in the world causing trouble. While we banished them from the school, they were just as powerful beyond its walls. Powerful enough to keep my mother as their hostage. That was why I’d made Kahem promise to take me to Lebanon during spring break. My stepfamily lived there, after all, and there would be no better chance to find out where they were keeping her.

“Use this,” said Hayati, drawing a vial out of the backpack.

Sarah scratched her head. “Moisture Mist? Why can’t we just take a pinch of Destruction Dust and blow the door open?”

“Because that would alert every alchemist patrolling nearby,” said Hayati, adjusting her too-big glasses. “You really love to destroy things. Did you already forget how you blew up the dining hall during the last necromancer attack?”

Hayati clearly hit a sore spot because Sarah froze, mumbling, “That wasn’t my fault.”

Although the youngest student in our class, Hayati’s brains were unmatched, and it showed as she continued, “Judging by today’s temperature and the time since use, we should be able to detect at least one clear pattern on the keypad. The Moisture Mist will illuminate the oils left behind by human fingertips.”

“Not sure what half of that means,” I admitted, “but it sure sounds right, so hand it over.”

Aside from the thumping of our hearts, the hallway and courtyard were completely silent. All the students, the teachers, and even the deans of the Alexandria Academy were fast asleep by now. That was, except for the alchemists Hayati had mentioned, those guards who were hired exclusively to monitor the halls and courtyards.

But no one would stop us tonight. Having helped the school place Detection Charms across the countless shelves of books to ward off necromancers came with its perks, like knowing which routes I could take to avoid those very charms.

I pulled the cork off the Moisture Mist that Hayati handed me, my fingers shaking, and let it rise out of the vial. Leaning away to avoid inhaling the mixture, I wafted the mist toward the keypad. Sure enough, fingerprints illuminated just as Hayati said. While I’d taught my friends about alchemy over the last year, they clearly had a thing or two to teach me as well.

The keypad flashed green after I punched in the code. As the dining hall door slid wide open, we hurried in, the door shutting behind us. I checked around to be sure none of the new guards were taking a snack break. They and the Detection Charms weren’t the only new security measures at the school. There were also electric locks, like the one we just got through, and motion-detecting lasers that I was sure we’d find here.

“Sensing Dust, please?”

I handed Sarah back the vial of Moisture Mist and she gave me a small pouch instead. After rubbing my eyes with the dust, small strands of light came into view. Now that I could see the motion-detection lasers, I had no trouble tiptoeing, crawling, and even worming around them while my friends followed my lead.

After Sarah and I wrecked the dining hall in an alchemy duel with my necromancer stepbrother, Dean Abdullah had the place completely redone, with new bookshelves, tables, and even plants for decoration. It all shimmered under the moonlight coming through the glass dome.

It still smelled of the sugary sweet baklava from earlier today. Wiping the drool from my mouth, I crept farther into the large hall, reaching into more pouches along my alchemy belt. I quickly mixed sulfur from one hand and charcoal powder from the other as . . . poof!

Bright white light flashed to life, illuminating a clearer path to the closed-off kitchen through the low tables and sitting cushions piled atop them.

Once through that unlocked door, I knew exactly where to find the light switch, so there wasn’t a need for another Lighting Dust. I also knew where the master shut-off for the dining hall security system lived, disabling it easily. With no more trouble coming from the school’s high-tech nonsense, it was time to empty the ingredients in my belt; my fingers moved from pouch to pouch—condensed milk, sugar, chocolate bits. I neatly placed them on the table and . . . creak.

The door suddenly opened. Sarah leaped protectively in front of Rey and Hayati while I reached into one of my pouches, ready to fling a Freezing Mist. But when I saw who entered, I lowered my guard.

“Don’t attack!” Our other friend, Donny, peeked in through the door, his eyes half-lidded. Stepping inside, he said, “I heard you guys leaving your bedrooms. Figured I’d follow you down.”

“Is it really you?” asked Hayati. “The Donny we know would be the one most asleep right now.”

Sarah must’ve been thinking the same because she never put down her fists. Maybe I shouldn’t be so trusting either. After all, our friend’s nickname was Drowsy Donny, and all thanks to an Exhaustion Charm the necromancers had placed on him for the first half of the school year. Yet after being freed from the charm, he’d begun to obsess over learning everything he could about Sleep Alchemy, so the nickname stuck.

Donny scratched his bed head. “Uh, well, I sorta did this experiment in my bedroom involving a sleep recipe Shad gave me from his guidebook. Only, I must’ve gotten it wrong cause it backfired and now I can’t sleep.”

I watched Donny for any signs this could be an imposter, but he could’ve fooled me. I tended to trust my belly, and it told me that this was Donny. Not to mention, only the real Donny knew about the book that I yanked out of my back pocket—The Alchemist’s Hand.

Passed down for generations of my alchemist ancestors, this book had been one of the very treasures the necromancers wished to possess. It contained hundreds of alchemy recipes ranging from beginner to advanced to even some forbidden alchemies like the Revival Elixir that could resurrect the original necromancer. I tried my best to keep the guidebook a secret from everyone besides Kahem and my friends, the only people in this world I trusted not to try and take it for themselves. Not that it would matter. The guidebook’s pages were charmed so that only I could read them.

“He’s telling the truth,” I admitted, waving the green-colored book. “It was a pretty advanced mixture that I gave him too. Now, are we going to practice or not?”

All five of us gathered around the kitchen table while I organized the ingredients we’d brought. Using those along with what was in the kitchen, we had everything necessary for—

“Hold on just a second!” Rey stepped in to inspect the pouches and vials a bit more closely. “Shad, these are the ingredients for custard!”

My friends all groaned and before I could explain that we shouldn’t practice alchemy on an empty stomach, Sarah whacked the back of my head. Rubbing the sore spot, I probably had that coming since they were risking a lot of trouble to be here.

“Okay, fine.” I shoved aside the ingredients I’d assembled. “We’ll practice actual alchemy first. How about a Remembering Mist?”

This was a mixture I’d come pretty close to perfecting. After learning that the necromancers put my mother under the effects of a Forgetting Charm, nothing had mattered more than breaking her free. And there was no better way to overcome a charm meant for forgetting than an equally powerful alchemy meant for remembering.

Now I drew out everything we needed from among the ingredients in my belt—crushed dandelions, sulfur, and tiger tail mushroom powder.

Well, almost everything. I couldn’t find any coconut oil.

I closed my eyes and imagined the Remembering Mist coming together. What did I have around that could replace coconut oil?

Before my teta died, she always made me practice cooking Arabic dishes. Only, she never gave me the right ingredients. She enjoyed forcing me to use my imagination, and it taught me to do the same for alchemy.

Too bad it broke one of the ancient art’s major rules. One that Mrs. Khalil was really strict about me following, which was that mixtures required the exact ingredients and measurements to work. But there was another major rule that stated alchemy required a bit of imagination. Alchemists needed to manifest the mixtures into existence. To believe in them, beyond just throwing together the right ingredients.

While most alchemists valued the first rule, my alchemy practice relied on heaping portions of imagination, just the way Teta taught me.

“Melted butter!” I exclaimed. That felt like a proper substitute for coconut oil.

“I’m on it,” said Rey, going across the kitchen to open the fridge. “Now, where are you?”

“I’m right here!”

An unexpected voice boomed from a supply closet right near the fridge. Rey gasped and ran back to the rest of us as a large figure stepped out from the shadows.
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Chapter 3

I prepared to face the necromancer.

Backing away, my hands instinctively reached into the emergency compartment at the center of my belt, right under my belly button. This didn’t contain mists, dusts, elixirs, or ingredients like all the other pouches. No, this housed the fourth and my favorite alchemy type—charms.

I drew out the Hadid family stink bomb, technically referred to as an Odor Charm, and the smelliest alchemy there is, but just before I could chuck it across the kitchen, the figure stepped into the light.

I recognized that massive frame with a thick black beard and scruffy long hair to match. “Kahem?”

My alchemy teacher came closer. “I hear you are flunking Beginner’s Alchemy,” he said, furrowing his eyebrows in clear disappointment. In his hands, he held an empty container. “Did you sneak into the dining hall for these?”

I gritted my teeth. “Is . . . is that leftover baklava?”

“If only,” he sighed. “I will never forgive myself for missing Baklava Tuesday. This was from a tray of unserved namoura cakes hiding in the back of the fridge.”

Excitement raced through me. By the time I’d arrived in the dining hall earlier, most of the baklava had been gone. That namoura would make a nice snack after our alchemy training tonight.

“I wasn’t the only one to get a few bites of dessert,” added Kahem.

I licked my lips when another figure emerged from the shadows. This one was small, and much fluffier.

Meow.

“Holy cannoli,” I gasped. “Yolla?”

My friends and I all hurried around the table. Sarah picked up the fluffy orange cat, Yolla’s belly big like ours. The cat could detect alchemy, and when my best friend handed her over to me, Yolla began licking the Sensing Dust’s residue off my fingertips.

“Did you come back to visit just so you could eat our sweets and make fun of my test scores?” I asked.

Kahem tilted his head back and bellowed a laugh. “No, my hungriest of apprentices. As a matter of fact, you are not the reason I am here.”

I winced. Hearing that made me lose my appetite, even for namoura.

“So, why did you come back then?” I asked, averting my gaze so he couldn’t see my disappointment. Kahem had gone weeks without showing up to train me, so I needed answers. “Are you dating one of the teachers like Moussa and Mrs. Khalil back in the day? Or maybe there are necromancers still around. Ones who you and the other guards couldn’t find and—”

Kahem threw a puddy-like charm that splatted over my lips. “Be quiet like your friends,” he said in a whisper. “Haven’t you learned to be cautious?”

“Mmm, mmm-mmmm? Mmm?” I asked with my lips sealed shut by the charm. What I meant to say was, “Cautious, what for? Necromancers?”

My alchemy teacher strode past us to sneak a suspicious glance out the kitchen window that looked into the dining hall seating area. I tried to pry the Sticking Charm off my mouth while my friends crowded around me. Sarah stepped in, quietly yanking at the hardened brown clump. Beyond her, I watched Kahem’s eyes darting left to right across the dining hall. He was worried about necromancers.

Memories of the alchemists in their black alchemy coats raced through my mind, and picturing how they would morph into formless, smoke-like apparitions with shadowy tendrils sent a shiver down my back. Kahem returned to us, bending on one knee and uncorking a vial.

“Hold steady,” he said, wafting a mist toward my face. “I had to be sure no one followed you kids, or else they might overhear your loud blabbering, Shad.”

I closed my eyes at the cool touch of what felt like shower steam. With whatever mist he’d used, the charm covering half my face peeled off and fell to the floor, dissolving by my feet. I stuck my tongue out in disgust.

“I know you’ve been eager to train,” continued Kahem, “but there’s still so much you have left to learn about the world of alchemy. Your most important lesson if we are to truly defeat the necromancers is that, sometimes, the needs of others are greater than our own. That includes saving your mother.”

I shrank back at the mention of Mama. How could anything be more important than saving her?

Kahem promised to take me to Lebanon over my next school vacation. With spring break arriving tomorrow, he’d better not have forgotten.

While I inhaled a breath from my nostrils and tried to calm my worries, Kahem stuck the empty vial into his long, draping alchemy coat that was full of secret compartments. “I came to train the alchemists hired to protect this school,” he said. I fought not to show him how much it hurt that he’d come to train others and not his own apprentice. “Do not worry, boy. We will continue your instruction, but this is something I must do for the greater good of the Alexandria Academy and the rest of the alchemy world.”

Yolla leaped up onto Kahem’s broad shoulder, though under the kitchen light it appeared that his face was a bit discolored from its usual tanned tone. He looked paler, even a bit greenish. None of my friends standing next to me appeared to be worried about it. Maybe I was just tired.

“Do you promise?” I asked.

Kahem furrowed his thick black eyebrows. “Promise what?”

“You know,” I said, dipping my head. “That you still want to train me. I’d begun to think . . .”

“Shad,” he said, whispering sharply. “You are my one and only apprentice, and I want nothing more than to train you after I ensure your school, and you, are safe. Understood?”

“Does that go for us too?” asked Donny, scratching his head. “See, I’ve been trying to perfect this Daydreaming Mist that can—”

“Oh, be quiet,” said Sarah, jabbing him in the shoulder.

Kahem cast another glance out the kitchen window, and I swore he looked to be sweating a bit more than the temperature in here called for. His face still took on a strange greenish shade. I almost said something, but he spoke first.

“Since you children are already out of bed, how about a quick lesson in one of the most difficult but important mixtures?”

“Really?” we all said at once.

Kahem nodded. “Shad, draw out your guidebook and read to us what ingredients are needed for Disappearing Dust.”

I swallowed, forgetting the namoura because Disappearing Dust was the sweetest alchemy there was. Only powerful alchemists could wield the mixture, and it allowed them to instantly move across rooms, cities, or even countries. I’d seen Kahem do it all.

I flipped through the pages in an excited rush, eager to practice one of the only mixtures more important than the Remembering Mist.

“This is going to be awesome,” Sarah said. “Shad’s always talking about how we could go anywhere once we learned to make this dust!”

Hayati’s mouth curled into a mischievous grin. “I will finally be able to sneak out of gym class after the teacher takes attendance. Maybe I can go to the stables in Alexandria Town and see the cute animals.”

“I’ll sneak into the teacher’s lounge and watch some magic tutorials on one of their computers,” added Rey.

“And I’ll come straight here,” I said, finally finding the recipe in The Alchemist’s Hand. Licking my lips, I imagined all the sweets I could eat being able to easily get into the kitchen. “No more missing Baklava Tues—”

“Shad!” said Sarah. “Can you stop thinking about food for one second and just read the recipe?”

Kahem coughed into his hand before nodding. “Better not to waste time.”

I sighed, returning my attention to the guidebook. “Whatever, but I’m not leaving you any sweets. The ingredients are vinegar, sand, and crushed roses . . . wait, is that really it?”

Kahem coughed into his hand again, wiping the sweat beading his forehead before reaching into his jacket for a green vial from which he sipped.

“Are you all right?” I asked. “If you’re too warm, maybe take off the alchemy coat?”

Meow.

Yolla must have noticed something was off too because she scratched at the bottom of Kahem’s coat.

“I may be coming down with something,” he said, nudging his cat away. “But it is nothing you need to worry about.”

I wasn’t convinced. The sweat continued running down from his messy black hair, and the discoloration looked worse than before, but I knew better than to argue with Kahem. He took another swig from the vial and returned it to his jacket, drawing out a small pouch next. This one he held to us.

“Sand,” he said. “The other ingredients, I trust you can find in here.”

And Kahem was right. We set the sand on the table while Rey fished some vinegar from under the kitchen’s expansive sink. Hayati turned on the stovetop and began heating up a pot like the recipe called for, and on the other side of the kitchen, Donny had finally fallen asleep. The effects of the alchemy he’d used must have worn off.

Next to our napping friend, Sarah searched the spice drawers. She said, “I’m not sure we’ll find roses here.”

I chuckled. Clearly, Sarah didn’t know about rose water. It was a common ingredient in Arab sweets, and one I used a lot when Teta was alive. When I’d cook for my old grandmother each day.

Yanking out a bottle of that rose water from a cabinet, I brought it back to the table. “Now we’ve got everything.”

Into the boiling pot went a cup of vinegar, four pinches of sand, and a spoon of rose water. We all watched to see if my substitution of rose water for the actual roses would work or just kill the mixture.

Sure enough, the ingredients melded together into a dark red lava that bubbled and then dried into a dust.

Kahem stepped forward, his breath now coming a bit heavier, and peered into the pot. I held my breath, anxious about Kahem’s condition and hoping that my mixture would work.

After a few tense moments, he nodded. “Nicely done.”

“Score!” said Sarah, raising a hand that I high-fived.

Each of us took a handful of the red dust and stood in a circle while Kahem gave his instructions. “Now, imagine your bedrooms and throw down the . . .” My alchemy teacher keeled over, coughing while his large belly shook and drops of sweat rolled off his cheeks. “Throw the Disappearing Dust onto the ground and see if it works.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t be brewing something for that cough?” I asked.

“You look terrible,” added Rey.

Kahem reached into another pouch while dismissing our concerns with a wave. Popping some kind of bluish charm into his mouth, the sickly green color faded from his cheeks, if only a little. “This must be a cold. I came here from a place with low temperatures.”

Hayati shook her head. “Actually, thinking that you catch colds from low temperatures is a common misconception. Low temperatures only weaken your immune system, at which point you are more susceptible to—”

“Just throw the dust!” snapped Kahem, his voice every bit as commanding, despite his ragged breath.

Hayati threw down her dust, followed by Sarah and Rey. Donny remained asleep across the kitchen while I closed my eyes and lifted my hand, imagining the nurse’s office where I could hopefully get Kahem some cold medicine.

When I heaved the mixture onto the kitchen floor, a tingling sensation crept up my legs. I opened my eyes, ready to be standing in a completely different place and—wait, I was still in the kitchen
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“Shad Hadid tugged at my heartstrings, made me laugh, and dazzled me."
—XIRAN JAY ZHAO, #1 New York Times bestselling author of the Iron Widow and Zachary Ying series
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