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      Vincent chose the worst possible moment to steal a muffin.

      Not a tiny muffin. Not a crumb. Not even one of the plain oat muffins nobody wanted.

      He stole a blueberry moon-muffin the size of his head from the welcome table at Cyclopean Academy, tucked it under one striped arm like treasure, and launched himself straight onto Cassia Haldar’s shoulder.

      Cassia wobbled, her satchel slipping of her shoulder as her map fluttered away.

      And every single cyclops in the entrance courtyard turned their one enormous eye toward her.

      “Vincent,” Cassia whispered through her teeth, “drop it.”

      The raccoon pressed the muffin tighter to his chest. “Can’t. Emergency.”

      “You can’t have a muffin emergency,” Cassia said.

      “Clearly you’ve never skipped breakfast.”

      Cassia’s cheeks heated beneath her plum-purple skin. The grand stone archway of Cyclopean Academy towered above her, carved with heroes, scholars, and monsters so old their names sounded like spells. Banners snapped in the mountain wind. First-year students crowded the courtyard, dragging trunks, hugging parents, comparing dorm assignments, and trying very hard to look as if they weren’t nervous.

      Cassia had planned to look brave.

      She had practiced it in the mirror that morning. Chin up. Shoulders back. One eye bright and steady. The sort of look a Haldar was supposed to have.

      Instead, she stood in the middle of the courtyard with a raccoon on her shoulder, muffin crumbs in her hair, and a runaway map skidding across the stones.

      A tall cyclops with coppery fur and shiny black horns snickered. “Is that the Haldar girl?”

      His friend leaned closer. “I thought she’d be taller.”

      Cassia pretended not to hear, which was easy in theory and impossible in real life.

      Of course they knew her name. Everyone knew the Haldars. Her family traced its line all the way back to Ardos the Steadfast, who had supposedly held up half a mountain with one hand while rescuing a village with the other. There were statues of him. There were songs about him. There was even a breakfast cereal called Steadfast Stones, which tasted like gravel but came with collectible hero cards.

      Cassia had three Ardos cards.

      None of them had muffin crumbs in their hair.

      “Cassia!”

      Beatrix rushed through the crowd, her bubblegum-pink fur bouncing with every step. Her glasses were crooked, her arms were full of books, and she had somehow already found the academy bookstore despite having arrived only twelve minutes earlier.

      “You made it!” Beatrix said. Then she looked at Vincent. Then the muffin. Then Cassia’s hair. “You made it interesting.”

      “Vincent is helping me make a memorable first impression,” Cassia said.

      Vincent took a bite of the muffin. “You’re welcome.”

      Beatrix pushed her glasses up her nose. The thick lenses made her single eye look twice its usual size, which was helpful whenever she wanted to look serious and unfortunate whenever she was trying not to laugh.

      She was trying very hard not to laugh.

      Cassia bent to scoop up her map, but someone stepped on the edge of it.

      A girl with shimmering silver skin looked down at the map, then at Cassia. “Careful. You don’t want to get lost on your first day.”

      Cassia forced a smile. “I won’t.”

      The girl’s eye flicked to the family crest embroidered on Cassia’s satchel. It was a little golden mountain with one bright star above it. The Haldar crest.

      “Oh,” the girl said. “You’re one of those Haldars.”

      There it was. That tiny pause. That tiny lift in her voice. The sound of expectation landing on Cassia’s shoulders like a heavy backpack.

      One of those Haldars.

      Cassia held the map tighter. “I’m Cassia.”

      “Right.” The girl smiled, not mean exactly, but not kind either. “Then I guess you won’t get lost.”

      She walked away before Cassia could answer.

      Cassia stared after her.

      Beatrix bumped her gently with one furry shoulder. “Ignore her. She probably practiced that in a mirror.”

      “Do you think everyone expects me to be like Ardos?” Cassia asked quietly.

      Vincent leaned forward, licking blueberry from his paws. “Can you hold up a mountain?”

      “No.”

      “Then probably manage expectations early.”

      “Not helping,” Cassia said with an eyebrow raised.

      “I’m helping think a bit more realistically.”

      Beatrix shifted her books to one arm and took Cassia’s hand. “You don’t have to be Ardos. You just have to be you.”

      Cassia wanted to believe that. She really did. But being herself felt much less impressive than being descended from a hero who had saved villages and lifted mountains and never once, as far as any legend mentioned, tripped over his own trunk.

      A silver bell rang from somewhere inside the academy.

      The courtyard erupted into motion.

      “First class,” Beatrix said, checking the schedule pinned to the top of her stack. “History of Cyclopean Artifacts with Professor Eldrin. Grand Lecture Hall.”

      Cassia’s nerves twisted into excitement. “That’s our class?”

      “Apparently.”

      “I love artifacts.”

      “I know. You once spent three weeks trying to convince your grandmother’s soup ladle was enchanted.”

      “It stirred by itself,” Cassia said, her eyes growing larger.

      “The window was open.”

      “It had secrets.”

      Vincent climbed from Cassia’s shoulder to the top of her satchel. “Did the ladle have muffins?”

      “Not everything is about muffins,” Cassia said.

      Vincent looked personally offended.

      They followed the flood of students through the archway and into Cyclopean Academy.

      Inside, the school was even bigger than it looked from the courtyard. The walls were made of dark gray stone veined with silver, as if moonlight had gotten trapped inside. Portraits of famous cyclopes blinked down from golden frames. Floating lamps drifted near the ceiling like lazy fireflies. Somewhere far above them, a choir of unseen voices hummed the school song, except every third note sounded suspiciously like a hiccup.

      Cassia slowed to stare.

      The academy smelled like old books, rain, polished stone, and something sweet that might have been cinnamon or might have been a spell gone wrong.

      “It’s amazing,” she breathed.

      “It’s a maze,” Beatrix said, turning the map upside down, then right side up again. “Why would anyone design a school with this many staircases?”

      A staircase to their left suddenly folded itself flat against the wall.

      Beatrix blinked. “I withdraw the question. The staircases are alive.”

      “Only on Tuesdays,” said a passing older student.

      “It’s Monday,” Cassia said.

      The older student grinned. “Exactly.”

      Vincent gave a delighted chitter. “I like this place.”

      They found the Grand Lecture Hall after only two wrong turns, one accidental visit to a broom closet full of whispering mops, and a brief argument with a door that refused to open until Beatrix said “please” in Old Cyclopean.

      The lecture hall rose in wide stone tiers around a circular classroom floor. The walls were covered with shelves, and the shelves were covered with artifacts. There were bronze helmets with blinking eyes, silver goblets that steamed with purple fog, tiny statues that changed poses when nobody looked directly at them, and a cracked shield that kept muttering, “I’m fine. It’s just a scratch.”

      Cassia forgot to be nervous.

      She forgot about the silver-skinned girl.

      She even forgot about the muffin crumbs.

      “This is the best room I’ve ever seen,” she whispered.

      Vincent popped his head out of the satchel. “I see at least six things I could steal.”

      “You’re stealing nothing.”

      “You always say that right before history happens.”

      Beatrix pulled Cassia toward two empty seats near the middle. Cassia slid into hers and placed Vincent on her lap, where she could keep both hands on him. He immediately began pretending to be innocent, which was one of his most suspicious habits.

      A hush fell over the room.

      Professor Eldrin entered without seeming to enter at all. One moment the classroom floor was empty. The next, he stood at the center in long midnight-blue robes stitched with silver symbols. His white Beatrixrd nearly reached his knees, and his single eye was the pale gray of winter clouds.

      He leaned on a carved wooden cane, but Cassia had the feeling the cane was mostly for dramatic tapping.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “Welcome,” Professor Eldrin said, and his voice filled the room without needing to shout. “To History of Cyclopean Artifacts. Some of you are here because you love history. Some of you are here because your parents made you take at least one respectable class. And some of you are here because you thought this was Introductory Snack Magic.”

      A student in the front row slowly lowered a fork.

      Professor Eldrin smiled. “Wrong hallway.”

      A ripple of laughter moved through the room. Cassia laughed too, and some of the tightness in her chest loosened.

      “Artifacts,” Professor Eldrin continued, “are not merely old things. They are choices that survived. Someone made them. Someone used them. Someone lost them. Someone hid them. And sometimes, if we listen closely, they tell us why.”

      He lifted one hand.

      The lamps dimmed.

      On the board behind him, chalk rose into the air and began to draw by itself. A circle appeared first. Then a ring of runes. Then a bright center shaped like a single watchful eye.

      Cassia leaned forward.

      She had seen that symbol before.

      Not in a book. Not exactly.

      Her grandmother had a necklace tucked in a little wooden box beneath her bed. Cassia had only seen it once, years ago, when she was supposed to be helping fold blankets and had instead gone exploring. The necklace had held a tiny charm shaped just like the drawing on the board.

      A single eye surrounded by runes.

      “The Enchanted Eye,” Professor Eldrin said.

      The room went so quiet that Cassia could hear Vincent chewing the last bite of muffin.

      Professor Eldrin turned, and the chalk eye seemed to look at him. “Created, according to legend, by Olin the Far-Sighted, the Enchanted Eye was said to reveal truth. Not the easy truth. Not the comfortable truth. The truth beneath the truth.”

      The chalk lines shimmered.

      Cassia’s own eye began to water.

      She blinked hard.

      The drawing blinked back.

      Cassia froze.

      That was impossible.

      Probably impossible.

      Mostly impossible.

      Beatrix grabbed her sleeve. “Did you see that?”

      “The board?” Cassia whispered.

      “It blinked.”

      “I saw that too.”

      “I hate when impossible things happen before lunch.”

      Professor Eldrin’s gaze swept across the room. For the briefest second, it stopped on Cassia.

      She sat up straighter.

      “Many have searched for the Enchanted Eye,” he said. “Heroes. Scholars. Thieves. Kings. Fools. Sometimes those are all the same person.”

      Vincent nodded wisely.

      Cassia put a hand on his head before he could agree out loud.

      “The Eye doesn't grant power simply because someone wants it,” Professor Eldrin said. “It doesn't care about famous names or old families. It doesn't care what songs have been sung about your ancestors. The Eye sees what is truly there.”

      Cassia’s stomach gave a strange little twist.

      Famous names.

      Old families.

      She glanced down at the Haldar crest on her satchel and covered it with one hand.

      Professor Eldrin tapped his cane against the floor.

      The chalk drawing changed. The Enchanted Eye became a map of twisting tunnels beneath a mountain. Then a door covered in vines. Then a page from a journal, its words appearing and disappearing too quickly to read.

      Cassia caught only one name before the chalk dust scattered.

      Galen.

      The board went blank.

      A few students groaned.

      “Professor, wait,” someone called. “What did it say?”

      Professor Eldrin’s mouth twitched. “A fine question. History often vanishes before we are done looking at it.”

      “That seems unfair,” Beatrix muttered.

      “It is very realistic,” Professor Eldrin said, somehow hearing her from three rows away.

      Beatrix sank lower in her seat.

      Cassia tried to focus as the lecture continued, but her thoughts kept circling the same three things.

      The charm in her grandmother’s box.

      The blinking chalk eye.

      Galen.

      When the bell finally rang, Cassia jumped so hard Vincent nearly rolled off her lap.

      “Rude,” he grumbled, grabbing the edge of her tunic.

      Students began filing out of the lecture hall, buzzing with questions. Cassia stayed in her seat, staring at the blank board.

      Beatrix hugged her books to her chest. “You’re doing the thing.”

      “What thing?”

      “The thing where your eye gets huge and you forget people can see your face.”

      Cassia touched her cheek. “I’m thinking.”

      “You’re plotting.”

      “I’m wondering.”

      “That’s plotting in a nicer outfit.”

      Cassia lowered her voice. “My grandmother had that symbol. The Enchanted Eye symbol. I saw it on a necklace.”

      Beatrix’s expression changed at once. The teasing vanished, replaced by bright, sharp curiosity. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Completely sure?”

      “Beatrix.”

      “Right. Sorry. Scholar reflex.” Beatrix glanced at the board, then back at Cassia. “And the name Galen. Did you see it?”

      Cassia nodded. “Do you know who that is?”

      “Galen the Brave,” Beatrix said. “Explorer. Mapmaker. Terrible handwriting. He searched for the Enchanted Eye and disappeared.”

      Cassia swallowed. “Disappeared?”

      “That’s what the stories say.”

      Vincent poked his head out of the satchel. “Stories say a lot of things. Stories say raccoons are sneaky.”

      “You are sneaky,” Cassia said.

      “Exactly. Sometimes stories are correct.”

      Before Cassia could answer, Professor Eldrin appeared beside their row.

      Beatrix squeaked.

      Vincent went very still, which meant he was either frightened or hiding another stolen item in his fur.

      Professor Eldrin looked down at Cassia. His silver eye was gentle, but it seemed to notice everything, including the crumbs.

      “Miss Haldar,” he said.

      Cassia’s heart thumped. “Yes, Professor?”

      “The past has a way of calling to those who are already listening.”

      Cassia didn't know what to say to that. “I was listening.”

      “I know.”

      His gaze dropped to her satchel, to the place where her hand still covered the family crest. “Be careful not to confuse inheritance with identity. They are not the same thing.”

      Cassia’s fingers tightened.

      Professor Eldrin turned away before she could ask what he meant.

      Then he paused. “And do try to keep your raccoon away from the east corridor.”

      Vincent gasped. “Why? What’s in the east corridor?”

      “A locked door,” Professor Eldrin said.

      Vincent’s eyes shone.

      Professor Eldrin sighed. “I should not have said that.”

      Then he walked away, his cane tapping softly against the stone floor.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Cassia and Beatrix looked at each other.

      “No,” Beatrix said immediately.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You were about to.”

      “What if the locked door matters?”

      “What if it’s locked because students aren’t supposed to go through it?”

      Vincent climbed onto Cassia’s shoulder, vibrating with joy. “What if both things are true?”

      Cassia should have said no. A proper Haldar would probably ask permission, gather supplies, read twelve books, and make a careful plan.

      But maybe that was the problem.

      Maybe Cassia didn't want to spend her whole life being proper.

      Maybe she wanted to know why an ancient magical drawing had blinked at her.

      Maybe she wanted to find out whether the Enchanted Eye cared about Cassia Haldar, or only the Haldar name.

      Beatrix studied her face and sighed. “We are not breaking any rules on the first day.”

      “Of course not,” Cassia said.

      Vincent patted her cheek. “Second day, then.”

      Cassia tried not to smile.

      As they left the lecture hall, a soft sound came from behind them.

      Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

      Cassia turned.

      The board was no longer blank.

      One word had written itself in pale, glowing chalk.

      Galen.

      Beneath it, a second line appeared.

      Find what he hid.

      Then the chalk snapped in half and dropped to the floor.

      Beatrix whispered, “We are definitely breaking rules, aren’t we?”

      Cassia stared at the glowing words until they faded away.

      Her heart pounded, but this time, it wasn’t only fear.

      “Yes,” she said. “I think we are.”
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