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Chapter 1: Lazing on a Sunday Afternoon
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Birds fluttered across the clear sky, shrieking as they dived about, weaving around one another. A light breeze pushed them along, stirring wind chimes enough to make a few clinks. The chimes were hanging off a slab of wood jutting out from a vine-covered roof. The roof belonged to a building made entirely of gray-and-brown rock. 

Ren sat on the springy grass near the chimes, watching the long wooden pieces bounce against each other. She breathed in the stuffy air, wishing for more of a breeze. For perhaps the twentieth time that afternoon, she lifted her wand in front of her and commanded a brief wind to fly at her face and cool her down. It swirled through her purple hair, leaving it looking like a mess—more than usual, anyway. She sighed and rested her pointed chin on her open palm, wishing that the summer break would just be over.

Soon after school had ended, Ak-tu had announced that he’d be taking his kids (and their friend Sarala) to Vinetown nearby. Ak-tu had to get his flying ship repaired after it had crashed, and he had also wanted to check the area around the Caihong Academy of Magic for any signs of Chaocat—who had been the one to crash the ship in the first place. 

Ak-tu didn’t provide the twins with much information about the cat spirit. The quick sketch of what they looked like also wasn’t too helpful, since they merely appeared like a farm cat wearing a crescent moon necklace—the only major difference was their black eyes. 

After the tiny Chaocat lesson, Ak-tu had brought the three teens to the forest lying outside Vinetown. They had gone through the trees until they’d reached a small clearing holding a stony house covered in flowering vines. There were plenty of other plants around the residence, from pointy bushes to ferns to a dancing tree. Ren had nearly missed the house beneath all of the flowers and leaves, especially as it looked like a giant boulder with only a few holes for windows. 

Ak-tu had dropped off his kids and headed back for the school. The three were then left with his best friend, Jabali Kenyada, who they’d barely met a few months prior when the school had been attacked by spirits.

Ren had no idea that Jabali existed for the longest time. And the fact that he seemed to live in a literal rock threw her off. She knew plenty of earth magicians made homes with a quick bit of magic, shaping the land around them to their liking. But Jabali’s house seemed more wild. From squelching bushes to giant spiders crawling about, there was always something new to discover in the house and its surrounding forest.

Ren still wasn’t sure how she felt about Jabali. She liked his easygoing personality, though she didn’t like that Ak-tu had kept him hidden from the twins their whole lives. Even so, there was something familiar about him, as if she’d seen him before. Perhaps he had come around when the twins were too young to care to remember him? Or maybe they had been to one of his many businesses at one point growing up, and caught a glimpse of him? Either way, it was clear her father trusted him dearly, and that had to be good enough for her.

Unable to stand the heat any longer, Ren got up. She turned on the balls of her feet and headed for the front door (also stone), shoving it to one side with a huff and entering. The strong smell of moss and soil met her nose at once. The floor was made entirely of rock too, though some bits were covered in moss rugs to provide cushioning underfoot. Jabali would often bring in large slabs of moss, rotating them out every few weeks whenever they got too itchy. 

To the left was the kitchen, which contained one small space in the stone wall as a window overlooking the front of the house. Jabali only owned a fridge and an oven, both metal boxes. The fridge was enchanted with air magic to keep food cool, and the oven had fire magic to heat up food. There were a few clay pots along one wall where there weren’t any cabinets or counters. These containers were used to store food, with more moss draped over them to keep the contents within cool. Next to the window was a large sink, bringing in water from a well behind the house. A small bamboo table and matching chairs sat along the right-hand wall.

Straight ahead, the ground lifted a bit to form a hallway; Jabali had created his house on a small slope, making the building have a variety of levels. The hall led to three doors, though Ren wasn’t sure she could call them that. The “doors” were merely empty spaces in the wall big enough to squeeze through, two leading to bedrooms and one to a bathroom. They had to push through vine curtains to get into the rooms, which Jabali had only installed once the kids had arrived. 

The ceiling of the kitchen had several holes, allowing all sorts of things inside. From rain to wild animals, Ren was always hesitant about entering the house again. She peered around the room from the doorway, hoping a lemur wasn’t about to come bounding through again. She was so intent on her search that she jumped when an annoyed voice sounded behind her.

“Are you going to move, or are you going to stand there all day?” 

Ren quickly scrambled out of the way as her friend entered the house. Sarala’s tawny skin was plastered in sweat, her crop top and short shorts being no help in the hot air. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a long and messy tail.

“You look hot,” Ren commented. She instantly blushed as Sarala stared at her. “I mean, you know, it’s hot out and you look like you’ve been doing a lot of training again, at least I’m going to assume that since you’re all sweaty and—”

“You can shut up now,” Sarala grunted, rolling her golden eyes.

Ren gladly did so, knowing her freckled face was as red as a strawberry.

Sarala walked over to the kitchen, pulled open the fridge, and stood in front of the cool air emanating from the buzzing appliance. She let out a sigh of relief, wiping her hand over her face and hooked nose in an attempt to get rid of the sweat.

Sarala saw Ren gazing at her, and asked, “Can you send some more air my way? I’m dying.”

Ren snorted in amusement and lifted her wand. “Cool down Sarala with a very strong wind,” she ordered her magic.

At once, air swirled all around them, rushing towards Sarala. Ren merely controlled the air in her environment, rather than making her own; it took more effort to make her own element, wand or no wand.

“That feels so good,” Sarala said, closing her eyes.

“I bet it does,” Ren replied.

“I wish he had an air cooler,” Sarala commented, closing the fridge. “I suppose you’ll have to cool us all down.”

“Only if you pay me,” Ren teased.

“I don’t have any money,” Sarala pointed out. “Just my wand. And the clothes you gave me, I guess.”

“Yeah...you’re going to need new clothes,” said Ren, observing Sarala.

“What do you mean?”

Ren stared at her. “You’re joking, right? You’ve grown probably three inches since we’ve been here! You’re getting so tall.”

“I’m not that tall,” Sarala scoffed. “I’m barely taller than your dad.”

“Dad’s short,” Ren pointed out. “Anyway, you’re going to be a giant by the time we’re back in school. You’ll need to get some new clothes.”

“I guess I can give you these clothes back, then, in payment for your air cooling services,” Sarala joked.

Ren snorted. “No, thanks! They’re all covered in sweat! Besides, then you’d be naked.”

The two girls stared at each other for a long moment, then burst out laughing. They were still chuckling by the time the front door opened again and Zyn entered.

Ren’s twin had spiky orange hair, parted to the left like Ren’s hair. Their eyes—one green and one purple—appeared weary from the summer heat. They weren’t dressed in their typical fashion of a crazily-patterned robe, striped shirt, and baggy pants; it was simply too hot. They were instead wearing a short-sleeved plaid shirt, which was unbuttoned at the top and bottom. They wore sports shorts and no shoes on their brown feet, like Ren.

“What’re you laughing about?” Zyn asked.

“Nothing,” Sarala said simply, her face becoming serious once more.

Zyn frowned, their mismatched eyes confused. Then, they shrugged carelessly and walked over to the fridge as well. Before they could pull it open to allow the cool air to wash over them, Ren merely ordered her magic to send wind at them too.

“Doing more martial arts?” Zyn asked Sarala, staring at the sweaty girl. They sniffed the air. “Sure smells like it.”

Sarala scowled at them. “Of course I was training! There’s nothing else to do. Besides, your dad said we would learn more martial arts this summer after what happened with the spirits—and I don’t see that happening!”

“Jabali showed us a lot of complicated techniques,” Zyn pointed out.

“But we’re not advancing with our own martial arts, like I thought we’d be,” Sarala grumbled. “Besides, Jabali only teaches us when it’s convenient for him. He doesn’t seem to care if we keep practicing after he shows us stuff or not. He’s so busy running his coffee shop in town, that your dad might as well have left us at the school.”

“But nobody would be able to watch us there,” Ren said. “Khurshid went traveling, Aster and Fern said they’d search the spirit realm for Chaocat, and even the cooks have all left for the break. Technically, Fern said she’d pop by to make sure there are enough enchantments to keep Chaocat out of the school, but she’s not staying there. So we’re not allowed to be there, either.”

“We don’t need to be watched,” Sarala growled. “We can look after ourselves. We did during that fight with the spirits, didn’t we?”

Ren shrugged, wishing she could forget all about the spirit attack. She hated viewing spirits in a bad light, as she grew up praising the spirits during each holiday and festival. She knew that spirits as a whole were neither good nor bad—that it all depended on the individual spirit—but she still felt uneasy scoffing at the “bad” ones that had attacked the school.

“I hope we get to go back soon,” Ren muttered, steering the conversation away from the spirits. “It’s getting so boring here.”

Zyn nodded. “I know what you mean.”

“Boring? Just practice martial arts,” Sarala scoffed. 

“Eh, I like doing classes more than doing it on my own,” Zyn admitted. “It’s more fun with others.”

“Then practice with me. I could do with a sparring partner,” Sarala said, her eyes glinting.

“We don’t have any sparring gear though.”

“We don’t need any.”

“Yes, you do!” Ren exclaimed. “Sarala, you hit way too hard!”

“I can go easy,” the girl muttered. 

“I think I’ll stick to exploring the forest and collecting rocks, thanks,” Zyn commented dryly.

“Ooh, is that what you were doing?” Ren queried.

Zyn shrugged, pulling colorful stones from their shorts pocket. “I don’t know what else to do. I’m getting tired of doing art and playing games.”

“Then do martial arts with me!” Sarala hissed.

The twins both snorted in amusement, then Ren said, “I suppose we can practice. Dad will want to hear that we did some training without him. I’m sure he’ll teach us more once the ship’s repaired, and we get back!”

“I hope we get to play with weapons!” Zyn exclaimed, returning most of the rocks to their pocket, then clinking two together to make a sharp rattling sound.

“You will, if he’s going to teach us the level of stuff we’re currently on,” Sarala said. “Blue sashes get to learn the stick. And I’ll get to learn the staff, as a purple sash!”

“Ooh, that sounds like fun!” said Ren.

“Not as fun as swords or knives, but it’ll do,” Sarala said with a shrug, though she smiled.

“You can’t wait to work with weapons again, huh?”

“I miss my knives,” Sarala murmured.

“I tried to make you keep them,” Ren reminded her, thinking of the large butterfly knives Sarala had owned the previous year. “Just ask Dad to give them back to you. I’m sure he still has them somewhere. He offered them to you after getting rid of that spirit possessing them.” 

But Sarala was shaking her head before Ren had finished speaking. “No...it’s fine. I don’t want them. They’re a connection to her.”

A stony silence fell. Ren knew Sarala rarely called Mimiteh Donoma by her name, but it was obvious when they were discussing the woman. The blacksmith had taken Sarala under her wing, showing her how to craft weapons. They lived together for a while, until Mimiteh suddenly dumped Sarala off on the side of the road with a pamphlet for the Caihong Academy of Magic. Sarala was wounded by the action, no matter how much she tried to hide it.

“Hey—what if we made a martial arts club?” Zyn asked abruptly, breaking the quiet as they smashed their rocks together again.

“A martial arts club?” Ren pondered. “That would be neat!”

Sarala’s eyes glowed. “Are we allowed to make clubs?”

Ren nodded. “Only first-years aren’t allowed to, but we’ll be second-years!”

“Mostly, sorta,” Zyn muttered, shifting uneasily. “I have to retake all the first-year classes because of the whole no-magic thing, remember?”

Ren bit her bottom lip. “Umm...well, I’m sure you’d still be able to make the club with us!”

“The club can have multiple people in charge?” Sarala asked.

“Yep!” Ren said, eager to move away from the touchy subject of Zyn’s magic. “We need to run it by Dad, and probably have a teacher supervising the meetings. Ooh, this will be so much fun!”

Sarala nodded keenly. “We could do martial arts every day! Once-a-week classes aren’t enough.”

“Then let’s do it,” Ren said. 

The three teens moved to the kitchen table and sat down. The Caihong family mirror was on the wooden surface from where they’d left it that morning. Ren tapped the glass, causing the reflected ceiling to vanish. She typed in the password to unlock it, and a list of boxes appeared on the home screen. 

Scrolling through the apps, she tapped one, which allowed her to take notes. The three started discussing what sort of martial arts classes they’d run, whether it’d be Kung Fu or Tai Chi, how long the sessions would go, who would teach at which time...

The teens sat at the table for the next few hours, only getting up to grab some watermelon juice and pretzels to snack on. They were in much the same positions by the time Jabali arrived a bit after 5.

“Yo, kids!” he called as he walked through the doorway and spotted them. “How ya doing?”

Jabali looked worn out. His dark skin was covered in more sweat than Sarala’s had been, and the ends of his long blue locks were tangled in his backpack; he had gotten the new hairstyle before the kids had arrived, as his hair had been bushy before. He peered at them through droopy eyes, as if ready to fall asleep.

“Hi, Jabali!” Ren greeted, glancing up from the mirror.

“Have y’all been sitting there the whole day?” Jabali asked, signaling to them with his large hands.

“No,” Ren replied earnestly, picking up the mirror to make more room at the kitchen table. “Only since this afternoon.”

“Mhmm, sure,” Jabali said, setting his backpack on the table, where he then proceeded to untangle his hair from the straps. “Wanna go to town for dinner tonight? We ain’t got much to eat, huh?”

“I’d rather stay here,” Sarala grunted, keeping her eyes glued to the mirror.

Ren sighed inwardly. Sarala hadn’t gone to the city all summer. The twins had gone with Jabali to get dinner a few times, but felt uneasy leaving Sarala alone and therefore rarely went. They also felt guilty for making Jabali drive his boat again, especially in the pressing heat.

“Well, you two?” Jabali asked the twins.

Ren exchanged a glance with Zyn, knowing that they were thinking the same thing. She replied, “Maybe tomorrow, Jabali. It’s too hot to go anywhere.”

Jabali shrugged, not looking bothered. “Okay, but don’t y’all complain ’bout having nothing to eat!”

Ren turned the mirror off, and it was soon reflecting the ceiling. She then hurried to the kitchen, searching the fridge for food they could make. Zyn joined her, checking the various cabinets. Sarala grabbed clean plates and set the tiny table. Jabali, meanwhile, sunk onto one of the bamboo chairs, letting out a deep sigh of exhaustion.

After a bit of looking, the twins agreed on making a tofu scramble, using the random ingredients they came across: tofu, tomatoes, an onion, several garlic cloves, a few handfuls of spinach, a large prickle-pepper, and some spices. While Zyn sliced the tomatoes on one of the counters, Ren grabbed the onion and garlic cloves. She set them on another counter with a cutting board, then pulled out her wand.

“Make an air bubble around my head, so cutting these onions does not make me cry,” she ordered her magic.

A bubble formed over her head, and she quickly set to chopping. The air cavity saved her eyes and nose from the fumes, though she could hear Zyn give a sniffle on the other side of the room.

Ren was soon adding the chopped onion and garlic to the fire-enchanted pan, then Zyn put in the tofu and tomatoes. Sarala cut up some leftover fruit for a fruit salad, using the table as no more counter space remained.

Within minutes, the tofu scramble was done. A spicy aroma filled the air, causing Ren’s mouth to water. The fruit looked as good as the scramble too—she could see finely-sliced pieces of strawberries, watermelon, rettishes, and scorlengs. 

“Mmm, this looks tasty!” Jabali said, straightening as the food was placed on the table in front of him, his mismatched blue eyes lighting up.

Ren piled some tofu scramble on everyone’s plates, while Sarala passed out the fruit. They left the big dishes on the counter, as the table was crammed with all of their plates.

Ren ate the tofu slowly, the spicy flavor setting her mouth on fire so often that she needed to drink plenty of the watermelon juice in between. She definitely had to remember to put less spice in next time, or leave out the prickle-pepper entirely. She finally turned to the fruit, which helped her mouth cool down.

“I was thinking of making tomorrow a fun day in town,” Jabali said. “Y’all interested?”

Ren glanced at Zyn and Sarala. Sarala frowned and got to her feet, finishing her meal. She left the dish on the table and went down the hall, saying something about needing to use the bathroom. Zyn was chewing, so Ren replied.

“That sounds nice,” she said. “I don’t know if Sarala would like to go though.”

“It’ll be fun!” Jabali urged. 

“Sarala has a different definition of that word,” Ren replied, trying to keep her face straight and failing.

Jabali shrugged. “Well, if she ain’t wanna come, we won’t make her. But the rest of us can go have a good time, eh?”

Zyn nodded, swallowing. “What do you have in mind?”

“You’re gonna have t’wait and see!” Jabali said, winking.

Ren rolled her eyes and popped another tart rettish piece in her mouth. She imagined the four of them having fun in the city, getting out of the boring house. Her lips soon formed a frown though.

“What’s wrong?” Jabali asked, catching her look.

“I wish Dad was here,” Ren muttered.

“Yeah, it’d be like the good ol’ days,” Jabali chuckled, leaning back in his chair and linking his arms behind his head.

Ren glanced at him, her heart picking up speed. Was Jabali going to reveal something about his shared past with Ak-tu? About Chaocat? She and Zyn had pestered him all summer for more information, but he often pretended not to hear them. 

“What do you mean?” she asked, trying to keep her voice innocent instead of inquisitive.

“Oh—y’know...me, him, adventuring all over the world, in boat or ship or even on a slab o’ wood,” Jabali said indifferently.

Ren leaned forward eagerly. “Was I there too?” she queried, all thoughts of innocence forgotten. “As a baby?”

Jabali frowned, his eyes getting a guarded look to them. He lowered his arms and said simply, “No, you didn’t come ’til later. We’d mostly gone separate ways at tha’ point.”

“But why?” Ren asked, fidgeting slightly in excitement.

Jabali shrugged. “We’d been growing distant for a while. Eventually, I left to start up some businesses. That’s when your dad called me up, told me ’bout needing some help off an island, and I went to rescue him. He had you in his arms, said he’d explain it all later. Barely had anything t’say.”

Ren’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. So Jabali doesn’t know anything, after all... He doesn’t know I was a gift from the spirits... He doesn’t know anything about where I truly came from...or if I am a spirit...

She had been pondering this very much since the last day of school. Ak-tu had pulled the twins aside to discuss the matter of Chaocat further with them, then told Ren about how she had mysteriously appeared after his fight with Chaocat years before. Ak-tu was convinced that Ren was a gift from the spirits, but not a spirit herself. 

Ren didn’t know if that was true or not, and found her thoughts returning to the matter again and again over the summer. After all, there wasn’t much else to do. She wished she could access the school’s Library, to research more into spirit-gifted babies! She tried to look more into it through the air-net, but there was barely any information of spirits. 

“Anyway,” Jabali continued, Ren perking up, “after I gave you two a ride back to the mainland, I stayed with your dad awhile. Tha’ creepy cat wasn’t hanging ’round, and Ak-tu said they got into a fight. We traveled a lot after, taking care of ya together. Then he went and got Zyn there, not sure why—one baby was already a handful.”

Ren snorted in amusement, trying to imagine the two men attempting to take care of a baby as they traveled across the land and through the sky. 

“Well, I’m glad Dad decided to get me,” Zyn scoffed. “Can you imagine me not being here?”

“Not at all,” Ren said honestly. “I don’t want to think of that!”

“Then, a bit later, I had enough o’ changing diapers and decided to get my life together,” Jabali chuckled. “I didn’t wanna leave your dad with nothing, though, so I gave ’im the ship and bought a house when he finally decided to settle down.”

Ren frowned. “A house? That little house?”

Jabali nodded.

“I thought that was...well, Dad’s house,” Ren mumbled.

“Well, he ain’t exactly rich,” Jabali replied bluntly. “I even funded that school of his.”

“Why?”

“He’s my best friend,” Jabali said simply. “Besides, I have too much money I don’t need.”

“You don’t seem rich,” Zyn commented bluntly, glancing around at the torches lining the wall in place of metal ceiling lights. 

“Zyn!” Ren hissed.

“What?”

But Jabali didn’t seem offended; he laughed lightly, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah, I ain’t one to live in a fancy mansion or buy expensive clothes. What’s the point of livin’ in some big house if you’re all alone, eh? I’d rather put my wealth to something that needs it more than I do—or someone.”

He got to his feet abruptly and exclaimed, “Well, tha’ sure was a tasty dinner, eh? Y’all mind cleaning up? I’m gonna shower and head for bed, so I’m all refreshed for tomorrow’s fun!”

Jabali quickly headed down the hall before either twin could reply. Ren and Zyn exchanged a baffled glance.

“Well, I guess he sorta told us more than before?” Zyn mumbled.

“Yeah, but—”

A loud shrieking noise sounded from the counter. Ren jumped in her seat, then realized the family mirror was receiving a call. 

“You really need to change the sound that thing makes!” Sarala hissed, entering the room again. 

“Sorry!” Ren snorted. “Zyn was the one who chose it.”

Zyn was laughing too hard to respond for several seconds, then choked out, “I was the one who made it!”

Sarala rolled her eyes in annoyance.

Ren hurried forward to the mirror, seeing an image of her father on its glassy surface. He was quite recognizable with his unibrow, long mustache, and violet eyes. She answered the mirror call and he then appeared live on screen, his indigo hair tied in a top knot with strands falling in his face. He lit up as he caught sight of Ren, hunched over the mirror.

“Hi, Dad!” Ren said, as Zyn scrambled off the chair to enter the mirror’s view as well.

“Hey, you two! How’s it going?” Ak-tu asked, shifting so they could see tall trees behind him.

“Just finished eating dinner,” Ren replied.

“Your call scared Sarala so much, she flew away!” Zyn added, shooting the girl an amused look. “Maybe she’s secretly an air magician!”

Sarala scowled and turned back down the hall, going into the shared bedroom as quickly as she’d come.

“So why are you calling?” Ren asked.

“What—do I need to be calling for a specific reason?” Ak-tu asked, pretending to sound offended. “Am I not allowed to see your lovely faces?”

Zyn instantly made a funny expression, stretching their mouth wide and curling their eyebrows, appearing almost frog-like. Ren snorted in amusement.

“I guess you can call to see Zyn’s fabulous face show,” she said.

Ak-tu smiled lightly, but soon turned serious. “Actually, I was calling for a reason,” he said briskly. “I don’t have much time to talk—you always have to be alert when you’re in the forest. Anyway, there’s supposed to be an eclipse tomorrow.”

Ren gasped in excitement. “An eclipse? That’s so cool! I want to see! What time? Oh, I hope it’s not super early in the morning, like it always seems to be!”

Ak-tu raised one side of his unibrow at her, and she could tell this wasn’t the reaction he’d expected. “It’ll be sometime in the afternoon, if I remember Aster’s calculations correctly.”

“But why’re you telling us about some eclipse?” Zyn asked, frowning in confusion. “We’d see it for ourselves, if it’s going to be during the day.”

Ak-tu nodded. “I’m aware you’d see it without me telling you. I just wanted to let you know, as eclipses are big when it comes to...spirits. Chaocat may make an appearance...”

“Ooh, does the eclipse open a portal to the spirit realm or something?” Ren asked eagerly.

Ak-tu frowned. “It can,” he said. “But it’s Chaocat that we need to be worried about. Keep your eyes open. Who knows what they might do during an eclipse...”
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Chapter 2: Pain and Pleasure
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Zyn woke up eagerly the next day. They didn’t bother to scream their usual wakeup call—not with Sarala sleeping in the same room, only a kick’s distance away. They rolled off the moss that accounted for a bed, careful not to land on any of the bags lying around the shared bedroom. Zyn then tiptoed quickly around the clutter in the small space, pushed through the curtain of sticky vines as quietly as they could, and walked down the hall to the kitchen.

It wasn’t dark in the room, as sunlight streamed through the windows and ceiling holes. Zyn hurried into the kitchen and stared at the small patches of sky beyond the foliage above the house, but couldn’t see the sun. 

I wonder how close the sun and moon are? I can’t wait to see the eclipse!

Though Ak-tu had warned the twins, Zyn couldn’t help but feel excited for the eclipse. They’d never seen one before, despite the event happening often enough in the early morning. Of course, they’d seen pictures of eclipses on the air-net, but it wasn’t the same as it would be in-person.

Zyn didn’t have to wait long for Ren or Jabali to wake up. The three had breakfast together, which consisted of toast with smooth peanut spread. Zyn was beginning to wonder if Sarala would fake sleeping in to avoid going to the city when she exited the bedroom to join them for breakfast.

“You’re already done?” she grumbled at Zyn, not bothering to greet any of them.

Zyn raised an eyebrow at her. “Well, duh. You take forever to get up!”

Sarala shot them a glare and didn’t reply as she sat down, grabbing a piece of bread and plastering it with spread.

Since they were done eating, the twins went back to their room to get changed for the day. Zyn got out of their striped pajamas and tugged on a short-sleeved plaid shirt and plain shorts. Ren was soon dressed in a yellow shirt and purple sports shorts that went past her knees.

“Great news!” Jabali called to the twins as they entered the kitchen again. “Sarala’s decided to come with us.”

Ren gasped in delight. “You are? That’s awesome!”

Sarala scowled in her direction. “Only because you said Chaocat might be around.”

“Aw, don’t wanna be all alone in the house with a mad spirit on the loose? I never took you for a coward,” Zyn teased. 

“If looks could kill, you’d be dead,” Sarala growled, forgetting all about her toast as she glared at them. After a long moment, she returned to her bread and said, “I’m going to protect you.”

If Zyn hadn’t seen Sarala fighting the spirits at the school, they would have made another joke about Sarala being too young to act as their bodyguard. But they knew how powerful Sarala could be, and did not take this statement lightly.

Even Jabali didn’t poke fun at her. He instead brushed some crumbs off his hands and got to his feet, smiling. “We’ll leave in five! Any luck and we’ll miss that ‘mad spirit’!” 

He hurried to his bedroom, presumably to get dressed as well. Ren sat down in his empty seat, resting her elbow on the table and her chin on her open palm. Zyn hung back, staring out the window at a bush rolling around.

“That’s really kind of you to come with us,” Ren said to Sarala. 

Sarala huffed. “I don’t see why we can’t have a city day when there’s not an eclipse going on.”

“Well, Jabali has today off work,” Zyn pointed out, watching as the bush attempted to hop over a stone.

“He has a day off each week,” Sarala retorted, finishing her toast. “I don’t see why this city day can’t wait until after the eclipse.”

Ren shrugged. “We do need more food. Maybe we’ll go shopping?”

“Ugh, I hate shopping!” Sarala crossed her arms. “I’d much rather stay here and practice plenty of mar—”

“Jabali’s ready! We can go now!” Zyn interrupted; their loud voice scared the bush, causing it to fly over the stone and out of sight. “Ha!” 

Sarala glanced over her shoulder to see Jabali exiting his room, dressed in a light-colored shirt and shorts. She hopped to her feet and dashed into the teens’ bedroom, returning a minute later, now dressed in a crop top and shorts that clung tightly to her muscular body.

“Who’s ready t’go?” Jabali exclaimed.

They trailed him out of the house, Zyn and Ren eager while Sarala grumbled along in their shadows. Zyn glanced for the bush, but didn’t see it anywhere. Their attention soon shifted to several squelching podded plants near Jabali’s boat, which had not been there the day before.

The boat was big enough for six people, as most standard rowboats were. Two benches sat in the otherwise empty space. Both benches held compartments for storage. A steering wheel sat at the front of the oblong vessel, though Jabali never used it. Since he had earth magic to propel it along, he merely shifted the stone beneath the boat to get it moving in the right direction. Boats powered by fire or water (when not in a body of water) also contained a metal mechanism at the front; the wielder would hover their hand over the slot in the metal to shoot water or fire within to power the boat. 

Once the teens were seated on the benches and Jabali took his place at the front, they were off. Jabali used uppercuts and heel stomps to move the boat, commanding the stony ground to carry the vessel away. Driving a boat took a lot of concentration, so nobody said a word the entire trip. Even if they wanted to speak, it’d be hard with all of the bumps, the boat rolling over boulders and logs in the forest. Zyn definitely preferred air-powered boats to earth-powered ones! 

I wish this boat had wheels like all the non-air ones in town! It’d be much smoother that way! Ugh, why does Jabali like to live in such discomfort?

At one point, Sarala leaned forward to grab a leafy umbrella lying on the floor of the boat. She opened it and raised it above their heads, shielding the three from the bright sunshine that already pressed its heat upon them.

After about ten minutes, they made it to Vinetown. The boat scraped to a halt on the outskirts of the city, Jabali’s clothes showing plenty of sweat patches. 

“We’ll walk from here,” he panted.

The four hopped out of the boat, then Jabali used a fierce uppercut to lift the ground beneath the vessel. The boat was then high above their heads on a large boulder, out of the reach of strangers. 

Vinetown was more of a small city, complete with plenty of restaurants, several schools, multiple hospitals, and a few hotels. Most towns only had one or two buildings of each. Vinetown also had roads made of complete stone for boats to slide across more easily, as opposed to the grass or dirt pathways found in most villages.

Ak-tu had brought his children to Vinetown on a few occasions, typically in the summer for Day of the Sun. The city would be decorated in bright yellow and orange banners, streamers, and lanterns depicting the sun. There would be fire pits scattered around the streets, and plenty of vendors that sold merchandise and food specific to the holiday. 

As it was already mid-July, the Day of the Sun would soon be upon them. Zyn wondered vaguely if they’d still be with Jabali for the holiday, their heart sinking as they imagined their father not being able to partake in the festivities with them. Ak-tu always loved to get them watermelon smoothies and fire-shaped lemon poppyseed scones. Zyn sniffed the air, detecting many food scents and wondering if one of them belonged to these scones.

Zyn shook themself from memories of running across the streets alongside Ren and Ak-tu, dancing to the loud music that played on every corner. There wasn’t any music playing on the streets, but plenty of chatter, crowds of people walking about and (wheeled) boats going by. There were a few banners depicting the eclipse, but nowhere near as many as there’d be for the Day of the Sun.

Jabali led them, Zyn finding most of the surroundings familiar. They remembered the giant fountain in the center of the city, and the pointy plants around the town hall. Even the single-story school with its potted trees on the roof was familiar. But other areas looked new, mostly due to all the foliage having grown since they’d last been at the inner city itself. The place definitely lived up to its name, as vines were spread from building to building, tangled along the walls and across the ground in some places.

Jabali finally came to a stop outside a small building. A round sign above the door held the words “Cool Coffee” in the image of a coffee cup wearing sunglasses. A wide window by the door allowed them to see inside to the bright green walls. Tables and chairs sat on a tile floor, and a long counter stood at the very back of the shop. Beyond the counter was another door, which was slightly ajar. Two employees bustled about as they dealt with the line stretching the length of the store.

“This is my shop,” Jabali said, signaling over his shoulder with his broad thumb. “Anyone wanna get refreshments?”

“Oh, that’s okay!” Ren said, biting her bottom lip. “They look really busy.”

Zyn frowned. “Ahh, but what if they have watermelon smoothies?”

“This is a coffee shop, Zyn,” Ren pointed out.

“We’ve got more than just coffee!” Jabali said loudly, sounding offended. “C’mon!”

He opened the door, giving them no choice but to follow him in. Zyn nearly backed out of the shop the moment they entered, snorting loudly as the strong smell of coffee overwhelmed them. 

The employees seemed to fly around, preparing drinks and cleaning up spills and going to the register. Someone tried to enter behind Zyn, but there wasn’t any room inside, the line now forming beyond the door. Very few people sat at the tables, most grabbing their drinks and heading for work. Zyn couldn’t hear the music over the loud voices and screaming blenders.

“Yo, Marsh!” Jabali called, waving at the employee on the register as the other vanished into the back room. “How’s it goin’?”

“It was insane earlier, but it’s better now!” Marsh yelled back.

Better? Zyn wondered. Jeez, I wouldn’t want to work here, if this is “better”!

Jabali moved through the long line and zigzagged between the tables to reach the register. Zyn exchanged an uncertain glance with Ren, then the two hurried after him. Sarala, however, turned and went back outside, the busy atmosphere too much for her. Zyn glanced over their shoulder at her.

{Should we wait outside with Sarala?} Zyn asked Ren, looking at their twin again.

Before Ren could respond, Jabali planted a hand on her shoulder and pushed her forward.

“This is Marsh, one of my managers!” Jabali told Ren, grabbing Zyn with his other hand to drag them forward as well. “And, Marsh, these are my friend’s kiddos, Ren and Zynivus!”

“Nice to meet you,” Marsh said briskly, bustling behind the counter without looking at them. 

“How’s the kid doin’?” Jabali asked.

At this, Marsh looked up and scowled. “Still slow,” they remarked. “Keeps trying to use his magic for every task! He sent dishes crashing to the floor a while ago, right in the middle of the rush! Not much help.”

Jabali chuckled, unbothered. “He’ll get there!”

Marsh rolled their eyes and turned back to the customers.

“Come on, you two,” Jabali said. “I’ll show ya the back! There should be some muffins we can snack on!”

He herded them past the register and through the door to the back room. The left side led to a large sink with several hanging hoses to wash the blenders, a third employee rinsing the dishes as quickly as he could. The right side contained a small office space cluttered with boxes. Along the back wall was a fridge with multiple doors, several boxes on top of it containing more supplies.

“Let’s look for ’em muffins!” Jabali said, the noise of the coffee shop muffled enough that he no longer had to scream to be heard. “A batch almost always gets burned when we’re prepping in the morning, since there’s a lot t’do!”

“Oh, we’re fine,” Ren said politely. “We can go back out.”

“Yeah, we don’t like burned muffins,” Zyn said in an undertone to Ren, trying to keep their face straight.

“Nonsense!” Jabali laughed. “C’mon, help me look!”

He moved over to the desk, the twins exchanging a glance. Zyn shrugged and started opening the fridge doors. They had barely gotten to the second one when Ren let out a gasp.

“C3?”

Zyn whirled around. Their mouth fell open slightly as they saw that the employee by the sink was their fellow student, C3. The redheaded boy was staring at them in as much surprise, but quickly rearranged his freckled face into a neutral expression.

“What are you doing here?” Zyn growled.

They weren’t on the best terms with C3. The previous school year, C3 had put together a magical mirror that allowed spirits into the school. He had apparently done it unintentionally, but Zyn wasn’t so sure. After all, the boy had certainly stolen Mint’s notes on purpose, and wouldn’t give them back to Zyn. The two eventually held a secret duel, Zyn using enchanted objects since they had never connected to their elemental magic. C3 ended up using his enchanted elbow ring in the duel too. 

Ak-tu had confiscated the ring after the spirit incident, but it appeared C3 had a new ring under the short sleeve of his work shirt. It was made of wood instead of metal, and painted gold. Zyn hoped this one wasn’t enchanted like the last.

“I work here,” C3 said slowly, signaling to his blue shirt with the Cool Coffee logo on it.

“Ooh, you got a job for the summer?” Ren asked brightly.

He nodded.

“Pfft, are you the new guy who keeps messing things up?” Zyn scoffed, remembering Marsh’s words.

C3 reddened briefly and turned back to the sink, not bothering to respond. Zyn chuckled at the thought of C3 attempting to use his air magic to summon coffee to him, only to have it spill all over his head.

Jabali was soon standing behind the twins, a tray of muffins in his hands. “Found ’em!” he boomed. “And I see you’ve met C3 here!”

“We’ve met before, remember?” Zyn said dryly.

“Yeah, we know him at school,” Ren added.

Jabali nodded. “Yeah, y’all mentioned something ’bout that when we all met, huh? He your friend, then?” Without waiting for a response, he continued. “Hey—I got an idea! He can come along with us! You’re outta here in what, an hour?” he asked C3.

“I believe so,” C3 replied in a toneless voice.

“Great! We’ll be back, and we can all go to the game center!” Jabali chuckled merrily.

Just then, raised voices came from beyond the door at the register. 

“That’s too much!” someone was yowling.

“You did get eight coffees!” Marsh replied in an annoyed tone.

“It should not be thirty-two—”

“If you did the math, you’d see that’s correct!”

“Let me speak to your manager!”

“I am the manager!” Marsh snapped, but a moment later, they called, “Jabali!”

Jabali raised his eyes to the ceiling. “I can never get a moment of peace ’n quiet, can I?” he uttered, just loud enough for the teens to hear. “Coming!” he yelled, and he turned on his heel and went back out.

Zyn and Ren gawked at C3 for a long moment, as he gazed steadily back at them. None of them said a word, the awkward silence stretching to breaking point. Ren seemed on the verge of saying something, but Jabali was soon in the back room, ushering them out of the coffee shop with the muffin tray still in his hands.

Sarala was standing by the door. She looked up at them as they exited. “Got your refreshments?”

“Got us some muffins!” Jabali exclaimed, thrusting the tray forward with a wide beam.

Sarala stared at him blandly.

“Let’s get a-going, then!” Jabali said, passing the tray to Ren and leading the way along the street once more. “Since we’ve agreed to come back here for C3, that means we’ve got a good chunk of time to—”

“Wait,” Sarala interrupted. “C3?”

“Yeah, your friend there works for me,” Jabali replied with a careless wave of his hand. “Part of the reason I’ve been stayin’ so late at work recently, to make sure he gets trained up properly. Plus, there’s always paperwork. And other stuff... Anyhow, I told ’im we’d be back in an hour, so he can join us for some games!”

Sarala stared at Zyn and Ren, and they merely shrugged in response.

“In the meantime, I was thinking we’d get ya some new clothes, Sarala!” Jabali went on, glancing over his shoulder at her. “So let’s go!”

Sarala stiffened, shooting a glare at Ren. She tried to catch up to Jabali as he walked away, but Ren held her back from protesting. Eventually, Sarala fell quiet.

The muffins remained forgotten as they walked, each of them too busy observing the sights and sounds of the city. Kids darted past, pushing mini boats after one another as they pretended to have magic. A second group of kids kicked a ball around, their parents watching nearby as they sipped their coffees; Zyn wrinkled their nose at the strong scent.

After several minutes, Jabali came to a stop outside a small building. It seemed to be covered in vines more than the others, the stone hardly visible beneath the crisscrossing green and tan. In fact, it nearly looked like Jabali’s house was planted in the center of the bustling city, especially as there were several potted trees on the roof. Large bushes sat beside the door, masking the windows.

At least these windows have glass, Zyn thought, feeling a surge of annoyance as they compared it to the windows at Jabali’s house—which always let in horquitos, no matter how many strong-scented oils they left out to repel the bloodthirsty insects.

“Here we are!” Jabali called, opening the door. 

The four entered, Jabali stepping up to a small counter to speak to the person behind it. Zyn stared at the clothes everywhere, which hardly left any walking room between the different sections. At least half the shop seemed to be dedicated to robes of all types: long, short, hooded, no hood, sleeves, no sleeves, dress robes, casual, patterns, plain... Zyn’s eyes lit up as they stared at the large variety, itching to explore them despite owning so many already.

The other side of the store was dedicated to regular day clothing: dresses and skirts, sportswear, plain shirts and pants, binders... There was even a small shoe section, stuffed in the back corner where the lighting was dim. Though it was dark, there was no mistaking the large figure holding up a pair of shoes.

“MINT!” Zyn screamed. “HI, MINT!”

Mint whirled around in shock, nearly dropping the shoes in fright. When seeing who it was, Mint’s face broke into a small smile, though they still appeared quite anxious. They ran a large hand through their tangled green hair; Zyn could see the purple bracelet on Mint’s wrist, signifying that he was identifying as a boy that day. Despite the hot temperature, Mint was wearing his typical green sweater, the sleeves rolled up.

“Hi!” Mint called.

“What are you doing here?” Zyn asked, shoving through clothes racks to make it to their friend.

“Gotta get new shoes,” Mint mumbled. “But there’s none in my size.”

“Isn’t there a shoe shop you can go to?”

He nodded. “There is, but I wanted to get a new shirt too, so I figured I’d come here first. Then I saw the shoes and thought I’d look through them, but there isn’t much selection. What are you doing here? I thought you stayed at the academy during the summer? Or go traveling?”

Zyn nodded, kicking the wooden floor bitterly. “We usually travel. But the ship’s still being repaired. Remember how the spirits crashed Dad’s ship?”

Mint’s big green eyes widened in fear. “Oh, yeah... I hope no spirits come to the school again.... That was so scary!”

“I’m sure everything will be fine!” Ren said, appearing at Zyn’s shoulder. She glanced at Zyn and added, “Jabali said he’d get us all something, if we want it.”

“Why?”

Ren shrugged. “Something about it being birthday and holiday presents, in case Dad never used the money he sent to get us gifts.”

“O-kay.”

“Just passing along the message,” Ren said with a smile.

She then skipped away, somehow finding a way through the packed clothes to reach the small walkway in front. Zyn turned back to Mint.

“So are your parents with you?” they asked curiously, glancing around the shop despite knowing that Mint was the only other customer inside.

Mint shook his head. “They didn’t come. They told me to go alone...so I could...face my fears...be more confident...and independent...” He dropped his gaze in humiliation.

“Oh! Well, you seem to be doing fine to me!” Zyn said awkwardly.

The two stood in silence for a moment, then Mint placed the shoes he was holding back on the shelf. He picked up a shirt he must have put on the ledge while looking at the shoes, then moved through the clothing racks with difficulty.

“See you at school, Zyn,” he muttered as he went.

“Bye?”

Zyn watched Mint go up to the counter to pay, then turned their attention to the robes on the other side of the shop. They darted over, reaching the section by the time Mint was out the door.

Zyn spent quite a while amongst all the robes. They found a few they liked, but narrowed it down to two: a bright blue robe with sun patterns and a rainbow-colored robe. They tried on both of them, but didn’t like the scratchy material of the blue robe. Choosing the rainbow robe, they hurried over to Ren standing nearby.

“Ooo, are you getting a new robe too?” they asked eagerly.

Ren shrugged, shuffling through the clothing. “Maybe, maybe not,” she said.

“Hey—how about this one?” Zyn asked, pointing to a lavender-colored robe with leaf patterns. “It’s perfect for you!”

Ren smiled as she caught sight of the robe. It was the same style as the purple robe she wore, with sleeves that weren’t too long. It only went down a bit past the waist, so it wouldn’t get in the way of her legs. She took the robe off of the rack and held it up to see it better.

“I do like it,” she murmured. “But I’m not sure if patterns are really my thing.”

“Nonsense!” Zyn scoffed. “Of course they are! You wear that moon-patterned one for the holidays, after all.”

“Good point,” she chuckled. “I’ll hold onto it, but I think I’d like to get some more sports pants for the winter.”

“Already thinking of winter?”

“I kept running out of pants last year,” Ren pointed out. “I had to rewear them.”

“Pfft, why didn’t you get Dad to order some for you? Or steal his pants, like I do?”

“I don’t know,” Ren admitted. “I didn’t really care. But now that we’re in an actual clothing sto—”

“How does this look?” a gruff voice interrupted.

The twins turned to see Sarala on the other side of the rack. She was dressed in a green short-sleeve shirt and brown shorts. She held a new robe in her hands as well, which was a mix of gold and green colors.

“Ooh, I like the green!” Ren said.

“Let’s see the robe!” Zyn exclaimed.

Sarala threw the robe over her shoulders. It was different from the yellow robe she previously wore. Her old robe parted to the right, but this was a standard robe that cut in the center. It was green in color, with golden trim down the middle and on the sleeve cuffs. There were a few golden symbols on the robe, but it wasn’t too heavily patterned to be as distracting or eye-catching as Zyn’s robes.

“That looks fantastic!” Ren said, beaming at her friend.

“Yeah, I like it!” Zyn agreed, giving their nod of approval. 

“Okay, I’ll go with it,” Sarala murmured, blushing.

“You’re gonna get more than one outfit, right?” Jabali asked, trudging over from where he’d been by the counter the entire time.

“One is fine,” Sarala mumbled awkwardly.

“Nonsense!” Jabali laughed. “Go get yourself some more clothes! I wanna see you’ve got at least three outfits to choose from before we check out—all of you!”

When the group left ten minutes later, Sarala was laden with a large bag. Zyn had grabbed another robe, and Ren decided to take the leaf-patterned robe as well as some pants. The three teens thanked Jabali multiple times, but he acted like it was no big deal as he waved their gratitude away. 

“Hey—has it been an hour?” Zyn asked. “Can we go play some games?”

“Yeah!” Jabali said, his eyes lighting up. “Let’s go get C3!”

Dang it! Zyn thought. I was hoping you’d forget about him....

They reluctantly trailed Jabali and the others back through the streets. There seemed to be a ton of people about, despite the heat pressing down more, now that it was late morning. Large groups of teens walked by, Zyn recognizing Raimugi Senzakou and Mernao Rulek from school. Several vendors waited along the dirt sidewalks, the strong smell of roasted vegetables and fresh fruit washing over them as they walked.

“Get your eclipse glasses over here!” called a loud voice.

Zyn snapped their gaze to the sky, almost forgetting all about the solar event to take place. They squinted as they glanced up at the sun and moon briefly—the two would soon be overlapping!

“Come on, kiddos!” Jabali called, ushering them to the vendor. “We’ll be able to see the eclipse better with these.”

He bought five pairs of glasses, which they put on. They then continued to Cool Coffee, as they were close by now. Zyn kept looking up at the sky, not wanting to miss the eclipse; they stumbled over their feet multiple times, but didn’t notice nor care.

They reached Cool Coffee, and C3 was already waiting outside. In fact, Marsh and the other employee were outside too, no longer serving a long line of customers. It seemed like the entire population of Vinetown was gazing at the sky in eager expectation, packed on the streets. Sweat and heat mixed together to create an unpleasant smell in the air; Ren was soon muttering for her wand to give them a fresh breeze.

Jabali handed C3 the extra pair of sunglasses, so he wouldn’t need to shield his eyes with his hand. C3 thanked him briefly before resuming a quiet watch. 

“It’s happening!” a kid cried out several feet away.

Zyn fidgeted, a thrill of energy flowing through them as they stared at the sky. The moon was now covering part of the sun, the light becoming both dim and bright. Though they wore the glasses, they still squinted, ignoring the tears springing into their eyes from the strain. 

Very, very slowly, the moon continued to shield the sun. The sun’s rays were quite visible behind the moon, even as it was entirely blocked out. Zyn could feel their heart pounding in their chest, though they weren’t sure why. 

Then, they remembered their father’s warning, of Chaocat showing up. Zyn lowered their eyes to the crowded streets. There was hardly any movement, most people standing like statues. A light breeze ruffled plants and several banners, but nothing else stirred. Zyn scanned the audience for a while longer, but once it was clear there was no threat, they returned their gaze to the sun and the moon.

The moon was gradually passing on, the sun starting to appear. The minutes ticked by slowly. As the sun was nearly visible once more, people began moving again, the trance broken as they resumed their activities. Zyn kept their gaze on the eclipse though, holding their breath as the moon finally passed over completely, revealing the bright sun in its entirety.

“That was so cool!” Zyn breathed.

“It was okay,” C3 muttered in reply.

Zyn raised an eyebrow at him. “Okay? We don’t see eclipses that often!”

“I’ve seen plenty,” C3 said with a shrug. “It was nothing fancy. Certainly not something to stop for.”

Zyn snorted. “You’re ridiculous!”

“I thought you’d be more interested in eclipses, C3,” Ren said, stepping forward to join the conversation. “After all, eclipses are a big spiritual event and—”

“I am no longer interested in spirits,” C3 said shortly. 

Zyn and Ren exchanged a glance.

“It was incredulous to ever be so invested in such matters,” he continued. 

“Oh,” Ren stated, her tone surprised.

“I’ve been spending the summer studying plants,” C3 went on. “I have been trying to figure out how much water a bristled col—”

“Aren’t we supposed to be going to the game center?” Zyn asked Jabali loudly, not interested in C3’s newest hobby.

Jabali, who had been chatting with a bored-looking Sarala, beamed at them and nodded eagerly. “C’mon!”

Jabali put their bags of clothes in the back room of the coffee shop first, then led the way along the roads. He pointed out different buildings as they went, but Zyn didn’t pay much attention to his words; they hardly ever focused on tour guides. They were too busy taking in the sights and smells, trying to catch snatches of conversation. 

They passed a small bookstore, where people used air magic to summon books. They went by a large building that was labeled as the Magic-Charging Center; the workers were about to check air-net connections for the city before going to their next client, who needed fire enchantments strengthened for their lighting. They passed a small farm, multiple magicians working together to plant and water food, the strong scent of damp soil present as they walked.

Nobody was talking about the eclipse, despite everyone stopping to stare at it. Zyn frowned as they pondered that, but shrugged it off and went back to looking around the city. They certainly missed traveling to different regions.

At last, Jabali came to a stop outside the four-story game center, one of the largest buildings in the city. Jabali opened the wooden door for them, then trailed the group of teens inside. The room was breezy, thanks to the air cooler. They walked up to a front desk across from the door. Zyn could see multiple doors beyond the desk, each labeled as a different activity. There were ball games, hover boats, escape rooms, obstacle courses, and more!

“What would y’all like to do?” Jabali asked the teens cheerfully.

“Let’s do the hover boats,” Zyn suggested, as none of the others spoke.

“Sure, sure!”

Jabali turned to the person at the desk, going over details of pricing and how many people would be playing the game. Once that was settled, the person handed Jabali five green tokens, which Jabali then passed out for each of them.

“Let’s go!” he boomed.

He went towards one of the doors on the left, which led to some stairs that went up to the next floors. However, they didn’t get off at any of the levels. They kept climbing until reaching the final door, which led to the roof.

“Looks like we’re gonna be outside!” Jabali chuckled, pointing with a broad finger as they entered the humid atmosphere once more.

A majority of the roof was set up like a ring with a tall wall around it. The only way in and out of the ring was through a narrow walkway, which was too small for a boat to squeeze through. That was where a small line had formed, and where Jabali led the teens.

In the ring itself, there were several boats flying through the air. There were three teams, recognizable by what color the padded rowboats were painted: red, green, and yellow. The wheelless boats were enchanted to fly, but only a few feet off the ground at most, so nobody was able to lift the boat out of the ring entirely. Of course, Zyn was quite sure that anybody with air magic was able to make the boat fly off, but that was probably why the manager at this game was taking wands away.

They watched the current game of hover boats. The objective of the game was to knock out both opposing teams. Sometimes, two teams would pair together to chase one team off, before turning on one another. 

Zyn watched as the red and green boats worked together to knock out the yellow boats. But one of the green boats soon attacked the red boats, knocking them from the game as well. The game was soon over, with the green team winning.

Zyn fidgeted excitedly as they neared the back of the line. The people who had already been waiting were the next to go in.

“How many in your group?” the manager asked Jabali.

“Five,” Jabali replied.

“We need one more to go with this lot here, if any of you wanted to join,” the manager said, jerking a thumb at the group heading through the narrow walkway for the boats.

“I’ll go,” Jabali said, passing the manager his token.

Jabali then bustled off, swiftly catching up to the group ahead of him. He got in a yellow boat, then the game began, each of the boats flying towards each other at a less-than-rapid pace. The teens’ game-watching was soon interrupted.

“What are you doing in Vinetown?” C3 asked abruptly. “Where is your father?”

Zyn sighed and didn’t bother to reply. Just ignore him...

When neither twin responded, C3 pressed, “Are we going to be attending school this year?”

“Why wouldn’t we?” Ren asked.

{Don’t answer him!} Zyn said, keeping their mouth firmly shut so C3 wouldn’t suspect telepathic communication.

“With what happened last year, and how your father is clearly not with you right now but instead left you with his friend...it makes me suspicious,” C3 growled. “I will not have my magical education taken away from me.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Ren said.

“Have more spirits attacked the school?” he asked in a quiet voice.

“No...”

{Stop talking to him.} Zyn urged.

C3 frowned at the quiet twins, then tried Sarala. “You know what’s happening, don’t you? You live at the school, like they do. You’re their cousin or some sort of relative, right?”

“No,” Sarala uttered simply.

“No to both questions? Either way, why is school not going to start in August?” C3 asked.

“What?” Zyn and Ren exclaimed in unison, frowning at the boy.

“Don’t act like I am stupid!” jeered C3. “All of us have received air-mail about summer break being extended. School is set to start in September now instead—if it is still happening. Why is this?”

Zyn glanced at Ren. {What’s he going on about? Dad would have told us if school was starting later! And why would it be starting later?}

{Maybe because Dad’s still looking for Chaocat? Maybe he wants to find out where they are and if they’ll attack again before he opens the school?}

{But that could take ages!} Zyn pointed out. {What if Dad never finds them? Is school just never going to resume?}

C3 continued to look irritated as he waited for a response. “Well? Why are we unable to attend school at the usual time?”

The twins were luckily saved from responding as the game manager suddenly approached. 

“You ready?” they asked. “This game is just about done!”

The four teens nodded and passed over their tokens. They went down the walkway, their footsteps loud in the narrow space. The boats in the ring landed with soft thuds on the ground, then the people got off and left, chatting excitedly about the game.

“We’ll do two teams instead of three,” the manager said. “Red versus green! Choose your teams, then hop on in the boats.”

“Can I join ’em too?” Jabali asked, lingering by the yellow boat he had just been in. 

The manager frowned and pointed out, “But uneven teams means one person is at a disadvantage.”

“That’s fine by me!” Jabali chuckled, hopping back into his yellow boat. 

“I’ll go with Ren!” Sarala said, moving closer to the girl.

Zyn raised an eyebrow. “Umm—Ren’s my sister. Shouldn’t we be a team?”

Ren bit her bottom lip. “Well, I mean—”

“Do you want to be red or green, Zynivus?” C3 asked.

Zyn scowled at him and headed for the other side of the ring, where the red boats sat on the ground. They hopped over the low rim and sat down on the cushions; the boats were miniature compared to boats used for transportation, yet more comfortable than Jabali’s boat; even the lack of wheels was no issue since the boats hovered. A steering wheel and one control stick sat in front of them, the stick able to move the boat forward and backward. A single button was labeled as the brake. 

C3 got into the other red boat, while Ren and Sarala took the green ones. The manager bustled about, re-enchanting the boats with air magic. They then stepped back to the walkway.

“Are you ready?” they called. 

“Yeah!” Ren and Jabali exclaimed, the only two excited for the game.

The manager twirled their wand, and the five boats lifted into the air. “Go!” they yowled. “If you’re hit three times, your boat is out!”

Zyn gripped the steering wheel, but didn’t push their boat forward. Jabali was headed towards Ren’s boat, a grin on his face as he tried to pummel her to the side. Sarala headed for C3, her face grim as if she was going to war, her hair flying out behind her.

Shrugging, Zyn hit their stick forward and made the boat move towards C3 as well. Why not do a bit of backstabbing? Zyn never wanted to be a part of C3’s team, after all.

The boat seemed to take ages to reach C3, by which point Sarala had already hit his boat. Zyn bumped into Sarala’s boat, as she wasn’t able to move out of the way in time. 

“Thank you for avenging me, Zynivus!” C3 called.

Zyn scowled in reply.

Sarala backed her boat up, then sent it flying back towards Zyn. Zyn barely managed to move the vessel out of her path, and she streamed by and hit Ren’s boat instead.

“Hey! Sarala!” Ren called. “We’re supposed to be on the same team!”

“Ha!” Zyn yowled, pointing.

They didn’t have time to celebrate though, as Jabali soon hit their boat. Zyn grabbed the wheel tightly to prevent themself from being knocked over. They then sat up and went after Jabali, C3 forgotten for the time being.

Jabali was out of the game after Zyn hit him, which meant Ren must have struck him twice already. He shrugged and remained in his boat, not allowed to get out until the game was done and no vessels were flying around.

Zyn then turned their boat to see what was happening in the rest of the game. But Ren appeared out of nowhere, slamming into her sibling’s boat hard.

“Haha! Got you, Zyn!” she called as her boat continued on its way.

“Oh, yeah?” Zyn chuckled. “I’m coming for ya!”

They pressed their boat forward, ignoring the battle Sarala and C3 were in off to the side.

“Come on, boat!” Zyn muttered. “Go! Move! Faster!”

The boat seemed to speed up a little as they kept jabbing the stick forward. They were gaining on Ren and—wait, was the boat actually going fast? Zyn reached for the brake button, but their hand slipped away entirely as their boat crashed full-force into Ren’s ahead of them.

The boats smashed loudly, sparks flying. The initial slam led to a large jolt as Zyn hit the stone wall. Pain shot through their elbow as they gripped the steering wheel tightly, their whole body tense and their eyes wide in horror. The boat spun several times, making them dizzy. They could hear cries all around, see bright red and orange flashes, feel heat...

Finally, their boat came to a stop mid-air, continuing to
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