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  To all those who don't believe in themselves:

You've got more courage in you than you realize.
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I Sense Danger


They say that you find out who you truly are during a time of crisis. 
Take, for example, the Convocation situation. It was a crowded amphitheater: kids my age, about to go through their first Convocation; parents holding hands and watching with pride; teachers and other education-adjacent individuals running the show on-stage. You'd expect a nice calm, quiet environment. Excitement, sure. But relaxed excitement, with no major disturbances.
Only now, most people were screaming their heads off and running scared.
Well, not everyone. Some adults were tripping over themselves in terror, but others were grabbing kids and pulling them towards the exits, driven by an instinctual desire to protect. A tall woman in combat boots and a polka-dot blouse stood on the stage with a microphone, trying to keep everything organized. "Calmly make your way to the nearest exit!" she said. "Everything will be okay!"
A fireball exploded at her feet, knocking her backwards and creating a cacophony as the microphone clattered across the stage. Another, much larger fireball, slowly levitated towards ground-level, a cruel face grinning inside.
And I, a scrawny eleven year-old girl, stood defiantly before it.


That day didn't start with the promise of catastrophe. I didn't wake up and think, "Oh boy, is my whole life going to be flipped topsy-turvy today?" I mean, who does that?
The morning of that disastrous Convocation, the only thing I actually wanted was to be placed into House Sword. Now that I had passed fifth grade with flying colors, I could finally attend Arikala Academy and take my rightful place beside my mother, grandmother, and all of my other female ancestors.
If only I could find my mother's necklace.
"Where is it?" I muttered to myself, digging underneath a pile of dirty laundry. No such luck.
It figured that, on the most important day of my life, I would lose the one thing I needed for it all to be perfect. After all, I had done everything I could: I had studied hard in school and got the best grades (even in math, which was by far my worst subject) and joined extracurriculars like chess club to show off how dedicated I was. I even went ahead and studied up on my magical zoology.
It wasn't like I had needed to do all of that. As a legacy kid with magic powers, I was all but guaranteed admittance, but you could never be too careful. My situation was a bit different from my mother's.
"C'mon, kiddo, we're gonna be late!" My aunt's voice echoed from the kitchen. Only we lived in a tiny apartment, so she might as well have whispered it and I still would have heard her.
"One more minute!"
Based on the exasperated groans I heard from the other room, I wasn't going to have one more minute to conduct my search. Frantically, I dove beneath my bed and scanned the messy surface. "C'mon, Cassidy Farron," I muttered to myself. "Where would I put it?"
To the untrained eye, the necklace I was looking for wouldn't look like anything out of the ordinary: a tear-shaped sapphire attached to a basic silver chain. But it was so much more than just a fashion statement. It was an heirloom, one that had been in my family for generations. Losing it was akin to losing a piece of myself.
"We've got to go!"
Crestfallen, I pushed myself out from under the bed and forced myself to come to the conclusion that I would have to go to the ceremony without it. The whole event felt like a chore now - what good was it going through with it if I couldn't represent my family well? Maybe I was better off going to some normal school, like a normal kid.
Whilst I was wallowing in my worried woes, I initially failed to notice the shiny object dangling from my aunt's fingers. "My necklace!" I gasped. Snatching it from her hands, I strung it around my neck.
My aunt spun me around to look in the mirror. "Just look at you," she murmured.
I'll admit, I didn't look half-bad. Sure, I was as skinny as a twig and looked as pale as a ghost, but I had actually taken some time with my appearance today. My brown hair, combed back, was actually behaving itself, instead of looking like the eternal rat's nest like normal. I had deliberately chosen to wear my jeans that weren't torn at the knee and put on an aqua-colored shirt that wasn't covered in paint. My mother's necklace twinkled in the fluorescent lights on my sternum, the sapphire seeming to almost glow with its own light. I couldn't help it; a smile escaped my lips. Maybe today was going to be a good day after all.
"Now let's get going!" my aunt urged, spinning me around towards the door. "Time's-a wastin'!"


Ten minutes later me, my aunt, and three massive suitcases were flying down the highway in her cramped little sports car. My aunt has some cushy job for the government that affords her more money than she could possibly spend at once; hence the tiny apartment but fancy convertible. I tried asking her about it once, but all she told me was that it was classified. I'm not entirely sure she wasn't being honest.
"Are you nervous?" she asked me from the driver's seat.
I shrugged, which was all I could manage since I was wedged between two of my giant suitcases, with both my backpack and violin case in my lap. Inwardly, though, I was freaking out, imagining every possible thing that could go wrong. There were only three possible houses that an incoming student could be put into, but every woman in my family had always been placed into House Sword. It was like a tradition. But what if I was put in one of the other two houses? What if I let my whole family down?
Aunt Becca glanced at me through the rear view mirror. "Don't worry about it, kiddo. No matter what happens, I know your mom would be proud of you."
I gave her a weak smile. It was a nice sentiment, but she just didn't understand.
See, Aunt Becca isn't really my aunt. She was my mom's best friend for years back in the day - the two practically grew up together. After my mom passed away and my dad…don't worry about it. In any case, Becca had raised me since I was just a year old. As far as I was concerned, she was my family.
Towering skyscrapers began to appear on the horizon as the highway cut through a sprawling suburb. I focused my gaze ahead. We were about to enter Arikala.
Arikala is one of many bustling metropolises, with skyscrapers that stretch so high they look like they go beyond even the clouds. The buildings are also eclectic - instead of your boring gray cityscape, every building has its own character. Take the one directly ahead as we entered the main city: the concrete was the color of the ocean, a deep blue that was broken up by waves of neon-orange which ran up the corners. Or take the building on the opposite side of the street, which one might have mistaken as being the trunk of a giant tree: chocolate-brown concrete covered in flowering moss and hanging vines, which gave the whole thing an earthy look. Were these offices? Apartments? As a kid who had only lived in a boring suburbia, my imagination ran wild as to how wonderful it must be to live here.
And yet that was only the beginning.
After a few blocks of skyscrapers, a new structure entered into view: a fifty-story teardrop made of pure-white marble and aqua-stained glass. Beside it stood an obsidian-colored tower that literally spun in mid-air, with multicolored crystals swirling around it.
My eyes lit up. Magic.
Everyone knew that Arikala was the only place where people were allowed to practice or study sorcery. Sure, I had my own powers, and Becca had told me plenty of stories from when my mom was in her prime, but that was different. I had never known anybody else with powers or seen a spell put to use. Going to Arikala Academy, though, I might finally have that opportunity.
Becca must have seen my face because she chuckled from the driver's seat. "That's the Arcanum," she said, pointing to the teardrop-shaped building. "The best adult magicians work and study there, coming up with new spells. If I remember correctly, it was a bunch of former students who drafted the building's design."
"Have you been there before?" I asked, wide-eyed.
She smirked. "It's classified." She pointed straight ahead. "We're here."
Whatever you think a school should look like, Arikala Academy defies expectations. At first glance, you might think it was the ruins of an old castle, with ancient blackstone walls that had become crumbled and moss-covered with age. Eerie blue flames flickered from hanging lanterns. None of the buildings looked the same: some gave off a sort of ruined appearance, while others could have been constructed that same day. It gave me the feeling that I had been transported back in time, if only I wasn't arriving in an electric-powered, motorized vehicle.
Even though it was the middle of August, the air felt ten degrees cooler than it had when we started. The sidewalk wasn't your usual concrete affair, but was instead made up of cobblestones. With two suitcases, a backpack, and a violin case, traversing proved to be a bit of a challenge. Becca helped me, hoisting one of the suitcases over her shoulder with a single hand.
"How are you so strong?" I asked, bewildered.
With a wink she said, "Like you always say, I'm a secret agent. It's a secret."
We made our way down towards one of the castle-like buildings, following the stream of people who were heading in the same direction. Everyone looked so happy and excited - kids holding their parents' hands, younger siblings hanging on to their older role models, and parents looking lovingly at each other as they sent their offspring to a prestigious school. It was everything I wished today could have been…but the time for that was long past.
I was so busy wallowing in my feelings that I completely missed the person standing right in front of me.
"AGH!"
Two kids plus their luggage toppled to the ground. My fall was only slightly softened by my suitcase, which is to say that it did not feel soft in the slightest.
"Sorry!" I managed to say as I brought myself back to my feet. I spun around to try and help the poor soul who I'd knocked over.
It was another girl my age with hair so red that, in the fall sunlight, it almost looked like she was on fire. I extended a hand to help her up and found myself face-to-face with a pair of bright green eyes. "I'm sorry!" the other girl squeaked. "I should have stood out of the way."
"Nah, it's my fault," I said. "I wasn't paying attention to where I was going."
"Where are your parents?" Becca asked the girl.
She looked like she was about to burst into tears. "I, er…my foster mom dropped me off here," she finally sputtered. "I guess I'm just on my own."
Becca's face briefly contorted, and though she was wearing her usual shades that hid her eyes, I knew her well enough to see the rage that was displayed behind them. "Come with us," she said. It wasn't a suggestion.
The little girl nodded and picked up her one lone suitcase, a smile stretching from ear to ear. She didn't seem to mind that this strange, rather-intimidating woman had basically adopted her.
"I'm Amy," she said. "Amy Jones."
"Cassidy Farron," I told her, adjusting my luggage so that I could stand beside her. "This is my aunt, Becca."
We didn't have much time to chat, as we had finally arrived at the building everyone was headed towards: the amphitheater.
It was made up of the same black bricks as the other buildings, and stood as high as a football stadium. Three giant banners - one blue, one red, and one green - hung at the front entrance, each with different insignias emblazoned upon them. We stepped inside to a structure that was an odd mixture of both old and new: though everything else looked absolutely ancient, fluorescent lights had been built into the cobblestone floors. Forty rows of seating, much of which was already occupied, halfway-surrounded a stage that was set against a back wall.
And against that back wall was the door.
It was built into a small cliff that rose up twenty or so feet above the ground. The door looked like it belonged in a bank, made of dark steel and with a round, iron latch. Nothing else adorned the door - there were no symbols carved into it, no graffiti marking it, not even a single scratch dented its rough surface. Yet something about it gave me an uneasy feeling as we entered the amphitheater. Maybe it was the strange whispering sounds that filled my head, like a thousand voices quietly trying to speak to me at once. Maybe it was the fact that it just looked so out of place compared with everything else around it.
Or maybe it was just the fact that everyone seemed uneasy to be near it.
Some adults were standing at the entrance, checking everyone in. One of them, a middle-aged man in khaki shorts and a beige shirt, waved us over.
"Becca!" he called out in a thick Australian accent. "Always lovely to see you! Lookin' as beautiful as ever!"
For the first time ever, I saw Becca's cheeks flush red. "Yeah, yeah, it's good to see you, too, Sam. Cassidy, Amy, this is Professor Irving. He's one of the teachers here at Arikala Academy."
The man looked down at us and flashed a bright smile. "Pleasure to meet you both!" He shook both of our hands. "Now, Becca, d'you mean to tell me that these here are your kids?"
"Hah. No. I was friends with Cassidy's mom, and we just sort of picked up Amy a few minutes ago." She took a deep breath. "So? Can you check us in?"
"Already did!" He gave her a sly wink and held up the tablet in his hands. "Now, let's see here. One, two…seven pieces'o' luggage in total, counting yer backpacks and that instrument case. I'll get those taken care of."
He whistled, and a pack of puppies appeared out of a hole in the amphitheater wall. No, not puppies…dragons? I squinted my eyes as they got closer. It was hard to tell, but each of the corgi-like creatures had bat-like wings that were flapping as fast as a hummingbird. So they were…corgi-dragons?
Professor Irving grinned at us as the corgi-dragons began to surround our suitcases. "You can go ahead an' set your backpacks on the ground. My friends'll make sure they're taken care of."
I set my backpack and violin case on the ground, and Amy shrugged her backpack off her shoulders. The corgi-dragons began to bark, and suddenly the backpacks, instrument case, and suitcases rose up from the floor of their own accord - as the tiny little puppies flapped their way back through the hole in the wall, our luggage followed them.
I gave Becca a pleading look.
"No," she said, smirking. "You can't have one."
"Well, you can't blame me for trying. Those things are adorable!"
Professor Irving laughed. "Canis wyrmis. Rare breed, those, and nearly extinct. You'll get to learn all about 'em here at Arikala Academy. Now go on. It's time for Convocation!"
Amy and I went towards the seats directly in front of the stage with all the other kids, while Becca went and joined the other adults in the back rows. "What do you think that is?" Amy asked, eyeing the big door set into the cliff.
"I don't know," I said, "but I don't like it."
We found some empty seats toward the middle of one of the rows and sat together. I didn't know why at the time, but my body felt on edge, like it was just waiting for something absolutely terrible to happen.
Desperately wishing for this feeling to go away, I tried to distract myself. "So, what house do you want to be sorted in?" I asked Amy.
Her eyes lit up. "Ohmygosh, I don't even know. They're all so amazing, right? I don't know which one I want, I think I'll be happy with any of them. What about you?"
"My mom was in House Sword, so that's the house I hope I'm sorted in. It's…kind of a family tradition. All the women in my family were in House Sword."
"Even your aunt?"
I shook my head. "She's not magic…I think."
Amy's eyes were practically bulging out of their sockets. "You're…magic?"
I hesitated. Some people didn't react well when they found out my secret. But Amy's smiling face told me I could trust her. "I'm the Water Dancer," I declared.
"What's that?"
"It's like this thing where the women in my family can control water. Like this," I waved my hand around in a vague sort of gesture. "If there was water around, I could make it move. My mom had the power, and so did her mom, and her mom before her, and so on. We're supposed to use our powers to protect people." I shrugged. "Only since my mom isn't around to teach me how to use my magic, I don't really do much protecting…"
"You're magic?" The girl sitting in the seat ahead of me spun around, her blonde hair falling over her face. Scoffing, she rolled her eyes. "As if someone with that bad of a fashion sense could possibly be magic."
"I am, too!" I didn't know who this girl was, but I automatically disliked her.
There wasn't time to talk further, however, as a tall woman in combat boots and dark sunglasses stepped on to the stage. She reminded me a little bit of Becca, only Becca would never be caught dead wearing the polka-dot blouse and shimmering silver skirt that this woman wore. I smirked at the thought of my aunt wearing anything even remotely sparkly.
"Welcome, welcome," she said into a microphone, and a hush fell among the crowd. My name is Lydia Forsei, and it is my pleasure to serve as the vice principal of this esteemed institution." She gave a brief bow as the audience politely applauded her. "Thank you. Now, I believe we have a Convocation to begin!" The crowd gave a collective cheer, and Vice Principal Forsei grinned. "Some of our new students might have siblings who have come through our hallowed halls before and might already know how this all works, but allow me to catch our newcomers up to speed. Every first-year student will be split into one of three houses: these groups will not only form your tight social circles, but provide opportunities for rivalry and friendly competition as you seek to prove yourself the best of each house. Please welcome me in allowing the matrons and patrons of each house to introduce themselves!"
She stepped to the side, and six other adults - teachers - stepped forward. I grinned, recognizing Professor Irving among the group. He saw me and flashed a hearty wink.
Two teachers - a young man with curly black hair, and a young woman with blue-and-gold hair that shimmered in the light - stepped forward away from the other teachers. "I am Professor Livingston!" the man announced.
"And I am Professor Qebsetura!" said the woman.
"And we are…HOUSE SPELL!" Both of them raised their arms triumphantly.
A hush fell over the crowd as the sky became dark. I looked up to find it as empty as night, with only the stars visible. In moments, however, the stars became as large as basketballs and dropped until they hovered just a few feet above the crowd. After several collective oohs and aahs, the orbs spun in a swirl of green and yellow, then rushed over to a space above the two teachers' heads and began to change shape: a creature with a rooster's head, bat-like wings, and a serpent's tail. A cockatrice, I recalled from my magical zoology lessons. One of the beast's claws was extended up, and a ball of light hovered above its talons.
"That's the emblem of House Spell," I whispered to Amy, seeing a look of confusion on her face. "It's all illusion magic; none of it is real. They must have a dozen spellcasters backstage to make this."
"House Spell is for the knowledge-seekers of our world," the young man, Professor Livingston, explained to the crowd. "For those studious individuals who seek to improve the world by understanding the past."
"Among the three important virtues, it is they who represent wisdom," said Professor Qebsetura.
They stepped back as applause rang out around the amphitheater, and the sky became day once more. The glowing symbol remained above their heads, however, shimmering in mid-air.
Two more teachers stepped forward: Professor Irving, and a serious-looking woman with a scarred face. "G'morning, kids!" Professor Irving called out. There were several whoops of joy in response.
"I am Professor Medea," the grim-faced woman intoned.
"My name's Professor Irving!"
"And we are…HOUSE SHIELD!"
The sky fell dark once more, but this time with swirling storm clouds. Lightning flashed, sparking some in the crowd to scream in fear, and a torrent of rain fell from the sky. Only none of the water was actually hitting people, I noticed, because it stopped several inches above everyone's heads. A glowing shape began to take form above Professors Irving and Medea: a six-tentacled kraken which sat behind a triangular, engrained shield. The emblem of House Shield.
At this point, there wasn't a soul in the audience who wasn't entranced by these performances. I looked over to see Amy grinning from ear to ear.
"House Shield represents those who seek to protect others, who help the underprivileged," Professor Medea said.
"That's right!" Professor Irving smiled at the crowd. "Students'n this house are well-known for their bravery in putting others' needs before their own. Of the three virtues, they're the ones who represent courage."
They stepped back, and the final remaining teachers on the stage stepped forth. One was a bald man who was so tall, I wondered if he was part-giant. Beside him was a skinny older woman who, despite standing tall, looked diminutive in comparison. She announced herself as "Professor Mercury" so quietly that I wasn't sure I had heard her properly. In contrast, the man's voice boomed through the amphitheater twice over. "I AM PROFESSOR WASHINGTON!" he announced.
"And we are…HOUSE SWORD!"
The edge of the amphitheater burst into flames. Even though I knew it was just an illusion, my skin still bristled as if the heat was real. The flames rapidly changed color, first from orange-red to blue-white, then to green-yellow, and finally back to orange-red. The flames erupted into giant pillars of fire which converged into the sky, forming the shape of a giant bird. An eagle's screech sounded, and in the blink of an eye the flaming bird vanished, and the glowing insignia of House Sword appeared above the teachers' heads: a red phoenix bearing a sword in its talons.
"HOUSE SWORD IS FOR THE WORLD CHANGERS!" Professor Washington boomed.
"Those who make up this grand group seek to make things different than they currently are," Professor Mercury continued in a voice that grew louder with time. "They desire to improve the world around them."
"THESE INDIVIDUALS REPRESENT THE VALUE OF POWER," Professor Washington concluded.
The Assembly Hall erupted into applause as the two teachers stepped back, and all six triumphantly raised their hands to the insignias floating above them. The audience jumped to their feet, myself included. "That was amazing!" I told Amy.
"I want to be able to cast magic like that," the red-haired girl admitted.
It took several minutes for things to finally settle back down. When it did, Vice Principal Forsei returned to center-stage, still clapping her own hands. "What an excellent show from our three houses! I want to give a huge thanks to our seventh-year Sorcery Track students, as they are responsible for that fabulous display of illusion magic you just witnessed. Give it up for them!"
Another round of applause broke out, but though I joined in, I hesitated. Something felt wrong again. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and my hands were all sweaty. But I was having fun, not feeling afraid, so what was happening?
"Now, our three houses serve as communities for students to take part in," the vice principal continued, seemingly unaware of whatever it was that was making me so nervous. "Though each has their own separate dormitories, community halls, and student leaders, they will work side-by-side with classmates from the other houses throughout the entirety of their time here at Arikala Academy…"
I started tuning her out, turning away from the stage and looking all over for some sign of what was causing my body such distress. It was the same feeling I'd had before, when we first sat down. I glanced at the strange metal door that sat against the back wall. Was that it? No, that didn't make any sense. Everything else looked normal, so why was this happening?
It was when I bothered to look up that I finally found it.
One of the flames from House Sword's display had remained in place, a flickering light above the amphitheater wall. But as I watched, it began to grow, bigger and bigger, until it was the size of a person. This was no illusion - as the great big ball of flames finished expanding, I noticed that part of the stone wall was beginning to actually melt.
A moment later, a cruel face appeared in the fire, and chaos broke loose.
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I Burn Down a Museum


So now we arrive at the current problem. People are screaming, there's a fiery monster unleashed on the populace, and nobody seems to know what to do. 
Obviously, this is where I come in.
I had realized what the monster was from the moment the face began to appear: a fire elemental. From what I recalled from my history books, elementals were souls of the damned, captured by evil sorcerers and compressed into tiny little wands to make a quick-and-easy weapon. Millennia of imprisonment hadn't made this one any more cheerful, based on how furiously it swooped down to attack the crowd.
"Hey, flame-face, over here!" I shouted.
Now, don't ask me what possibly possessed me to taunt this ancient, magical monster. After all, it wasn't like I had ever fought something like this before. I had never fought anything, period. But just as some of the adults were instinctively trying to protect the children and get them to safety, something was stirring in me that told me I had to try to stop this thing from hurting anyone.
While the elemental continued to harass the vice principal with laughter that echoed like a crackling campfire, I jumped into action. I wasn't really thinking about it - my body just sort of acted on its own accord, leaping onto the back of a chair and then jumping from seat to seat, skipping over people's heads in a beeline for the stage. I heard Amy shouting in shock behind me, but I ignored her and continued forward.
Now before the stage, I looked around for something I could use to distract the monster. Finally, I saw them: three water bottles that had been left unattended at the edge of the stage. One of them was even knocked over, its contents spilling out over the stone stage.
I extended a hand towards the distant water bottles like I was some kind of Jedi reaching for their lightsaber. It took a moment for my magic to manifest, but soon a small tendril of water was levitating off the ground and moving in my direction.
A grin stretched across my face. Okay, I thought. Let's do this.
"Time to meet your maker!" I cried. Punching forward, I willed all the liquid to assault the elemental.
Like a stream from a water gun, all of the water around my arm shot forward and splashed against the elemental's fiery hide. I let out a preemptive cry of joy. Take that, evil monster!
Note that it was a preemptive celebration.
The water simply evaporated as soon as it hit the elemental. The monster didn't look hurt or damaged or even mildly inconvenienced. I might as well have tried tickling it to death, for all the good it would have done.
The elemental's eyes flashed white with fury as it turned around to face me. All I had really accomplished was making it really mad. Its cheeks swelled up, and with a sound like a great big burp, it belched out three smaller fireballs.
"Ruh-roh," I said, diving to the side. The fireballs crashed against the side of the stage, which was luckily made of stone and exploded in a cloud of smoke. I waved a hand in front of my face. "Gross!" The stench of the elemental's burp was gassy in all of the worst ways.
I rolled off the stage and evaluated my options. Somehow, splashing it with water hadn't worked. That was the only magic I could muster, so if that wasn't going to work, I had to figure out something different that could take it down.
Think, Cassidy, think! I had studied elementals before. How were they summoned? It wasn't a spell, I knew, so it wouldn't require some sort of fancy counter-spell. Old sorcerers had come up with a way so that they could summon elementals quickly, and de-summon just as quickly. It was…
A wand!
I scanned the amphitheater. Whoever had brought the elemental here had used a wand to do it. They'd have to be within eyesight of the spot they were summoning, and so since it was in the amphitheater itself, it made sense that the sorcerer would have to be here, too. If I could find them and get the wand, I might just be able to get rid of the elemental and save everyone.
The exit was bottlenecked with the fleeing crowds, so I'd have no luck there. But somehow I doubted that the sorcerer would want to risk being seen by someone. They would have to come in elsewhere.
There! I spotted a side-entrance door that was built into the side of the stands. And lo and behold, there was a mysterious hooded figure standing just outside, staring at the chaos that was ensuing.
I suddenly noticed that the air around me was getting hotter and glanced up. Though I had been distracted by trying to find the sorcerer responsible for this mess, the elemental had not forgotten about me. It loomed a few feet over me, its jaw opened into a crackling sneer.
"Uhhhh, BYE!" I bolted just as the elemental burped out another smelly fireball, which exploded against the seats just to my left. I ran towards the door and the sorcerer.
They saw me and fled inside. I arrived moments later, panting, and launched myself through. "Hey!" I shouted at the hooded figure fleeing down the narrow hallway. "Get back here!"
The hallway ended with another doorway. The hooded figure struggled with it for a moment, which gave me time to catch up. "I've got you!" I cried as I tackled them. We both crashed through the door, falling into the room on the other side.
In hindsight, it was not my best plan: assaulting a potentially-murderous sorcerer who might have zero issues harming a little girl. What if he had a weapon? Or what if there was some magical trick up his sleeve? I was all alone and weaponless.
Thankfully, the sorcerer was not actually someone to worry about. While I sprung up to my feet, preparing for battle, he just lay there groaning. The hood had fallen back, so I got a good look at him. He looked young, with blonde hair cropped short and a regular t-shirt underneath his robes. I frowned, unimpressed. This guy wasn't exactly "Evil Sorcerer of the Month" material.
Still, I wasn't about to let my guard down. "Stay down," I demanded in a voice I really hoped sounded a lot less scared than I really was. "Or else."
"Or else what?" Hood-Guy cried. And I mean that literally. Tears were streaming down his face, which had turned bright-red. Sheesh, I thought. I don't think I even hit him that hard.
I looked around, hoping to find something to tie him up with.
And found myself face-to-face with a monster.
"GAH!" I jumped backwards and held my hands in a karate-like pose.
I quickly realized that what I had seen was not, in fact, an actual monster, but was instead a very creepy, very terrifying mask. Glancing around, I found several more masks hung up on the wall. Further down, a marble statue stood in a heroic pose.
I was in a museum.
Geographically, it made sense. As we had been walking into the amphitheater, I had taken note of the large, Parthenon-esque structure next to it, complete with a giant long-necked dinosaur skeleton out front. But I hadn't expected this narrow passageway to lead directly into one of the galleries.
"I-it…"
I turned. Hood-Guy was sputtering, staring wide-eyed at the tunnel we had come from. "What's going on?"
"I-it f-f-f-f-f-f-followed us."
I followed his gaze. Struggling to fit into the tiny corridor, yet very much moving in our direction, was the fire elemental. It saw us staring at it and gave a burning grin.
Hood-Guy let out a high-pitched squeal and half-crawled, half-ran through the museum gallery. I found myself suddenly paralyzed, with no idea of what to do.
Heat poured out of the opening as the monster inched closer. Oil from a nearby painting began to drip off the canvas, leaving large dark smudges on the stone floor. The flames began to reappear first on the ground, roiling and churning as if a part of a boiling ocean. The temperature became so intense that the display case for the freaky mask started to crack, and priceless artifacts which had been protected for who-knows-how-long found themselves exposed. The air became choked with heat, such that I was finding it hard to breathe.
As sirens began to wail throughout the building, the flames began to take shape once more after escaping the confines of the tunnel, first contracting into a thin pillar before twisting into its oblong form. Two white eyes glared down at me.
"Nope." I turned on my heel and ran.
With a belch that smelled like burnt toast, a big ball of fire rolled out of its mouth. I dove to the side, and the fireball exploded against one of the walls, instantly incinerating the priceless artwork that had stood there moments earlier. I winced. The longer I tried to fight this thing, the more damage it would cause. But what was I supposed to do without any water?
Wait!
Ducking beneath another fireball, I dove forward until I was level with a now-melting painting. The heat from the elemental - which was beginning to make me feel a bit crispy myself - was starting to cause all of the oil to drip down. If I was right, though, there was water in that paint. Water I could use. Water I could fight with.
I swept my arm in an arc, willing all of my power to work. Not only did the paint from the closest painting rip off of the canvas, but paint from two other nearby pieces did, too. Whoops.
With a giant tendril of water swirling around me, I punched forward with both hands. The paint splashed against the surface of the elemental, and for the first time since this whole battle had begun, it seemed to actually be hurt. The flames retracted and diminished in brightness, and the angry face inside contorted in pain.
A moment later, everything exploded.
I was sent flying backwards through a wall, striking a pedestal with some old vase on top and sending it crashing to the ground. "Owwwwwww," I groaned. Glancing down at my legs, it was clear that at least one of them
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