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Chapter 1: The Great Pretender
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Wind whooshed all around the slim person, rushing in their ears and encircling their body like snakes. The flying air was too fierce, threatening to pull the muddy robe off of them. They were soon floating—or were they falling? 

Suddenly, the wind stopped. Silence fell.

The person found themself on their back, staring up at a cloudy sky with blurry vision. They closed their eyes and groaned softly, not sure why tears streamed down their face.

Fire flashed through their mind.

They quickly sat up, clutching their aching head at the memory. Smoke seemed to fill their nose, the only scent they could detect. They kept their eyes closed, their lip trembling as sobs threatened to overcome them.

Unable to keep the tears away, they lay on their side in the grass, clutching their stiff body as they cried softly. They could have been lying in the grass for minutes, hours, days...they had no sense of time.

But at some point, they opened their green eyes and glanced around them. The world was still blurry, though they could make out grassy slopes, rocky cliffs, and brilliant blue water lapping gently in the near distance. 

And there was a figure several meters away, staring at them. They squinted, trying to make out the stranger, but the form did not appear to be human.

“What is your name?” the mysterious figure asked, their voice loud and clear, as if they stood only inches away.

The person frowned and clutched their head again. They opened their mouth to reply, but their mind was working too slowly. 

“What is your name?” the stranger queried again, in the same flat tone.

The person closed their eyes, trying to think back. But all they could remember was roaring flames and rushing wind. Hadn’t other people been around? Their family or friends, perhaps?

Yet they could not remember. They shook their head, fresh tears rolling down their cheeks. They wished the pain would vanish, the sense of hopelessness would leave.

“What is your name?” the stranger pressed.

Their eyes flew open, and they peered closer at the form still standing meters away. Tilting their head as if to hear better, they got to their feet with shaky legs.

“What is your name?”

They took a deep breath before speaking.

“Zephyr. My name is Zephyr.”
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Chapter 2: Nevermore
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“Ak-tu Caihong. This school is officially shut down.”

Ak-tu’s heart skipped a beat as he stared up at the two government officials, standing in the open doorway of his magic academy. Both wore elaborate robes and held wands with crystals attached to them. A purple-haired girl stood beside them; upon closer inspection, he realized that one of the agents was grasping Ren’s wrist tightly to keep her in place. She struggled a bit, then gave up and looked to her father for direction, concern in her angular eyes.

{Don’t fight them.} Ak-tu told her telepathically. {I’ll deal with this....}

But as he got to his feet, he had no idea how to deal with the situation. He had done all he could in the past few months to keep the government away, to keep them from shutting down the school, to keep them from harming the students and staff. 

He walked slowly across the damp earth, trying to wipe the mud from his sweater and long hair as he went. He was all too aware of his shabby appearance, after being caught in a storm the previous night, after fighting his way out of Chaocat’s clutch, after trying to get back to the school before anything more could happen...

Coming to a stop several feet from the officials, he breathed in the scent of rain as he tried to calm himself. Ak-tu attempted to gather his thoughts, but his mind went blank; he was too exhausted to know what to say. 

“You have been lying about the state of this school!” the first agent growled.

Ak-tu sighed and dipped his head, having no way to fight the honest accusation. I have been lying, he reflected. But only to keep you out...to protect the school and its people...

“We arrived to see the only adults left were cooks—and all of them had no idea you or the other teachers had left.” 

The second agent dragged Ren forward. “We had to deal with a child when we came. A child who had no idea where any of you were!”

Anger boiled up in Ak-tu as Ren winced in pain. But he had to keep his temper under control if he wanted to get clear of this situation, or try to transfer the school’s ownership to Khurshid to keep it open. After all...

“I have all of my teachers accounted for,” he pointed out. “The students are safe, and—”

“You have no case here, Caihong!” the second agent snapped.

“Surely we can—”

“Silence!” 

“We will be investigating exactly what happened here,” the first agent went on angrily, “and when we discover your lies, you can rest assured you’ll be rotting in prison!”

Ak-tu sighed inwardly. Great. Looks like we better get out of here before things get worse. They won’t listen to me anyhow. The government never cares about the people....

Before Ak-tu could say anything, Zyn stepped forward. They looked almost as ragged as Ak-tu, their robe too muddy to see the patterns across the fabric. Even their scarlet hair appeared dull, and it wasn’t spiked up like it typically was. Zyn didn’t pay any attention to Ak-tu’s wary glance in their direction as they spoke. 

“How dare you accuse him of anything!” Zyn snarled at the government agents. “He didn’t mean for any of this to happen, he didn’t do anything wrong, he’s been working so hard to make sure things ran smoothly despite the problems popping up! You can’t do this!”

Ak-tu could have slapped his hand to his forehead. Zyn might as well tell the government everything that had gone wrong that school year!

“We can and we will,” the second official huffed. “Now shut up, child!”

“No! This isn’t right! You can’t just—” 

Ak-tu grabbed hold of Zyn’s robe and tugged them back to his side, trying to stop their irate words. But Zyn merely turned on their father instead.

“What’re you doing?” they growled sharply.

“Keeping you from doing something stupid you’ll regret the rest of your life,” Ak-tu muttered darkly. We don’t need more problems...

“You’re calling me stupid now?” Zyn hissed furiously, their mismatched green-and-purple eyes flashing like fire.

“No, but you keep acting so impulsively, and expelling you has done nothing to make you think before you act!” Ak-tu’s voice almost broke as he remembered that he had expelled Zyn that morning, after Zyn had run out of the school.

“You should be happy I even went out to rescue you and the other teachers!”

“I could have handled the situation,” Ak-tu grumbled.

“No, you couldn’t!”

“I escaped on my own and I would have rescued the—”

“Pfft, sure!” Zyn spat. “You don’t even care that we risked our lives for you!”

“I—”

“You don’t even care about us, do you?”

“That’s not true!” Ak-tu growled, his fury boiling over. I care about you so much!

“Zyn, you’re taking this too far,” Ren mumbled, still being held by the second government official.

“I’m taking this too far?” Zyn growled, turning towards her. “But it’s true, isn’t it? Actually, no—you’re right, Ren! He cares about you! You’re perfect, aren’t you? You do whatever he says, you ace all of your classes, you never cause issues, you even have two elemental magics to make up for the lack of mine! You’re the perfect child!”

Two elemental magics? Ak-tu wondered briefly, glancing sidelong at Ren. He shook himself. That doesn’t matter. I need to—

But Zyn was now looking beyond Ak-tu’s shoulder at the two people behind him: his friend, Jabali, and the twins’ friend, Sarala. “And Sarala’s the child you’ve always wanted, isn’t she? A great martial artist to follow in your footsteps, what you always wanted of us! Ren’s good at martial arts, but not like Sarala, who’s just so perfect with her form and technique! And she at least knows how to fight, unlike me, your failure of a child!”

“Zyn—” Ren murmured.

Zyn ignored her, glaring at their father through their teary eyes. “You probably wish you never got me, don’t you? You always look at me in disappointment, wondering why I can’t do anything right, wondering why I can’t be more like you or Ren or Sarala or even C3! I’m sure even C3 makes you happier than I ever could, with his interest in spirits and how smart he is! And Mint, being such a talented potion-maker that she was able to fill in for Fern!” Zyn waved their hands at the two students standing farther away with the three teachers, both appearing uneasy at being brought up. 

That’s not true. None of what you’re saying is true! Ak-tu thought at once, yet his mouth was too dry to speak.

“But me—I’m nobody, I’m nothing, I’d be useless if I never figured out how to do enchantment magic or spirit magic or whatever this is!” They kicked the ground, splashing mud everywhere as tears slid down their face. “All year, you’ve just held me back! You never bothered to explain my magic to me! It was Khurshid who told me about having spirit magic, and C3 guessed it too! But you knew all along, didn’t you?”

Ak-tu didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t discuss the odd matter of Zyn’s magic in front of the government.

Zyn yowled bitterly, then grabbed some mud from the ground and hurled it at Ak-tu. Ak-tu stood in place quietly, doing nothing to block the sludge flying at him. He heard gasps around him, yet ignored everyone but Zyn.

They need to let out their anger before we can speak, he realized, his chest aching. And I need to clear my head...

“You don’t care at all about me, do you?” Zyn howled, throwing a large handful of mud. “What did I ever do to you? Why do you hate me?” Their voice cracked—just like Ak-tu’s heart as those words sliced the air like a sword. 

How...could you...think that? Ak-tu wondered numbly, trying to hold back the tears that threatened to rise in his own eyes. I’d never hate you, Zyn... I can’t even... You’re... He couldn’t finish his own thoughts as the shock overwhelmed him, his lungs burning as if he was about to suffocate. 

“You don’t even care enough to say, do you?” Zyn mumbled after a few moments. 

Ak-tu opened his mouth, then closed it again. Come on! You have to speak! He sighed and wiped the mud from his face, trying to gather his nonexistent thoughts.

“What—can’t think of an adequate lie to make me shut up?” Zyn growled, their lip curling back. “Well, I don’t wanna hear it, not anymore! I might be useless, but I’m no longer taking your stupid lies! Because no matter what I do, I’ll never be good enough for you!”

Ak-tu opened his mouth again, but Zyn was no longer paying any attention to their father. They shoved past him and headed towards the forest at Ak-tu’s back. Ak-tu turned about, his hand moving too slowly to try and grab them. 

Jabali and Sarala stood between Zyn and the forest, both of their thick robes covered in mud. Neither of them put in much effort to stop Zyn. Jabali reached a hand forward for a moment, but Zyn hurried around the larger man, and his hand dropped back to his side. Sarala simply stared at Zyn, as if she was seeing her friend clearly for the first time.

“Zynivus!” Ak-tu called hoarsely over the lump in his throat. 

Zyn came to a stop at the edge of the forest, keeping their back turned to their father.

“Zynivus, get back here!” Ak-tu said, his heart thumping oddly in his chest. “Let’s talk this out.”

They swiveled around, glaring at him across the ponds of water.

“I’m not talking with you!” Zyn snarled. “Leave me alone! You’re not my father!”

Ak-tu could have crumpled to the ground. His heart broke again and sank to his stomach. The lump became larger in his throat. His mind emptied more than before as it went numb. The gasps of the students and teachers went ignored, Ak-tu unable to see or hear anything around him.

Zyn... “Zynivus, get back here,” Ak-tu said, in as calm a voice as he could muster. “I can explain everyth—”

“LEAVE ME ALONE!” Zyn screamed.

They whipped a stick from their robe pocket and swirled it through the air, fire bursting in front of them, as scarlet as their hair. Flames flew in all directions.

They’re going to hurt themself! Ak-tu moved forward, forcing his feet to take action. “Zynivus! Stop what you’re—”

“LEAVE ME ALONE!”

“ZYN!” Ren screamed, trying to break free from the government official’s grasp again.

But Zyn continued to flower the stick in front of them, sparks flying all around. They were in a blind rage, not caring if they hurt themself or the others.

Ak-tu wanted to take another step forward, but his feet remained planted firmly to the ground. He couldn’t move. He didn’t know if he was too shocked, or if his subconscious mind knew that Zyn would only react terribly if Ak-tu tried to go forward again. Either way, it was not Ak-tu who took action next.

Ren pulled her wand from her sweater pocket with her free hand, pointing it at the water lying across the ground. She directed the water forward, the wave putting out Zyn’s fire at once with a loud splash.

“Please, Zyn! Stop! Let’s talk!” Ren cried, tears streaming down her freckled cheeks.

“Why?” Zyn snarled. “He doesn’t care about me! For all we know, he only cares about you because you’re some spirit!”

That’s not true! Ak-tu thought, his body now turning as numb as his brain, as if spreading through him like an icy chill.

“That’s not true!” Ren said aloud, as if she could hear her father’s thoughts. The government agent let go of her in surprise, and she took that moment to hurry out of the school and across the marshy ground. “Dad loves us very much, whether we’re spirits or not!” 

“I bet he just wants you for the same reason Chaocat wants you!” Zyn yelled hysterically, slamming their stick on the ground to create more fire. “He doesn’t love us!”

“Yes, he does!” Ren choked, her voice wavering as she neared them.

I love you kids so much, Ak-tu thought, the tears pricking at his eyes. You’re my world... How could you ever think these things, Zyn? 

The fire surged forward, eating hungrily at the soggy grass. The flames moved rapidly towards Ak-tu, who still stood frozen in place. He didn’t think to block the blaze or use his own magic to put it out. But one of the teachers came to his aid without him asking: Khurshid jumped forward and pulled at the air in front of him, sucking the oxygen from Zyn’s fire and bringing it to a halt. Ren also used more water to put out the flames.

Zyn’s lip curled back as their blaze was destroyed again. They glared at Ren for a long moment, then turned around and headed for the forest, the stick now hanging loosely beside them. 

The moment their back was turned, Ren hurried forward. But Khurshid waved his hands, using his magic to pull her away. She struggled against the hold helplessly, her hands reaching out for her twin.

Ak-tu took a deep breath and stepped forward. But it was like Zyn could sense his movements. They swiveled around and raised the stick in front of them again.

“GO AWAY!” Zyn screamed.

Ak-tu frowned deeply, his lip trembling as he halted in his tracks. The tears finally streaked down his cheeks, hot against his skin. {Zyn...}

“Enough, child!” the first government agent suddenly snarled, leaving the shelter of the school. “You will be arrested and—” 

“LEAVE ME ALONE!”

Zyn slammed the stick against the ground again, creating a wall of fire between them and everyone else, vanishing from Ak-tu’s sight. At the same time, Khurshid released his hold on Ren, the two bolting towards Zyn with C3 and Sarala following. But Ak-tu could pay little attention to his children, detecting movement from the officials.

The first agent threw a giant rock towards Zyn. Ak-tu reacted instinctively, whirling around to grab the stone with his air magic and fling it back at the person. Jabali and Fern rushed to Ak-tu’s side, Jabali’s fists raised at the ready.

Ak-tu could hear screams behind him, but he couldn’t make out any words as he focused on the agent in front of him. His mind was still empty, but not due to numb shock—it emptied automatically as he prepared for combat. He glared at the two agents before him, his lip curling back as he bared his teeth like an animal, his body doing its best to release the tension Zyn’s bitter words had brought.

“You have committed a serious crime!” the first agent growled, holding the large stone Ak-tu had turned back on them. “Attacking a government official is—”

“You were throwing that rock at my child!” Ak-tu snarled, the tension returning to his body. “How do you expect me to react? Zyn isn’t even sixteen yet! You have no right to attack a child like that! It’s your job to protect the people!” And this is exactly why I despise the government!

“That child was out of control!” the official huffed. “Something had to be done, as an enemy of—”

“Zyn is no enemy! You are the enemies here!” Ak-tu snapped.

“You and your child have committed crimes, and you will both be arrested!” 

Not likely, Ak-tu thought grimly.

The agent threw the rock at Ak-tu again, then kicked several more stones up from the ground. The second official controlled the water lying about, merging it into one large wave and hurling that forward too.

Ak-tu ignored the stones flying at his head, knowing Jabali would take care of them with his own earth magic. Ak-tu concentrated on the wave, trying to take control of the water with his magic. He waved his hands like he was parting clouds, but he was too far to control the water properly. 

He therefore switched strategies quickly, using air instead of water. He continued to circle his arms, but instead of trying to control the wave, he controlled the air around it. Wind sliced through the water and scattered it around them, Ak-tu making it so the water wouldn’t slam into them full-force.

At the same time, Jabali jumped forward and smashed his fists through the oncoming rocks. Fern also moved, her vine tattoos and spiral necklace glowing faintly as she summoned the plants around them to attack.

Ak-tu darted forward, putting his fists in front of him as guards. The second agent lifted the water around them again, aiming it like a jet towards Ak-tu. Ak-tu ran in zigzags, his eyes focused entirely on the official. As he got closer, he did two rapid punches, first with his left hand and then with his right. Bursts of air struck the agent square in the chest, knocking them backwards. But the wind had not been as powerful as Ak-tu wanted it to be; he was becoming more exhausted.

After a small stumble, the official was back to controlling the water like a jet. This time, the water slammed into Ak-tu, who was too slow to move to the side in time. He fell backwards and slid down the small slope, rolling through mud and damp grass. He spat out the earth that got in his mouth, trying to scramble to his feet again as quickly as possible.

Fern was now fighting the second agent for Ak-tu, glaring at the person as her tattoos continued to glow. Vines wrapped around the official’s arms and legs, preventing them from doing adequate magic. Meanwhile, Jabali was throwing stone after stone at the first agent, stomping the ground over and over as he split the earth beneath their feet.

Good, Ak-tu thought with a sigh. Since they’ve got the agents covered, I can go after Zyn.

He glanced over his shoulder, blinking in surprise at the large fire still blazing furiously. But where were Ren, Sarala, C3, and Khurshid? Hadn’t they been trying to put out the fire with their magic? Or did they return to the school?

Ak-tu swiveled on the spot, his heart skipping a beat. Aster and Mint were off to the side. Aster was unaware of what was going on around him, his appearance the shabbiest of all of them and his eyes appearing lifeless after being trapped for months. Mint cried on the ground, her wails somehow louder than the crashing stones behind Ak-tu. 

{Ren? Where are you?} Ak-tu called telepathically, hoping his daughter could hear him. {Ren?}

He was so busy scanning the area for her, that he did not notice the tables had turned. The first agent was now driving Jabali back with nonstop stones, and the second had broken free of Fern’s plants. Fern’s tattoos and necklace had also stopped glimmering, the teacher too weak to continue the fight after being imprisoned by Chaocat for four days. Even Jabali was worn out, as he had been helping Ak-tu search for Fern and Sarala during that time.

Fern stumbled away from the battlefield, heading for the broken doorway of the school. Jabali staggered backwards, only focusing on blocking the boulders flying at his face. Ak-tu turned around just to see a wave come crashing towards him.

He tried to jump up with his air magic, to float out of the way of the water. But he was too weak himself, after his fights with Wave and Chaocat that morning. The water smashed into him again, Ak-tu barely managing to hold his breath before it rammed him to the ground.

All he could hear was water rushing over his head. He clutched the grass as tightly as he could, keeping his eyes closed and his lips pursed. His lungs began screaming for air as the flood continued slamming him. It had to be over soon!

As he had the thought, the water stopped hitting him and he was able to lift his head. He gasped for air at once, his chest aching. Jabali had come to his aid, throwing a stone at the water magician before they could drown Ak-tu. But because Jabali had targeted the second agent, he left himself open to the first. A large boulder crashed into Jabali’s shoulder and knocked him to the ground, feet away from Ak-tu.

If I don’t do something soon... Ak-tu shook his head, not wanting to finish that thought.

He stumbled to his feet, dodging rocks and water flying at him. Ak-tu hurried to Jabali’s side, struggling to lift the larger man back up. Once Jabali was on his feet, they stood side-by-side, facing the other earth and water magicians.

“We cannot let them win,” Ak-tu muttered to Jabali, as more rocks whizzed through the air.

“No duh,” Jabali grunted.

“Let’s do the flying thing,” Ak-tu said, lifting his arm like an upward block to make a gust of wind throw a boulder off-course. 

“Flying thing? Ya really think tha’ will work?” Jabali scoffed.

“We have to try something,” Ak-tu pointed out, turning his attention to yet another wave coming their way. “I can at least distract them.”

Jabali snorted. “You’re crazy,” he huffed, punching one of the boulders lying on the ground at the wave to disperse the water.

“Just do it!” Ak-tu growled, looking into Jabali’s mismatched sapphire eyes. 

Jabali sighed. “Fine, whatever, hurry up, then.”

Ak-tu punched another rock away with his air magic first, then clambered on top of Jabali with difficulty. Jabali helped him up, until he was practically standing on the man’s shoulders.

“Ya ready?” Jabali huffed.

“Yes.”

Jabali lifted a stone from the ground with an uppercut, nearly making Ak-tu fall off. But Ak-tu used the stumble to land on top of the boulder. Jabali then kicked the rock forward with the heel of his foot, Ak-tu hardly managing to clutch the rough surface as the stone went flying. 

He had little time to think, as the boulder whizzed by at top speed straight for the agents. The officials dodged, but that did not matter for what Ak-tu was about to do. He managed to jump off before the stone continued into the school wall, smashing into pieces. 

As Ak-tu hopped off the rock, he spun in the air. He landed on the damp ground in a slanted stance, all of his weight on the left side of his body as his right leg stretched straight. He slammed his hands against the grass, then threw himself forward in a right bow stance, his left leg straightening behind him. He thrust both of his hands towards the first agent on his right, keeping his hands palm down and flat. The water on the ground flew like thrown spears at the official.

Ak-tu didn’t waste time seeing what happened to the first agent, turning his attention to the second one on his left before they could move. He turned rapidly in a left bow stance, his right leg now straight behind him. At the same time he turned his hips, he did two uppercuts, directing wind to knock the second agent over. The wind was so powerful, he could see streaks of white flying through the air to strike the person down.

Both agents were finally defeated, Ak-tu panting heavily. He remained in his bow stance, looking from one fallen agent to the next. Finally, he dragged his legs in with some difficulty as he tried to stand feet together. All he managed to do was knock himself off-balance and plummet to the sludgy ground.

“Ak-tu!” Jabali called. “Ya okay?”

“I’m fine,” Ak-tu managed to croak out. 

Jabali headed towards him, his feet slapping the mud loudly. Ak-tu struggled back to his feet, his legs shaky. He glanced from agent to agent, then focused on the fire beyond Jabali. 

“Kids!” he muttered.

He forced his feet to move, though his knees were close to collapsing on him again.

“Ak-tu, where are you going?” Jabali asked, skidding to a stop beside him and falling in the mud.

Ak-tu did not answer, not hearing his words. He could only think of his kids, beyond the fire burning in front of him. Even as Jabali got back up and walked alongside him, Ak-tu did not notice the other man. 

He reached the blaze as quickly as his feet would carry him. Then, he placed his palms facedown and created a burst of wind beneath him. The air lifted him up and tossed him over the hot flames, into the cloud of flying embers.

“AK-TU!” Jabali cried out, his voice muffled by the thick smoke and burning trees.

Ak-tu swam through the air for several moments, until he found a spot to land—just in time, as his hold over his magic was weakening fast. He landed on his side in a patch of flame-free grass, then rolled to his feet.

“Zyn!” Ak-tu called over the roar of the flames. “Ren! Sarala! C3! Khurshid!”

All he could see was bright orange and dull gray. Fire flickered on all sides of him, smoke swirling around the few trees and bushes in sight. Sweat slid down his skin, and he was tempted to pull his sweater off as the heat pressed in tightly.

“ZYN! REN! SARALA! C3! KHURSHID! WHERE ARE YOU?” 

A loud snap sounded behind him and he swiftly turned around, his body tense in fear. But it was only Jabali, who had landed in a bush, breaking its branches.

“Jabali?” Ak-tu exclaimed in surprise.

“C’mon! Let’s get outta the fire and find ’em!” Jabali huffed, staggering out of the plant and brushing leaves from his sleeves.

Ak-tu nodded numbly. He made to take another step forward, but before he could, he was suddenly being lifted into the air. 

“Jabali! Put me down!” he yowled, squirming in Jabali’s grasp as he took off running.

“If you wanna find ’em fast, we gotta run, and you’re in no state to run!” Jabali pointed out, his voice jolting with his heavy footsteps. “Now stop fighting me, or I’ll drop ya in the fire!”

Ak-tu went limp in the man’s arms with an irritated sigh. “Fine, whatever,” he uttered.

The fire did not travel far and Jabali soon had them out of the smoke, Ak-tu relieved that they wouldn’t inhale any further ashes now that they were in fresh air. 

Jabali sprinted through the trees, Ak-tu glancing left and right for any sign of movement. A few animals and bushes hurried by as they fled the fire, but there was no sign of any human life.

“Hey—do you hear that?” Ak-tu asked suddenly, sitting upright and pricking his ears. “Stop!”

Jabali halted abruptly, Ak-tu sliding out of his arms as his grip loosened. He headed towards some bushes with bright red berries, closing his eyes to detect where the sound was coming from. He nodded to himself as he pushed his way through the bushes, the wailing getting louder. 

Ak-tu forced his feet to run, holding his arms out on either side of him to remain upright. He saw his children in his mind’s eye, willing his body to keep going. Just a bit farther!

He staggered out of the undergrowth, the wailing now so loud that it was the only noise he could hear, as if wind was rushing in his ears. Digging his heels into the ground, he saw that it was rushing wind—a mini tornado whipped in place right in front of him, the air trying to tug him forward.

“What’s tha’?” Jabali shouted, his voice barely audible.

Ak-tu narrowed his eyes at a shadow in the middle of the tornado. His heart skipped a beat. 

“Kids!”

Ak-tu rushed forward, getting pulled off his feet and into the center of the tornado. The wind thrashed around him as he stood in place, his arms out to hold his balance. Ren was right in front of him, her hands clutching her short hair and her head bowed.

“REN!” 

As she glanced up at him in surprise, he pushed her shoulder hard and shoved her from the tornado. He then looked around the center of the wind, but nobody else was there.

“Zyn, Sarala, C3, Khurshid, where are you? WHERE ARE YOU?”

He was knocked off his feet as Jabali slammed into him. Jabali grabbed his arm and quickly helped him up. Ak-tu glanced about for Ren, wondering if the wind would suck her back in, but she did not reenter the center of the tornado.

The gale was now screaming at them. Ak-tu felt like he was being lifted in the air, yet also plummeting at the same time. Jabali dug his fingernails into Ak-tu’s arm, Ak-tu wincing in pain. The wind pierced their ears as it picked up speed and wrapped around them like icy water. The ground vanished beneath them. They were floating—or falling!

Then came the laughing.

It was as shrill as the wind, sending a chill down Ak-tu’s spine and making the hair on the back of his neck prickle. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Chaocat’s high voice sounded all around them.

Ak-tu glanced to and fro, but all he could see was whipping white—even Jabali was concealed from his sight.

“You’re not being teleported with us, thank you very much!” sneered Chaocat, their voice fading. “You can stay in Vinetown, out of my way! Have fun with the government, darling!” 

Suddenly, everything came to a stop: the wailing, the wind, the floating-falling sensation.

The two men hit the ground, Ak-tu feeling like he had been thrown against a stone wall. He groaned as he sat up, wiping the mud from his face with his free hand, Jabali still clutching his other arm. Not having the energy to speak, he shook his arm until Jabali released him. They had apparently landed in a forest, but he could detect the faint sounds of chattering and movement—a city. Ak-tu looked around for Ren, but he did not see her. 

She didn’t get teleported with us...right? But...did Chaocat teleport her somewhere else? Did they get Zyn and Sarala? C3 and Khurshid? 

Jabali sat up, spitting out a mouthful of mud. Then, he looked at Ak-tu, his thick eyebrows raised. “Wha’ on Sater just happened?”

Ak-tu shook his head, immediately regretting the action as it made him dizzy. He closed his eyes to block out the spinning trees, but that only made the feeling worse. He pressed the palms of his hands against his eyes and gritted his teeth, trying to ignore how faint he felt.

“Kids...” he managed to mutter. “Have to...find them...”

“We will,” Jabali murmured, getting to his feet. “We’ll definitely find ’em. But...Ak-tu...you look like you’re ready to faint. You needa get some rest.”

“I don’t need rest, I need to find my kids,” Ak-tu growled stubbornly, removing his hands from his face so he could glare at Jabali.

“Ak-tu, you had a fight with Chaocat and the gov, you were stuck in a dragon vine tree which took a lotta your strength, ya went flying over a fire, now the whole tornado teleportation thing happened. You really need t’rest,” Jabali said seriously. “I doubt if you’d be able to stand right now.”

“I can stand!” Ak-tu objected.

He placed a hand on the ground, propping himself up until he was on his feet. His legs shook the entire time, but he was able to manage it—at least, for a total of two seconds. In the next moment, he swayed on the spot and fell back down. Jabali swiftly caught his arms before he could hit the ground.

“We really ought to get ya to a healer,” Jabali said. 

“Kids!” Ak-tu insisted.

“You need a healer.”

“No!”

“Do you want them cuts to get infected?” Jabali scoffed.

“What cuts?” Ak-tu queried, trying to cover the scratches he’d obtained from running through the forest.

Jabali raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You’re covered in cuts and bruises, it ain’t hard to see. And you’re filthy after all tha’ mud ’n ashes. You need to get cleaned up properly.”

“I need to find my kids before Chaocat does.”

“We’ll find them, but first you need to stop neglecting yourself,” Jabali grumbled. “I’m taking ya to a healer.”

“But—”

“If you don’t wanna go, then leave,” Jabali grumbled, tightening his hold on Ak-tu.

Ak-tu scowled up at his friend, wishing Jabali had never caught him. He sighed and went limp, not having the strength to fight any further. 

“That’s what I thought,” Jabali huffed triumphantly. 

“Whatever,” Ak-tu uttered, closing his eyes as the light-headed sensation returned.

“Ya okay?”

“Do I look okay?” Ak-tu grumbled.

“Do ya really want me to answer that?”

Ak-tu sighed, leaning against Jabali. He was too weak to move, too mentally exhausted to think properly. Despite saying that Ak-tu needed a healer, Jabali did not whisk him away. The two men stood in place beneath the trees, Jabali patting Ak-tu’s back quietly. Birds tweeted and leaves rustled, the only sounds for several long moments.

“C’mon,” Jabali finally uttered.

Ak-tu sighed. “I don’t needa healer,” he mumbled, his words slurring together. “I need my kids...”

Jabali murmured something in response—or was he asking something? Ak-tu couldn’t make out his words. He could hardly hear the man’s deep voice. He peered up at Jabali, the man’s blue locks of hair appearing dark gray. Frowning, he realized that all of Jabali appeared gray-scale, and so did the trees around them. 

The birdsong faded. His breathing slowed. 

Everything went black.
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Chapter 3: Far From Home
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Sarala hurried through the trees, her long hair flying behind her as she sprinted. Khurshid ran ahead of her, the tall teacher barely visible through the dense foliage and trees. Ren and C3 were at her heel, the group of four leaving the hot flames behind as they charged after Zyn.

“Go back to the school!” Khurshid called over his shoulder.

“Where’s Zyn?” Sarala yelled back, her voice jarred by her heavy footsteps. “Do you sense them anywhere?”

Khurshid was quiet for a moment, then replied, “They’re close by, but they’re moving fast!”

Sarala forced her legs to carry her more quickly across the muddy ground, catching up to Khurshid. “Where are they?”

“To the left!”

“I don’t see them!” Sarala growled.

“They’re there,” Khurshid assured her, his hands moving through the air in front of him as he used his magic to sense Zyn’s location.

Before Sarala could reply, a loud wailing suddenly sounded. She skidded to a halt in her tracks, allowing Khurshid to continue past her. Ren and C3 stopped beside her, the three teens staring at the small clearing in front of them.

A tornado whipped in place, the wind threatening to tug them forward. In fact, if Sarala hadn’t stopped in a bush, she was quite certain that the whirlwind would pull her in. She threw her arms out on either side of her, trying to keep herself upright as the tornado grew stronger and stronger.

“Where’d Mr. Jihan go?” Sarala grumbled, hoping the others could hear her deep tone.

“He got caught in the tornado!” C3 responded, his voice high.

“Then I’m going after him!” Sarala growled, lifting her knee high to step over the prickly bush.

“Sarala, no!” Ren gasped. 

“Zyn’s probably in it, as well!” she pointed out. 

“If you’re going in, then we are too,” Ren said briskly.

Sarala held her arm out in front of the other girl, not looking her in the eye as she kept her gaze on the tornado. “Don’t follow me,” she replied gruffly. 

She stepped over the rest of the bushes, then the wind tugged her forward. Sarala let out a yelp of surprise as she was dragged off her feet, getting tossed through the air like a doll. Falling to her knees, the white wind swirled all around her. Before she could get a sense of what was happening, she heard high-pitched laughter. Then, the tornado lifted her into the air, Sarala feeling sick as she began to spin. The wind wailed louder than the mischievous chuckling. It seemed to rush through her for several long moments. 

Everything suddenly went still. The tornado was gone. 

Sarala hit the ground hard, the air knocked out of her. She opened her gold eyes, unaware that she had closed them. Stretching her arms on either side of her, she got to her feet shakily and tossed her brown hair over her shoulder. Taking a deep breath to calm her racing heart, she scanned her surroundings.

She had ended up in a jungle that smelled of flowers and mud, water dripping from the colorful foliage. The air itself felt dense, as if holding a thick cloud. Sarala pulled her green robe off and tossed it to the side carelessly, the garment too thick to wear in such humidity. She shoved the sleeves of her yellow shirt up, wishing she was dressed in something lighter.

Where am I? Is Mr. Jihan here?

Swiveling about, she tried to spot the lanky man, knowing he had gone through the tornado before her. But she couldn’t see or hear anything beyond screaming bushes and birds. Sarala’s eyes darted to and fro, attempting to see past the tall leaves and broad branches surrounding her.

Is Ren here? C3? she wondered, glancing over her shoulder at where the tornado had been spinning. I guess not... They actually listened to me.... Her heart sunk. I’m alone.

The moment she finished that thought, rushing wind sounded again. The tornado had returned! Sarala lifted her fists in front of her at the ready, backing away several paces as the tornado neared. But this whirlwind was different from the one that had first pulled her in outside the school; this one wasn’t trying to tug her forward, but instead seemed to push her backwards. Sarala frowned at this change, but pushed the thought from her mind as a shadow appeared in the center of the tornado.

The swirling white slowed before vanishing entirely, leaving a single figure where the center of the tornado had been. Sarala lowered her arms as she recognized the small person with short red hair. 

“C3,” she grunted. “So you came. Is Ren coming too?”

C3 glanced up at her, his mismatched green-and-blue eyes wide. He looked around the jungle before returning his gaze to her, then nodded. “She said she’d be right in,” he stated. “Where are we? Did that tornado teleport us here? Where did it come from? Do you see Zynivus? Mr. Jihan?”

Sarala shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m guessing Chaocat made the tornado to teleport us all...somewhere. I don’t know where...” She glanced at the muddy ground, her eyes widening as she realized there were tracks only meters away. “These footprints must be theirs!” 

She crouched down to inspect the large footprints stamped in the mud. It seemed there was only one set of tracks, the size telling her that these shoes belonged to Khurshid, not Zyn.

“How long should we wait for Ren to come through the tornado?” C3 queried.

“However long it takes,” Sarala huffed in response.

He pulled off his robe and tossed it over his arm, then straightened out his white shirt. His freckled face was pointed at the place the tornado had just been spinning. 

“But Zynivus and Mr. Jihan already have a head start,” he pointed out. “We ought to go after them before they have more time to get lost in this jungle.”

“We’re not going to leave Ren here, alone,” Sarala growled, crossing her arms over her chest. 

“She can follow our tracks.”

“And we can follow Mr. Jihan’s.”

C3 frowned. “Mr. Jihan’s? What about Zynivus? Did they not come through here?”

“I don’t see their tracks,” Sarala pointed out. 

“Then we can look for their tracks while we wait for Ren,” C3 decided, nodding to himself.

He started walking around the small clearing, his eyes staring at the ground. Sarala scanned the mud herself, her jaw clenching irritably.

“Zyn’s not here,” she grumbled. “There’s no other tracks.”

“But they have to be here,” C3 said, pausing. “They were the first to go through the tornado...weren’t they?”

“I don’t know—it’s not like we could see them, with their invisibility powers,” Sarala uttered, returning her gaze to Khurshid’s tracks. “But Mr. Jihan is here. We can find him, and maybe he already found Zyn.”

She stood up, wiping sweat from her brow. She glanced back at the place where the tornado had come through, sighing heavily.

“You stay here and wait for Ren,” she said. “I’m going to find Mr. Jihan.”

“What—don’t want to wait for your girlfriend?” C3 chuckled.

Sarala glared at him, then said bluntly, “I’m better at following tracks if they get harder to see.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned around and walked rapidly in the direction of the footprints. She kept her head down as she went, both to keep her eyes on the trail and as she felt guilt course through her.

Ren hates me, she remembered. I didn’t listen to her, I beat her up, and now she hates me... I doubt we’re girlfriends at this point....

She shook her aching head and focused on the trail again. The jungle was so wet, that most of the ground was muddy or at least soft, allowing her to keep sight of the footprints. Khurshid’s long shoe marks also led her along an unused path, making it even easier to stay on track since there weren’t other footprints she needed to worry about.

Sarala had only been going for two minutes when she heard a growl. She paused, gazing from bush to tree, trying to detect where the low rumbling was coming from. It seemed to be on her left side—or was it behind her? Above her?

She instantly looked up at the branches, her heart sinking as she saw a large shadow with glowing eyes. The creature was staring right at her. 

Reacting instinctively, Sarala swiveled around and began running along the muddy path. She willed her legs to move faster, irritated that she felt so weak after being half-unconscious for four days. Heavy footsteps hit the ground behind her, landing where she had just been standing. Her heart in her throat and her blood pounding in her ears, Sarala sprinted as quickly as she could, keeping her eyes on the ground to avoid stumbling over roots or stones.

Yet no matter how fast she hoped to go, she was not fast enough, her muscles cramping. She could hear light panting behind her, feel hot breath on her back. Knowing she wouldn’t last much longer if she ran in a straight line, she threw herself to the left—just as large claws made to strike her down.

Sarala landed in some bushes with a loud crunch, gasping for air. She scrambled out of the broken twigs as hastily as she could, just as the large tiger turned back around and set its eyes on her. The cat pounced, Sarala screaming and diving to the side again. 

She staggered to her feet and faced the tiger as the animal rounded on her. Its black-and-orange colors mixed together in her blurry vision, her head aching so much that it caused her to cry.

Why does it have to be a tiger? 

The tiger pounced again. Sarala lifted her hands and slid her foot forward in a bow stance, her front knee over her toes and her back leg straight. A stone jutted out from the ground and struck the tiger’s shoulder, knocking it backwards before it could strike her again. The tiger hit the ground hard, huffing as the air was knocked out of it. Sarala remained in her stance, not knowing if she should attempt running away again.

I don’t think that’s the tiger working with Chaocat...there’s no spikes on its back and it doesn’t have that club tail.... She let out a small sigh of relief, but it was short-lived.

The tiger lashed its striped tail angrily, getting back to its large paws. It lowered its head and snarled, its lips curling back to reveal sharp teeth. Its claws dug into the soft earth as it seemed to be considering her. Sarala’s throat went dry as she gazed upon it, wondering what its next move would be.

Tail whipping, the tiger lifted its head and roared angrily. Sarala backed away at once, bringing her fists in front of her as guards. The tiger stood on its hind legs, swiping the air with its front paws. The water sitting on the plants around them lifted into the air, then combined in a flying wave.

Sarala yelped in surprise at the use of water magic. She raised her arms like two upward blocks, using the rock she had just lifted from the ground to split the water in half before it could reach her. The water splashed on either side of her uselessly.

The tiger roared furiously and ran forward again. Sarala quickly did two uppercuts with her arms, making another rock poke out directly beneath her in order to lift her. But she had not paid enough attention to her surroundings: As the stone threw her upwards, she hit a branch that had been right above her. Her back screamed in pain as the air was knocked from her lungs, and she went crashing down—right on top of the tiger.

Sarala clutched the tiger’s soft fur as best as she could, not knowing what else to do. The large cat growled and hopped about, trying to use its paws to throw her off of its back. Sarala somehow managed to cling on, her stomach twisting. 

Eventually, the tiger stopped jumping around, reverting to magic. It lashed its tail again, grabbing more water from the plants. The water dropped on both Sarala and the tiger like a waterfall, the girl finally being forced off the cat’s back and onto the ground. The tiger swiveled around swiftly to strike her.

Sarala threw herself backwards and rolled away. As the tiger made to pounce at her again, it was suddenly knocked back by a large gust of circular wind. The tiger slammed into a thick tree trunk, letting out a cry of agony as it hit the earth hard. It got to its feet, shook its head, then turned and ran away. Sarala stared after it in astonishment, then glanced around for her savior.

Khurshid stood only meters behind her, his hands raised in front of him. The tall teacher lowered his arms, wiping sweat from his almond-colored skin. His yellow shirt and brown pants were covered in mud and stains. He turned his hooked nose in Sarala’s direction, his pale eyes staring blindly at the leaves.

“Are you okay, Sarala?” he asked, his deep voice concerned.

Sarala nodded, then mumbled, “Yeah.”

She stood up, willing her pounding heart to slow down. She walked over to Khurshid, unaware that her entire body was shivering.

“Why did you follow me into the tornado? I told you to stay put,” Khurshid said in a stern tone.

“I didn’t hear you,” Sarala lied. 

Khurshid sighed. “Well, I don’t think Zyn is here. I don’t think this is where we were meant to end up, either...”

“What do you mean?” Sarala asked.

“Didn’t you hear Chaocat’s voice in the tornado?”

“No...”

“They were shrieking about how they did not need me to go with them. They said something about dumping me in the ocean, but I fought back. I think they dropped us off somewhere else as a result....” Khurshid sighed. “I’m not sure where we are, or where they might have taken Zyn....”

“Do you have your mirror?” Sarala asked.

Before he could respond, the undergrowth rustled loudly. Sarala swiveled rapidly, lifting her fists in front of her as her heart began racing again. But it wasn’t the tiger coming back to attack—it was C3.

“C3!” Sarala huffed in annoyance. 

“Sorry, did I scare you?” he asked. Without waiting for a response, he said, “Ren never came through the tornado. I do not know where she is.”

Sarala looked back to Khurshid. “Oh, no... If Chaocat didn’t need any of us and threw us off wherever...then did they take the twins someplace else?”

“It sounds like it,” Khurshid murmured, his shoulders slumping. “I’ll call Ak-tu. Perhaps we got lucky, and Ren never went through that tornado....”

“What if he was captured by the government?” C3 asked.

Khurshid pulled a small mirror from his pants pocket. “I’ll try Fern and Jabali next, if needed,” he said. “Mirror, call Ak-tu.”

“What if they were all ta—”

“We’ll figure it out,” Khurshid interrupted.

Sarala and C3 exchanged a worried glance before looking back to Khurshid’s mirror. It merely depicted an image of Ak-tu in his blue robe, his hair parted to the left and a long mustache hanging past his chin. The mirror tried to connect for several moments, making a dull whooshing sound before it gave up the attempt. Ak-tu’s image disappeared, soon reflecting Khurshid and the teens instead.

“Mirror, call Fern,” Khurshid ordered.

The mirror then showed Fern’s picture, the tall woman brisk and unsmiling as she usually appeared. Her black skin was covered in green tattoos, which wrapped around her mismatched eyes like vines and leaves. But the image vanished as she failed to answer the call too.

“Mirror, call Jabali.”

Jabali’s image appeared: a black man with long locks of blue hair and a curly beard. But as quickly as the picture showed up, it was gone.

“Nobody is answering!” C3 moaned. “What are we supposed to do now?”

“Right...” Khurshid sighed. “We’ll try calling everyone again later. As you pointed out, C3, the government is at the school, so...they’re probably dealing with that mess right now.... Let’s figure out where we are in the meantime. Mirror, open the map app.”

The mirror’s screen switched to a map of the jungle. A small yellow dot flashed on its surface, pinpointing their location.

“Where are we?” Khurshid asked.

C3 leaned over the mirror, using his fingers to zoom out of the map. A white dot appeared, this one not flashing. He tapped on the dot, and a word popped up.

“Saljung,” C3 stated. “It looks like we’re near the city of Saljung.”

“Where’s Saljung?” Sarala grumbled.

“It’s on the other side of Pann,” Khurshid replied.

“Other side of Pann?”

C3 zoomed out of the map more, until it showed the entire state of Pann, one of the northern states of Galia. He signaled at a white point in the northwest of the state.

“This is where Vinetown is, the closest city to the school,” he said. “And we’re way down here, in the southeast of the state, near the ocean.”

“So Chaocat did nearly dump us in the ocean,” Khurshid remarked. He sighed, then murmured, “Well, we need to get back to the school, which is going to take quite a few days by boat, and much longer by foot. Let’s get to Saljung and see if we can find a boat or small ship.”

“But what about Ren? And Zyn?” Sarala asked.

“We will head to Saljung,” Khurshid repeated firmly. “And we’ll try calling everyone again in a bit. Let’s go. Mirror, directions to Saljung.”

The mirror began speaking in a dull tone, Khurshid already walking away. Sarala watched him go, then exchanged another glance with C3.

“I do not understand,” C3 murmured. 

“What?”

“If Chaocat did not want us, then why did Mimiteh try to possess you?” he enquired. “Surely you have some use to them?”

Sarala shook her head roughly, not wanting to think of the fact. She hurried after Khurshid, giving no response. 
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Chapter 4: Listen to the Breeze
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Ren yelped in surprise as her father shoved her from the tornado. She staggered out of the swirling wind, nearly dropping to the ground. Before she could comprehend what was happening, she felt an iron grip on her wrist. She was tugged backward even farther from the tornado, the whipping air trying to pull her back in.

“Jabali?” 

“Stay here!” Jabali ordered briskly, hauling her into some bushes. “I’ll be right back!”

Jabali released his hold on her and charged into the tornado. Ren blinked, and the whipping wind vanished. Everything went silent.

Was I dreaming? Ren wondered faintly, gaping at the spot the tornado had just been spinning, rubbing at her wrist. 

She shook herself and stepped forward hesitantly. “Dad? Jabali? Zyn? Sarala? C3?” she called out.

Ren moved forward, standing exactly where she’d been when she had followed Sarala and C3 into the tornado. But the wind did not return. Frowning, Ren remained in place for several minutes as she tried to process exactly what had happened. 

A loud shrieking sounded, Ren jumping in fright as her heart leaped. Realizing that the yowling was coming from the mirror in her pants pocket, Ren let out a sigh of relief. She pulled out the mirror, holding it up to see Jabali’s face on the glass. She answered the call at once. 

Jabali appeared in real time, holding the mirror up as he walked. It seemed like he was carrying something in his other arm, but Ren couldn’t see what it was. She glanced at the background, but couldn’t make out much beyond a few plants.

“Jabali! Where are you, what happened?” Ren asked in a rush.

“We’re in Vinetown,” Jabali panted.

“Is Dad there? And Zyn, and Sarala, and—”

Jabali shook his head. “Just your father,” he replied. “I dunno where the others are, but I’m pretty sure Chaocat has ’em.”

Ren’s heart skipped a beat and her breath caught in her throat. 

“Listen—can ya look for tha’ clearing, where Chaocat had everyone captive? I couldn’t find it myself, but I think tha’ was because they had enchanted the clearin’ so I wouldn’t see it—like a spirit magic shield. But Sarala was able t’find it. See if Chaocat has ’em there, but whatever you do, do not try t’rescue them alone, ya hear? Just take a look around.”

Ren frowned. “But...what about you? Why are you in Vinetown?”

“I’m takin’ your dad to the hospital,” Jabali huffed.

He shifted the mirror so Ren could see that Jabali had Ak-tu slung over one shoulder, the man clearly unconscious. He was dressed in a long tank top and baggy pants, his muddy sweater removed. Ren gasped, her eyes widening.

“What happened?” she yelped.

“He decided to faint on me, that’s all,” Jabali grunted. “He’ll be fine, but I gotta get him to a healer to make sure his wounds don’t get all infected. Call me as soon as ya get to tha’ clearing, m’kay?”

Ren nodded. “O-okay...”

She hung up the call, Jabali’s face disappearing as the glass reflected her disheveled appearance back at her. She raked her hand through her messy hair, sweeping it off to the left and out of her purple eyes. Pocketing the mirror, she glanced back up, wondering if the tornado would appear once more. But it didn’t, and she soon turned away with a sigh.

Where did they go? Ren wondered. Did Zyn get caught in that tornado, too? I know I heard them—or someone—running, but...what if the tornado only took Sarala and C3 away? And why would Dad and Jabali end up in Vinetown, but not them? Why does Chaocat want Zyn? 

Ren walked through the forest quietly, her eyes focused on the grassy ground. After several minutes of walking, she could smell smoke. She lifted her head, pulling herself from her thoughts as she realized that she was near the fire. Ren ignored the orange blaze, scanning the undergrowth for any sign of the path that would take her to the clearing where Chaocat had held the teachers and Sarala prisoner. 

But I don’t know which way to go...

“Ren!”

She swiveled around at the yell, thinking it was Zyn for a moment. But it was Mint, the chunky girl dressed in a green sweater. She ran towards Ren from the direction of the fire, her curly hair bouncing with each step she took.

“Mint! What is it?” Ren asked as she neared.

“The government—there’s more of them—they’re taking everyone away!” Mint panted, stumbling to a stop in front of her. 

“What?” Ren screamed, her voice high.

“They took Fern and all the students still there! What do we do?” Mint wailed, her emerald eyes wide. “Where’s your dad? And everyone else?”

Ren shook her head numbly, having a difficult time keeping up with Mint’s words. “Dad...he’s in Vinetown, with Jabali, going to a hospital... Zyn, Sarala, C3...I don’t know, I guess Chaocat has them? Jabali wants me to look for them in the clearing Chaocat had everyone in, but...I don’t know the way...”

“I know the way,” Mint mumbled.

“You do?”

Mint nodded, looking frightened at the thought. She shifted her weight from one leg to the next. “Sarala marked a bunch of trees to make a path there.”

“Let’s go, then,” Ren said.

“But what about Chaocat?” Mint asked nervously.

Ren frowned. “We’ll just have to be quick and quiet. Jabali said to call him once we get there, to not engage... So we won’t. Lead the way, Mint.”

Mint stared down at her for a long moment, then took a deep breath and nodded numbly. Stumbling away through the undergrowth, she glanced from tree to tree, until she found one that had a large scratch along its rough bark. After finding the first tree, it was easy to locate the others. They hurried wordlessly through the bushes, Ren’s head buzzing with incomprehensible thoughts. 

The government is taking everyone away...and it’s my fault they’re here in the first place... I never should have called them... But what else was I supposed to do when everyone left? Is it my fault the school’s shut down? Her eyes pricked with tears as she trailed Mint. Is it my fault that we’ve all been split up? Did I...ruin the family? 

Mint slid to a clumsy halt next to several blue trees with brittle branches, pulling Ren from her thoughts. The branches were thick at the base of the tree, forming a fence around what must be the clearing beyond. Yet the higher the trees stretched, the thinner their branches became, until there were gaps between the bark. The trees held no leaves, only slithering vines that reached down from the highest branches. The vines were not glowing, though—unlike in the meditation Ren had done to locate Sarala. She wondered vaguely if the vines only glowed when they were clutching someone tightly, sapping the energy from them. 

“We’re here,” Mint whispered, her large body shivering as she pointed at a stone sitting next to one of the trees. “We used that to get over the branches. I didn’t see a clearing at first, like there was...an invisibility cloak over the place or something.... But please don’t go in if you don’t see anything!”

“I won’t,” Ren promised, swallowing the guilty lump in her throat. 

She walked over to the boulder, then heaved herself up. Making sure her feet were firm on the rock, she grasped one of the branches. Ren climbed onto it, recoiling at the slimy feeling of wet bark and slick vines.

She switched her focus from the dragon vine tree to the clearing in front of her. Gasping lightly, she realized the setting was exactly like what she had seen in her meditation—only without Chaocat’s captives or glowing vines. 

To the right were the trees which had held the teachers and Sarala. The vines were no longer hanging so low, some of them appearing shriveled or torn. In the center of the clearing was a purple tree with eyes—the watching tree, which sent shivers down her spine. She forced her own eyes to continue past the watching tree, onto the patch of pink-spotted mushrooms to the left. But the clearing was empty—at least, as far as she could see.

“I don’t think there’s anyone here,” she whispered, her eyes returning to the watching tree. “Unless the enchantment is still up to conceal everyone from us, but since I can see the clearing itself...I don’t think that’s likely.”

“What now?” Mint inquired.

“I guess I’ll call Jabali and let him know what we saw—or, didn’t see,” Ren said.

She got off the branch and sat on the boulder, pulling the mirror from her pocket again. She unlocked the mirror, opened the contacts app, and selected Jabali’s name. His bearded face appeared on the glass as the mirrors attempted to connect. But after several moments, the image vanished.

“Why isn’t he answering?” Ren moaned, tapping his name to try again. Did the government get him? They can’t have! 

“Maybe he’s busy at the hospital,” Mint suggested. “Do the others have a mirror?”

Ren shook her head. “This is our family mirror,” she said, pocketing the mirror as it failed to connect a second time. “And Sarala barely knows how to use one.”

“What about C3?”

Ren shook her head again. “I don’t have his contact information,” she uttered, disappointed in herself for not getting it previously. 

The two fell silent for a moment, neither knowing what to do. Even the birds made no noise, as if scared off by the heavy rainfall, the raging fire, the crashing stones, and the whirling wind. Finally, Ren got off the boulder, her bare feet splashing in mud.

“Let’s go back to the school,” Ren said.

“What? But the government—”

“Should be gone by now,” she pointed out. That, or we’re walking right into their clutch... No, I have to remain positive! 

“But shouldn’t we head towards Vinetown?”

“We will,” she said. “Once we get transportation.”

“A boat? But neither of us attended the boat driving—”

“I’m thinking something bigger,” she said, smiling lightly. “Dad’s ship.”

“The ship?” Mint gaped at her. “But...that’s way too big to fly! Do you think you’d be able to?”

Ren shrugged. “There should still be spirit magic in the engines, so I shouldn’t have to use air magic to keep it flying. But I’ll do what I have to do. Vinetown isn’t too far, at least.”

Mint frowned, but said nothing more. Ren turned away from her and headed in the opposite direction of the clearing. She led the way as she followed the marked trees again, Mint right behind her, moaning softly.

The smell of smoke and burnt wood lay heavy in the air, especially the nearer they got to the school. The two stopped in their tracks, realizing that the fire was now put out, though the ground was steaming.

Two towers stood on either side of the long southern building, each structure having a red hill-style roof trimmed in gold. The doors to the Entrance Hall—one with broken glass and one wooden—stood wide open. Ren and Mint exchanged a glance, Ren biting her bottom lip uncertainly as her heart began beating rapidly.

“Let’s go,” Ren murmured at last.

The two moved through the blackened trees cautiously. They had almost made it to the doors when a high-pitched wailing sounded behind them. Ren stopped in her tracks and glanced over her shoulder, her eyes widening as she saw a mini tornado speeding towards them.

“Run!” Mint screamed.

Ren froze. She took a step towards the tornado, but before she could move another foot, Mint dragged her into the Entrance Hall. Mint slammed the wooden door shut, then tugged Ren after her down the hall. They reached the door at the end, which led to the Courtyard. Ren kept her eyes on the swirling wind outside the school until it vanished from her sight. 

They skidded to a stop near the large pond on the right side of the Courtyard, Mint letting go of Ren. The school seemed to be completely empty, the western and northern gardens still and silent.

Ren glared at Mint for a moment. How could she just pull me away from that tornado? It would have brought me to Zyn and Sarala! 

Mint glanced at her, her brown face concerned. Ren quickly dropped the glare before her friend could see, feeling guilty. She didn’t know...and even I don’t know where that tornado would have brought me....

“Thanks,” she said softly. 

Mint shrugged awkwardly. “Should we get the ship, then?”

“Kids!”

Ren nearly jumped at the raspy voice, Mint screaming in fright. They turned to their right, spotting a thin figure heading towards them from the door that led to the Healing room. 

“Aster?” Ren exclaimed. 

The blonde man staggered towards them, keeping a hand on the stone wall to steady himself. Even from afar, Ren could see that
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