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Chapter 1: Thunderbolt and Lightning
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Lightning flashed across the sky, forking in all directions. Thunder rumbled after it, audible over the pounding sound of rain as it slammed the ground. The sky was thick with black clouds, the full moon hidden far behind them.

Ak-tu stumbled to his feet in a daze, his vision blurry and his ears rattling. All he could smell was salt—the salt of the ocean smashing around him. The moment he stood, he staggered back a few steps, a small wave of nausea passing over him. He held his arms out, but still felt off-balance. Legs giving way beneath him, he fell back to the stony ground. 

He did not know if he could go on. His whole body was aching, his chest felt as if it was being stabbed with each breath he took. How could he ever get to his feet again if he couldn’t breathe properly? Breathing was the life force, the one thing he could not go days or even minutes without. If he couldn’t breathe—if breathing was a pain...how was he ever going to make it?

The wind whipped his indigo hair around, first behind him and then flicking about his face. It was the annoyance of his hair dancing across his closed eyes that made him come to his senses.

I’m not done yet, he thought fiercely.

Ak-tu’s violet eyes opened and he got to his feet, almost without hesitation this time. He brushed his hair out of his face, so only the ends of his thick unibrow tickled his forehead. He then went against the wailing wind and lashing rain, his hair and mustache blowing behind him.

He couldn’t quite remember what had happened to him. The storm had arrived out of nowhere, surrounding the little island he was upon. But he hadn’t been alone...

“Chaocat!” he breathed, and his steps quickened despite his chest still aching.

He had come to the island to meet with Chaocat. The two had to be on the island for a specific purpose...hadn’t they been meeting for something—someone, perhaps? But then the storm had struck, sending the two in opposite directions, preventing them from achieving their goal.

Ak-tu remembered the searing pain of his head being slammed against the ground. This couldn’t be just any storm—it was a magical one, perhaps even a spiritual one.

I have to find Chaocat, he thought numbly. We have to get out of here at once! If there are spirits around...

He did not finish that thought, and pressed onwards. The thunder and lightning continued to cause chaos in the clouds, the rain hitting harder by the minute. After what seemed like ages of forcing his weary legs forward, one step at a time, each breath rattling like a maraca, he finally made it to the center of the island—the highest point. 

He glanced on each side of him, his angular eyes flicking over brittle trees scattered about, waves smashing against the black-sanded shores, and a river that now threatened to consume a good chunk of the island.

{Chaocat, where are you?} Ak-tu’s eyes flicked to and fro more desperately, his breathing becoming shallow and sharp once more. He didn’t see any spirits yet, but that didn’t mean they weren’t already here...

“Chaocat!” he shouted pointlessly in the ruckus, hardly able to hear his own voice. “CHAOCAT!”

But no matter how much he looked around, he could see nothing beyond the forces of the storm. Chaocat wasn’t there.

It’s not a tiny island, said a small but doubtful voice in Ak-tu’s head. They’ve got to be around here somewhere.

But what about the river? Another voice replied to the first, full of raw emotion. If they landed in that...well, they might not have survived...

Trembling, Ak-tu’s knees collapsed beneath him, and he covered his face with his hands. He could not have lost Chaocat...they had to be alive!

“I will find you,” he promised quietly, removing his hands from his face and looking around once more. “No matter how long it takes, I will find you, Chaocat...”

Ak-tu sat in a more comfortable lotus position on the ground and closed his eyes. Taking several deep breaths, he attempted to ignore the sharp pain that came with them, focusing on relaxing as best as he could. 

Maybe I can find them with my magic... I just have to imagine them...then I’ll find them! 

He willed his stiff muscles to relax, his frigid fingers to unclench. Taking one more deep breath, he imagined a small red cat in his mind’s eye, wearing a crescent moon necklace. His hair touched his face and the back of his neck as the wind continued to roar, reminding him of Chaocat’s bushy tail tickling his nose. 

Let me find Chaocat...let me see them! Ak-tu thought, over and over. Please, I need to find Chaocat!

But nothing changed in the storm around him, and Ak-tu groaned lightly and opened his eyes.

“Did my magic block off?” he muttered in a croaky voice he could not hear, his hands clenching into fists. “Am I too weak right now? I can’t have lost my magic...”

Ak-tu closed his eyes once more, taking another raspy breath. Where is Chaocat? Show me where Chaocat is! Show me where anyone is! Please! 

He reached his energy outwards, feeling for any vibration of magic, searching for any sign of life...

Opening his eyes, he clambered to his feet. He had felt something, near the ancient trees. It was a buzzing spark of qi, warm like fire and fluid like water, as light as the sky and as real as the earth, thrumming through his blood like a heartbeat. He wasn’t alone!

Ak-tu went as quickly as his knotted feet could carry him, though they wanted to scream. He stumbled down the small slope towards the leafless trees. The plants weren’t faring too well in the storm. Though they had clearly been a part of the island for a very long time, they had never been part of a magical storm before. Lots of rough-barked branches broke off, while other trees had snapped in half completely, too stiff to withstand the elements. 

Ak-tu scrambled over the fallen trees, reaching out with his energy once again. For a moment, he did not feel anything but the cold wind slapping his tattered robe around his ankles. Then, he detected the other energy, merely feet away. Ak-tu opened his eyes and headed towards a hollowed-out stump several meters from him.

“Chaocat?” Ak-tu called loudly, hoping his voice could be heard now that he was nearby.

But he received no response—or maybe he did, and he just couldn’t hear it.

Hoping it was Chaocat, Ak-tu knelt beside the stump and looked through the hole towards the bottom. What he saw was definitely not Chaocat.

A baby was lying under the wood, their eyes closed as they slept. Ak-tu had no idea how any infant was able to sleep during a raging storm. He looked away from the stump, then glanced back, but the baby was still there. He wasn’t hallucinating then—at least, as far as he knew.

He had no idea where the child had come from, as the island lay uninhabited. Even animals did not live upon it; only some creatures remained for a few days before moving on. But as Ak-tu continued to stare, he felt a sense that he knew this newborn. He didn’t know how he could; he didn’t remember any babies on his travels. But there was something about this infant...

He reached out for the baby, and as soon as his hands closed around them, they started to cry. Their cries were lost in the storm, but Ak-tu could detect their turmoil nonetheless. It somehow hurt more than his sharp breaths or gnarled feet.

“It’ll be okay,” he soothed quietly as he wrapped the child in his soaked robe. “I’ll protect you.”

At the low murmuring of his voice, or perhaps because of being lifted, the baby opened their eyes. Ak-tu could sense some sort of bond between them. The baby closed their eyes again and cried, Ak-tu pulling them even closer, reacting as instinctively as any parent would.

He frowned, his foggy mind starting to clear. How could he have forgotten what had happened—what had caused the storm, the big blast, maybe even the baby?

Ak-tu shook his head. It didn’t matter now. All that matters is I find a way off of this island and protect this baby.

Ak-tu held the infant closer to his aching chest as he clambered to the center of the island again, the pain in his body leaving bit by bit as he had something else to focus on—something else to live for. The lightning was no longer flashing, the thunder had stopped, and the rain was ebbing. The storm was at its end.

“Well, little one, you’re going to need a name,” Ak-tu murmured. “How do you like Arashi? It’s quite fitting, given the circumstances of your birth in a storm.”

The baby opened their eyes and stared up at him.

“Yes, we need something more,” Ak-tu said softly, sitting down in a lotus position. “Oh—how about Ren, or Lotus?”

The child let out a soft cry; whether of delight or fear, he did not know. 

“Ren Arashi Caihong it is, then,” Ak-tu whispered. “I promise to protect you with my life, little one...” He looked up and stared at the vast ocean around them, which had finally calmed down. “I better see if I can contact Jabali to get us out of here...though that’s going to take more magic, and I’m not sure I’ve got it in me right now...”

The baby made another small noise and reached out a hand towards him. Ak-tu grasped the tiny hand with his fingers, and could again feel that bond—the bond of parent and child. 

Ak-tu smiled and brought the infant closer, shielding them from the air, as if the salt would sting their eyes or bite at their skin. But his smile soon turned into a frown as he realized the responsibility now put onto him, as he recalled what had happened. 

Contacting his friend was the least of their worries...
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Chapter 2: On the Prowl
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“Gooooood morning!”

Zynivus flung the door open as she shouted, grinning from ear to ear. She gripped the edges of the doorframe and rocked back and forth on her feet. A moment later, a second call rang through the tower, bouncing off the stone walls.

“Good morning, Zyn!”

It was her sister, Ren. The siblings—or twins, as they liked to refer to themselves as—called out greetings every single day. Ever since Zyn read in a book that it was good practice to greet the spirits and nature each morning, she had adopted the practice for fun. Ren quickly picked up on it too. Zyn couldn’t remember a time where she and Ren didn’t scream greetings first-thing in the morning.

Once Zyn received Ren’s acknowledgement, she dashed down the stone steps, already dressed in her usual fashion: a striped shirt, baggy pants, and a bright orange robe depicting golden sun patterns. Her scarlet hair was spiky and short, parted to the left—just like her sister and father wore their hair. Unlike her purple-eyed family, only her left eye was violet; her right eye was emerald.

She reached her sister’s room on the floor beneath her bedroom. Ren’s door was already open, and Ren herself sat in the middle of the lavender-painted room, matching the walls with her purple hair and robe. The window was wide, allowing a soft breeze to blow through and rustle the many potted plants. Plants hung from the ceiling, sat on the wide desk on one side of the room, stood in large pots on the wooden floor, and even hung outside the window. Sweet floral scents meshed with the earthy soil, reminding Zyn of traveling through a jungle whenever she entered her twin’s room. Though there were plants seemingly everywhere, the room did not feel as cluttered as a forest, and instead felt airy and light.

“Meditating again?” Zyn asked as soon as she entered.

Ren didn’t turn to face her sister. She was sitting in the lotus position on the ground, her back to the door and her palms facing upwards. Zyn knew without looking that her violet eyes would be closed behind her rectangular glasses. Zyn jumped into a seated position beside her and saw that she was correct.

“I can never understand how you just sit there like that,” Zyn commented after a moment.

Ren opened one eye to glance sidelong at her, a smile dancing on her lips. “It’s meditation, Zyn, not torture.”

“It’s torture if you can’t sit still,” Zyn chuckled, springing to her feet.

Ren opened both of her angular eyes and looked up at Zyn. “Maybe if you put in the effort, you’d be able to do it too,” she suggested. 

“Nah, it’s too boring,” Zyn said with a shrug, grinning.

Ren snorted in amusement and got to her feet as well. She brushed off her sports shorts, ran a hand through her parted hair, and beamed. 

“Well, happy birthday, Zyn!” she said joyfully. “What’s it feel like being fourteen? Finally have your magic?”

“Only one way to find out!” Zyn exclaimed, and she punched the air in front of her, concentrating on the magic within her.

But nothing happened.

“Um...how do you do magic again?” Zyn asked Ren.

Ren had discovered her magic at eleven, though most people summoned their magic at thirteen or fourteen. Zyn waited eagerly for thirteen, but her magic had still been absent. She tried to summon it several times the past year, but figured she’d have to wait for her fourteenth birthday on July 28. 

“You just need to reach inside you and bring it forward,” Ren said simply.

Zyn stared at her. “But...how?”

There was a knock on the door, and the two looked up to see a man in a rainbow tank top. He had indigo hair reaching just past his shoulders, parted to the left like the twins. A unibrow sat above his neon violet eyes, and his mustache appeared as two long strands that hung past his squarish chin.

“I should’ve known you’d be in here,” Ak-tu said to Zyn, entering the room with a wide grin on his face. “Happy birthday!”

“Dad, how do I do magic?” Zyn asked her father, running over to him.

Ak-tu chuckled at the abrupt question. “You need to relax, reach inside yourself, and let it flow out. You can’t try forcing it.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and grunted, “You two need to work on your explanation skills.” {And he opened a school!} Zyn grumbled telepathically to Ren.

Ren snorted in laughter, then said, “We’re trying, you know!”

Ak-tu raised one end of his unibrow at Zyn. “If you can say it to Ren, you can say it to me.”

Zyn stuck out her tongue at him. “Then work on your teaching skills, Mr. Caihong!”

They all laughed for a moment, then Ak-tu said, “You’ll learn soon enough. After all, assessments are next week. I’m so excited you’ll be taking magic classes this year!”

“What—did you get tired of teaching us about math and history?” Zyn scoffed playfully.

“Very,” Ak-tu said blandly, before he smiled and placed his hands on both of their shoulders. “I’ve dreamed of this day ever since I had plans of building this school. Now that you both have your magic, you can finally learn!”

“Um—hello—I don’t have any magic still!” Zyn said, waving her hands around.

“You’ll have it,” Ak-tu said plainly.

“Then tell me how to summon it!” Zyn insisted.

“I already did. If you can’t summon it by next week, I’ll have you do the magic assessments,” Ak-tu told her.

Zyn sighed in exasperation. This was just like her father, making her wait for things when she couldn’t figure them out on her own! 

“Let’s go have breakfast!” Ak-tu said, and he left the room.

Zyn waited for his footsteps to fade away, then turned to Ren, her hands clenching into fists at her sides as her body tensed. 

“You have to help me summon my magic before the assessments next week!” she said, her heart beating quickly.

“But the magic assessments are there to help you and all the other students summon their magic in the first place,” Ren pointed out. “They aren’t real tests, you know.”

“I guess not, but...I don’t want to do them if I don’t have to,” Zyn muttered. “Please help me!”

“You know I will!” Ren said. She tapped her pointed chin for a moment, then exclaimed, “I have an idea!”

“What is it?” Zyn asked eagerly.

“Come join me for a meditation session!”

Zyn groaned inwardly, but followed Ren to the center of her plant-filled room. She sat down beside her sister, facing the window.

“Straighten your back and close your eyes,” Ren instructed. “Once you’re relaxed, I’ll give you a guided meditation, to let you journey inwards to discover your magic.”

Zyn nodded, doing as she said. She kept her eyes closed in as relaxed a way as possible, breathing as slowly as she could. All she could smell were stinky flowers that made her nose twitch and itch. Holding back a sneeze, she forced herself to concentrate on Ren’s soft voice.

“Focus on your breath...good...that keeps you from being distracted...”

The moment Ren said the word, Zyn automatically began thinking of other things. Her mind swirled in a distracted frenzy, jumping from magic to the games they’d play that day to the cool-looking fog outside to wondering what type of magic she had to pondering if plants could help her discover her magic. She no longer paid much attention to Ren.

“There’s a large pond in the clearing,” Ren said gently, as Zyn finally managed to focus on her medium voice again. “Its surface is so still, so shiny. You walk towards the pond...the grass is light and springy underfoot. You stop at the pond and look down at your reflection.”

Zyn imagined this to the best of her ability, but her reflection seemed to be very shimmery or nonexistent.

“Your reflection stares back at you, then lifts her hand. One of the four elements is floating in her palm, showing you your inner magic. Embrace it.”

Zyn tried to picture the choppy reflection of herself doing as Ren said, but she didn’t know which element she’d have—fire or air?

“You feel the magic moving through your body, coursing through your fingertips,” Ren persisted. “You feel an energy within. This is your magic.”

Zyn felt energy within, but she didn’t know if it was actually magic or just her normal energy. Frowning as she considered this, she soon stopped listening to Ren once more, her mind flitting about.

“Now jump up and punch the air!” Ren yowled fiercely, waking Zyn from her stupor.

She jolted in surprise, then hopped to her feet and punched the air like Ren had ordered. But nothing happened.

“I was hoping that would work!” Ren grumbled in dismay. “Did you feel anything at all?”

Zyn sighed and shook her head. “It was kinda hard to focus,” she muttered, sneezing as her nose couldn’t take the floral scents any longer.

“I’m sorry, Zyn, I can’t think of what else you can do,” Ren admitted. “I found my magic by meditating. Hmm...we can always try researching more books, but I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get away with looking up magic books. Aster always finds a way to stop us.”

“We’ll just have to go to the Library at night, when Aster’s not snooping around,” Zyn said, wondering why she hadn’t thought of that before. She and Ren had tried many times to get their hands on magic books, but Ak-tu was strict about keeping any knowledge of magic from their clutch until they were attending school.

Ren bit her bottom lip. “I don’t want to get in trouble. You know we’re not supposed to look at those books. Besides, Aster locks the Library every night.”

Zyn sighed and played with a string on her robe, lowering her gaze. “Then what am I supposed to do? If meditation and punching the air doesn’t work...”

“You have to keep trying,” Ren said firmly. “You’re new to meditation, so if you want to give it another go later tonight, maybe once you’re more worn out and relaxed, we can. And we can try again tomorrow morning, and every day until you find your magic.”

Zyn fidgeted uneasily. “But what if I don’t have it by the time the magic assessments are here?”

“That could be a good thing,” Ren pointed out. “The assessments teach you how to summon magic. That’s why they exist!”

Zyn sighed again and reverted to telepathy. {I just don’t want to take these assessments...}

{I know.} Ren replied by thoughts, her voice echoing lightly in Zyn’s head. {But they can’t be all that bad, if they’re used every year on new students.}

{It’s not so much that, it’s...performing magic in front of everyone.} Zyn thought lamely, tugging the string absentmindedly. 

“But you love acting! Just think of it as an acting performance!” Ren pointed out, beaming at Zyn.

{No, it’s not like an acting performance, not if I don’t have time to prepare or know what I’m supposed to be doing.} Zyn replied dimly, mouthing the words as she thought them. {I don’t want to do those assessments. I just want my magic to come.}

{It will.} Ren promised. “Let’s go get some breakfast,” she said aloud, ending their telepathic conversation.

Zyn sighed and got to her feet, following Ren down the tower stairs, the air warm around them. They passed the bathroom on the second floor and reached the family room on the ground floor. 

This room was painted blue, and even the rugs covering the wooden floor were azure. Two tables were against the right wall, where tall windows overlooked the forest beyond the school. To the left was a couch and an armchair, sky blue in color. The couch faced a fireplace, while the armchair sat next to a bookshelf. Above the stone fireplace was a large picture of Ak-tu and the twins when they were younger. Several more pictures of the family hung on the walls, making the room feel warm and welcoming. 

The siblings crossed the room and made it to the front door of the tower. Zyn opened the door and they slipped into the Tai Chi Studio, which was empty at the moment. After all, school was out for the summer break, meaning that Zyn and Ren had free run of the entire school. Zyn locked the door behind them (out of habit, since it wasn’t necessary to lock the door without any students around), then the sisters hurried from the classroom to the Courtyard outside.

Two large gardens were situated in the Courtyard, with one in the north (to their left) and the other next to the western wall (in front of them). A huge pond lay in the southeastern corner (diagonally to their left). The southern building straight ahead held the Eating Hall, Entrance Hall, and office rooms.

As the sisters made their way across the sunlit Courtyard though, they stopped in their tracks. Ak-tu had flung the Eating Hall door open, and was now sprinting across the stone ground, his baggy pants billowing. He entered through the next door over, which opened up to the Entrance Hall.

“Where’s Dad going?” Ren asked, baffled.

“Let’s go find out!” Zyn said eagerly, quivering in excitement.

The two hurried after their father, sliding to a halt just outside the door that led to the Entrance Hall. Zyn wished there was a window in the door for them to peer through, or a window in the hall itself, but there was nothing. She therefore turned the knob quietly, opening the door at the slowest pace she could manage.

Ak-tu was at the front of the hall, where the two glass double-doors sat. These doors were typically locked at all times, so nobody could enter or exit the school. But at the moment, they were wide open. Ak-tu stood in the doorway, a teenager in the grass across from him. A small stone statue sat on the ground beside the teen, its appearance that of a frog with fangs. Zyn couldn’t get a good look at them from the angle she was at, since she didn’t want to open the door too far.

“...your name?” Ak-tu was asking the teen.

But the teenager did not answer him, Zyn’s heart picking up speed as she was tempted to lean in closer.

“Do you want to come inside? I’m not going to hurt you. I’m the founder of this school, and I won’t allow any harm to come to you while you’re here.” 

After a moment, the teen nodded. As Ak-tu turned around to reenter the hall, Zyn closed the door hurriedly, leaving it open just a crack so it wouldn’t make noise when it shut. The sisters could hear Ak-tu and the teenager walk across the hall, their footsteps echoing in the empty space. Zyn hoped they weren’t about to go to the Courtyard, otherwise they’d run right into the twins. 

Luckily, they opened the door that led to another hall, this one smaller. The second hall held the doors that led to the Healing, Counseling, and Admin rooms. They would likely sit in one of the offices.

{Come on!} Zyn said to Ren.

Ren nodded beside her.

Pushing the door open once more, Zyn entered the hall and tiptoed to the door sitting on the left wall. She waited a long moment, then opened the door slowly and listened for footsteps. Unable to hear anything, so she poked her head through and looked down the hall. Ak-tu and the teen had vanished. 

{Where do you think they went?} Zyn asked, nearly muttering the words aloud.

{Definitely not the Healing room or Storage room.} Ren replied. {I doubt he’d take them to the Security Office, either. They’re just a kid, after all, not a threat. So probably the Counseling Office or Admin Office.}

Zyn pricked her ears, angling her head to the first door on their left, which led to the Counseling Office. She couldn’t hear any voices coming from within. 

{Let’s try the Admin Office.} Zyn decided. 

The sisters crept down the hall, keeping their footsteps as light as feathers. Once they were a few paces away from the Admin Office, they paused in their tracks, lingering just outside the door. Zyn could hear soft murmurs, but she couldn’t determine what was being said, even as she closed her eyes to concentrate. She inched closer as slowly as she could, hoping she wouldn’t stir the stuffy air too much. 

{Can you hear anything they’re saying?} Zyn asked Ren irritably.

Ren frowned beside her, focusing on the open doorway meters away. {A bit...it’s kind of muffled. It sounds like Dad’s asking them where their parents are.}

{Wouldn’t be the first time a family camping trip’s gone wrong.} Zyn said, trying not to chuckle aloud. 

Over the years, several people arrived at the school, losing their way in the thick forest and unable to find their families. Ak-tu would always help the strangers locate their group, and they’d be on their way.

Ren’s frown grew deeper on her freckled face. {It sounds like...they don’t have a family.} She cocked her head to listen better.

Zyn blinked in surprise, shifting closer to the door. But her sister held her arm up to block her advance. Instead, Ren tiptoed ever nearer, her bare feet silent as they crossed the hard wooden floor. But before she could tell Zyn anything else, a new thought entered Zyn’s mind.

{Zyn, Ren, get in here.}

It was Ak-tu. He knew they were there.
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Chapter 3: Liar
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Sarala glanced towards the open door as two people shuffled in. Her golden eyes narrowed over her hooked nose, and she appeared hawk-like as she stared them down. Had they been outside the Admin Office the whole time? Why were they suddenly coming in?

“These are my children,” the school founder told Sarala calmly, sitting across from her at a wide desk.

The first person had brown skin and spiky orange hair. Their eyes were mismatched, and did not complement the bright orange robe they were wearing. In fact, none of what they were wearing seemed to go together. The stripy gray shirt with the heavily-patterned robe, and the baggy red pants—it was all a big clash. This person did not look anything like the teacher behind the desk, or the person beside them.

The second person had thick purple hair, rectangular glasses, and angular eyes. They looked more like the school founder, though there were notable differences. Their freckled face was pretty—and Sarala did not think that of too many people.

“They are both orphans I took in,” the teacher went on, rubbing his thumb and pointer finger over one of his long mustache strands.

Sarala flicked her gaze to him. “And?” she grumbled. “Just because I said I lived alone doesn’t mean I’m an orphan.”

“But you and I both know that you are,” he said simply.

“Who do you even think you are, claiming to know who I am after barely meeting me?” Sarala hissed.

“I told you,” he said patiently. “I am Ak-tu Caihong, the founder of this school, and the father of two orphaned children. I’ve been around the world. I’ve met all sorts of people. I know you’re an orphan—or a runaway child.”

“I’m not a child!” Sarala protested crossly.

Ak-tu smiled at her. “But you are an orphan.”

She huffed impatiently and slumped back in her chair. Staring down at her dirty brown pants underneath her tattered yellow robe, she could feel the twigs poking into her tan skin and the small bits of leaves in her dark brown hair. It was no wonder Ak-tu saw right through her. What else was he supposed to think when a dirty teenager emerged from the thick forest, clearly lost for months—or years?

“Why did you come to this school?” Ak-tu pressed after a moment of silence.

Sarala didn’t answer.

“If you’ve been living in the wild and know how to get by on your own, then you’d have no need to come to civilization for something like food or water, surely?” Ak-tu continued. “Not to mention, the lands here are bountiful in fruits, vegetables, and rivers.” 

Sarala clenched her jaw and made no reply.

“I will ask only once more,” Ak-tu said, his features hardening a bit as he leaned closer. “Why did you come to this school?”

She took a deep breath, then queried, “What school is this?”

Ak-tu frowned. “The Caihong Academy of Magic.”

Sarala searched her memory. It sounded familiar, but it wasn’t exact. “Can you write it down?”

Ak-tu continued frowning at her, but did as she asked. He scrawled several words across a piece of paper in front of him, and handed it to her. 

Sarala read the words with a bit of difficulty; she wasn’t the best when it came to reading or writing. “Kay-hong!” she said triumphantly, tapping the paper. 

“No, it’s Sigh-hong,” Ak-tu pointed out. “It’s Asalian.”

“I’ve always read it as Kay-hong,” she explained. “It’s not like I had anyone to tell me how to pronounce it.” Not when I got that pamphlet...not when I was abandoned...

Ak-tu nodded his understanding. “So you are familiar with my school? You were actively searching for it?”

Sarala clenched her jaw again. She didn’t know how to respond to that. Of course she had heard of the academy, and she had indeed been looking for it over the past few months or year. She took a deep breath, then let it go and nodded.

“Why?” Ak-tu pressed.

“Can’t you just leave me be, Ock-too?” she snapped, a knot twisting in her stomach as red flashed through her mind. 

Ak-tu looked a bit annoyed at this. “Hyahk-too. It’s pronounced with a sharp hyahk! sound.”

She shrugged. “Sorry.”

He stared at her through his bright violet eyes, searching her for a long moment. “I prefer to know who my students are before taking them in. But I see you are determined to learn, if you’ve been searching for my school. So I will let you stay.”

She stared at him.

“It’s what you want, is it not? A magical education? It’s why you came all this way?”

Sarala nodded once.

“Then you will have it,” he said simply.

“But...I’m...” She clenched her jaw. “I don’t have any money.”

“You don’t need to have money,” Ak-tu told her quietly. “But I’d prefer if you didn’t scream about it to the other students—that you got in for free. While magical high schools aren’t as expensive as magical universities, it’s still not cheap. If you really want to be here, you must agree not to tell any other students. Ren and Zynivus—my daughters—are the only exceptions.”

Sarala nodded again. 

Ak-tu smiled. “Well, then...if you agree to not tell others how you got in, I will admit you to the school.”

“Of course,” Sarala said at once.

“Good, very good,” Ak-tu said with a nod. “I’ll just need you to fill out some paperwork. It’s the standard forms all students have to fill out,” he added, when seeing Sarala grow tense. 

“Fine,” she uttered.

Ak-tu grabbed the mirror that was lying flat on the desk in front of him, tapped its glass surface, and it no longer reflected the ceiling. It showed a screen with different buttons. He pressed on one, and it opened up to what looked like a document.

“To move things along quicker, I’ll just fill it out for you,” Ak-tu told her, tapping on a box. “I do need your signature at the bottom afterwards. Now...what is your full name?”

Sarala’s heartbeat quickened. If I give my full name...they could track me down, couldn’t they? They could return me to that orphanage... What if this is all just a trap to send me back? I’ll just have to make it up... “Sarala Kiran,” she said, hoping none of them would notice the small hesitation.

Ak-tu nodded and tapped a keyboard on the mirror’s screen. “Birthday? Do you know your birthday?”

“Um...April...6. Yes, April 6.”

“The year?”

“Um...39.”

“So you’re fifteen,” Ak-tu said, adding that in the form.

He continued through the document, only pausing to have Sarala demonstrate she had magical ability. When she said she had earth magic, he handed her a stone and told her to prove it. She smashed the stone in her hands, making it crumble to dust. Ak-tu added that to the form and pressed on, until they were done. 

When it came to the section on family history, Ak-tu wrote that Sarala had a rich uncle from Idis who passed away and left all of his money to Sarala, his only known relative. He “left” her enough money to pay for her magic education.

“I just need you to sign here,” Ak-tu told her, turning the mirror and pointing at the bottom of the document.

“And there’s...no magic attached to this signature?” she asked hesitantly.

Ak-tu shook his head.

After a long moment, Sarala used her finger to scribble in the box on the screen. Ak-tu then swiveled the mirror back around, Sarala able to feel a light breeze as he moved.

“You’re almost all set up,” he told her. “We just need to take a photo of you for your ID card, and give you a key to your new room.”

“A photo?” Sarala questioned. She felt her dirty face and frowned. “Can I at least get cleaned up?”

“Of course,” Ak-tu replied. “Ren, Zyn—you two help Sarala, then bring her back here for the photo.”

Sarala turned to face the two teenagers. They looked to be about a year younger than her, though they all stood at about the same height. She got to her feet and approached the sisters slowly, eyeing them warily. 

Which one is which? Sarala wondered.

But the orange-haired twin wearing the patterned robe quickly thrust her hand out and exclaimed, “Hi, I’m Zyn!”

Sarala stared at her for a long moment. That was easy. So Zyn is the one with the crazy robe...and the letter Z is in crazy, plus a crazy letter in general, right? So Zyn is the crazy one. Hopefully I don’t get their names mixed up now...

Ren glanced at her sister, her mouth twitching like she was about to speak before settling back into an amused smirk. Zyn lowered her hand with a small chuckle. Sarala raised an eyebrow, wondering if she had missed something. 

“Come on, Sarala!” Ren said, once the odd exchange seemed to be over.

Ren twirled on the spot and led the way from the room. Zyn motioned for Sarala to follow, then took up the rear. Ren brought them to a long room of beds and cabinets, the scent of mint strong. They then went through another door, stepping into the warm outdoor air.

A pond shimmered in front of her, and a garden lay several meters beyond. Sarala stared up at the three tan walls around her, feeling suddenly trapped between the stone structures. There were four towers, one in each corner of the wide square Courtyard. Heart beating rapidly, she almost missed Ren’s words. 

“The bathroom is right there,” Ren said, pointing to her right.

Sarala shook herself from her stupor, then nodded and entered the small building with Ren at her heel. The bathroom looked like a hut against the southeastern tower and eastern building. As soon as she walked through the door, the light flickered on. She stared up at the metal rods, which were filled with fire magic and enchanted to shine light when movement was detected. Sarala only knew this because of her experience breaking into shops to steal food during closed hours.

She moved to the mirror against one wall, taking in her reflection. She was dirty; there was no other way to put it. Next to Ren, she looked like the ugliest person to exist. Bits of twigs and leaves clung to her robe and hair. She pulled these out as best as she could, but her hair was still a tangled mess. 

“Whatever,” she muttered.

“Here, let me try,” Ren said.

She leaned forward and took the twigs out of Sarala’s hair. Her hands were so gentle against Sarala’s scalp, and she soon found her eyes half-closing in relaxation. She missed the feeling of fingers running through her hair.

“I think I got most of them,” Ren said a few minutes later, stepping back to observe the back of Sarala’s head. “It looks much better!”

“It’s fine if you didn’t get it all,” Sarala said simply. “It feels better anyway.”

She turned the sink on and splashed cool water over her face, removing the dirt and sweat after a few rough scrubs. Ren handed her a bamboo paper towel from a roll hanging on the wall, and she wiped the remaining water off. 

“That’ll have to do,” she muttered.

“We’ll get you more cleaned up later, but you’re definitely photo-worthy!” Ren said, beaming at her.

Sarala shrugged in response, then led the way from the bathroom. Zyn stood outside, clearly bored as she tapped her foot impatiently against the cobblestone ground.

“Took you long enough!” she said, rolling her eyes. “Come on!” 

Zyn led the way back to the Admin Office, practically running. Ak-tu waited for them to reenter, still holding the square-shaped mirror at the ready. 

“Stand against that wall,” Ak-tu told Sarala, signaling to a blank spot of the yellow wall near the door.

Sarala did as he told her, and he lifted the mirror to be level with his face. After a few seconds, he nodded that he was done, then returned to his desk. 

Another silent minute passed as he tapped a few more things, then there was a rumbling noise. Sarala searched the room, her heartbeat quickening once more. But she had no need to worry—it was just her ID card printing out.

Ak-tu picked up the card from a small bin, where it had landed underneath the rumbling machine on a back desk. He handed it to Sarala. It was made of bamboo, and had her picture on the surface. Her name, date of birth, pronouns, and elemental magic were listed on it.

“This ID card is used to check out books from the Library,” Ak-tu told her. “But you can also use it outside the school. It gives you an official identity, so nobody will question your background. Well, they can of course question your past, but to be enrolled in a magic academy shows that your family had enough money to send you. So nobody should assume you’re an orphan who couldn’t afford to go to school.”

Sarala’s jaw clenched. That wasn’t true. There were many orphans whose parents left them lots of money, enough to give them a magical education just like her supposed “uncle” had. The orphanage she’d been at also held many fundraising programs, for the specific purpose of sending orphans to school if they never gained a family. Sarala would have had the same opportunity—if she had stuck around.

“This is your room key,” Ak-tu went on, passing her a rigid key. “Student rooms are located on the second, third, and fourth floors of the western, eastern, and northern buildings. I will show you where your room is.”

Sarala stared up at Ak-tu for a long moment. “Why are you doing all of this for me?”

Ak-tu smiled at her. “Why would I not?” he merely questioned in response. 

She frowned. “But...why let me in for free? I thought I’d at least have to...test...or prove my worth or...”

“You are worthy,” Ak-tu said simply.

Just then, a loud noise came from the printer in the corner of the room. Ak-tu glanced over at it and rolled his eyes.

“That thing always breaks down,” he muttered. 

“You should get a new one,” Zyn piped up.

“That is a new one, and it’s already suffered after issuing two ID cards!” Ak-tu sighed, then turned back to Sarala with a smile. “Printers are a bit ridiculous.”

Sarala merely stared at him.

He put a hand on her shoulder and led her from the stuffy room, the twins following a bit hesitantly. “Well, Sarala Kiran, you are officially a student of the Caihong Academy of Magic. School will start very soon, and you’ll be able to learn all the magic you want. This is your home now!”

Sarala’s eyes glazed over and her breath seemed to stop. Home, she thought tonelessly. My home now...
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Chapter 4: Long Away
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Ak-tu sat alone in the Admin Office shortly after showing Sarala to her new room. He tapped her filled-out form on the mirror, moving it to a folder labeled for new students. The only other form in that folder so far was Ren’s, though Zyn’s had mostly been filled out. All Ak-tu needed was her magic type and signature, then he could print her ID card—if the printer decided to work.

He sighed and leaned back in the hard chair, then got to his feet and paced the room a few times. As he walked, his arms lifted up, then pushed to the side, as if he was deflecting strikes towards his head. He circled them continuously, moving his torso up and down as he connected his arms to his body. But all of this was instinctive and unfocused; he was instead concentrated on his thoughts.

She was looking for this school...but why? Why this one? Did she know I’d take her in? Was she expecting that? And she gave me a fake last name... What is her true identity? What is she hiding? Is she a danger? No...I don’t think so...not after I felt that... But I’ll have to keep an eye on her...

Shaking Sarala from his mind, he stopped his pacing and lowered his arms. He walked to the window behind the desk and printer, peering at the forest. Trees stretched tall to the sky, their foliage a variety of colors: green was the most common, but red and blue could also be seen. Orange and purple flowers lay nestled among the bushes, some shaped like hanging bells and others like mini serpents wrapped around branches. Ak-tu watched a wad of yellow squishy moss drag itself across the grass and dirt, squelching quietly the whole way. He snorted in amusement and turned back to the desk, picking up the mirror once more as a new face came to his mind. 

He tapped one of the buttons, which opened up to a list of contacts. As this was the school mirror and not his personal one, it had a long list of teachers, cooks, parents, students, and a few government contacts from the state of Pann. After a bit of scrolling, he finally reached his friend’s name and selected it.

A dark-skinned person appeared on the glass, grinning widely up at Ak-tu from beneath his bushy blue beard. He had curly hair that fell to his shoulders, almost at the same length as Ak-tu’s own hair. His eyes sparkled like sapphires—his right eye lighter than his left. The mirror buzzed lightly as it attempted to reach his friend’s mirror. Ak-tu was just wondering if the connection would be lost when the still image of the man suddenly changed.

“YO!” the man called cheerfully, waving a large hand as he appeared in real time, dressed in a sky blue shirt that matched his right eye. “Ak-tu! How’s it goin’?”

“Jabali!” Ak-tu grinned, plopping on the top of the desk with a light thud. “It’s fine enough here. How about you? How’s the shop?”

“Busy, busy, as usual this time o’ the day,” Jabali chuckled, setting his mirror against something so he could use both of his hands to shuffle through paperwork on the desk in front of him. “Gotta look through some job applications. Are ’em kids of yours ready t’work for me yet?”

Ak-tu snorted, raking a hand through his hair. “Nope, not yet. Remember, they still don’t know about you.”

“Mmhmm, thought as much,” Jabali said, glancing around his cluttered desk. After picking up a green mug and a book, he found a pen and used it to scrawl something on the paper in front of him. “When d’ya plan on tellin’ them, eh? Or are they never gonna know I exist?”

Ak-tu frowned. “I’ll probably tell them soon,” he said slowly. “I don’t like keeping things from them... But I’m also waiting for them to learn about magic and spirits before I bring up some of this stuff...”

“Fair enough,” Jabali said with a shrug, crunching up another paper and tossing it into the mess on his desk.

Ak-tu raised one side of his unibrow. “You need help cleaning all that up?”

“Eh, I’ll get it later,” Jabali said with a wave of his hand.

“If you say so,” Ak-tu said doubtfully. 

“I’m sure ya didn’t just call me up to comment on my messy workspace,” Jabali grunted, glancing back up at Ak-tu. “What’s on your mind?”

“I just saw some crawling moss and thought of you,” Ak-tu replied.

It was Jabali’s turn to raise a thick eyebrow at that. “You saw some moss ’n thought of me? Rude.”

Ak-tu chuckled and leaned back on the desk. “I dunno, it just reminded me of that time when—”

“Jabali!” a faint shout sounded.

Jabali sighed and got to his feet, uttering, “Hold tha’ thought.” 

He ran out of the mirror’s sight, likely to help his employees. Ak-tu lay back entirely on the desk, holding the mirror above his head. He scanned Jabali’s workspace again: stacks of paper, three or four books, a mug containing steaming coffee, another mug (which said, “World’s Okayest Boss”) containing pens and pencils, a few candy wrappers (most unwrapped), a half-eaten muffin on a napkin, a set of reading glasses sitting on top of their case, several potted plants (one looked like it had spilled recently, judging by the soil on the table)... Beyond the desk were boxes of all sizes, some stacked all the way to the ceiling. The walls could hardly be seen beneath the clutter. 

Ak-tu sighed and shifted his position on the desk, the hard wood becoming uncomfortable for his spine. He hopped off and returned to the window, looking for the crawling moss again. But it was nowhere to be seen. His eyes glazed over as he remembered the time that he and Jabali had camped in an area full of crawling moss. Jabali had squealed in delight and quickly patted the squishy plant, declaring that he’d take one home. But the moss had scurried away before he could catch any. Ak-tu had then charged after one, using his air magic to pull a wad of moss back and give it to his friend. As far as he knew, Jabali still had the moss just outside his house, along with the many other plants on his property.

“Ren’s going to love meeting you,” Ak-tu uttered under his breath, smiling lightly as he thought of his daughter. 

“Wha’?”

Ak-tu blinked in surprise, glancing down at the mirror he still held to see that Jabali had returned. “Oh—I just said that Ren would love to meet you, one day. She loves plants just as much as you do!”

“Good on her,” Jabali said, returning to his paperwork. “I’m sorry, Ak-tu, but I’m a lil’ busy at the moment. We just got a catering order, ’n these new employees ain’t the best at keeping their heads in stress. D’ya need to talk to me about anything important?”

Ak-tu was about to say no, when he stopped himself. “Actually...something strange did happen today...”

He quickly recounted Sarala’s appearance, being sure not to skip over the fact that she had lied about her name. Jabali listened carefully, eyeing Ak-tu the whole time and ignoring the papers waiting for him. 

“Well, why’d ya let her in the school?”

“Because she’s an orphan with nowhere to go, and likely running from a dark past,” Ak-tu said instantly. 

“And not runnin’ from a criminal? Or the gov?” Jabali pressed.

Ak-tu shrugged indifferently. “Only time will tell... But there’s...something else...”

“What?” 

“I...felt...a connection to her,” Ak-tu murmured, his eyes glazing over. “Like what I felt with both of my kids...that...special bond...that they are meant to be here...that we’re meant to be in each other’s lives.”

Jabali gazed at Ak-tu for a long moment, then grunted, “You’re gonna adopt her, aren’t ya?”

Ak-tu blinked. “No! Well...not yet. I mean...I guess I sorta did when I set her up here? I mean, I’m sorta her guardian now, in a way, but... No, I don’t intend to actually adopt her, though I’d be open to the idea in the future if there is something here and she wants to be adopted. I just...haven’t felt that strange calling sensation in a long time... Not since I got Zyn at that orphanage.”

Jabali shrugged. “You do wha’ ya wanna do, Ak-tu. But be sure you’re not takin’ on too much.”

Ak-tu snorted. “Too much? I can handle too much. I raised twin babies on my own, after all! Now that was too much, but I managed it!”

As he said the words, his thoughts went back in time. He was sitting in a rowboat, two babies on the wooden floor, bundled in blankets between supplies. Ak-tu looked up to the other side of the boat, smiling as he imagined Jabali sitting on the bench across from him. But Jabali faded from sight, and Ak-tu was pulled from the memory.

“Sater to Ak-tu! Ya listening?” Jabali was grumbling in annoyance.

“Hmm?”

“Why d’ya zone out so much?” his friend huffed. “I was sayin’ you’ve got no idea wha’ her past is, and ya don’t know how much trouble she might bring ya. Whatever bond ya feel, let it come naturally, and keep your guard up.”

“I will,” promised Ak-tu. 

“Well, if ya don’t have any other news for me, I’ma get back to my shop,” Jabali said, already pulling a new piece of paper out and jotting down notes. 

“That’s all on my end,” Ak-tu replied, glancing out the window again to watch a butterfly flutter by. “Anything you want to say?”

“It’s Zyn’s birthday today, ain’t it? I’ll send ya some money for her.”

Ak-tu sighed and said in exasperation, “Jabali, there’s no need, my kids don’t know you and—”

“Nonsense! I know of ’em, and that’s good enough for me to get them birthday presents. Get Zyn something good, or save it up for a special occasion. See ya later!”

“Jabali, please don’t—”

But Jabali had hung up the call, the mirror reflecting Ak-tu’s dismayed face back at him. Ak-tu rolled his eyes and lowered his mirror, returning his gaze to the forest as movement caught his attention. He ignored the dinging noise the mirror made as he received a notification (likely Jabali’s sent money). 

Ak-tu pressed himself closer to the window until his nose was almost touching the glass and his breath fogged it. Something small had scuttled through the bushes, moving more like an animal than a plant. 

Could it be—

The figure shifted and left the shadowy undergrowth, allowing Ak-tu to see it better. It was just a tiny bluish gray elephog—an animal the size of a hog with the head of an elephant. 

Ak-tu shook his head and turned away. “Why did I think it was them? It’s been years... I better get some breakfast in me before I forget to eat again...”

He placed the mirror on the desk and headed for the office door. He was just about to exit when he had the feeling that something was watching him. Swiveling on the balls of his feet, he gazed out the window again. The elephog was gone, and nothing else stood outside. 

“You’re just being silly now,” he scolded himself. “This is what happens when you don’t eat!”

Ak-tu exited the Admin Office, shutting the door behind him.
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Chapter 5: Deeper and Deeper Inside
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Ren and Zyn didn’t see much of Sarala over the next few days. She mostly stayed in her room, only appearing for mealtimes in the Eating Hall. She’d sit alone, and, though the sisters wanted to spend time with someone else their age, Ak-tu told them to leave her alone while she adjusted to being in a new environment.

The sisters therefore returned to their new hobby of trying to summon Zyn’s magic. The days continued to pass with no success, though Ren tried hard with the guided meditations she provided Zyn. Ak-tu wouldn’t give anymore tips, not even to Ren, and merely told Zyn she’d have to wait for the assessment week—which luckily wasn’t too far away.

It was soon August 3. Most of the students would be arriving that Moonday, a week before school began. First-years often arrived on that first day, to do the assessments at the beginning of the week and have more time to summon their magic. Of course, the assessments lasted the whole week, so students who couldn’t arrive to the school on the first day would have multiple chances to test their magic.

Ren moved to her open window, brushing past her plants. She stared out at the Courtyard below, breathing in the damp morning air. The teachers were bustling about, getting ready to greet the students in the Entrance Hall. As breakfast was already over, students would be arriving any minute.

She got dressed in her purple robe, then went down to the family room. Zyn was pacing back and forth, her robe (bright blue with swirling waves) whirling about so much that it made Ren dizzy watching her.

“It’ll be okay, Zyn,” Ren said gently.

Zyn stopped in her tracks, but only for a moment. “Oh, hi, Ren!” she said in an unusually high voice.

“Still nothing?” Ren asked.

“I’ve been trying,” Zyn muttered, staring at the ground as she continued pacing anxiously.

A loud shrieking noise suddenly filled the room. Ren jumped in surprise, then relaxed as she saw it was just the family mirror, lying on one of the round tables next to the window. Zyn hurried over to it and tapped the screen, which showed a still image of Ak-tu doing what looked like a peace sign (but was actually a two-finger eye strike). As soon as Zyn answered, Ak-tu’s face filled the mirror and he spoke.

“It’s time for the assessments!” he said, an excited energy shining in his eyes.

“We’re coming,” Zyn croaked out.

Ak-tu nodded, then ended the call. The mirror returned to its appearance of a regular mirror, reflecting the wooden ceiling. 

“Let’s go,” Zyn said.

“I’ll do the assessments too, Zyn,” Ren told her sister. “That way, you don’t have to go at it alone!”

Zyn nodded, but did not make any other reply.

They hurried to the center of the Courtyard, where a group of ten teenagers stood before Ak-tu and one of the other teachers, Khurshid Jihan. Most of the soon-to-be-students looked to be about thirteen, the standard age magic would make its first appearance.

“Welcome, everyone,” Ak-tu said, as Ren and Zyn took their places at the back of the group. “We hope you will be our new first-year students this year. But before we can take you in, you will have to pass a magic assessment. We have to make sure you have your magic before you enroll in this magic school, after all. 

“There’s no need to be nervous for these assessments! We aren’t testing how powerful your magic is, or how well-controlled. We don’t care how your magic takes its form, just so long as it does. If you can summon your magic, you have nothing to worry about. 

“If you find that you don’t have your magic by the end of the assessments today, you are welcome to return each day this week (including Saterday) until you find it. If you are unable to summon your magic, I am sorry to say that you will be unable to attend school this year. Any questions?”

The students shook their heads or remained quiet. Ren peered around at them curiously, taking in their faces and wondering which of these students she’d befriend. She saw with some surprise that Sarala was in the group too, despite proving she had magic already.

“We’ll be doing this one person at a time,” Ak-tu continued. “As I said, we don’t know how powerful your magic might be or how it might take its form. To prevent injuries, I’m going to ask that you all take a seat in the lovely garden behind me. Mr. Jihan here will let you know when it’s your turn to come out. We will start with the three simple tests. By the third test, students typically have their magic. If not, you will have to wait until all students are done with these first assessments, so we can move to the next location afterwards. Now, who’d like to go first?”

Ren shot her hand up in the air. Might as well show everyone there’s nothing to be scared of!

“Ren Caihong,” Ak-tu said with a nod and smile of approval. “Stay here. Everyone else, follow Mr. Jihan to the garden.”

The teens walked away, some glancing curiously over their shoulders. Zyn stared at her for a long moment, then left too. Soon enough, Ren was alone with Ak-tu in the center of the Courtyard.

“Dad—can I do all of the assessments?” she asked, clasping her hands together.

Ak-tu frowned. “But you already have your magic. There’s no need.”

Ren nodded. “I know, but...if Zyn doesn’t pass the first test, I want her to see what the other tests are. That way, she knows what to expect! After all, those other students might pass the very first assessment, and then Zyn wouldn’t be able to see the other assessments.”

Ak-tu smiled. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Ren. Very well. If you want to act this out, then be sure not to use your magic.”

Ren nodded again, beaming at her father.

“The first test is to move your whole body and think of pushing your magic out of you. You can punch or kick the air, stomp your feet, jump around, dance...whatever you can think of to get your magic coursing through you.” 

As he said this, he acted everything out—punching, kicking, stomping, jumping, dancing... Ren snorted at the silly movements, wondering what the other teens might be thinking. She waited for him to settle down before raising her hand, as if she was already in class.

“But why don’t we just use wands?” she asked. “Isn’t that why we’ve got wands—to help us bring our magic forward?”

Ak-tu smiled. “We will most certainly use wands soon. But we can’t have students using wands to test their magic. A wand is very personal, and there’s no sense giving it to someone who doesn’t have their magic yet. Eventually, you will become advanced enough with your magic to have no need for a wand, and you’ll be using your body anyway.”

Ren nodded her understanding. Of course, she’d seen Ak-tu use only his hands plenty of times to perform all kinds of magic. She couldn’t think of a time when he’d used a wand.

“Now, go ahead and give it a try,” Ak-tu said, winking.

Ren took a deep breath, then tensed her body. If her body was tense, her magic wouldn’t flow as easily. She punched the air, and was glad to see nothing happen. She stomped the ground and danced around, doing as many physical movements she could think of. Hopefully, one of these actions would work with Zyn, or even the other teens watching.

“The second test is probably the most effective test,” Ak-tu pressed on, after the first test went on long enough. “You see those big cauldrons behind you?”

Ren glanced over her shoulder. The rough-looking cauldrons only ever came out for the assessments. There were four in total, each labelled with a different element.

“Each of those elements—as you can see from the fire in the red cauldron—are in the designated cauldrons,” Ak-tu went on. “It is sometimes helpful for the student to see the element itself first, and try to control it from there.” 

Ren approached the red cauldron first. She might as well play with the other elements, as she’d have to be careful with the air cauldron. Standing in front of it, Ren could feel the heat of the dancing flames, as warm as lying on a sandy beach in the summer. She punched and kicked the air several times, but, of course, nothing happened.

She approached the next cauldron in line, which was yellow. She peeked inside, but saw nothing. Remembering that the cauldron had “Air” written on it, she didn’t know what she expected to see. Ren stepped back and punched the air, keeping her body tense again. She didn’t even feel the slightest hint of a breeze, which meant she successfully managed to not do magic.

She then moved to the green “Earth” cauldron. Inside were stones of various sizes and colors. She focused on them, then did a large sweeping motion with her arms, as if she was trying to lift them out. After a moment of waving her arms about, she moved to the blue “Water” cauldron.

Ren focused on the still water inside, able to see her reflection staring back up at her, calm and collected. She once again hit the air, as if she was controlling the water within. After a few seconds, she turned back to Ak-tu.

“The last test is a guided meditation,” he said in a low voice, though it was quite unlikely that the students would hear him from so far away. “I’d rather get on with the others, so if you could just go ahead and summon your air magic...”

“Yep!” Ren said. 

She turned back to the cauldrons, acting like she was retrying each of them. When she got to the yellow cauldron, she took a deep breath and relaxed her body. She then twirled around on the spot, and wind swirled around her, a
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