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      The only place I’d ever felt normal was in the back office of my family’s restaurant crammed in beside my grandmother as she prepared the day’s messages. By the time I was eight years old I could expertly slide them into fortune cookies. I loved those afternoons after school where I’d study her neat script as she put pen to slips of paper. She’d whispered stories all of my life about how our family had magic in our blood and it was our honor and our duty to use it to help people. I’d clung to those stories as a little girl, because it gave me hope that I would one day amount to more than being the disappointment I saw in my father’s eyes every day.

      I’d fleetingly hoped when I turned thirteen that something would happen. That some power would manifest, but nothing had happened. I’d managed to hide my heartbreak from everyone and thrown myself into school, hoping excelling in academics would make up for my lack of magic. By the time I hit my freshman year of college, that belief in magic had died.

      Summer had finally arrived, and I was on my way back home to see my grandmother. Our weekly phone calls weren’t enough. I might have outgrown my belief in the family magic, but that didn’t mean I didn’t treasure our time together. The scents of the city—car exhaust, smoke from the grates above the subway, and street food sizzling on carts—welcomed me home as I walked the three blocks from the nearest subway station to the restaurant. I could see the red awning with the name ‘Zhou’s’ emblazoned in gold script fluttering in the breeze. It brought a smile to my lips and a sense of peace washed over me. I was home. My feet carried me along the familiar path, bypassing the front of the establishment and ducking down the side street to the back of the building and the employee entrance.

      The moment my fingers touched the cool metal of the door handle, my heart skipped a beat. I couldn’t explain why, but something felt off. Normally, the ambiance of the restaurant filtered out even when the doors were closed. But it was eerily silent as I pulled the door outward.

      “Hello?” I called, stepping into the short hall that led to the kitchen and the back office.

      No response.

      My stomach did a somersault as I realized none of the staff were there. I had been gone for months, but surely, they hadn’t changed the hours on me. There should have been a half dozen chefs and prep cooks flitting around the industrial-sized kitchen. Yet every stove top and oven sat cold and unused. I could see half-prepared food sitting on the counters. People had been here not long ago. There was no way in hell my father would let the staff leave their stations in such disarray. What’s going on?

      “Nai-Nai, are you here?” My voice cracked on the last word, icy tendrils of unease crept down my back and coiled in my belly.

      Above me, the lights blinked out and back on again, and it stopped me in my tracks. “Get a hold of yourself, Mae Lin,” I chided. Power flickered all the time. Still, the abandoned kitchen had to mean something.

      Forcing myself onward, I stepped into the back office. I could see my grandmother’s organizational skills at play. She had neat little rows of fortunes ready to be slipped inside cookies for the day’s patrons. Nothing in the room suggested she’d left in a hurry.

      The lighting sputtered overhead again, plunging the office into temporary darkness. As I waited for the power grid to reset itself, I caught the scent of something sharp and cloying, like the air after an electrical storm. The dining room was the only place left to check.

      Part of me didn’t want to leave the safety of the office. Though if something was going on, I owed it to my family to do what I could to protect the restaurant. Swallowing the lump in my throat I reached out a hand, groping in the darkness until I made contact with the wall. Once I was in the space between the office and the kitchen, I pressed my body against the wall, inching forward step by step until I reached the deep mauve curtain separating the dining room from the kitchen.

      “I told you not to come here,” Nai-Nai’s voice was sharp. In my nineteen years of life, I’d never heard her raise her voice with anyone.

      “And you know I will do as I please,” a deep male voice responded.

      “You have no reason to be here. We have nothing to discuss,” Nai-Nai responded. I heard fabric rustle and I peered through the curtain in spite of myself. I noticed as she gathered her skirt and turned away from whoever this strange man was.

      “You think I came here to discuss anything?” The man’s voice slid into a sneer on the second to last word. “I came for what I’m owed.”

      “I owe you nothing,” she answered.

      Floorboards groaned beneath someone’s shifting weight and I heard my grandmother gasp. Breath caught in my throat, as if I, too, shared the pain I saw etched in her features. I knew she needed help, but I was powerless to intervene. My body had betrayed me and my fingers let the curtain flutter back into place. A different scent replaced the cloying ozone in my nose. Something spicy, but not anything my brain could identify in that moment. The sliver of floor visible beneath the curtain flashed bright and red. A flicker of something golden followed, only weaker.

      The sound of weight hitting the floor spurred me forward and I burst through the curtain to find my grandmother laying on the floor, clutching at her chest. I could see a dribble of blood marring the corner of her mouth. A man I’d never seen before hovered over her and I could swear his entire aura glowed red. I tried to commit his image to memory. He had dark features and a slender build. If he’d been ten years younger, he might have been attractive.

      I fell to my knees beside my grandmother, reaching for her hand. “Nai-Nai, I’m here,” I said, leaning in close so she could see and hear me.

      “You were not supposed to be here,” she whispered, her voice suddenly hoarse.

      “Shh, just rest. I’m going to call an ambulance,” I soothed. I had no idea what this man had done to her, but I knew she needed help.

      I reached for my phone and dialed 9-1-1. As the line rang, I looked up, intent on telling the man to not move. Except he was gone. I hadn’t heard the bell above the front door ring to announce his exit.

      “Where did he go?” I blurted as the line clicked over to an emergency operator.

      “9-1-1, what is your emergency?”

      “I need help. My grandmother, she’s been attacked. I need an ambulance.”

      I rattled off the address as I crouched beside my grandmother. Trying to pull her head into my lap before realizing I had no idea what had happened and I could be making any injuries worse.

      “Stay on the line until paramedics arrive. They are five minutes out,” the dispatcher said.

      “Okay,” I answered, almost on autopilot.

      I set the phone down and turned my attention to the woman beside me. “Who was that man? What did he want?”

      What did he do to you?

      From her position on the floor, she shook her head and let out a cough. Blood dripped further down her cheek and I reached to wipe it away on instinct. “I am sorry, Mae Lin. I thought I could keep all of this away from you.”

      “What are you talking about?” My voice cracked at the end without meaning to.

      “You are so very important. More than you know. I wish I had time to explain,” she rasped, reaching her hands up to clasp mine.

      “You’re not making sense, Nai-Nai. You’ll have plenty of time to tell me whatever it is. The ambulance is almost here.”

      “You must learn to harness what is within you. You must learn to use our family’s gift. It is the only way …” she trailed off.

      It had to be a trick of light, because I could swear her entire body glowed amber. Just like the man had cast a hazy red aura before he vanished. Her hands grew warm in mine and all at once, my body thrummed with energy. It was as if someone had dosed me with a caffeine drip, supercharging my senses. The feeling faded within seconds along with the glow.

      It's just adrenaline.

      In the distance, sirens wailed. She just had to hold on a little longer. Then they could get her to the hospital, and she would be fine. Brakes screeched outside the front of the restaurant. I heard the slam of doors and voices calling out.

      “In here,” I yelled just as my grandmother’s breath rattled ominously in her chest.

      The front door opened, the tiny bell announcing the paramedics arrival. They rushed in, ushering me out of the way as they examined her. A man with greying temples looked at me.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. There was a man. I think he hurt her. I didn’t see …” Tears burned the backs of my eyes as I watched them work.

      Footsteps pounded on the pavement and my father appeared in the open doorway, his slender blue tie whipping in the wind. Even when he didn’t have to, he wore a suit and tie. No one expected him to dress up just to prove he was an entrepreneur. But today, in this moment, that constant was comforting.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      I couldn’t answer. I just rushed over, throwing my arms around him. We stood there as the medics worked on my grandmother, hooking her up to a portable heart monitor. The high-pitched drone of a flatline buzzed like an angry insect in my ears.

      She was gone.
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        * * *

      

      The funeral had been well-attended a week after my grandmother’s death. The police had even come to take a statement about what I’d witnessed. I knew there was nothing they could do. We didn’t have cameras in the restaurant that could have shown what had happened. Nearly two months had passed without any viable leads. The police weren’t going to get justice for her. I had no idea how I was going to manage it, but I vowed to track down the man who’d taken her from us.

      “We need to increase back to full dinner service, don’t you think?” my father said, pulling me from the darkness of my thoughts. He sat in the chair behind the desk in the restaurant’s back office. He’d been working late here every night for weeks, even though we were partially closed as a sign of mourning.

      “Whatever you think is right, bàbā,” I answered. It mattered little to me. I’d be going back to college in a week and he’d never cared about my opinion before now.

      “Mae Lin, I know you are grieving. But now that your grandmother is gone, I need you to step up and help.”

      I glared at him. “You’re the one who’s run this business for the last twenty years. I have finished two semesters of college. And it’s not like you’ve ever cared about my opinion before,” I snapped.

      On instinct, I bowed my head and averted my gaze. A daughter wasn’t supposed to argue with or contradict her parents. It was dishonorable. But with the way he’d gone about things like business as usual—with the restaurant being more important than the fact his own mother was dead—infuriated me.

      I expected him to yell back at me; to tell me I had no right to speak to him in such a manner. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d scolded me for being disobedient. Instead, he set his pen and notepad down then pushed the chair away from the desk. He rose to his full height and pulled me into a hug. It was such an uncommon gesture, it caught me off guard and I tensed against the embrace.

      “I miss her, too, you know. I am just trying to make her proud and do what I think she would want to keep this place alive in her memory.”

      My shoulders sagged. “I understand. I’m sorry. I’m just angry. The police did nothing, and I feel like it’s all my fault. If I’d seen more or done something, maybe she’d still be alive.”

      “You cannot blame yourself or change the past. I do not know the man you saw, but from what you described, we are lucky he didn’t hurt you. I am grateful that I didn’t lose you, too.”

      I glanced around the office. There was more to running this place than I’d realized growing up. It had all looked so simple from a child’s perspective. “Maybe I should skip fall semester. So, I can help out around here. I’m sure I can convince the school to defer my enrollment until spring.”

      “No. I will manage here. You need to go to school. Getting your degree is what she would have wanted.”

      Somehow, I doubted that was true. She’d wanted me to be happy, yes. Only I think she’d known I had gone into my chosen field of study out of a sense of family obligation. “We should open up for full service. Take out, delivery, all of it,” I said, hoping agreeing with his plan would keep him in good spirits.

      He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Good. I need to go do inventory.”

      I watched him disappear toward the kitchen and sunk into the vacated chair. If I closed my eyes and sat still, I could almost feel my grandmother’s presence around me. It felt … restless.

      I’m going to find you peace, Nai-Nai.

      Out of the corner of my eye, something flashed golden by my left hand. The light shimmered, settling on the handle of the drawer. I blinked, expecting the light to die down. Though it only intensified, seeming to pull my hand toward it. I eased it open and stared at the contents—some spare pens and slips of paper for the fortune cookies. If this was my grandmother trying to nudge me in a direction, I was going to need more.

      “What am I looking for?” I whispered to the stillness around me.

      My left hand twitched of its own accord, disturbing the pens until the corner of a slim envelope appeared. I retrieved it to find my name on it in my grandmother’s neat handwriting on the front. I flipped it over and tried to slide my finger beneath the flap to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. I rooted around in the drawer for a letter opener, but it was as if the envelope were made of metal itself. The tip of the opener dented.

      What is going on?

      Fresh tears pricked at my eyes as I stared at my name in her handwriting. I was meant to find this message, yet I couldn’t open it. How did that help anything?

      “I wish I knew what I’m supposed to do now.”

      “I think I may be able to help in that regard,” an accented male voice said from the doorway.
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      Panic tightened my chest and cemented my body to the chair. I stared at a slender red-haired man who’d just appeared in the doorway out of nowhere. My heart hammered in my throat, making it impossible to swallow or breathe as my brain tried to sort through what was going on. How had he gotten here? How had he heard my question? He seemed content to stand there while I sat speechless. He leaned on the doorframe as if he belonged here.

      “H-how did you get in here?” I stuttered, forcing my vocal cords to work.

      The man’s lips quirked up into a smile before his face fell. “Oh, you’re serious … you’ve no idea how I got here or who I am, do you?”

      “Of course, I don’t!” My voice pitched up on the last word. Finally I regained control of my extremities and jumped to my feet, the chair skittering back behind me. I took half a step toward the door before realizing that I couldn’t get past him. “I’m going to give you five seconds to get out of here before I call the police.”

      “Ms. Zhou, I didn’t mean to alarm you. I was simply answering your call for help.”

      “I didn’t ...” I trailed off. I had said I’d wished I knew what came next. But that couldn’t have summoned a complete stranger. Yet, it seemed I wasn’t a stranger to him. My brain tried to rationalize that information. My family name was emblazoned on the restaurant. It wasn’t a huge leap for him to assume anyone in the back office was family and carried the same name.

      “I was an acquaintance of your grandmother,” he offered. “My name is Dr. Ronan O’Sullivan.”

      “She never mentioned you,” I answered, expecting the conversation to draw my father’s attention, yet he didn’t appear. Had this man done something to my father to gain entry?

      He gave me another sad smile. The expression tugged at the edges of his immaculately trimmed beard, threaded with veins of grey. “I’m not surprised, we knew one another a long time ago during our school days. Which is why I am here.”

      Part of me wanted to reach for the desk phone and call the police, but a larger part driven by curiosity wanted to hear what else this man had to say. Nai-Nai had never really talked about her youth and school. Still, it seemed this man would have stuck out in a Chinese school. “I’m listening.”

      “I am the Dean of Students for Kismet Academy,” he paused, “which by your look of confusion I assume you have never heard of it either.” He waved a hand dismissively before I could speak. “It is an educational institution aimed at honing the skills of djinn, leprechauns like myself, and wishers, like you and your grandmother.”

      “Those were all words I conceptually understand as English, but they made absolutely no sense,” I blurted, immediately regretting the words.

      “You carry a great gift in your blood, young lady, and the time has come for you to learn to use it.”

      “Gift?”

      He sighed. “Magic, my dear. Your family’s power.”

      “You’re telling me … that magic is real?”

      “Why would it be so far-fetched? Surely your grandmother told you of your family’s abilities.”

      “When I was a kid, sure. But those were just stories. They weren’t real.”

      “That, I’m afraid, just isn’t true. Come with me, I’d like to show you what awaits you.”

      “What awaits me is my second year at college, earning the business degree my father expects me to get,” I retorted.

      “Just come to the campus and see what could be your future. Then, if you decide it isn’t for you, you can tell me to piss off and I’ll leave your family in peace,” he challenged.

      “How far is it?”

      “Oh, not a long trip,” he answered and pulled something rocklike out of his pocket. “Now, mind you keep your arms and legs inside at all times.”

      I gaped at him as he set the rock on the floor. This man was insane. He’d given me no real proof that my grandmother had known him or that she would have approved of me running off with him to who knows where. Yet, that odd golden glow that had drawn me to the drawer and her letter to me reappeared, practically forming a flashing arrow pointing at the rock. It seemed to sparkle with an inviting emerald hue. There was a chance this man was about to magically abduct me, but I had to believe that my grandmother’s spirit was at work here. If I had magic it could help me get her justice, I owed it to both of us to see if what this man said was true.

      “Okay. I’ll come, but I’m not promising anything,” I said, making sure her letter was still firmly tucked in my pocket.

      “Understood.” Dr. O’Sullivan answered and snapped his fingers.

      Brilliant multicolored light filled the tiny office and a massive rainbow shot forth from the tiny rock. It undulated on its own accord until it found the window facing the street and the end disappeared beyond the glass. A snort of disbelief passed my lips, but he didn’t seem to mind. Maybe he’d even expected that reaction.

      “This is crazy,” I repeated as he offered me his hand.

      He gave my fingers a gentle squeeze and pulled me in close before taking a step into the light. The office vanished instantly and for a brief moment we tumbled through pure white light. Between one blink and the next, it resolved into a mountain range in the distance and lush greenery framing tall ornate metal gates. The center was adorned with three figures that looked human if a bit stylized.

      “Welcome to Kismet Academy, Ms. Zhou,” Dr. O’Sullivan stated and eased the gates open.

      “Where are we?” I whispered in awe.

      “Technically, not far from the Berkshires,” he said with a shrug. “But we’re hidden from prying eyes.”

      “How long has this place been here?”

      “Only a few hundred years. There are academies around that are far older. One down off the coast of Georgia has been around for millennia.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I suppose time works differently when you’re angelic,” he said with another one-shouldered shrug, as if that should explain everything.

      I chose not to dwell on the fact he’d just referenced angels. There was only so much I could handle and the divine on top of somehow transporting myself through a rainbow to a magical school was miles beyond my limit.

      “This way. I’ll give you the penny tour,” he called.

      I had to do a double step to catch up with him. I tried to take in everything around me. The grounds were devoid of people, which if it kept to a similar schedule to regular universities then classes wouldn’t be in session yet.

      “We offer a three-year training program which prepares you to use your gifts as well as harness basic magic,” O’Sullivan said, drawing my attention away from the rolling hills to the large building that loomed ahead of us. It was made of weathered stone—limestone maybe—and rose up six stories.

      “You said something about the type of people that come here,” I said.

      “Yes, we are open to djinn, leprechauns, and wishers. All have innate magic tied to the control of luck or destiny.”

      Kismet makes sense now.

      “And how do you know if someone is one of those?”

      He let out a long breath. “I see, we will need to make sure you enroll in our Introduction to Magic course. Don’t worry, you’re not the only one who has come to us with a sorely lacking foundation.”

      My shoulders stiffened at the dig and his facial features softened when he looked back at me. “I didn’t mean it as an offense.”

      Dr. O’Sullivan continued on toward the large building and I had no choice but to follow. As strange as this experience was, some part of me felt comfortable here. Or at least I thought I could be. It wasn’t that I felt out of place at college. Though if I were being honest with myself, there was something missing from my classes. Some connection I couldn’t put my finger on that wasn’t there. Is this what’s been missing?

      “We hold classes from September to June each year. Students are expected to reside on campus during school terms.”

      “Is there anything like work study?” If I was going to convince my father that such a change to my education was going to happen, I needed to come prepared with all of the reasons he should agree to let me go. Having a way to earn money while I was away would help. Especially with the restaurant having been at half working capacity for the last two months.

      “I’m afraid there’s not much time for work beyond your studies while you’re here.” He glanced up at the ornate double doors of the building and gave me a wink. “And if it’s money that concerns you, fear not. As a legacy admission, your tuition is covered already.”

      “Legacy? You mean my dad went here, too?”

      “Not exactly.” He tugged the heavy doors open and ushered me inside. Given the stone exterior, I expected to find a drafty interior, but it was comfortable. I looked for signs of air conditioning ducts or venting, but nothing obvious appeared. Dr. O’Sullivan led me to a wall of framed photographs and pointed to one hanging near the bottom of a cluster. “That was me and your grandmother in our last year here.”

      I bent to study the photo. It certainly looked like my grandmother. She was thinner and her hair fuller, but she had the same smile that made her eyes twinkle. She looked so proud standing there beside a red-haired young man in matching red blazers.

      “As I said, your grandmother and I attended school together.”

      “And because I’m her family, I get in. No fees, just because?”

      “That’s how it works.”

      “Then, why didn’t my dad tell me I should come here?”

      “I don’t want to venture into your family dynamic. But the way in which your family’s magic operates, it’s possible he didn’t know about the school.”

      My temples throbbed with the influx of information. “I don’t understand.”

      “Wisher magic is hereditary, as all luck-based magic is, except unlike djinn or leprechauns, the gift must be willingly passed from one family member to another.”

      The golden glow and the electrical charge that day in the restaurant suddenly flooded my memory. My fingertips tingled at the sense memory and a pale glow wafted off my skin like steam. “But she would have meant to give it to my father.”

      “If she was anything like the girl I knew, she didn’t do anything without purpose. If you came to possess her gift, it was because she intended you to have it.”

      “She always told me I was special, but I never really believed her.”

      “I swear to you, we will teach you everything you need to know about how to manifest your gifts and harness the magic that is your birthright, Ms. Zhou. We’ve had a spot open for you for some time. I do hope you will sincerely consider accepting our offer of admission.” He paused, let out a prolonged sigh and added, “I think your grandmother would have been very happy if you came to join us.”

      “When do I have to decide?” I couldn’t take my eyes off the photograph on the wall.

      “Term starts September first.”

      That left me with two weeks to decide whether to abandon the path I’d been on or blaze a new one, to honor Nai-Nai and find a way to track down her killer.

      ‘Mae Lin …’

      An ethereal voice whispered my name like it had been carried by some distant wind all the way here. It wasn’t my Nai-Nai’s voice though. It wasn’t one I recognized, and yet it felt somehow familiar. It carried a note of pleading as if it would be horribly hurt if I chose not to attend. My head whipped toward the direction my ears assumed it had come, but it faded too quickly.

      “Feel free to explore the grounds a bit. Dormitories are on the fifth and sixth floors. Same sex assignments, of course. I’ll be in the Dean’s office on the third floor when you’re ready to go back home,” Dr. O’Sullivan said.

      He left me in the foyer with the picture of our shared history. The vastness of the building surrounding me was its own lure, promising untold mysteries around every corner and beyond every door. And yet, whatever had called to me wasn’t in this building. I couldn’t explain how I knew it, but I did.

      Retracing my steps, I wandered down the lush grass to a small pond where a mother duck paddled along the surface, trailed by four little ducklings. They regarded me for a moment before dipping their beaks beneath the water looking for food.

      “Please tell me if this is where I’m meant to be,” I whispered. My hand absently reached into my pocket and my fingers brushed against the envelope I’d discovered just before Dr. O’Sullivan’s arrival. Here seemed as fine a place as any to see if I could try again to open the message Nai-Nai had left for me.

      Maybe it was the slight dampness in the air from the pond, but the flap came free this time as I slid my finger along its edge. A single small slip of paper waited inside. It was the same paper she had used for the cookies at the restaurant.

      Embrace your gifts, wherever they may take you.

      It certainly read like one of the fortunes she’d pass out to our patrons. But the ink looked darker than normal. I flipped the paper over to find a second message, this time with my name preceding the rest of the text.

      Mae Lin, be mindful of what history may seek to show you. Not all questions are meant to be answered.

      There was no way I would figure out what that meant sitting in a sophomore business economics class at college. Dr. O’Sullivan was right. She would have wanted me to come here, to learn how to use her last gift.

      I returned to the building and took the first set of stairs to the third floor. Thankfully, the Dean’s office was well marked and easy to find. I knocked on the door and waited.

      “Come in,” Dr. O’Sullivan’s voice rang out.

      I nudged the door inward with my toe and crossed the threshold. “I’m ready to go. And I want to be here on September first ... I need to be here.” The confidence in my sudden decision faltered. “How exactly do I get back here on my own?”

      He pointed to a black case with the emblem from the front gates emblazoned on it in gold trim. “That will have everything you need. Gates open for new student admittance promptly at nine o’clock. Don’t be late.”
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      “You can’t just go,” my father argued as the clock ticked past eight forty on the morning of September first.

      I’d studied the contents of the case repeatedly. It contained school uniforms which didn’t thrill me, a formal letter of acceptance, a declaration that no tuition was in fact due, and a tiny rainbow rock to get me there, along with instructions on how to use it. I had also packed a suitcase of regular clothes just to be on the safe side.

      “Yes, I can. I’ve already spoken with the Admissions Department at school and they’ve agreed to refund fall tuition. They even said they could hold my spot for the year. I think they felt guilty about Nai-Nai dying so they were being generous,” I explained as I checked the zipper on my suitcase for the fifth time in the last ten minutes.

      “This is not what we agreed on,” he protested.

      I straightened. “No, but things change, bàbā. And I know that Nai-Nai would want me to do this. She left me a message before she died.”

      “What message?” The exasperation in his tone only served to irritate me.

      I retrieved the message I’d stowed in the school case and let him see it. He studied the neatly written text on both sides of the paper before handing it back to me. “I see nothing I say is going to stop you.”

      “I promise, I’ll come back on breaks. I’m not abandoning the restaurant or you. I just need to see where this takes me. She would want me to live my life and that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “At least let me take you,” he insisted.

      “I have a way there. I told you about the magic,” I reminded him.

      My phone alarm beeped at me, letting me know I had only ten minutes to get to my destination before I was officially late for my first term at Kismet Academy. I refused to start the year off with a bad impression. I leaned in and gave my father a kiss on the cheek before I picked up the stone from the case. According to the instructions, I just had to point it toward a window and think of my destination then the rainbow would activate. I only hoped it wouldn’t entirely freak out my father. “See you for Christmas,” I said as the prism effect burst forth from the rock and cast a path to the start of this new journey.
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        * * *

      

      Air fled my lungs as I stepped onto the grounds and my stomach sloshed with the sudden displacement. I sucked in several deep breaths to quell my nausea and looked around. Other students popped up out of thin air, not all out of rainbows though. Some were accompanied by older relatives. I scanned the faces, just trying to take in the people who would become my classmates. I spotted several with Asian features while others sported pale skin and reddish-brown hair. Still others were darker skinned with an almost visible aura around them in every hue imaginable. I had a guess as to which groups they belonged to, but I didn’t want to voice my assumptions.

      I shouldered the case and dragged my suitcase behind me as the gates opened of their own accord—they were probably just remote controlled—and students began funneling through onto the grounds. I couldn’t help feeling out of place, even though by all accounts, I belonged here.

      I reached the front of the school building in the middle of the pack and waited as Dr. O’Sullivan appeared along with other older adults, I assumed were professors. O’Sullivan beamed down at everyone, turning his head as if to meet each student’s gaze in turn. It had to be my imagination that he lingered on me before turning his attention elsewhere. He was dressed as he’d been during our first meeting in a neat grey suit and tie with an emerald green vest poking out beneath his jacket lapels.

      “Welcome everyone. We will be holding a brief orientation after everyone gets settled in their dorms. Please see Dr. Shen for room assignments.” A short Asian woman with purple streaks in her hair held up a hand and waved a list above her head.

      The other people who’d flanked O’Sullivan and Shen moved through the assembled student body, greeting people. I pushed my way to the front of the line in front of Dr. Shen.

      “Name?” she said, gazing at me over the top of her list.

      “Mae Lin Zhou,” I answered, trying not to let the nervous energy coursing through me overcome me.

      “We were wondering when you’d be joining us,” she noted. I could hear the smile in her voice. “You’re in room six eighteen.” She reached into her pocket and handed me a small silver key.

      I pocketed it and headed inside. I lingered just long enough to hear the person behind me get their room assignment; Lee Wu in room six forty. I struggled to get my suitcase up the first flight of stairs before I heard footsteps thundering behind me. I pressed myself to the wall to get out of the way when a handsome guy about my age appeared. He sported close-cropped dark hair and wire-rimmed glasses.

      “Sorry, you can go ahead of me,” I offered, noting he didn’t have any luggage.

      “I was actually going to ask if you wanted help,” he said and pointed to my suitcase.

      A blush crept over my cheeks and I gave a nervous hiccup of laughter. “Thanks.”

      “I’m Lee,” he said as he picked up the bottom of the suitcase.

      “Mae Lin,” I replied, awkwardly offering him my hand to shake.

      “I think we’re on the same floor,” he said.

      Had he been listening to my room assignment?

      Then again, it wasn’t like I hadn’t heard his assignment, too. We stopped on the fourth floor to catch our breath and I caught sight of the pond out the nearest window. The little voice that had called my name tickled the back of my mind. It was like whatever had enticed me to stay, knew I was back.

      “So, how long have you known about all of this?” I waved my hand in an all-encompassing gesture.

      His brow knit together over the top of his glasses. “Since forever. What, you didn’t?”

      I hung my head. “No.”

      “So, you just got your power and didn’t know it was coming? No warning?”

      “It came from my grandmother. She was killed,” I murmured.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said. I felt his fingertips brush my elbow; like he wanted to offer a reassuring touch, but also understood we were strangers.

      “Thanks. It’s just a lot to take in. Magic and family gifts. I just want to make her proud, you know?”

      “I’m sure you will. Come on, we better get this upstairs before the orientation. Don’t want to miss anything important.”

      We traipsed up two more flights of stairs and finally found my room. There was a second set of bags on the bed closest to the door. I’d have to get to know my roommate later. I set my belongings down on the other bed.

      “Thanks again for the help,” I said to Lee as he hung back just out of the doorway. Maybe he thought he might be struck down if he set foot in the room. Then again, it was entirely possible he would be.

      I pulled the door shut, locked it with my key, and waited for him to ensure his belongings had arrived in his room before we descended the stairs and followed the placards directing new students to the auditorium. The new class hadn’t seemed large when we’d been milling around outside, but crammed in together, there had to be at least fifty of us. Lee and I found seats in the back.

      “So, the rumor goes that O’Sullivan took over the job as Dean of Students almost right after graduating,” Lee whispered.

      “Guess he must have been really good at the job,” I answered as the man stepped up to a podium.

      “Good morning, everyone. I want to welcome you to your first term here at Kismet Academy. For those who want to put a face to the name, I am Dr. Ronan O’Sullivan, Dean of Students.” His voice echoed in the space even without the aid of a microphone. It must have been some form of magic I didn’t understand. “Before we let you disperse to get your course schedules and get to know your fellow classmates, I wanted to impart the academy’s rules on you all. First, attendance of class is a mandatory part of your study. Just because you were guaranteed a space here does not mean you do not need to show up for lessons. Miss too many classes and you will not be permitted to return next term.” He glanced down at something in his hand. “Respect your fellow students, even if they may come from a different background than yourself. Your magics are unique, but that doesn’t mean you can’t learn from one another.”

      “No one cares about the hippy crap,” a male voice said from the row in front of us.

      “And perhaps most importantly, for your safety, the far edge of the grounds beyond the pond are strictly off limits.”

      “Why?” a chorus of voices rang out.

      “Unfortunately, some years ago, a nasty curse befell part of the grounds that we have been unable to remove. So, for your safety, again, I will remind you to stay away.”

      “My father told me that when he was here, there were stories that some third year students got into some really dangerous magic and someone died,” Lee said as O’Sullivan clapped his hands to dismiss us.

      “No way, it was some crazy sex shit,” the guy who’d made the hippy comment said, turning to look at us. “I heard that if you go out that way, you’re going to end up horny as hell. Maybe someone died from screwing too much.”

      “That’s awful that someone died. But shouldn’t we just heed the warning?” I noted and stood up.

      “Well, whether it was sex or dark magic, if someone died out there and it’s been cursed for that long, they can’t honestly believe people are going to stay away. It’s like telling people not to think about pink elephants,” Lee replied.

      The topic of conversation was beginning to make me uncomfortable. “I’m going to head back and see what courses I’ve got. I’ll see you around,” I said and offered a small wave before departing the auditorium. I climbed up the six flights of stairs and returned to my dorm to find the door unlocked and ajar. My roommate, whoever she was, had beaten me back. I didn’t want to startle her, so I made a show of knocking.

      “Hi, uh, it’s your roommate, just coming in,” I said.

      A lanky girl with olive skin and raven black hair twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck stood at the desk on what had become my side of the room by default. “Oh, I didn’t think you’d be back for a while,” she said.

      “I’m Mae Lin,” I said, offering a hand.

      She looked at me down the length of her angular nose. “Lani.” She didn’t shake my hand. “I’m taking this desk.”

      “Oh, I thought you’d taken that side,” I said, pointing to her belongings.

      “Changed my mind.”

      Good thing I hadn’t unpacked yet. “Oh, okay.”

      I pulled my bags to the other side of the room and watched Lani as she studied what I assumed was her course schedule. I found mine on the other desk. First thing in morning I had Introduction to Magics followed by something called Wisher 101. There was a Fundamental Magics course on Wednesday afternoons. Then an Introductory Alchemy course on Thursday mornings.

      “Have we got anything together?” I called, trying to see what her schedule entailed.

      “There’s no way they’d put me in any of the newbie classes,” she answered with a smirk. She glanced at her paper and frowned. “I can’t believe they stuck me in Intro Alchemy.”

      I wanted to say that at least we would be in it together, but I did not get the warmest feeling from my new dorm mate. I didn’t want to be rude and assume she was djinn, but I was curious to see what someone who knew about their power could do.

      “You’re staring,” she said in an irritated tone.

      “Sorry, I was just wondering … what sort of powers you’ve got. Like you said, I’ve got all intro courses. I’m so new at this.”

      She gave an exaggerated eye roll and waved one hand. A travel mug materialized on the desk beside her. I could smell the strong scent of hazelnut coffee.

      “I wi—” She was across the room, clamping her hand over my mouth before I could finish speaking.

      “How stupid are you? Jeez. You have to at least know the basic rule.”

      I shook my head with her hand still covering my mouth. “Never say those two words.”

      “Wha’ wors,” I mouthed around her hand.

      She pulled her fingers away long enough to scribble something on a spare piece of paper and thrust it at me. She’d written the words ‘I wish.’ I didn’t have time to ask her why not before she’d left the room and me behind. She was right, I had a lot to learn and I was eager to get started. As I stared out the window, I could just make out the edge of the pond on the grounds.

      ‘Mae Lin … find me.’

      That same voice called to me, stronger than it had on my first visit. I found myself halfway down the first set of stairs before my brain had caught up with my body. I forced myself to stop, gripping the banister tight to halt any forward momentum. I took several steadying breaths before I allowed myself to move down the stairs in search of the mess hall. Food and meeting my classmates would be a good distraction from the strange voice beckoning me where I suspected I shouldn’t go. It wasn’t a permanent fix, but it would do. For now.
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      I fought the draw of the voice calling to me overnight and woke early, pulling on the uniform that still felt like it belonged in a preparatory school. Lani was nowhere to be seen. Even so, her bed was neatly made. For a moment, I wondered if she’d been able to make it using magic. That realization put a spring in my step as I made my way back down to the mess hall for breakfast. I had been so focused on just getting to the academy that I hadn’t considered all of the cool things a person could do with magic.

      The room was bustling even as the clock read 7:30. I hadn’t seen much of the older students the day before, but they took up nearly half of the available space in the mess hall now. I spotted a few semi-familiar faces among the throngs of people standing in line at the buffet-style serving stations. My stomach rumbled with an odd mixture of hunger and anxiety. I had thought first-day-of-school jitters disappeared when I’d made it past the first grade. Apparently, being surrounded by people with magical abilities and not having a clue how to use my own brought me back to that sense of unfamiliarity and otherness.

      “Hey,” Lee’s voice called above the din of the room.

      I spotted him at a half-empty table in the corner and gave him a wave. I motioned to the line of food and he offered a thumb’s up in response before I got in line. Ten minutes later, thanks to the choosiest guy I’d ever seen browsing the bagels, I sat down across from the one person I could sort of call a friend in this place.

      “I wasn’t expecting it to be so busy this early,” I said.

      “Most classes start by eight. At least that’s what I’ve heard,” he answered around a bite of strawberry jam-laden toast.

      “I’ve got Introduction to Magics first thing,” I told him. “My roommate is unhappy we’ve got Intro Alchemy together.”

      “Why is she upset about that?”

      “I think she thinks she’s above needing the basic courses.”

      “Well, we’ll probably see each other in Wisher 101 later today.”

      I smiled at the realization that he was probably right. “At least I’ll know someone.”

      “You really don’t know much about your powers,” he said.

      “I guess my grandmother assumed she would pass them on to my father when the time came.”

      Even though her words had told me the complete opposite, I still couldn’t accept that this power, whatever it was, had been meant for me all along. If that had been the case, why hadn’t she prepared me for it? Now there was no one to answer those lingering questions.

      Across the room, I spotted a young woman sitting by herself. She sported dark-red hair and kept glaring at a table full of guys who were leering at her. One even made a half-hearted attempt to throw a wadded-up napkin in her direction. I couldn’t explain why, but I felt drawn to her. Before I had a chance to invite her to join us, a loud bell tolled throughout the room.

      “Guess that means it’s time to let the learning begin,” Lee said with a smirk.

      I followed his lead, dumped my food tray by the door, and headed to the second floor that housed several hallways lined with classrooms. The room denoted as ‘205’ had a small sign reading Introduction to Magics beneath the number.

      “I’ll see you next class,” Lee said with a little wave before heading across the hall.

      I took a steadying breath before entering Room 205. A heavy-set man sat behind the desk reading a book. There were only about ten seats in the room and two long tables. I settled in a middle seat and pulled out a notebook and pen, ready to absorb the information about to be imparted. The room was quiet, save for the subtle flutter of the pages of the man’s book turning. As time ticked by with us the only inhabitants of the room, my anxiety ratcheted up a notch. Am I the only one stupid enough to need this class?

      The door opened and a couple of other students made their way in to find seats. By the time the man at the front of the room set his book aside, we’d risen in numbers to five students. To my relief, I wasn’t the only person who looked like me in the group. In fact, all three groups were represented. The red-haired girl from the mess hall sat in the back, slouching in her chair as if to make herself smaller.

      “Right, this is Introduction to Magics,” the man said in a booming bass tone. “So please make sure you’re in the right class.” He paused for a moment and when no one got up and left, he continued. “I’m Dr. Seamus Hennessey. You can call me Dr. H.”

      He moved to lean against the front of his desk, in what I’m sure he thought was a casual posture. One that would make us feel at ease in his presence. “Now, this isn’t going to be a very intensive course. Assuming you pay attention and do the reading, you’ll pass with no issues.”

      “I heard this is only a semester-long course,” a young woman with a light soprano voice said from the front of the room.

      “Aye, so let’s get started, shall we?” He pushed off the desk and moved to the barren white board at the front of the room.

      I sat up; pen poised to begin taking notes as he scribbled a few things on the board in an almost illegible script. I squinted at the words, but still couldn’t make out much except for two words which he’d taken care to write large.

      I Wish.

      He drew a giant circle around and then a line through the words and tapped it with the back end of the marker. “First thing you need to get into your heads, you never say these two words followed by anything.”

      One of the only guys in the class, sitting beside me, raised a hand. “Why not?”

      Dr. Hennessey let out a prolonged sigh of exasperation. “Because the act of wishing is powerful. If you aren’t precise in your wording and you don’t consider all of the potential consequences, what you think is a simple request gets tangled up with string you can’t undo.”

      That explained why Lani had been so adamant about shutting me up yesterday. If I’d finished my sentence about wishing I could have done something as cool as she’d demonstrated, but there was no telling what I might have been stuck with. Or how it might have affected her. Not knowing that simple rule had made me feel foolish. Even if the other four students in my class didn’t know it, either.

      “Now, as this is the first day, I didn’t expect you lot to have prepared anything,” Hennessey said and snapped his fingers. Thick textbooks materialized in front of each of us. “As we only meet once per week, you’ll be required to complete assigned readings before our next lesson and be prepared to discuss the material. Your other lessons may be more physically intensive, but building a foundation in this class will be just as important.”

      I stowed the book in my bag, making note of the page numbers he’d scrawled on the board for the next lesson. A clock I hadn’t noticed chimed from the front of the room and Hennessey made a sweeping gesture toward the door. “Right, out you get.”

      I took my time gathering myself until I was the last person in the room with Dr. Hennessey. He eyed me as he waved a hand and the text he’d written disappeared, except for the assignment.

      “Oh, I’ve written it down already,” I said when our gazes met.

      He nodded and the text disappeared. “You aren’t going to be the silent type in my class, I hope,” he said.

      “No, sir. At least, I don’t plan to be. I just … I feel like everyone else at least knows something about magic and I’m absolutely clueless.”

      “You’ll catch up. It’s not as steep a learning curve as people like to pretend. Just put in the work, and you’ll be fine, Ms. Zhou.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Now, go on. You don’t want to be late for your next class.”

      I checked my schedule and the tension that had crept into my shoulders relaxed. My next class was only two doors down. I walked in to find about twenty students in the room. I found a seat next to Lee and tapped him on the shoulder.

      “How was your first class?” I asked.

      “Not bad. Didn’t do much except go over the syllabus. You?”

      “Same. Well, and Dr. H made sure we all knew the first rule.”

      “Never say the magic words,” he repeated and I couldn’t help but smile.

      Before I could speak, the door opened and Dr. Shen walked in. A hush fell over the room as she took up residence behind a lectern at the front of the room. “Good morning, everyone. As you may recall, my name is Dr. Shen. I will be your teacher for Wisher 101.”

      Her voice was soft and I leaned forward in my chair to make sure I didn’t miss anything she had to say. I wasn’t the only one paying close attention when next she spoke.

      “You are going to find that much of what you learn here is universal. Regardless of where your magic comes from, or how it manifests, it follows certain constants. My colleagues will help guide you through those broader lessons. Our classes together this year, will focus on your unique abilities as wishers. And make no mistake, you may all come from similar bloodlines, but no two wishers’ magic operates the same. We will explore what triggers your particular gifts and how to channel that power.”

      She clapped her hands and stepped out from behind the lectern. “In fact, I want to do a little exercise with everyone. I know it’s still early, but I want to get your blood flowing. Stand up.”

      I was on my feet before everyone else, earning a few annoyed looks from the girls on the other side of the classroom. I watched the way Dr. Shen held her head high, her shoulders relaxed, and her hands loose at her sides. I did my best to mirror her stance.

      “I want you all to close your eyes and feel the weight of your body. Just feel yourself standing there.”

      “I thought we were supposed to be learning how to do magic, not yoga,” one of the girls snickered.

      “If you aren’t in tune with your body, you aren’t going to be able to understand the signals it sends you on how to use your magic,” Shen replied calmly.

      I did as she’d instructed, focusing on my breath and the way my body felt standing there between the desk and the chair. The pressure of the edge of the chair was constant against the backs of my knees. My fingertips brushed the rough edge of the desk in front of me and my neck muscles tensed at holding my head straight.

      “Keep breathing,” Shen called.

      The sounds of the classroom started to melt away as I focused on my breathing. Each inhale expanded my chest and shoulders, making me feel somehow lighter each time.

      “Now, I want you to feel the air around you. Feel the current that runs through it.”

      On cue, the air around me grew thick like I was trying to move in wet sand. It tugged on me, trying to weigh me down. I continued breathing and moment by moment that dragging feeling lightened. Like whatever was charged in the air had just wanted to let me know it was there long enough to tempt me to want to know more. I felt my fingers extend in a grasping motion, as if I could catch this unseen force, but stopped short when a loud ‘crack’ broke my concentration.

      “Don’t move,” Shen’s voice was firm.

      My eyes flew open to reveal one of the girls who’d given me annoyed looks earlier had somehow managed to ignite the desk in front of her. I expected Shen to reach for a fire extinguisher. Instead, she waved her hands in a fanning motion and a gust of cool air whipped through the room followed by a tiny rain cloud. A heavy rain pummeled the flames, putting them out instantly. The girl scooted back as far as she could, head bowed in embarrassment.

      “And that is why you must listen to the instructions I give. Trying to access or harness that power without the proper training or safeguards in place is dangerous,” Shen said and produced a towel from midair, wiping down the desk. The wood wasn’t even charred.

      “Now, everyone, please try again. But this time, once you feel the energy around you, I want you to just let it wrap around you. Learn what it feels like when you’re connected to it. But do not attempt to act with it.” Her last words were sharp.

      I tried to block out the mishap with my classmate and focused on the task at hand, but whatever magic I’d felt before wouldn’t come this time. Instead, when I closed my eyes and focused on the feeling of my body taking up space, I felt weightless. I tried to press my legs against the chair to ground myself, but I was drifting and then the voice called my name.

      Mae Lin … please, find me …

      I could swear I felt a hand wrap around my wrist, tugging on my hand in an effort to guide me. When my eyes opened again, I found myself holding my right wrist in my left hand. Heat bloomed in my cheeks as I realized it had been my own touch I’d felt. Mercifully, no one seemed to have noticed.

      Deep down, I knew I couldn’t ignore the call. Maybe, if I could find whatever it was that kept reaching out for me, it would stop. I’d come here to learn about my power so I could find my grandmother’s killer and bring him to justice. I was convinced he’d somehow used magic to hurt her.

      But following the voice in the middle of the day seemed foolish. I suspected my search would take me to the off-limits portion of the grounds and I didn’t need to make that trek in broad daylight. I wanted the calling to stop, but I wasn’t stupid enough to want to get caught doing it. So, I just had to hope it would call me again tonight when I could more easily sneak away.

      “Alright everyone, I want you to practice connecting to the feeling of the magic around you before our next lesson. Be mindful you don’t try to use it,” Shen called, disrupting my thoughts.

      My first day was not shaping up at all how I’d expected. I felt far more alone than I realized. Though as I made my way out of the classroom and back up to the dorms, I vowed to find where I belonged. I could see at least now that I had power inside of me and I owed it to myself to see what I was capable of.
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