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Chapter 1: You’re the Victim of Your Crime
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The world had exploded...

Didn’t it?

It had to have...

Why else would she be in so much pain? And yet no pain at all?

Sarala lay on the rough sand and stone, water splashing her from behind and rain lashing down on her from above. Scattered around her were bits of wood and metal, the result of the Caihong family’s ship crashing into the stony island. The clouds black and the ocean waves tumultuous, the storm raged in agony despite its creator having vanished.

Sarala’s eyes widened further as she thought of the purple-haired girl, who had caused the wreckage. 

“Ren...” she whispered.

She glanced at the slope in front of her, which led up to the center of the tiny island. But the short girl was not there. Ren had followed a cat through a doorway of swirling violet. And the entranceway had vanished.

“She’s gone,” Sarala choked out, her shoulders slumping in defeat. “I’m too late: Chaocat has her....”

It took a moment for the words to sink in. Chaocat, enemy of the Caihong family, finally had Ren in their grasp. But why? And where had they taken Ren? Did Ren really go with the cat spirit willingly? 

Probably, Sarala sighed, a chill trickling down her spine like icy claws. After all, if the family is no more, why would Ren want to stay here? I guess nothing matters now. Nothing.

“Sarala!”

She pricked her ears at the voice, but did not turn her head towards C3 as he hurried to her side. Defeated, she remained on the rough rock where she had fallen from the crash.

I belong here, in this wreckage. I’m trash myself. If I hadn’t beat up Ren before, if I’d treated her properly...she wouldn’t have gone... Would she? 

Sarala closed her eyes, a single tear sliding down her tan cheek, blending in with the beating rain.

“Sarala!” C3 repeated, his voice more frantic as he shook her shoulder. “Sarala, are you okay?”

She kept her eyes firmly shut, her jaw clenching as she turned her head away. Leave me alone, she thought, though she had no energy to utter the words aloud.

The boy continued to shake her, until it finally annoyed and hurt her too much. She swiveled about to glare at him. He was dressed in a collared shirt and pants, both of which were torn in many places. Several gashes covered his arms and face, but none of them looked deep; the trickling blood washed away in the rain at once. He stopped rocking her the moment her golden eyes focused on him. 

“What?” she snapped, her voice cracking as more tears fell.

“Are you okay?” he asked again, concern in his green-and-blue eyes.

She sighed heavily, trying to bring awareness back to her body. It prickled from multiple lacerations, it ached from many bruises, it stung from some broken bones. She realized it hurt to breathe—but was that due to her wounds or trying to hold back the sobs threatening to escape? 

And her leg—she knew it had been pierced by a sharp piece of metal....

Sarala glanced over her shoulder at it now. The jagged scrap was lodged in her left leg, blood still seeping from the wound before it was washed away by the chilly rain. She attempted to shift her position in order to inspect the damage. But her leg would not move.

Her heart tightened more than her burning lungs. She attempted to move it again, yet it was to no avail. 

“My leg...” she whispered, her eyes widening. “It won’t move!”

“What?” C3 mumbled, his voice hardly audible. 

“It’s not moving!” Sarala shrieked as thunder rumbled. 

“You’re paralyzed?” C3 questioned numbly.

“No! I can’t be! No!” Sarala wailed louder than the wind screaming in her ears. “Make it move! C3, make it move!”

The terror spread through each limb of her body quicker than any time she’d been horrified before—even when Mimiteh would suddenly show up in front of her. Sarala cried out in agony, willing her leg to move, even if it was just a centimeter.

“Can you feel anything?” C3 asked, fidgeting uneasily with the wooden ring on his elbow.

She shook her head, now reaching over her shoulder to poke lightly at the spot next to the wound. But she couldn’t feel anything, even as more blood seeped out. 

“No,” she choked, her eyes now filling with too many tears to see anything but blobs of dull colors.

“It seems that you are paralyzed,” C3 murmured, sitting on the uneven rock beside her. “I do not know what to do...”

Sarala shook her head over and over. I can’t be paralyzed! I need to get up, go after Ren...don’t I? But she didn’t know if she wanted to chase Ren, not after everything the girl had said and done. Not after she did this to me....

Her lip curled back, anger boiling her blood and causing her tense body to become more taut. Ren did this to me. She paralyzed me.

“Okay...” C3 was muttering under his breath, his soft voice hardly audible over the storm. “We just have to...find Mr. Sundale. He’ll know what to do. Right?”

“But did he survive the crash?” Sarala spat, her hands clenching into fists. “Or did Ren destroy him too, as much as she destroyed me?” 

“This was not Ren,” C3 said firmly. 

“What do you mean—it wasn’t Ren? We both saw her summon the storm with that owl!” The image of a purple-and-pink owl hovering over Ren flashed through her mind. “And that owl—I bet it was Chaocat!”

“Yes, it was probably Chaocat, tricking her into making that storm and going into the spirit realm,” C3 agreed.

“The spirit realm?” Sarala gasped.

“That looked like the portals I’ve seen depicted in books,” C3 said. “And where else would that spirit take her, but to the spirit realm?”

Sarala huffed in annoyance. 

“Whatever happened here, I don’t think this was Ren. Not at all. She is not the type of person to do this,” C3 went on, lifting his head to gaze up at the hill where Ren had vanished minutes before. 

Sarala snorted derisively, her rage returning full-force. She shifted her posture to sit more upright, though her leg still refused to move. “C3, didn’t you hear anything she said? She hates her family! She hates all of us!”

“I do not believe so. That is not the Ren I know.”

“Oh, what? You’re suddenly best friends?” Sarala jeered as thunder boomed; she flattened herself so that her belly touched the stone again, as if wincing from the loud sound.

“She always jumped to defend her family,” C3 replied calmly, setting his eyes on her again. “That was the only time you’d see her get annoyed or aggressive. When I had lashed out at Zynivus, Ren was always quick to defend them. When she thought her father died in the ship crash, she was ready to destroy those spirits in the school. Whatever just happened...that couldn’t have been the real Ren.”

Sarala turned her head and closed her eyes. “Maybe we don’t know the real Ren,” she uttered darkly as lightning flashed bright. 

C3 was quiet for a moment, then repeated, “We have to find Mr. Sundale.” 

“I can’t walk,” she hissed like the ocean waves, helplessness and hopelessness swelling her heart.

“I’ll look,” C3 corrected himself, getting to his feet and already hurrying away, his footsteps mingling with the thudding rain. “Stay there!”

“I can’t move,” Sarala moaned, dropping her head to the rigid stone in front of her as C3 vanished over a pile of rubble. “I can’t move....”

“So silly!”

Sarala’s blood froze at the playful voice tinted with scorn. She lifted her head, her heart skipping a beat as she saw six black cats standing only meters away, each outlined in a different color of the rainbow. The cats jeered at her with jagged mouths that stretched too wide for their heads, their evil eyes pupil-less.

“Silly of you to think you cannot move,” the red cat chuckled, taking a step closer to her, their crescent moon necklace bouncing between their furry legs. 

“I’m paralyzed,” Sarala growled in a low voice, trying to appear ten times fiercer than she felt. “No thanks to you.”

“This wasn’t our doing,” the orange-outlined cat hissed, sounding disappointed. 

“Physical movement is not the only movement there is,” the blue cat added, their voice raspy. 

Sarala clenched her jaw at this, but did not care to ponder their riddles further. She blinked several times, trying to clear away the blurry tears. “What are you doing here? Come to finish me off?” 

“What are we doing with Rockhead?” the yellow-outlined cat asked, their grin turning into a frown as they approached the red cat.

The leader did not answer, scrutinizing Sarala closely. Each of the cats watched the red one, waiting expectantly. Sarala held her breath unconsciously, her heartbeat picking up speed as she realized that she was completely vulnerable to whatever magic the chaotic cat spirit might throw at her. Rain continued to patter, ocean waves continued to churn and splash. Yet the cats made no move as they stared at Sarala.

Finally, the orange cat snapped impatiently, “Well? Are we taking her or not?”

“Taking me?” Sarala mumbled. “Taking me where? Why?” Her lip curled back as she recalled that she had been some sort of failed experiment for Chaocat, who had disguised themself as Mimiteh in order to get close to Sarala. “Are you going to experiment on me again? How did you experiment on me in the first place? Why me? What do you want with me?”

Red threw their head back and laughed, their jagged mouth now so huge it almost took up their entire face. “We don’t want anything with you!” they guffawed. “Not anymore!”

A chill crept through Sarala’s veins, as if she was being frozen to an icy tundra. “W-what?”

“You’re useless now,” Red stated simply, turning their back on her. “We no longer need you.”

“Need me? For what?” Sarala mumbled, terror gripping her heart like piercing claws. 

“Yay!” Orange screamed, bouncing up and down suddenly. “Let’s destroy! Destroy!”

“No,” growled Yellow, stepping quickly in front of the orange cat before they could move towards Sarala. “Illusionist, I believe Rockhead may be of some use to us.”

Before Red could respond, Green lashed their tail and grumbled, “Yet she won’t last in the spirit realm. She’s too physical a person.”

“I was not suggesting we place her in the spirit realm,” replied Yellow. 

“She should be returned to Ak-tu,” Blue said, moving forward to join Red and Yellow. “That way, we may keep an eye on everything in the physical realm while we’re away.”

“I agree,” Purple said briefly, lifting their head. 

“But who knows if anyone is still in Waterfall City to receive her?” Green questioned. “After all, we’ve lost contact with Wave.” 

“Ak-tu does not have a ship,” said Blue. “And he would not be up to teleportation. He should be relatively close to Waterfall City.”

“Either way, Rockhead would be better off in the city, rather than in the middle of the ocean,” Purple pointed out. “If we want to use her, she should be amongst civilization to survive, and near enough to Ak-tu to maintain their connection.” 

Connection? To Mr. Caihong? Sarala wondered. What are they going on about? 

Red considered the other cats for a long moment, twitching the tip of their tail. The rain continued to pound the ground, but it was no longer making a sound. 

“No,” Red finally growled, lifting their tail. “Rockhead can be left here. Allow the universe to decide her fate. We no longer have a role in it.”

“But she could still be useful to us,” Blue grumbled.

However, Red was already turning away, staring at the endless piles of wood and metal scraps beyond Sarala. Sarala glanced over her shoulder, wondering what they were gazing at.

“Nerd, on the other hand, can have his fate changed,” Red murmured, more to themself than to the other cats. “His fate is not set in stone like Rockhead’s. His fate can be manipulated....”

“True, but would he last in the spirit realm?” Yellow queried.

“He is interested in spiritual matters,” Red said, shifting rapidly from a black cat to a red-furred one with a normal face. 

“But would that be enough for him to survive the spirit realm?” Blue asked, flicking their ear. “Perhaps he should be left here, to help determine whatever Rockhead’s fate may be.”

“I agree. He might interfere with our plans in the spirit realm if we bring him along,” Purple said, dipping their head. 

Red lashed their tail and twitched their whiskers, their red-slitted pupils still on the piles of rubble. Sarala scanned the debris, willing C3 to stay away from the council of cats. 

What does Chaocat want with C3? Why did they want me? Why did they have Moss teleport us here? What do they mean when they say I have to maintain a connection? Or my fate is set in stone?

“We’ll take him,” Red finally said, interrupting her thoughts. “We might as well make use of that spirit’s teleportation, now that Rockhead is essentially out of the picture.”

“No!” Sarala growled, trying to make herself more upright. “You can’t take him! Leave him here with me!”

Red laughed, and the other cats soon followed. Sarala shrunk back down, the chill spreading through her once more. 

“If you want him to stay with you, then we will definitely be sure to take him with us,” Red sneered. They turned to Purple. “Find Nerd. We’ll return to the spirit realm shortly.”

Purple nodded, then touched their new moon necklace with a paw and vanished on the spot. 

“No destroying?” Orange grumbled in dismay as Red rejoined the others.

“Not today,” Red said shortly.

“Are you sure we should leave Rockhead?” Yellow inquired. “We should at least enchant her before we go, in case our fates are to entwine with hers again.” 

Blue stepped closer to the two cats, Sarala able to see a scar on their neck. “It doesn’t matter,” they replied. “She is vulnerable, and will remain vulnerable. I’ll be able to locate her easily, no matter where she might end up...especially with the connection we’ve already established.”

Sarala’s mouth went dry as she gazed up at the cat. She had a feeling they were staring right at her, but it was hard to tell when they were in their outlined form with solid black eyes. 

That’s the one disguised as Mimiteh—the blue one. I will never be vulnerable to them... I can’t allow them to experiment with me again....

“You have your answer,” Red said gruffly to Yellow. “Let us leave.” 

In the next moment, Red lifted their foot to their necklace, and all five cats vanished on the spot. Sarala blinked several times in surprise, then turned her head to and fro. Where had the cats gone? Didn’t they need to open a portal to the spirit realm if they were supposedly returning there? 

Heart beating rapidly, Sarala tried to heave herself to her feet. But she had no strength left in her. Fatigued, body broken, she crumbled to the stony ground, as if she had just slammed into it from above. 

My fate is set in stone.

The crashing waves became as mute as the rain.

What does that mean?

Sarala struggled to keep her eyes open as the world darkened.

Is my life...

Her vision slipped away...

...over?

...into blackness...
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Chapter 2: Why Do I Follow You and Where Do You Go?
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She stepped through the bright purple light, feeling an energy buzzing around her. It tingled through her fingertips and made her tangled hair stick up. The dampness in her clothes from the rain and ocean waves vanished—almost as if she was made of warm, weightless light. She raised a hand to shield her eyes from the radiance, but it did not last long. Soon enough, only darkness existed around her. 

Ren gaped at the endless black, wondering briefly if the light had made her blind. But as she glanced down, she could still see her bare feet, which seemed to be glowing faintly. Maybe she was made of light?

She looked over her shoulder, realizing that the portal had closed behind her to be replaced by more blackness. Yet that wasn’t the only thing.

The red outline of a cat stood before her, though nothing more could be seen of their shadowy body. It looked like someone had drawn the cat on a blackboard, especially given their wide cartoonish grin and pupil-less eyes. 

“Chaocat...” she whispered, her heart skipping a beat.

“You followed me in here, darling,” Chaocat purred.

They stepped closer and rubbed their bushy tail against her leg. Instead of feeling soft, the tail merely seemed to emit electricity, which prickled up Ren. Her body went rigid and she bit her bottom lip, the warmth seeming to fade within her.

“The owl told me to enter,” she said numbly.

“I told you to enter,” Chaocat chuckled, grinning up at her.

“But...” Ren shook her head, then pushed her rectangular glasses back up her small nose. She tried to sound confident as she said, “You promised you’d take me to Zyn.”

Chaocat continued chuckling, then laughed loudly. “Ah, we’ll be seeing Firecracker soon, don’t you worry!”

Ren wanted to take a step back, to escape the laughter ringing in the darkness. But she felt frozen to the spot. She gazed at the cat for a long moment, then mumbled, “Where are we?”

“Where do you think we are?” scoffed Chaocat, weaving around her and walking away into the silent world.

“The...spirit realm?” Ren asked.

Chaocat flicked their tail. “Correct, darling!”

She set her purple eyes on the vast blackness around her again, hoping to see something. And there was something! The glow that emanated from her body pulled away from her, transforming into a golden ball of light floating in front of her face, the size of a small apple. Ren gazed at it for a moment, then stretched a hand forward to touch it. Before she could, the ball seeped back into her skin, allowing a warmth to spread through her once more.

What is it? she wondered, her hand hanging loosely in the air. Is it another spirit? Was it something Chaocat did? 

“Come on, darling!” Chaocat called over their shoulder.

Ren looked back to them, pressing her hands together anxiously, wishing the warm light would spread to her heart. “Umm...are you taking me to Zyn?”

The cat spirit did not respond, their small figure disappearing into the darkness as they continued on their way. Ren let out a small yelp of fright and hurried after them. It felt like she was running on a wave of air; she was as light as a leaf on the wind. She stumbled a few times as she went, especially as she focused on her running feet or swinging hands rather than her environment. 

She soon caught up, dropping to her knees in surprise. There were now six cats walking in front of her, each of them holding their tails high in confidence. 

Chaocat is made up of individual cats, not multiple colors they switch between—just like Dad said, Ren realized. 

Guilt seared through her, and she winced at the memory of throwing Ak-tu against a tree. 

Don’t think about that, she told herself sternly as she got up again, keeping her eyes on her feet. He chose Jabali over Zyn, he chose a traitor over his own family! He chose what he deserved....

Taking a deep breath, she fell in step behind the six cats. But now she could only see Sarala lying on the stony ground at the bottom of the slope, the rain washing away the blood from her many wounds as she called out to Ren.

Don’t think about that, she repeated, her heart aching. She doesn’t need me or want me... She’ll be fine. She’s tough—tough enough to beat me up! I don’t need her, and she doesn’t need me. 

“Was Moss successful in finding them?” the red cat abruptly asked the blue, pulling Ren from her thoughts.

“No,” Blue said simply. 

“No matter. We’ll have them soon,” Red grumbled.

“Can we destroy them all yet?” Orange asked loudly, lashing their tail in irritation.

“No,” Red hissed.

“Shouldn’t we go back for the others?” Yellow queried.

“In a moment,” Red said. “I want to get out of the Timeless Tunnel before we head back.”

“Yet isn’t the Timeless Tunnel the best place to leave her?” Yellow pointed out, glancing over their shoulder at Ren.

Each of the cats looked back at her, and Ren found herself hot to the touch as she blushed. She ignored her rapidly beating heart, hoping that the cats would look away again. After a moment, they faced forward. 

“Yes and no,” Red said. “We can lose her in the Timeless Tunnel if we are not cautious. We will therefore escort her from here before returning to the island for Rockhead and Nerd.”

Rockhead and Nerd? Are they talking about Sarala and C3? Ren wondered. She bit her bottom lip, then shook her head fiercely. They’ll be okay. It’s not like Chaocat’s that bad, either...right?

“Are we bringing her to Garruel?” Yellow asked Red. 

“Not yet. We only go to Garruel when we’ve got them both. We’ll be going to the Crescent’s Edge.”

Orange started hopping up and down excitedly, while Yellow, Blue, and Purple stiffened. The only one who seemed unfazed by this news was Green.

“But the Crescent’s Edge is in the middle of the phoenixes,” Blue said meekly, their voice cracking as they seemed to struggle to speak.

“And? This isn’t the first time we’d be in phoenix territory.”

None of the cats responded. 

“We’ll return to the island after we drop her off, then we’ll head for the Crescent’s Edge. The sooner we’re at the Crescent’s Edge, the sooner we can return to the physical realm to get the other one.”

The other one? Ren wondered.

Blue sighed. “I wish we could go to the physical realm individually,” they rasped.

“Yes, then we’d be able to get everything else in motion, rather than depend on incompetent spirits or humans,” Yellow said gruffly. “How much longer before we’re out of the Timeless Tunnel?” 

“Who’s to say how much time it’ll take to pass when it’s timeless?” sniggered Orange.

“Enough,” Red grunted. “We’ll be out when we’re out.”

The other cats followed Red’s lead, remaining quiet as they went. Ren hesitated a moment, glanced at the blackness around her, then slumped her shoulders.

I don’t know where I am, so I should stick with them. They’re not doing anything to me. And if they can bring me to Zyn, or know where Zyn is... After all, they said they’d drop me off somewhere, and maybe Zyn is there too! I have to stay with them—at least for now.

Nodding to herself as she came to a decision, Ren squared her shoulders and trailed the spirits into the darkness.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Through the Madness, Through the Tears
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Zyn paced the deck of their ship, their head bowed so that their scarlet hair fell into their mismatched eyes. Their robe billowed around their ankles in the chilly wind; the suns patterned across the soft material appeared to dazzle. Yet Zyn did not notice, too lost in their head as they stepped from one railing to the next, weaving between the masts without seeing them. All they could visualize in their mind’s eye was the mirror call that had happened merely twelve minutes before...

Their father had been lying in the grass, his face gaunt and his angular eyes closed. His indigo hair, which was cut shorter than when Zyn had last seen Ak-tu in-person, was a complete mess. His sienna-toned skin had appeared yellowish. Zyn’s heart leapt for the hundredth time as they recalled the haunting image of their sickly father.

I’m such a terrible person! How could I leave him? Zyn wondered yet again. If anything happens to him, if he—no, I can’t think that! He can’t die! I won’t let him!

But the guilt still swamped their entire body, and they gripped the wooden railing of the ship before their knees could collapse beneath them. They closed their eyes firmly, unable to block out the voices that sprung forth as the memory replayed in their head. 

“Dad, I’m so, so sorry...for leaving...and saying all those horrible things...and...” Zyn had choked over a sob. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am...”

“It’s my fault,” Ak-tu had whispered, his violet eyes now open. “I should’ve been there for you...I shouldn’t’ve expelled you... I’m a terrible father. And I’m so sorry, Zynivus...”

“No, you don’t get to say sorry, it’s my fault, Dad, it’s all my fault!” Zyn had cried. “I’m so sorry!”

Zyn’s eyes prickled with tears as they saw their father in their mind, reaching his thumb forward, as if to stroke Zyn’s hair through Jabali’s mirror. 

“I just want to hold you,” Ak-tu had mumbled, and he had taken the mirror from Jabali so that Zyn could get a better look at his skeletal face.

The image sent shivers down Zyn’s spine.

“I’m coming back,” Zyn had said immediately. “I’m headed for Waterfall City right now. And I found the antidote to the poison in a book on my ship, and I gave it to Mint, and Mint was able to find the ingredients, so you’re gonna be okay!”

Ak-tu had gritted his teeth at Zyn’s words. 

“I’m coming back, Dad, and I’m not ever gonna leave you again!” Zyn had yelped frantically. 

But then the mirror had fallen from Ak-tu’s grasp, and all Zyn had been able to see was green grass filled with glistening dewdrops. 

“Deep breaths, Ak-tu, deep breaths!” Jabali had been shouting in a high voice.

“What’s going on?” Zyn had cried out.

They had been able to hear low murmurs, but nothing distinct. And had that deep voice been Ak-tu or Jabali speaking? 

“What’s going on?” they had repeated.

There were more murmurs before Jabali had finally growled, “You’re gonna live.”

“Dad?” Zyn had practically shrieked. 

More whispers, yet Zyn had not been able to hear anything. They had screamed out again, demanding to know what was going on, but the call had hung up. Soon enough, the mirror had reflected Zyn’s brown face back at them: tear-streaked and distraught. 

“DAD!” Zyn had screamed at the mirror over and over. “DAD!”

Zyn forced themself out of the haunted memory, a shiver running down their spine and quivering through their fingertips. They were unaware that they were choking for air, their chest tight and their throat dry. 

I have to get a grip, Zyn told themself sternly, holding their breath to slow their racing heart. I have to be in the right mindset to teleport the ship to him. I’ve wasted enough time in Saljung, trading for the mirror and finding the antidote for Mint...calling Jabali over and over... I have to get a move on!

After several deep breaths, Zyn’s body relaxed a smidgen. They wiped their wet face off with the sleeve of their robe, then shook their head roughly to clear it. 

“Let’s get to Dad,” they uttered aloud, forcing themself to spring into action. 

They headed for the wheel at the front of the ship, where the controls were located. Slamming their finger against the “On” button at the top of the wheel, the ship’s engines began thrumming softly. The green and blue flags of the masts swung wide as the ship came to life. They pushed another button to make the craft move up, willing the vessel to rise on its own without the need for more enchantments. Within seconds, the ship lifted from the sandy beach, Zyn letting out a sigh of relief.

They glanced around the deck for their sword and staff. They weren’t entirely sure if it was due to their own spirit magic that they had been able to teleport their flying ship from the middle of the ocean to the east coast of Galia, or if it had been result of their spirit magic combined with their enchanted objects. The sword and staff were lying on the floor only meters away, where Zyn had dropped them to call Jabali (they were glad they had a memory for mirror numbers). They swiftly picked up both weapons, scrutinizing each in their hands.

“I wonder if I’ll have enough energy for this, after taking down that memory block?” Zyn uttered.

Their thoughts shifted back to Khurshid’s hotel room in Saljung, where the man had helped Zyn relive their past. Zyn had run from their father’s school as it had been shut down, and apparently put up a memory block with their spirit magic to escape from their guilt. Zyn groaned softly and shook their head again.

“I have to stop getting distracted,” they growled. “Whether I have energy or not, I’m doing this. I have to get to Dad!” 

Zyn’s grip tightened on their weapons, their thumb absentmindedly rubbing the fire etchings of the sword’s hilt. They took a deep breath and raised the sword in front of them first, closing their eyes. 

How did this work last time? they wondered, their confidence beginning to wane. I was imagining Dad’s face...telling the sword to take me to him...then that wind tunnel opened up and the ship got sucked in, right? And I told it to stop. So did telling it all to stop prevent me from going straight to Dad, and that’s how I found Khurshid instead? I need to trust the air tunnel, and let it take me all the way this time!

Nodding to themself, Zyn focused on their father’s sickly form in their mind’s eye. They tried to force the panic and guilt away, concentrating only on Ak-tu. 

Take me to my dad, Zyn thought, over and over, lifting the staff as well. Take me to him, take me to Ak-tu Caihong, take me to Dad!

They could hear the wind whooshing through their ears, they could feel their robe flapping madly around them, they could detect more moisture in the air. But Zyn blocked it all out, not needing to open their eyes to know the spinning tornado was in front of them, taking the vessel away from Saljung—and hopefully to their father.

I am going to Dad! So take me to Dad! TAKE ME TO HIM! TAKE ME TO DAD! NOW! 

All traces of doubt, anxiety, and guilt vanished. Zyn could only focus on Ak-tu, lying in the grass with his eyes closed, the bones of his face jutting out. Zyn imagined standing beside him, and Ak-tu waking up, and everything being okay again, and—

The vessel shook roughly, throwing Zyn to the floor of the deck. They let out a yelp of surprise, dropping their sword but still clutching the staff. Shaking their head dazedly, they sprung to their feet and hurried to the railing, stumbling as the ship rattled again. Glancing over the side, they realized that the bottom of the ship had hit a tree—and more were quickly approaching! 

Zyn scrambled back to the wheel and slammed the blunt edge of their staff against the “Down” button, hoping the ship wouldn’t take more damage as it descended. It groaned as it scraped through branches, leaves raining over Zyn in bursts like mini explosions. 

Heart pounding rapidly, Zyn glanced back up, hoping to detect a clearing in the near distance. But it was too difficult to see the world outside the vessel. Not only did everything seem to be a mess of twigs and leaves, but there was also no color. 

Blinking in surprise, Zyn used the back of their hand holding the staff to rub at their eyes. Yet no color returned to the gray-scale scenery; in fact, the world seemed to grow more dim. 

“I’m overdoing it with my magic again,” Zyn uttered, swallowing hard as a lump formed in their throat. They shook their head roughly. “That doesn’t matter. I need to land and find Dad!”

Almost as soon as the words left their mouth, the ship slammed into the ground, throwing Zyn off their feet once more. Zyn let out a yelp of surprise as they tumbled away, dropping their staff as they went. The engines were practically screaming, the high-pitched noise piercing Zyn’s ears and causing them to wince.

“Make it stop! Turn off! Stop!” Zyn yowled, clutching their ears with both hands. “Stop, stop, stop!”

The noise ended abruptly as the engines turned off. Was that at Zyn’s command? 

They opened their eyes. But now they couldn’t see anything!

“W-what?” Zyn mumbled, slowly taking their hands off their ears. “What’s g-going on?”

They sat up, but the world was still pitch black. They could feel the smooth planks of the deck beneath them, they could smell plant life, they could detect the distant sounds of birdsong, they could even taste the dampness of the air. 

Zyn closed their eyes, shook their head roughly, then opened them again. Yet nothing had changed. 

“Stop!” they wailed, their voice cracking in terror. “Let me see again! I have to see! Please, let me see! Give me back my vision!”

Warm tears streaked down their cheeks, touching their lips with a hint of salt. No matter how many tears raced to the wooden floor, Zyn’s vision did not return.

They sunk back down, whimpering like a wounded animal, fear causing them to tremble like waves of icy water had been dumped over them. The numbing terror dragged them down, draining the remaining energy from them, dulling their senses...

How am I supposed to find Dad if I can’t see?

Their father’s face appeared in their mind’s eye again, skeletal and frail. 

Wait...I can see—in my mind! So I can see!

Zyn tried to sit upright as the realization hit them, yet they felt too exhausted to move an inch. Trying to shrug this off, they opened their eyes again. 

Okay...if I can see in my head, then I can see through my eyes, right? If spirit magic is all about...enchanting...or making things happen...directing my energy...then all I have to do is direct my energy to my eyes, to see again....

But I’m so tired... Their eyes closed. I need to rest...

NO! Zyn argued with themself, managing to twitch their fingers. I have to open my eyes, I have to get my vision back—NOW! I can’t rest, not when Dad needs me, not when my vision is gone!

They took a deep breath, then imagined the world around them. They pictured a blue sky with white clouds scudding it, trees with texturized bark and complex root systems, birds fluttering over bright flowers and frogs hopping across mushrooms...

Give me my vision back. Let me see...let me see...

They could see their father—but he wasn’t sickly. He was instead full of life and energy, laughing as he ran ahead of Zyn as if they were racing through the forest. Ren was there too, a large grin on her face as she glanced over her shoulder at her twin, her bare feet thudding through the soft grass. 

I can see my family... Let me see my family!

Electricity buzzed through Zyn as they managed to stretch a hand forward, as if trying to grasp their lost vision and pull it back in. They opened their eyes, and saw with delight that their vision had returned! 

A blue stone was lying only inches away; it had fallen out of the staff when Zyn had dropped it. Hand straining to reach it, their fingers ready to grasp the smooth surface, the last of their energy left them. Their arm went limp. Their eyes closed.
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Chapter 4: Live or Die?
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It was blackness all around. He could not open his eyes. He could hardly breathe. His shoulder seared in pain, throbbing between burning and freezing. The rest of his body ached, feeling like it needed to stretch and being unable to. Or did his body feel light-headed? Light-bodied? He was much too weary to think of a correct term for all of the agony he felt.

Did it even matter anyway?

{Ak-tu...}

He stirred at the voice—or, at least, he thought he did. But he still could not open his eyes.

{You must fight this poison.} The voice came again, like a firm whisper on the wind. 

Poison? Ak-tu wondered. What poison? 

He tried to remember what had happened... 

Ak-tu had just seen Jabali, hadn’t he? The man he had once loved—who he still loved.... And he’d seen his kid, Zyn...they had returned to him...they had forgiven him and apologized for their actions....

But what actions were those? Ak-tu wondered, his head aching as he attempted to recall what had happened seemingly ages ago. A burst of fire flashed through his mind, the first colors he could see in whatever dark world he had ended up in. That’s right: Zyn got angry at me...they hated me and said they no longer wanted to be part of the family...they left me...left our family....

The fire was put out with several drops of blue. Ak-tu was crying.

But they came back, Ak-tu told himself. Zyn returned. But Ren...she’s gone....

{You must get the poison out of your system before it kills you!} The sturdy voice came again, speaking rapidly. 

Ak-tu ignored the words, his children’s faces coming to his mind. He could clearly picture Zyn, their scarlet hair spiked to the left, their eyes green-and-purple, their oval face full of energy, their smile broad... 

But Ren’s face was blurry. He could hardly make out her purple eyes and rectangular glasses...the freckles on her rose beige skin...her pointed chin...

Ren, please come back, Ak-tu thought desperately, wanting to reach a hand out to her.

{Are you listening?} The voice snapped. {You must get the poison out of you!} 

Ak-tu gradually focused on the stranger, the images of his kids fading from his mind’s eye. He tried to put a face to the familiar voice, but he could not place one. He only saw the all-consuming blackness.

{You must use your magic.} The voice rang loud and clear, as if they were standing right beside Ak-tu. {That’s the only way you’re going to beat this. You must manipulate the water in your body to dispel the poison.} 

{What...?} Ak-tu thought, unable to say anything aloud. {I don’t understand. How do I do that?}

{If you capture the poison with the water in your body, you can get it out of your system before it continues to spread. But you have to act now! The poison has almost consumed you!}

Ak-tu’s heart raced, his chest feeling more taut than it already did. {Capture the poison...with the water in my body? Oh. So I move the water in my body...to prevent the poison from spreading more...and then...then...}

{You must collect the poison. And once it’s balled up, expel it through the wound in your shoulder!}

{Okay...I’ll try...}

{You must get it out of you! NOW!}

Taking a deep breath, Ak-tu relaxed. He reached out with his consciousness, attempting to feel every inch—every centimeter—of his body. Something seemed to be surging through him...burning him...biting him...annihilating him...

The poison.

He focused on the strange sensation coursing through his veins for a moment, then concentrated on the water within his body instead. 

I need to collect the poison... Collect the poison...

His blood flow seemed to stop. Then, a trickling sensation spread from his feet to his knees, up his legs to his stomach, continuing through his chest and into his shoulders. It persisted along his forearms and hands, spiraling through his neck and head. He choked for air, his lungs no longer working and his throat seeming to collapse. Ak-tu was drowning in his own body! 

The strange voice screamed at him, but he could not make out any words. Soon enough, he became deaf to the sounds around him; he wouldn’t be able to hear his own thoughts if he had any.

Ak-tu’s magic took control as he continued to gasp for air. The trickling tingle moved like a wave, shifting from his whole body to only his right arm in a heartbeat. Though his shoulder was now searing like someone had stuck a blazing iron in it, Ak-tu was able to breathe again. He relaxed slightly, inhaling as much air as he could, an icy barrage flowing through his throat and down his chest. 

{Focus on pushing it out your wound!} The voice ordered, sounding eager and terrified. {Come on!}

Ak-tu barely comprehended the words. He took a few more breaths until he was stable enough to relax. Now that he wasn’t so focused on his inability to inhale, his arm was blazing as if melting in lava. He wanted to reach out with his left hand in an attempt to take the pain away, but his body would not move.

{You can only move the water in your body right now.} It was as if the stranger knew what Ak-tu had been attempting. {Now use your water and shove that poison through your wound! Come on!}

It hurts, Ak-tu thought numbly, his eyes stinging as tears rolled down his cheeks. It hurts so much...like my arm’s about to explode... GAH!

{Get it out your arm, NOW! If you don’t do it soon, you’ll lose your arm!}

Ak-tu took several deep breaths, trying to calm his racing heart and tense body. Come on...you have to do this, he ordered himself firmly. You can’t lose your arm...you can’t lose your life... You have to live!

His eyes flew open, the blackness replaced by neon violet light. The poison inside his arm formed into a ball the size of a lime. Ak-tu forced his water to surround the toxicity and move it up towards the cut. Yowling in agony as the lump shifted, he focused only on the water, closing his eyes once more.

Get this poison out of me! 

{Focus on positives! Focus on healing!}

Not even questioning the order, Ak-tu instantly changed his thoughts: Heal me, water! Heal me!

“Heal me, heal me, HEAL MEEEEEE!” Ak-tu screamed.

The poison flew out of his arm as if he’d thrown it like a ball, his wound stretching wide to eject it. He howled in anguish once more, blood pouring from the wide laceration and torn muscles. As he began to whimper, he could feel pressure on his arm—something was attempting to stop the blood flow.

{Good.} The voice was soft and full of relief. {I knew you’d do it.}

Ak-tu opened his eyes again, no longer seeing black or violet. He glanced about in dazed confusion, looking for the person who the voice belonged to. But they were not there.

There were two other people sitting in front of him instead: one with light green hair and eyes full of fear, and one with dark blue hair and glossy eyes. Ak-tu focused on the bearded face of the second person.

Jabali...but...where’s Zyn?

Ak-tu reached his left hand out to Jabali, his vision beginning to fade. He could hear only screams as everything went black, until the voice returned like a faint echo on a distant breeze:

{You must live....}
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Chapter 5: Ain’t No Escaping
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Jabali was screaming almost as loudly as Ak-tu. He and Mint were kneeling beside Ak-tu, who was lying on the grass, dressed in a striped black shirt. 

“Ak-tu!” Jabali cried urgently. “It’s gonna be okay! You’re gonna be fine!”

But Ak-tu had no reaction to Jabali’s words, continuing to yowl in agony. Jabali’s blurry vision got worse as warm tears streaked down his cheeks. He used the back of his hand in an attempt to wipe them away, yet it was to no avail. The tears kept falling. 

Suddenly, Ak-tu’s eyes flew open. Jabali gasped in surprise at the bright violet light emanating from them. He couldn’t see the pupils or whites of Ak-tu’s eyes—only the color. The neon purple only seemed to get brighter, blinding Jabali and Mint; they had to lift their hands to shield their eyes.

Jabali could now hardly see Ak-tu, between the tears and the light. Yet something caught his attention in Ak-tu’s right arm, and he forced his squinted eyes to focus on that instead. A lump formed in his throat as he realized that a ball seemed to be stuck in Ak-tu’s shoulder, beneath the skin. Jabali instantly reached for it, knowing that he had to get that lime-sized mass out of Ak-tu, knowing that it was the poison. The violet light disappeared as Ak-tu’s eyes closed, Jabali able to see better as he continued to stretch his hand forward.

“Heal me, heal me, HEAL MEEEEEE!” Ak-tu screamed, causing Jabali to withdraw his hand abruptly in alarm.

Before Jabali could do anything to help his writhing friend, the mass shot out of Ak-tu’s arm like a flying stone, vanishing behind the nearby trees. Ak-tu yowled louder than before, the scratch along his arm now a wide laceration. Blood poured from the wound, Jabali lunging forward to cover it with a cloth and staunch the flow. His heart pounded rapidly in his ears, the lump growing larger in his throat. 

Ak-tu’s eyes suddenly opened again. They drifted to Jabali, focusing on him for a long moment. His left arm twitched, as if he wanted to lift his hand. But then his eyes rolled back and his body went limp. 

“AK-TU!” Jabali cried in a strangled way. “NO! YOU CAN’T DIE! DON’T DIE ON ME! AK-TU!”

“He’s alive,” Mint said beside him, their soft voice somehow audible over the shouts. 

“HE IS?” Jabali yowled, snapping his gaze to Mint. 

“Yes,” Mint said, their huge eyes staring only at Ak-tu. “He’s unconscious.”

Jabali turned back to Ak-tu, realizing with relief that his chest was moving slowly up and down. He’s gonna make it!

Mint crawled forward on their hands and knees, settling down on Ak-tu’s right side to inspect him more closely. They moved Jabali’s cloth away from the wound, stared at the blood for a moment, then nodded to themself and covered it again.

“Keep the pressure up,” Mint told Jabali. “It looks like Mr. Caihong was able to get the poison out on his own, somehow.”

“Perhaps it was water magic,” murmured Jabali in a numb way.

Mint glanced at him. “Water magic?”

Jabali nodded. “He used water magic t’ get things outta him in the past. It’s why water magicians are typically good healers—at least for their own bodies—as they can control what’s in their body by manipulatin’ the water within.”

“I don’t think I’d ever be able to do that,” Mint mumbled in awe, gazing at Ak-tu with a new respect shining in their eyes. “I know water magic can be used to manipulate the body...but...wow! To do it on your own...when you’re in a weakened state...” Mint shook their head several times in disbelief. “Wow. Incredible...”

“So he’s gonna make it, right?” Jabali asked.

Mint nodded. “He should.”

“Should?”

Mint shifted uneasily. “Well, he’s kinda weak and underweight. He’ll have a long recovery ahead of him...and his shoulder is definitely damaged after getting the poison out. We ought to bring him to a professional healer...”

Jabali frowned, sitting back a bit, but still ensuring he had enough pressure over Ak-tu’s wound. He inhaled deeply, breathing in the scent of sour kailili flowers. Releasing the breath slowly to calm his speeding pulse, he focused on Ak-tu’s skeletal face.

Mint’s right. He don’t look good. But the gov could be here any moment, especially if they heard all the screaming...

Jabali glanced around the forest clearing. Ak-tu had been placed closer to the edge on a bed of moss and soft grass. Flowers poked out of the bushes behind him; the fuzzy plants calmed Jabali’s racing heart, and he felt more hopeful seeing the bright white and yellow petals. Mint’s green backpack sat next to him, its many pockets open to reveal jars full of plants and other potion ingredients within. Near the middle of the clearing, left in the muddy grass without a care, was Wave.

He glared at the man for a long moment, hating everything from his reddish hair to his sandals. This was the man who had used and betrayed Jabali, nearly broke Zyn’s arm, attacked Sarala, kidnapped Sarala and Fern, called the government on Ak-tu and his school, and now poisoned his best friend. 

“We need to get the poison out of him,” Mint murmured, also staring at Wave. 

“Why bother?” Jabali huffed without a second thought. “He’s the one who poisoned Ak-tu! And if he was stupid enough t’do it without a cure on hand, then tha’s his own fault. Besides—you already gave him the antidote.”

“But it didn’t work for Mr. Caihong...I don’t think,” Mint murmured, looking unsure of themself as they twiddled their thumbs. “I mean, the poison might have taken over Mr. Caihong regardless of the antidote, if Mr. Caihong hadn’t been able to take control of the poison himself. What if it’s the same for Wave? We can’t let him die.”

Jabali snorted derisively. “It’s his own fault,” he grunted. 

“We need to bring them both to a hospital,” Mint said, getting to their feet. “We can’t let them die.”

Jabali glanced up at the tall person, expecting to see Mint looking afraid or uncertain. But Mint’s round face was determined, their green gaze only focused on Wave.

Looking at their enemy again, Jabali shifted uneasily. If we don’t save Wave, we might as well be murderers. We wouldn’t be any better than him. I can’t let that fall on Mint. They’re too young for that.

“You can do it,” Jabali growled abruptly.

“Me?” Mint yelped in surprise, all determination gone as they glanced down at Jabali with apprehension on their face.

Jabali nodded. It’s time to get this kiddo confident in their abilities. “If ya don’t try, he may die on the way to a hospital,” he pointed out aloud. “We’re miles from the city, after all.”

“But if I don’t succeed, he might die!” Mint mumbled.

“No, he ain’t gonna die in your hands,” Jabali said firmly. “You’ve got the skills, Mint. Ya gotta believe in yourself. And even if you don’t remove all o’ the poison, I’m sure getting some out would be enough to hold him over until we can bring him to a hospital.” 

Mint blinked doubtfully. “That’s...not how this poison works? It’s kinda all or nothing...”

“You’ve gotta try, Mint,” Jabali urged. “If ya wanna save him and think the cure ain’t gonna work, then this is the only way right now—unless ya wanna be the one to run him all the way to Waterfall City. But I’m stayin’ here with Ak-tu, keeping pressure on his wound.”

Mint stared at Jabali for a long moment, gaping slightly. Wave suddenly groaned, and they swiftly looked his way. Without another word, Mint hurried to Wave’s side, pulling their wand from their back pocket as they went. They stopped a pace away, their brown hand quivering.

“You can do it, Mint,” Jabali encouraged them, squeezing Ak-tu’s arm, his hands feeling slick as the blood soaked through the cloth. 

“But my magic’s always...been bad,” Mint muttered.

“Your magic is only ‘bad’ if ya believe it to be,” grunted Jabali, glancing about for a new cloth. “Anyway, you’ve always been good at makin’ potions.”

“But Wave isn’t a potion,” Mint pointed out. 

“Maybe not, but ya can think of him as one!” Jabali said. “He’s a potion, and you accidentally dropped the wrong ingredient in ’im—the poison—so now you needa take it out!”

Mint’s shoulders slumped and they closed their eyes, their wand lying limp at their side. “I can’t,” they uttered.

“What? Why not?” Jabali huffed, using one hand to pull off his collared shirt. 

Mint shook their head several times, clearly trying to hold back tears. “I messed up that potion to find Zyn, remember? And I couldn’t make it right. I dropped a crystal in it that would burn anything. I couldn’t get it out. Ren had to do it for me. I don’t think I can do this....”

“Of course you can!” Jabali said at once, hardly paying attention to Mint’s words as he quickly swapped the bloody cloth for the clean shirt, tying it around Ak-tu’s upper arm. “Ak-tu told me you’re the best potion-maker in the school! If anyone can save Wave, Mint, it’s you.” 

Mint sighed, their shoulders remaining slumped. “But I don’t think I can do this alone. Even the best healers need help, especially with tasks like surgeries.”

“Well, ya do what you can. You at least gotta give it a try! A life is at stake,” Jabali pointed out, turning his attention back to them. “Try, Mint.”

Mint was quiet, then they nodded slowly. “I have to try,” they muttered under their breath, hardly loud enough for Jabali to hear. “I have to do this.”

They took several deep breaths, then lifted their wand, a new firmness set on their face.

“Remove the poison from Wave,” they demanded.

Jabali’s eyes raked over Wave, trying to figure out where his wound was. Realizing that his pants were torn, Jabali focused on that, expecting to see another ball of poison form near the wound. But nothing happened. 

“Take the poison out of Wave,” Mint repeated, sounding more doubtful.

“Imagine tha’ poison comin’ out,” Jabali said briskly. “And don’t be shy ’bout it—order it.”

Mint nodded and closed their eyes, breathing deeply again. Several moments passed before they tried again.

“Remove the poison,” they commanded sharply. “Take the poison out!” 

Wave began squirming and moaning. Jabali’s eyes widened as the man’s skin began rippling like a river. Something was moving within him!

“You’re doing it, Mint!” Jabali exclaimed in amazement. 

Mint nodded again, repeating more loudly, “Remove the poison from Wave! Take the poison out of him! Water, push out the poison!”

Wave started screaming in agony, his skin now bubbling like soup in a pot. Mint squeaked in alarm and stumbled back, their whole body shaking as their wand lowered.

“Come on, Mint! You’re doing it!”

“But he’s in pain!” they yelped.

“He’s gonna be in pain as long as tha’ poison is in him,” Jabali pointed out. “You’re doin’ great, Mint. Keep at it!”

Mint closed their eyes once more, breathing rapidly as they tried to regain control of themself. It was a moment before they lifted their wand again, their hand trembling. “Take the poison out! Take it out!” 

“Control the water, Mint!” Jabali said, his heart sinking as the teen’s confidence wavered. “Tell the water to take the poison outta him!”

“Control the water!” Mint ordered, their quavering voice strengthening once more. “Let the water take the poison out!”

Wave’s skin continued to ripple, but it moved more and more into his wounded leg. The water was shoving the poison towards the cut!

Mint groped at the air with their free hand, as if they were pulling a rope of poison from Wave’s body. They continued to command their magic to push the poison out, sounding more confident by the moment. Wave screamed loudly, writhing in agony. 

“Focus on taking the poison out, not the water!” Jabali directed.

“Take the poison out!” Mint repeated. 

Finally, Wave gave one last cry, then everything fell silent. A similar lump to Ak-tu’s expelled itself from his leg, blood squirting from the wide wound. It hit a tree and landed in the mud, the ground steaming. A shiver trickled down Jabali’s spine at the sight; this same substance had been inside Ak-tu. How much of his insides had the poison destroyed?

Maybe we do gotta take the chance and bring him to a hospital....

“Did I d-do it?” Mint mumbled, crouching beside Wave and pulling their sweater off to tie around his leg, revealing a light green shirt beneath.

“Yes,” Jabali said, nodding his head to the side of the clearing. “The poison flew out over there. Ya did great, Mint. I knew you’d be able t’ do it.”

Mint stared at the steaming poison, their eyes wide. “I...didn’t think I could,” they mumbled. They glanced to Jabali, offering him a small smile. “It’s thanks to you that I knew what to do—though I was worried I’d take the water completely from Wave’s body...”

Jabali shook his head. “As far as I understand it, even when a person’s body is at its weakest, it is difficult (if not impossible) for others t’take control of tha’ body’s magic. Remember, everybody technically has all four elemental magics within ’em, even if they can only access one or two. 

“In this case, as you were trying t’control Wave’s water, Wave’s water magic—despite him not having access to tha’ magic— came forward to prevent ya from completely taking control of it. The only reason ya were able to control it as much as you did was probably ’cuz Wave’s own water magic was also trying t’remove the poison. After all, magic is a self-defense mechanism.”

“So his body worked with me to get rid of the poison?” Mint asked, staring down at Wave again.

Jabali nodded. “Yep! Long story short.”

The two were quiet for several minutes. A squirrel darted by, its bushy tail held high. Jabali returned his gaze to Ak-tu, letting out a small sigh of relief as he watched the man’s chest rise and fall peacefully. 

“Ya better make it, you dunderhead,” Jabali uttered so quietly that he could hardly hear his own words. 

“What do we do now?” Mint asked, glancing over their shoulder at him. “Bring them to a hospital once the bleeding stops more?”

“I think...” 

Jabali’s voice trailed off as he heard loud rumbling. Both of them looked up at the patches of sky visible through the foliage. A giant ship was passing by overhead!

“Uh, oh,” Mint mumbled, staring at the vessel with wide eyes. “More government ships inbound?”

Jabali squinted at the green and blue sails. He did not recognize the plain flags as being part of the Pann government’s fleet. 

“I don’t think so,” he murmured. “There ain’t an insignia. That’s a private ship.”

The vessel wasn’t just sailing across the sky: It was evidently making to land soon, noticeable by the vibrations in the air as it descended.

“You don’t think it’s Zyn, do you?” Mint pondered.

“Zyn? How on Sater would they already be here from Saljung?” 

Mint shrugged quietly as the ship vanished from view. A moment later, they heard a loud thud as the vessel landed—only one or two clearings away!

“Hmm...might be best t’check it out. Maybe that’s our ticket outta here, Zyn or not. Pack up, and let’s go!”

Jabali checked the shirt tied around Ak-tu’s arm, which thankfully wasn’t soaked through. He wiped his bloody hands off on the moss, then swiftly closed Mint’s backpack. Once making sure he had his mirror in his pocket, Jabali slung the pack over his shoulders before scooping Ak-tu into his arms. Ak-tu’s hair tickled Jabali’s bare chest, his skin feeling unusually frigid.

We gotta get to a healer.

Jabali looked over at Mint, who was holding Wave easily, their wand tucked back in their pants pocket. Nodding to the teen, Jabali led the way from the clearing, in the direction of the descending ship. The engines no longer rumbled, the only sound that of their footsteps padding across the soft grass; even birds did not chirp at all the commotion going on in the forest. 

Within no time, Jabali could make out the wooden craft through the trees. He paused in his tracks, Mint stopping just behind him. Jabali placed Ak-tu on the ground, then held his hand up, palm facing Mint to signal them to wait behind cover.

Jabali headed through the dense undergrowth, bushes scraping his arms and legs. Though he was trying to place his large feet down with care, the branches snapped and creaked with each movement he made. Shrugging it off, he staggered into the clearing, hesitating a moment as he gazed up at the vessel. The bottom of the ship had been scratched. The tops of the trees around the clearing were broken, bits of branches and piles of leaves scattered across the grass. 

Hmm...looks almost like a crash landing. Maybe this ain’t our ticket out, after all. Only one way to find out...

Jabali lifted his hands to cup his mouth, then bellowed, “Ahoy up there!”

He waited. A few birds began chirping in the distance. A light breeze rustled the tops of the damaged trees. Nobody responded.

“Captain!” Jabali shouted, stepping closer to the ship as he continued to gaze up. “Crew members! I would like t’speak t’ya!”

Nothing stirred on the deck. 

Jabali frowned, cautiously moving closer. Only feet away from the boarding door on the bottom of the vessel, he tried calling up again. Yet nobody answered and nothing moved. 

He pounded on the door as loudly as he could with his fist. After waiting several more minutes, he still received no reply.

I wonder if they were knocked out when the ship crashed? Not sure I wanna get involved in tha’ mess...but it’d give me reason to board the ship if the door’s unlocked!

Jabali grabbed the knob of the door and pulled it open with ease. He kept his body angled to the entranceway, in case any weapons waited to attack him. Yet the tiny boarding room was empty. 

He glanced over his shoulder, trying to pinpoint Mint in the forest behind him. However, he couldn’t see anyone, hoping that the teen was merely good at concealing themself and hadn’t been captured or wandered off. Wishing he had mastered telepathy to tell Mint to stay put, Jabali signaled that he was entering the ship. Without further ado, he stepped onto the hardwood floor, leaving the door open at his back. 

He passed through the boarding area and entered a narrow hallway. There were three doors on either side of the hall. Though he figured that most of these led to the engine rooms, Jabali knew he’d have to doublecheck for any passengers. Therefore, he made his way to the front of the ship, pulling open more doors and peeking inside. Each engine room (and the bathroom) was empty.

Jabali made his way up the stairs at the back of the ship, to the second floor; he winced as the creaky steps seemed too loud in the silence. There were only two doors on either side of the hall. He went to the right door first, pulling it open to see a large orange mat spread across the floor. Mirrors and racks full of weapons lined the walls. 

A training room? Huh.

Jabali backed out of the space once scrutinizing the corners for any sign of life, then turned to the door opposite him. This one opened up to a makeshift library, though there weren’t too many books on the few shelves within. There wasn’t anywhere to sit, either—not that there was anyone in the room needing a place to sit.

Jabali moved to the third floor. This hall contained four doors on either side, and ended with a kitchen at the front of the ship. He could already tell that the kitchen was empty from afar. He opened the doors to see only a bed and dresser within each tiny room, everything seeming untouched and dusty. Once finding nobody within, Jabali moved through the kitchen with ease, only checking the clay pots and barrels to ensure they were empty.

Is this a ghost ship? 

Jabali walked up the stairs beside the kitchen, which led to the deck. He opened the door very slowly, hoping he wasn’t about to walk into an ambush. But he couldn’t hear any voices or footsteps squeaking across the wood. Everything was silent. Holding his breath unconsciously, he went through the doorway.

The deck was as void as the rest of the ship. Only three masts were staring back at him, the flags no longer open. Jabali glanced over his shoulder at another set of stairs, which led to the captain’s wheel at the front of the ship. He bounded up the steps, not bothering to conceal his loud footsteps as nobody waited for him at the top. 

But there was something there!

Jabali stared at the staff lying on the floor, then narrowed his eyes as he saw a sword only inches away. He scooped to pick it up, rubbing his broad thumb over one of the etchings on its hilt, which depicted fire.

“This sword is like Ak-tu’s, but fire instead o’ water,” Jabali murmured. “And this ship is set up exactly the same.”

He glanced around for any other objects, or even marks on the planks. Yet there was no sign of anyone ever being on the vessel. Jabali’s heart sank.

“How is the ship here, but Zyn ain’t?”

He slipped his mirror from his pocket, unlocked it, and swiped to his contacts list until he located Zyn’s name. Yet the mirror did not even attempt to connect, refusing to show Zyn’s image. Jabali exited the contacts list and tried again. Nothing changed. 

“Did Zyn already break their mirror or somethin’?”

He was all too familiar with trying to call a broken mirror; Ak-tu had shattered plenty over the years. Typically, Jabali would have to wait for Ak-tu to reach out to him on a new mirror in order to make contact again, unless Ak-tu used his magic to reach out in a different way.

Jabali sighed and returned the mirror to his pocket after trying one last time with no luck. It appeared that Zyn’s mirror was out of commission, just like the Caihong family mirror that Ren had last. 

“Great. None o’ these kids are reachable,” he groaned. “Well, we best getta move on...figure out where they all went later.”

Jabali was soon stepping foot in the forest; moving through the ship went much more quickly when he wasn’t checking around every door. He walked cautiously across the clearing, keeping his ears pricked for any sign of trouble, half-expecting government officials to come running out from behind the
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