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Chapter 1: Is This the Real Life?
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The Caihong family continued to hug, surrounded by trees and bushes, the gibbous moon positioned directly overhead and two swords lying in the grass nearby. The scents of cinnamon and nutmeg weaved through the clearing, tickling Ren’s nose; she wasn’t accustomed to being able to smell after her adventure in the spirit realm, where some of her senses did not work. Crickets chirped loudly and she could make out the distant sounds of frogs. The air was warm and damp, as if they were near a swamp. It felt like summer.

Was it summer? How much time had passed since she’d been away? 

Ren moaned softly and closed her eyes, wishing Ak-tu, Zyn, and Jabali would release their tight hold on her. Her father seemed to recognize her discomfort as he took a step back, though he still kept a hand on both of his children’s shoulders. Her twin also released their hold, their mismatched eyes shining with tears. Jabali moved several paces away, standing nearest to Ak-tu and farthest from Ren. 

As he should, Ren thought gruffly, her heart hammering in her chest as she observed the tall man. His black skin glistened with sweat beneath the moonlight and his blue hair was frizzy, as if he had just practiced martial arts for hours. He’s not my dad. He’s not part of this family.

Her eyes flicked to her father’s face. Ak-tu was staring at her quietly, the unibrow making his expression a little difficult to read. His neon violet eyes were also glassy with tears. Ren found that she could not maintain eye contact as she remembered slamming him against a tree. She looked at Zyn instead.

She could always find comfort in her twin...right? But as Zyn offered her a smile, tears streaking down their brown cheeks, Ren couldn’t help a shiver from trickling along her spine. Was this the real Zyn, even though their eyes were mismatched again? Didn’t the real Zyn have purple eyes, while Chaocat’s illusion-Zyn had mismatched? Why were Zyn’s eyes changing so much? But this had to be the real Zyn: Their hair was cut short on the sides, while the top remained thicker with a soft spike to it; the illusion-Zyn had longer and spikier hair, just like they had worn their hair at school.

“Ren?” Ak-tu asked softly.

She did not want to look at him and closed her eyes. How could she face her father after what she had done? How could she trust that he was the real thing?

Of course he’s real, said a tiny voice in her head. He hugged me! That’s more than that illusion could ever do...

Yet as she thought of the fake father figure again, more guilt prickled her body like electricity. Hadn’t she wanted the illusion to be real? It would mean Ak-tu would be aromantic and attracted to nobody—not grayromantic and feeling attraction for Jabali.

But did Jabali run out on our family? Was he ever meant to be our second dad? Am I missing something? 

“Ren, are you okay?” Zyn’s voice broke through her thoughts and she felt their hand on her arm, shaking her.

“Give her some space,” Ak-tu murmured.

“Dad, you have no idea what just happened!” Zyn exclaimed, their loud voice cracking the air like lightning.

And at that, Ren’s mind put her back in the bog, being chased by rainbow-colored cats and a floating jellyfish with poisonous tentacles. She had been tortured...almost as if her soul would have been ripped from her body....

Ren gave a small squeak of fright and pain, her arms hugging herself tightly as she stumbled backwards from the others and fell to the grass. The clearing became eerily silent, as if someone had muted the crickets and frogs. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her. Ak-tu stepped forward, crouching beside her and placing his hand on her shoulder. Ren backed away, until she was out of his grasp.

“What happened?” Ak-tu asked Zyn in a hoarse voice; Ren could feel his eyes were still on her, despite her own being shut.

“Chaocat was chasing us, then this spirit named Garruel—”

“Garruel has the ability to take other spirits’ powers,” Cypress cut across Zyn. “I believe they were attempting to take away Ren’s.”

“Is she hurt?” Ak-tu cried in alarm, his voice coming nearer once more.

Ren did not have the energy to keep pushing away. Yet as he came closer to her trembling form, he did not wrap his arms around her again. 

“I dunno,” Zyn said honestly, their words wavering. “She was out of it after Garruel attacked her, but she hopped through the portal okay. Everything was fine—at least until she didn’t want to come back here and all the cracks appeared. But then we were able to come through, so I think she wants to be here....”

“Ren?” Ak-tu whispered. “Do you want to speak to me, in private?”

“We’ll give ya all the space ya need,” Jabali said at once.

“Yeah, I’m hungry, can we go?” Mint added hastily. 

“Yes, I would like to call my parents,” said Cypress. “Does anyone have a mirror I can borrow?”

“Hold on a moment,” Ak-tu said suddenly, and everyone’s padding footsteps came to a halt. “Where’d the Rainbow Wizard go? Master Hóngmù?”

Ren frowned and opened her eyes. The Rainbow Wizard was there? And who was Master Hóngmù? 

She spotted a person on the far edge of the clearing, dressed in black edged with white. His figure was hardly noticeable due to the long-stretching shadows. As he stepped forward, she was able to see he had short dark hair, a mustache, and a patch of facial hair on his pointed chin. His angular eyes lingered on Ren for a moment before shifting to Ak-tu. 

“I believe the Rainbow Wizard was pulled into the spirit realm when the portal was struggling to connect,” the master said, glancing briefly at Jabali. “Mr. Caihong was not strong enough to maintain the connection. You undoubtedly noticed this yourself, as you ran forward to help, Caihong.”

Ren frowned as she tried to figure out what this meant. Did Master Hóngmù just refer to Jabali as Mr. Caihong? Yet why would Jabali be the one to open the portal, when her father was perfectly capable of performing his own spirit magic? 

“Yes, I ran to help,” Ak-tu said, placing his eyes on Jabali, “but it wasn’t due to Jabali not being ‘strong enough’ and more due to the fact that I’ll do anything to keep my kids safe. When I saw the portal struggling, I had to do something, I had to visualize them coming home safely.”

“Of course,” Master Hóngmù said, dipping his head. “Yet the fact remains that the portal had been unstable. I believe the Rainbow Wizard allowed himself to be pulled in instead of any of you. If he had not jumped forward, chances are likely your entire family would have fallen through the spirit realm or ended up in the veil between.”

Ak-tu pursed his lips as he registered this information. Ren, who had enough talk and firsthand experience of the spirit realm to last her a lifetime, closed her eyes once more and turned from the others.

I want to go home, she thought.

But they did not have a home any longer. The Caihong Academy of Magic was no more, as it’d been shut down by the Pann government. The flying ship they’d traveled the world in growing up was no more, as she had crashed the vessel on a stony island with Chaocat’s help.

A tall girl was lying on the black-sanded beach, reaching her hand out for Ren, clearly too injured to move. 

Ren had turned her back on Sarala, entering the swirling violet portal behind Chaocat...entering the spirit realm...

She had turned her back on her entire family.

Shaking her head did nothing to rattle the thoughts out. A small moan escaped her. The groan turned into a cry, her chest tightening and her heart wailing. She fell forward, pressing her forehead to the moist grass, her heart pulsing her entire body as agony overtook her.

“Ren!” Ak-tu yelped. “Ren, what is it? What’s wrong?”

Yet she did not hear him and would be in no state to answer.

“Mint! Do you have a potion that can help her?” Ak-tu’s voice seemed to be coming from far away. 

Ren ignored the movements around her; she was hardly aware of the others. She could barely breathe, her mouth opening continuously to pull in more and more air, her heart still hammering away that she felt sure the earth was quaking. Her face was wet, as if she was caught in a river—and that river was going to drown her! 

Memories flitted through her mind in a flurry, going too quickly for her to focus on a single one: caves full of glowing rivers, a cat, Sarala left on the island, a grinning face outlined in red, Ak-tu being thrown into a tree, a blue dragon, a library labyrinth carved into wide trees, a ball of golden light, government agents pursuing them through the clouds on a grand ship, an orange bird with a flaming tail, stone pillars with strange writing along their rough surfaces, a room full of mirrors and memories, shapeshifting...

All she wanted to do was run and hide! 

Someone grabbed hold of her—or was it something? She felt restricted, her lungs threatened to close on her, she was sputtering for air, surely she was drowning as water slid down her face and blocked her nose—

Ren crumpled into her father’s arms, her head on his shoulder and her eyes shut as tears continued to stream down her freckled cheeks. Though she was still awake, she was hardly conscious, her mind no longer seeing, thinking, or grasping anything. It was as if her brain had shut down. 

Ak-tu stroked her hair and rubbed her back soothingly. Ren was not directly aware of his gentle touch, but her body gradually relaxed and her sobs slowed until she could breathe more easily. The time continued to pass slowly, nobody moving as they all kept their eyes upon father and daughter. 

Finally, Ren stirred, her mind slowly waking up. The overwhelm burdening her had lessened with each tear that had slipped along her skin. She was able to gain control of herself again. Straightening up in her father’s grasp, she opened her eyes, but kept them averted from everyone.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled to the group, not sure they could hear her soft voice. “I’m sorry for running away, for hurting you, Dad, and hurting Sarala...” She took a shaky breath and added in a whisper, “I’m sorry for trusting Chaocat.”

“I forgive you, Ren,” Ak-tu murmured, still patting her back. “I’m here for you. We all are. Everything’s going to be okay.”

Ren did not make any response.

“How’s about we get some sleep?”

But Ren shook her head. She suddenly felt wide awake. The images of what she had done before embarking into the spirit realm returned to her mind. She took a deep breath, then forced herself to look into her father’s eyes. 

“What’s happened since I’ve been gone?” she asked tentatively. “You...you’re okay, right? Since I...since...”

“I’m perfectly fine,” Ak-tu told her quietly, squeezing her shoulder. “I did get into a scuffle with Wave and he managed to poison me. My right arm’s still a little weak, but I’m doing much better.”

“You were poisoned?” Ren croaked.

“Yes, but it was nothing,” Ak-tu said vaguely. “I managed to get it out of me and have been healing well since.”

“And...and Sarala?” Ren’s voice died as she said the girl’s name. 

“After months of searching for healers, we found one,” he told her. “She’s with the healer in the town next to my old martial arts school—where we’re currently at. Her left leg is paralyzed, but she’s also doing better.”

“Paralyzed?” Ren mouthed, her throat threatening to close on her as new tears sprung to her violet eyes. 

Ak-tu nodded once, but said nothing more about Sarala. Instead, he murmured, “Zyn came back soon after you had departed. Zyn, have you told your sister about your adventure yet?”

He did not look at Zyn as he said this, and Ren had a feeling he was merely trying to distract her from thinking of what she had done to Sarala. 

“Ooo, I haven’t!” Zyn said, hopping into a seated position beside their father and gazing at Ren. “I ended up at the Rainbow Wizard’s house, after Chaocat tried teleporting me away to—well, I dunno, someplace else, I guess. Anyways, I put up some sort of memory block, so I didn’t remember Dad at first, but I remembered you. I just couldn’t remember where you were. Then, I found the wizard’s sword that could guide my way, and a bunch of objects I could enchant! I went to a town in Gula and enchanted things for them, and they called me a wizard! Then, I...kinda got sick of it and left, especially since I wanted to find Dad after I glimpsed him in a river, and then I teleported the ship—oh, yeah, the wizard left me a ship for my quest—and I went to Saljung and ran into Khurshid, who helped me take down my memory block.”

Ren could hardly take in anything her twin was saying, especially as they were speaking so quickly. She blinked several times, trying to make sense of it all, glad her vision was no longer so blurred by tears. She nearly missed Zyn’s next words as she realized that her vision was completely fine despite having lost her glasses in the spirit realm.

“After that, I teleported the ship to Dad,” Zyn continued, “but I overdid it with my spirit magic, and then I was in this ashy world that turned into fire, and I think I almost died, and then I came back and found myself in the Rainbow Wizard’s home again—in that cave near the floating log, remember that?”

Ren’s heart skipped a beat. She bit her bottom lip anxiously, not needing the reminder of how she’d entered the dangerous river caves near the wizard’s home as a child in the past—and where Chaocat had first pursued her. 

“Anyways, I ran into Sarala there, since I guess the wizard found her and brought her to his home to be healed by his magic water, but it couldn’t do anything for her leg. That’s where we met Lirio, who’s been helping Sarala, and the three of us went around the Kuokoa Islands to find her a healer. Oh, and I’ve kinda been falling into the spirit realm at random, or with the help of the sword—not sure why, though. And then I used the sword to try and find you once Sarala told me where you actually went, and I managed to make a connection to Cypress! Then...well, then we found you!”

“Zyn...” Ren said softly, not comprehending their words as her mind had been stuck on the river caves, “that cave at the wizard’s house...I remember it, and I remember where I had gone during my meditation when we were kids. I was in the veil, in those river caves that you just found me in. And Chaocat had been chasing me, even back then.”

Ak-tu nodded, his eyes wary. “I suspect Chaocat has been trailing us for quite some time. Ren, what happened to you in the spirit realm?”

Ren shook her head roughly, wanting to tell them yet also desiring to forget anything had ever happened. She paused for a long moment, breathing deeply as she gathered her thoughts. Once she was ready, she spoke in a low murmur, the others moving in closer and sitting down to hear her better.

“Chaocat made some sort of illusionary school, where I was a third-year trying to learn spirit magic. They kept getting angry that I couldn’t do anything. Then, they had me fighting C3—sorry—Cypress. I don’t know if it was the real—”

“Yes, it was the real me,” Cypress stated in a toneless voice. “You shot me with lightning.” 

Mint let out a large gasp. Ren closed her eyes and shifted back, out of her father’s grasp as she hugged herself more tightly. 

“I know it was Chaocat controlling you,” Cypress said quickly. “It was not your fault that—”

“Yes, it was,” Ren muttered bitterly. “Everything has been my own fault, my own actions.”

“But Chaocat was manipulating us,” Cypress pointed out. “They were making me cut down illusions of you, Zynivus, and Mr. Caihong. I believe they were trying to take control of me in order to grab both of you, especially if Zyn was to come to the spirit realm—like what ended up happening. In fact, Ren, when we escaped Chaocat, they caught up to me and possessed me. They did this in order to get to Zyn and befriend you to take you back.”

Ren opened her eyes and stared at Cypress, whose red hair now had black-and-white patches throughout. Her body trembled once more as she realized the patches were in the shapes of crescent moons. “Are you...?”

“No, I am no longer possessed, and Zynivus can verify this,” Cypress answered her unasked question. “They helped me fight Chaocat off and saw the spirit leave my body.”

Ak-tu nodded to his words, then reached out his hand to touch Ren’s. She jumped in fright and he squeezed her hand apologetically. “What happened after the school, Ren? I had a vision of you being there, then I saw you in a village. Did you end up in a village?”

Ren stared at her father in awe, wondering how he’d had these visions. Then again, she’d had visions herself in the past, so was it that odd he’d have them? Shrugging it off, she nodded to his words. 

“Yes,” she murmured. “I was in our little house, but there was a village just outside it, which I’ve never seen before. In that world, it was normal for us to change into animal forms, but I couldn’t do it.”

“What sorts of animals?” Master Hóngmù asked unexpectedly, eyeing her from where he still stood a distance away.

Ren glanced briefly at him before turning her gaze to Ak-tu again. “You were a blue dragon,” she told him. “And Zyn was a phoenix. I didn’t see anyone else’s forms.”

“And what were you?” Zyn breathed eagerly, their eyes lit as they leaned closer.

“I couldn’t change at first,” Ren mumbled. “I went to the library for information, and the real Aster took control of the illusion-Aster there. He told me to remember the people missing from the village world: Sarala, Mint, and Jabali.”

“So that woke you up,” Ak-tu stated as Mint whimpered softly.

Ren nodded slowly, wondering why Mint looked so hurt. “Chaocat was losing their grip on the world at that point, I believe. So when I next woke up, and you and Zyn were acting...weird...I knew something was wrong and I tried to escape.”

“Is that when you saw me standing up to Chaocat?” Cypress queried. 

“No. That was later. The purple Chaocat found me, but then...Dad, I think they were trying to help me. They brought me to a room of mirrors and showed me memories—of the real little house and the real school. They told me I needed to change, then vanished. And all the mirrors reflected various animals.”

“Ooo, so—”

“What happened next, Ren?” Ak-tu cut off Zyn. 

“When I left, Cypress was facing Chaocat,” Ren said, noting that Cypress was still wearing the shirt with the red poppy that he’d gotten in the spirit realm. “Then Chaocat made all these illusions, and the purple and blue cats helped me escape. Why were they helping me?”

“Probably tryin’ t’initiate some other manipulative plan,” Jabali grunted.

Ren’s stomach churned at his words. She took a deep breath, then pressed on. “I escaped and found myself on some sort of hill. I think it was called the Crescent’s Edge? Anyway, I heard a voice telling me to come, then all these phoenixes appeared, saying there was an intruder. And that’s when I was able to turn into a phoenix and blend in to escape.”

“Ooo, you’re a phoenix too!” Zyn breathed.

“Zynivus, you are not actually a phoenix,” Cypress pointed out. “The illusion of you was.”

“But—”

“What happened next?” Ak-tu interrupted again.

Ren was grateful he kept them on track; she had nearly snapped at Zyn for treating her experience like some great fantasy adventure. Ignoring her twin, she continued in a hoarse voice.

“I made it to the river caves, like I said. And I was able to turn into that blue dragon, a cat, a cheetah, a bug... I think I’m some sort of shapeshifter, and that’s what Chaocat was showing me in that mirror room. They were telling me I literally had to change.”

“You’re a shapeshifter?” Zyn asked in an eager whisper. “That’s so cool! I wish I could—”

“Zyn!” Ak-tu growled sharply as Ren glared at her sibling. 

He gazed intensely at Zyn, clearly speaking telepathically and keeping Ren from hearing his words. Zyn’s face fell and they looked awkward as they shifted uneasily. Ren sighed.

“Then, Zyn and Cypress showed up when a giant insect was trying to eat me, and we escaped with Fern and Aster’s help,” she said dully. 

“Fern was there?”

“Yes,” Cypress answered. “We ran into her and Mr. Sundale. Mr. Sundale had been following Ren as a ball of light. Ms. Oakley helped us locate Ren, then told us to get to the Traveler’s Marsh in order to find a portal home.”

“And Zyn started opening a bunch of treasure chests,” Ren grunted, shooting another harsh look at her twin. “That’s when Chaocat caught up—and that Garruel spirit...”

“You were hurt by them,” Ak-tu said, shifting closer to her and giving her hand another squeeze. “What did they do to you?”

“Garruel’s tentacle hit me and it felt...” Ren inhaled sharply as she remembered the feeling of acid spreading through her veins and sharp talons stabbing her bones. “It was horrible. It felt like my soul was going to be ripped from me...”

Master Hóngmù nodded. “Garruel can rip souls out of bodies to manipulate them.” 

“They can?” Cypress asked in astonishment. “But the book only said they could take powers and give them to other spirits—nothing about souls.”

“Told you it could’ve been fake info,” Zyn muttered.

Cypress frowned, rubbing his chin. “Perhaps.”

“Or info left outta tha’ book,” Jabali added.

The boy shrugged. 

“But why were they trying to steal my soul?” Ren whispered, a lump in her throat making it hard to speak.

“How did you manage to escape this spirit?” Hóngmù asked, not answering her question. Had he simply not heard her or was he ignoring the matter?

“Their tentacle got sliced off, though I don’t know how...”

“I didn’t see what did it, either,” Zyn remarked.

“Then a portal opened and we went into it,” Ren murmured.

“Yeah, the portal you opened, Dad!” Zyn said. “Chaocat tried to follow us, but I think I closed it. Then, we were falling towards you until some cracks appeared, but we got back on track and everything’s okay now!”

Ren pursed her lips and averted her eyes. How could they be certain everything was okay? From the sound of it, the portal had nearly failed—thanks to her own attempts to stop it, but also due to Jabali not being strong enough to hold it open. And even though they were all back together, Ren still had no idea why Chaocat had wanted her soul and/or her powers...

And Sarala hates me, doesn’t she? She won’t ever walk again, thanks to me. Ren’s eyes brimmed with tears, her heart aching as she thought of Sarala spending many hours doing martial arts, from jumping kicks to wielding all sorts of weapons. She’ll kill me if she sees me again, won’t she? And I deserve it.

“Ren?” Ak-tu shook her gently. 

She found she could not speak, her throat too tight. She merely shook her head in response and closed her eyes, pulling her hand out of her father’s clutch.

“We should all get some rest,” Master Hóngmù stated. “We’ll stay on this mountain tonight. Tomorrow, Caihong, I need to speak to you.”

Ak-tu glanced up at his former teacher, then nodded silently. “Do you need any sort of healing, Ren?”

She shook her head in response. She did not know if this was true or not, but she did not want to travel anywhere that night—especially if she had to go to the same healer who was looking after Sarala. Though she almost had her soul torn out, her body felt fine apart from being tired.

“Very well,” Ak-tu murmured. “We should sleep now. We’ll discuss more tomorrow. Cypress, would you like to call your parents now or wait for the morning?”

Cypress hesitated, then said, “I think I’ll wait until the morning. My parents can be...high energy, and I am not sure I have it in me to deal with that at this current moment.”

Ak-tu dipped his head. “That is completely fair. You may call them first-thing tomorrow, after you’ve rested. I’ll send them a message that we’ve got you back, so they’re aware.” He then turned to Master Hóngmù and asked, “Are we safe from Chaocat here?”

“Yes,” the master said simply. “If they did not come through the portal, there is a good chance they do not know where any of you are now.”

“Let’s all get some sleep, then,” Ak-tu directed. 

Ren nodded reluctantly, though her body still trembled. She settled down on the soft grass where she sat, too worn out to drag herself someplace else. The others positioned themselves around her, ensuring that she was in the center—trapped between them.

No. They’re protecting me, she told herself firmly. I’m safe with them.

I hope....
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Chapter 2: If You Want the Truth



[image: ]


Shattering ice. Slicing wind. Electric crackling. Moaning and shrieking. Vanilla and lemon. 

Ak-tu tossed and turned as he tried to sleep, the portal’s creation dominating his unconscious mind. 

Jabali was standing in the center of the clearing, right beneath a swirling mass of neon violet light. Wind swooped around, rushing through leaves and lashing at their clothes. Ak-tu could have sworn lightning zigzagged out of the spiraling light a couple of times, but it was too bright to see clearly and he had to squint to make out anything. 

As Hóngmù and the Rainbow Wizard circled their arms, one going up as the other went down, loud cracks split the air. Ak-tu could no longer stand by and watch as the shattering noises continued. The portal wasn’t working!

He staggered forward almost blindly, keeping his hands up to shield his eyes as best as he could. Once he reached Jabali’s side, nearly tripping over the glowing sword lying in the center of the clearing, he stretched his arms to the light. The portal threatened to pull him up, but he took a deep breath and planted his feet firmly to the ground like tree roots, willing himself to remain as sturdy as the earth. Within seconds, he saw Zyn, Ren, and Cypress in his mind’s eye, as clearly as if they were standing in front of him.

The cracks stopped momentarily and, despite the instruction to have unwavering focus, Ak-tu couldn’t help but open his eyes. He saw distant figures plummeting from high above, through the veil of violet. Upon closer inspection as they neared, he recognized them as the teens. 

Heart soaring, Ak-tu closed his eyes and imagined them falling through the portal, right into his open arms. But the shattering came again and when he next looked, there were long cracks across the swirling light, as if Ak-tu was looking through a breaking window. 

They were going to lose the kids!

Heart sinking, Ak-tu closed his eyes firmly and willed the children to return to him. He felt another presence in their midst and realized that Mint had also come to help. The cracking ceased briefly, before starting up again. 

In the real world, the kids made it back safely, landing in his cushion of air magic. 

In one nightmare, the cracks continued spreading, becoming more numerous and getting thicker, until the window of light was no more, the portal shutting down entirely—his kids lost forever.

In another nightmare, the portal sucked him, Jabali, and Mint through instead of the wizard—but they would not end up with the twins and Cypress. They would find themselves separated in a swamp with shadowy creatures hunting them down, one by one, Ak-tu having no idea what fate would await any of them....

Ak-tu woke up gasping for breath more than once during the warm night, his entire body plastered in sweat and his heart flying too quickly to control. Then, he’d see Zyn and Ren lying on the grass beside him, and let out a soft sigh of relief. The crickets would chirp and the trees would groan in the gentle breeze, reminding him of their sanctuary. He’d return to sleep after calming down, just to have the same nightmares, over and over.

Once the moon had set and the sun’s golden light started peaking through the branches surrounding the clearing, Ak-tu could stand it no more. Wiping the sweat from his face, he sat up and took several deep breaths. 

Zyn and Ren were still sleeping quietly beside him. Zyn’s face was tranquil, their mouth gaping slightly as they drooled. Ren’s eyes were screwed tight and her lip continued to quiver. Ak-tu sighed lightly and reached his hand out to stroke her purple hair, wishing to bring some comfort to her.

She’s been through so much, he thought dismally, his heart aching as he thought of Chaocat manipulating Ren’s memories and Garruel attacking her very soul. I’m so sorry, Ren. I wish I could have remembered my past. If only I did, I would have told you everything about Jabali...you wouldn’t have run off and followed Chaocat....

Yet he had a feeling Ren still would have left in anger, believing they weren’t making good progress locating Zyn. She still would have trailed the cat into the other realm. 

He sighed heavily, switching his gaze from the twitching Ren to the other teens. Cypress and Mint were both close by, Cypress sleeping on his back and Mint on her side. Ak-tu observed the short boy for a long moment, eyeing the crescent moon patches in his red-black-and-white hair. Was Cypress still vulnerable to being possessed by Chaocat? 

Ak-tu turned his gaze to his other side, where Jabali was lying with his back to him. The large man was breathing slowly and deeply, his snores muffled by the grass. Ak-tu watched him quietly for several minutes, then lifted his gaze to the far side of the clearing, where Master Hóngmù had been sleeping a distance from the family. But he was gone and the grass where he’d been resting had already sprung up, as if he had never been there in the first place. 

Ak-tu pursed his lips, wondering if he should be concerned about the master’s absence. The sword they had used to open the portal was still resting in the center of the clearing, Ak-tu able to see the fire etchings along its hilt even from a distance. The blade Zyn had brought from the spirit realm—Ak-tu’s water-marked sword—was sitting beside them. If the swords had been left behind and everyone was sleeping peacefully, it was likely Hóngmù had merely gone on a morning stroll.

Shrugging, Ak-tu got to his feet and began his qigong ritual, choosing to do the five element set. He was finishing up the last element when Hóngmù entered the clearing from the opposite side, still wearing his black-and-white uniform.

{Caihong, it is important we speak.} Hóngmù’s voice echoed in Ak-tu’s head. {Follow me.}

Ak-tu blinked in surprise. {Where to? I don’t want to go too far from my kids—not after just getting them back.}

{They’re safe here.} Hóngmù replied in a reassuring tone. {I have vital information I must pass to you. Will you walk with me?}

Ak-tu hesitated, then nodded. Hóngmù instantly pivoted on the balls of his feet and returned to the bushes he had just come from. Ak-tu stepped around Jabali and trailed the master, taking one last look over his shoulder at his children before entering the bushes himself.

Hóngmù was walking at a brisk pace, Ak-tu hastening to catch up as they descended the mountain. He nearly slipped a few times on twigs and rocks, especially as he was exhausted and unable to completely focus on where he was placing his feet. Heat pressed upon them and burned away the little remaining fog. He glanced at Hóngmù several times, expecting the man to speak (either aloud or telepathically), but he never did.

He probably has information on Chaocat or something to pass on from that wizard, Ak-tu thought, sidestepping a hopping bush. After all, the Rainbow Wizard said we’re supposed to go on some sort of quest...that we would discuss the quest and Chaocat when we had everyone back together. So the quest is about Chaocat...

Ak-tu looked down at the marks on his hands: a crescent moon on his right palm and a spiraling sun on his left. 

It’s pretty obvious what the quest is, isn’t it? Ak-tu snorted lightly as he stared at the symbols. We’ve got to do something about Chaocat. But what? Is everyone marked with a different phase of the moon, to match each of their forms? But they don’t have a sun form...unless that sun was their old necklace they’d lost.

Ak-tu could feel the sun emblem bouncing in his pocket as they continued along the mountainside. He had discovered the small object in the nearby temple, hidden behind a tapestry. It was thanks to a red panda that he had found it in the first place.

What was with that panda? That had to be a spirit, but who were they working for? Is this sun emblem a good thing to have on me, or is it cursed? 

They reached the bottom of the slope, walking in the direction of one of the training grounds beside the mountain. Hóngmù turned right instead of persisting ahead for the central school. Ak-tu began to suspect they were heading for the temple beyond the training grounds.

But then Hóngmù came to an abrupt halt. He glanced around, craning his neck and standing on tiptoe to see over shrubs and trees. Suddenly, he pushed Ak-tu’s shoulder hard, shoving him into the dense undergrowth before quickly following himself.

Ak-tu let out an astonished grunt when he fell forward, but it was quickly cut off as the ground vanished beneath him—he was plummeting down a tunnel! Leaves disappeared and birdsong faded, the hot world replaced by a much cooler one. His heart felt like it’d been left behind.

The men ended up in a small underground cavern lit with a faint blue glow. Ak-tu had no idea where the light emanated from, but he was grateful it was there to guide his way. He got to his feet and glanced over his shoulder at Hóngmù, who was already standing and looking unbothered by the short slide. 

“Where are we?” Ak-tu asked curiously, returning his attention forward to the plain-looking cave. There were a few stalactites and stalagmites, but nothing else of interest to note. 

The master stepped in front of Ak-tu, his mismatched purple eyes calm. “This cave is in the veil between realms.”

Ak-tu blinked in surprise, not expecting this response. After a moment, he queried, “Are we here to look for the Rainbow Wizard?”

Hóngmù shook his head. “I’m afraid the wizard will have to find his own way back to us, as we have no idea what timeline he might end up in, nor which realm he might be in. 

“No, Caihong, I brought you here to discuss important matters. Matters the other masters have never wanted me to share with you. Yet I believe it is time you learned this knowledge, no matter what the other masters may think.”

Ak-tu leaned closer. “What sort of information is this?” he breathed. His heartbeat, which had just been settling down after the slide, was now picking up again. “Does it have to do with Chaocat?”

“Potentially,” Hóngmù said. “Walk with me.”

He led the way to the far side of the cave, where a hole lay concealed behind tall stalagmites: another tunnel. The light was coming from a small amount of blue water streaming through. Hóngmù entered the passage without another word, Ak-tu trailing him without another thought.

After a few quiet moments in which only their footsteps echoed off the slick cavern walls, Hóngmù spoke in hardly more than a whisper. Ak-tu had to slow his pace and prick his ears in order to concentrate on the man’s soft voice.

“As you know, our school is titled Red Dragon Martial Arts,” Hóngmù began. “The dragon has always been the symbol of our school, as well as our sibling schools: Gold Dragon, Emerald Dragon, and Blue Dragon. While each school has its own dragon and slightly different ways of doing things, each follows the same ways of yin-yang.”

“The restricted view of yin-yang,” Ak-tu noted dryly. “The black-or-white, this-or-that, force-you-into-a-box way of thinking.”

Hóngmù inclined his head. “Yes, this view of yin-yang you have never been fond of. I know the masters often spoke of sending you to our ‘cousin’ schools instead, where they follow the yin-yang philosophy of black-and-white, where you can express yourself freely without limits.”

Ak-tu nodded, remembering the masters had mentioned this to Ak-tu himself. Ak-tu would have agreed to leave the dragon school at once, but the masters threatened he’d go without Jabali—something Ak-tu had not been willing to do.

“Our ‘cousin’ schools are the Twin Phoenix Martial Arts, as there are two. They do not have yin or yang in their titles, since any gender can exist within the same school. There are no labels there, and they see the yin in the yang and the yang in the yin. A philosophy that you would much more eagerly follow and, for all I know, one you hold to this day.”

Ak-tu nodded firmly. “I do,” he stated simply.

The two men exited the tunnel, entering a new cave. This one was big enough to fit the Caihong family’s ship within, the ceilings so high that the blue glow could not penetrate their shadowy depths. Scratches were along the walls, clearly depicting illustrations, but Ak-tu was too far to make them out and Hóngmù had come to a halt. The master turned to face his student, Ak-tu shifting his attention back to the other man.

“Our martial arts schools did not choose the dragon as our mascot merely because of what they symbolize or how our martial arts should appear ‘dragon-like’—nor for the fact that dragons live in these mountains too! Our schools were founded by the dragons themselves and dragons are amongst us.”

Ak-tu frowned. “Dragons are—”

“We are dragons,” Hóngmù stated. 

And before Ak-tu could open his mouth, the man transformed smoothly into a red dragon before his eyes. Hóngmù’s clothes were replaced with scales, while his mustache and chin beard grew longer. Antlers stretched from his head and his hair moved to the edges of his face. His body elongated, spikes running along his spine and ending in a forked tail-tip. Fingers turned into sharp claws. 

Ak-tu stared into the dragon’s mismatched gaze, gaping in awe. After a few silent moments passed, the tall dragon transformed back into Hóngmù, still donning his master uniform as if he had never changed.

“Not everyone within our school is a dragon,” Hóngmù said. “And even those who are don’t always find out. Anyone the masters deemed to be unworthy of truly being a dragon did not learn this knowledge, so they could not abuse any draconic powers they’ve got.”

“The masters saw me as unworthy?” Ak-tu asked, his voice emotionless.

Hóngmù frowned. “It was more so that you were rebellious and caused trouble. The masters did not deem you ready for the information, and by the time you became an instructor who showed more maturity, well...soon after, you were banished. Any dragon who is banished is never told.”

“Then why are you telling me?” Ak-tu queried, stroking his short mustache as he calculated his former teacher.

“It might have something to do with the Chaocat issue,” explained Hóngmù. 

“I see. But why would dragons be living amongst humans in the first place?”

“As I am sure you are aware, dragons originated in the spirit realm,” Hóngmù said. 

He stepped away from Ak-tu and signaled to one of the diagrams on the wall. Ak-tu focused on it, noting the etching was that of a dragon in front of a spiral circle: a portal.

“They lived in the spirit realm for ages, until one day, they came to the physical realm. You may already know from your time spent with Chaocat that the longer a spirit spends in the physical realm, the more physical and solid they become. Humans then refer to these spirits as creatures instead, due to their inability to transform or go between realms as easily as before.”

Ak-tu nodded slowly. Chaocat is more creature than spirit at this point, huh?

“Dragons came to the physical realm in order to escape spirits in the spirit realm. As this happened so long ago, we are not quite sure why they had chased the dragons out. Either way, the dragons ended up here, in Asali, and the ancient peoples were attracted to them.

“Some of the dragons sought to have a more active role in teaching humans magic and martial arts, sharing their way of life with other creatures. These dragons crafted human forms to make passing on this knowledge more doable. And thus, dragons and humans intermingled, allowing for both dragons and humans to be born at these dragon schools. Yet with the dragons being in mostly-human form, dragons would be born in human forms and believe themselves to be human until the masters told them otherwise. Then, they’d be brought here.”

Ak-tu scanned the other etchings on the wall nearby: there were dragons and humans working alongside one another, doing martial arts or reading books. Another diagram depicted babies in a temple, their hands outstretched to the yin-yang symbol hovering over them. 

“We are in the veil between realms,” Hóngmù continued, signaling the blue-lit cave, “because this is where it is easiest for a dragon to change forms for the first time.”

“You brought me here to turn into a dragon?” Ak-tu inquired, turning back to Hóngmù.

“Yes,” he replied. 

“So when Ren saw me transform into a dragon in that illusion world Chaocat set up for her—”

“I believe Chaocat knows you are of dragon descent,” Hóngmù said with a nod. 

Okay, then. I suppose it makes some sense I’d be a spirit... Really, it’s not surprising, given everything spiritual going on, Ak-tu thought slowly. Then, he asked aloud, “Does that mean Zyn is truly a phoenix?” 

“Potentially. I believe this could be the reason why Chaocat seeks out your family: you are all spirits.”

Ak-tu raised one side of his unibrow at Hóngmù and placed a hand on his hip. “But why does that matter? Chaocat knows plenty of spirits. If we are spirits—or technically creatures, with how long we’ve been living in the physical realm and seeing ourselves as physical beings—why would they be after us? What powers could we have that they’d want to steal for themself? Why would they want Ren’s soul?”

Hóngmù shook his head. “I do not know, but the dragons and phoenixes have always been connected. With you being a dragon and your child likely being a phoenix, perhaps Chaocat is seeking your souls for some other purpose.”

“What does that mean?” Ak-tu asked at once, narrowing his eyes. “In what ways have dragons and phoenixes been connected? They share the yin-yang symbol, but follow different interpretations of its philosophy.”

Hóngmù walked to a new area of the cave, pointing out another illustration that showed a dragon and a phoenix side-by-side. A second image beside it depicted a phoenix beneath a yin-yang symbol, with a raindrop etched on one side and a blazing fire on the other.

“The dragons and phoenixes have always been ‘cousin’ figures, but it was not until after the Phoenix War that the dragons and phoenixes grew closer.”

“Phoenix War?”

Hóngmù nodded, gazing at Ak-tu seriously. “The Phoenix War saw the fire phoenixes and water phoenixes at war. Yet you see, each phoenix is capable of fire and water abilities. These phoenixes were at war within themselves.”

Several questions popped into Ak-tu’s mind at once, but before he could ask a single one, Hóngmù was already moving on from the topic. 

“After the war was at its end and stability returned, the dragons did not want to allow the phoenixes to lose themselves once more. Dragons are more apathetic and orderly, as you well know from the culture of our school. Phoenixes, being more free-minded and creative, can be emotional. 

“Dragons therefore established a formal alliance with the phoenixes, referring to it as a companionship to discover the Way. Dragons are paired with phoenixes to keep their emotions in check and prevent another war from breaking out. The pairs quest around Asali, teaching the Way to humans and other creatures who show interest. Teaching the Way can be via philosophy, art, martial arts, way of life, and so on.”

“Is that where you were?” Ak-tu asked. 

Hóngmù nodded with a brief smile. “I traveled to phoenix territory. That was where I met the Rainbow Wizard, who agreed to join me on my quest as my phoenix partner. He later revealed to me that he knew you were in danger of Chaocat, and that was when we hurried to this school.”

“And why would Chaocat want a dragon and a phoenix?”

“Dragons and phoenixes are able to open specific portals together, which is not an easy feat, especially among other spirits,” Hóngmù said. “That is how the wizard and I were able to open the portal to retrieve your children.

“Dragons also have many abilities. They can turn into any form of water, communicate and teleport via water, control water and air, fly, heal—” 

“Like how I got the poison out of my body with my water magic!” Ak-tu realized. “And that voice—was that you telling me I could get it out by combining spirit and water magics?”

Hóngmù stared at Ak-tu blankly. “No?”

Ak-tu shrugged apologetically, allowing Hóngmù to continue after a brief pause.

“Phoenixes can control fire and water, heal, and be reborn. I’m not sure of what other powers they’ve got. Either way, dragons and phoenixes have strong abilities that make these spirits so legendary. Chaocat is likely wanting these powers for themself, and thus seeks your family.”

“But why us?” Ak-tu pondered aloud, his eyes shifting to the cave as he examined an image of a dragon and a phoenix with a spiral portal between them. “There are so many dragons and phoenixes they can go after—real ones, in the spirit realm and physical realm alike.”

“It could be that the dragons have put up anti-Chaocat enchantments to keep them away, and thus they do not have access to any dragons here,” Hóngmù suggested. “And if you fought them years ago, there is a good chance they discovered you to be a dragon during the battle, especially if you displayed your draconic powers.

“As for the phoenixes, I would not be surprised if the phoenixes have even more enchantments to keep Chaocat away. After all, it was Chaocat who started the Phoenix War, and why us dragons know of that cursed spirit.”

“Chaocat started the war?” Ak-tu gasped. “But...how?”

Hóngmù pointed at another etch on the wall, near the one of the phoenix split between water and fire: the outline of a cat with a mischievous, jagged-toothed grin. Ak-tu knew at once it was Chaocat.

“They somehow turned the phoenixes on themselves,” Hóngmù said with another shrug. “My knowledge of the phoenixes is limited, unfortunately. Yet if the dragons and phoenixes are both out of Chaocat’s grasp, that could be why they seek you and Zyn instead.”

“But what about Ren? If she’s a shapeshifter—”

“Shapeshifters are not common,” Hóngmù said simply. “Yes, many spirits have two forms they can switch between, perhaps three or even four. But being able to switch between an infinite amount of forms is not often seen, even in the spirit realm, due to how much energy that can take.”

Ak-tu nodded slowly, his eyes glazing as he stared at nothing, listening intently to the master’s words. “So Chaocat wants us because of our abilities...”

“It seems so,” Hóngmù said. “At least to some degree. Perhaps my theory is not correct at all and the Rainbow Wizard has more knowledge to offer. He seems to know more about Chaocat, likely as a result of living among the phoenixes during the Phoenix War. Perhaps he even saw it all start. I do not know, and until he makes his return to us, we will not find out.”

Ak-tu pulled his gaze off the moist floor to place on Hóngmù instead. Before he could ask more, the master spoke again.

“Now, it is time you turn into your dragon form,” he declared, his voice echoing off the walls. 

Ak-tu blinked several times at the abruptness, the questions vanishing from his head at once. “Right. Dragon form. How exactly do I do that? Visualize it? Is there a special martial arts move linked to transforming?”

“It is just like performing spirit magic,” Hóngmù told him, taking several steps back to give Ak-tu some space. “You need to imagine, feel, and embrace it as it happens. You need the strength, willpower, and energy to make it so.”

Ak-tu nodded slowly, his eyes drifting to the floor again as he recalled the many times he’d used spirit magic. It often came naturally to him and he could use it effortlessly. But there were times where using spirit magic was more challenging, typically if he was exhausted or trying to teleport with low energy. 

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Whenever attempting new magic for the first time, he did his best to calm his body and mind, the brief meditation allowing him to focus better. With each inhale, he imagined bringing new energy into his core—his heart—his very soul. And once he had enough energy collected, he would push that energy out with a large exhale, which would allow him to transform.

Ak-tu saw an Asalian dragon in his mind’s eye. He focused on the blue body coiling through the air, the forked tail as sharp as a trident, the long indigo fur and mustache flowing from the scaled face, the neon violet eyes that belonged to himself...

He had enough qi flowing through his veins, coursing through his body, beating in his heart. It was time to turn into the dragon he was always meant to be.

Ak-tu exhaled and jumped forward abruptly, imagining himself elongating, a whipping tail emerging, and his body doubling in size.

Yet all that happened was Ak-tu crashing to the damp floor with a strange grunt, his human arms and human legs flailing as if he was caught in ocean waves. Hóngmù snorted in amusement, then helped Ak-tu back to his feet.

“Try to be less aggressive about it,” Hóngmù suggested. “Relax into it. Just as we have relaxed power in our martial arts forms, you want to have relaxed power as a dragon. Give it another try.”

Ak-tu nodded wordlessly. He returned to his meditative state, ignoring the ache in his limbs from thrashing about. After he had gathered enough energy and his body was relaxed, he tried again.

Breathing out, he merely took a step forward this time, doing his best not to tense up. He saw himself sliding effortlessly into a dragon, as easily as Hóngmù. Yet the only thing he succeeded in doing was stepping closer to the master, still completely human.

“You’re sure I’m a dragon, right?” Ak-tu asked as he stared down at his hands.

Hóngmù nodded firmly. “All dragons are marked as such in their files.”

“Files?” 

“Yes. You remember the training manuals all students have? Each student has a manual to keep track of their progress in Choy Li Fut, Tai Chi, magic-based martial arts, meditation, qigong, combative classes, and weapons training. These manuals are part of a bigger file that contains more information on you, like your name, date of birth, type of magic, and whether you are a dragon or human. Any student who has a history of causing trouble is likely to have a bigger file dedicated to them as well,” Hóngmù added with a grin.

Ak-tu snorted. “I’m guessing my file takes up several folders, then?”

“Perhaps,” Hóngmù said vaguely. The smile fell from his face as he added seriously, “I have never seen your file for myself, but I have been part of discussions in the past, where the masters brought you up as one of the dragons here and whether you could be entrusted with this knowledge. You are a dragon.”

“Okay, I’ll take your word for it,” Ak-tu said, inclining his head to the other man.

Ak-tu tried in a variety of ways, but he only felt more human each time. Had his file had been mixed up with a different student’s? Or perhaps he was too exhausted to harness any spirit magic... Regardless, Ak-tu was unable to shift into a dragon or anything different from his human self. Eventually, Hóngmù stepped forward to put an end to the attempts.

“We best get back to the physical realm before anyone knows we have gone,” Hóngmù said. “Typically, this part of the veil moves more slowly than the outside world, so that when we return, it is only a few minutes that have gone by. Yet we do not want to worry your children if they wake up to find you missing.”

Ak-tu nodded at once. “How come we didn’t wake them up to learn about all of this too?”

“They are children, and it is up to you to decide how much information they are given,” said the master with a small shrug.

“Are you going to help them turn into their spirit forms?” 

“If you remain at the school, yes,” Master Hóngmù replied, dipping his head. “After all, it is difficult and sometimes nearly impossible for spirits to change forms in the physical realm. Your children will need all the help they can get, particularly if Chaocat is attempting to steal their powers for themself.”

“Yes, they must be prepared.”

“Yet we will need to be discreet about it, as none of the masters know your family is here,” Hóngmù went on. “Your family must remain hidden.”

Ak-tu nodded in agreement at once. “I don’t think we can stay here beyond a few days if they’re going to remain in hiding. Is that enough time to get them started with their spirit forms?”

Hóngmù pursed his lips, then murmured, “There is never enough time to train to our fullest potential, as we are always growing and learning. A few days will hardly scratch the surface.”

“But we can’t stay long-term,” Ak-tu pointed out. “Even if we could...well, my family doesn’t belong here.”

The master gazed at Ak-tu for a long moment, as if lost in thought. He shook his head slowly. “No, your family does not belong, even with the progress I’ve been able to achieve over the years, making the younger generations more open-minded. There is still work to do yet. But that is not your Way. I believe your Way intertwines with Chaocat’s, and that is where your next quest will lead you.

“To answer your question,” Hóngmù went on as he turned away, “I will do my best to get your children in their spirit forms before you are to leave. This way, they know what it feels like to achieve transformation. They will have to continue learning under your guidance.”

Ak-tu frowned. “Me? But I don’t know anything about turning into a spirit.”

“No, but you are a teacher of the arts,” Hóngmù said, offering Ak-tu a smile as he turned around again. “You have harnessed spirit magic many a time, have you not? You may not know the exact path for them to take, but you can still guide them to discovering their own Way.”

A warmth spread through Ak-tu’s chest and he beamed before bowing to his teacher. “Thank you, Master Hóngmù.”
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Chapter 3: Lead Me to My Destiny 
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Ren was running as quickly as she could...but the shadow was right behind her...the back of her neck prickled...an icy chill went down her spine...she was going to be overtaken—suppressed—possessed!

She stumbled to the stony ground, but the rock crumbled away beneath her and she tumbled through the stormy sky. Thunder rumbled—like the shadow falling alongside her—lightning flashed—her chest tightened as the shadow entered her body—rain fell—just like Ren!

She floated through clouds and rivers alike, lifting her hands to manipulate wind and water. She threw her father to the side carelessly with a burst of air, slamming him into a tree. She sent a large wave at her ex-girlfriend, drowning her beneath tons of water without a second thought.

Ren lurched forward, gasping for air and covered in sweat, as if she’d truly been swimming through the swirling river-clouds. Her heart was pounding away, as if a shadow had truly attached to her. 

She took a deep breath and rolled onto her other side in the moist grass, groaning softly as she closed her eyes. Yet it was a long time before she fell asleep again, unable to shake the feeling that she was being watched.

It’s just Dad, she told herself firmly, a shiver coursing through her like ice. He’s watching over me because he can’t sleep either, and he wants to make sure I’m okay. It’s just Dad...

The thought did nothing to comfort her. She could almost imagine pinpricks of violet light gleaming from the bushes at the edge of the clearing, staring at her. She kept her eyes tightly shut and refused to take a look for herself, too scared to see what might await her.

Eventually, sleep came. But she still found herself being chased by shadows—shadows that whispered and jeered...

It was the most restless night she’d ever had. By the time morning came, she did not feel refreshed in the slightest. She let out a deep sigh as she sat up, rubbing her weary eyes with her knuckles.

As she removed her hands, she frowned. She stared at her left palm, which held a circle. The mark was hardly darker than her skin and easy to miss.

“Huh?” Ren mumbled, tilting her head to one side as she held her palm closer to her eyes for inspection.

“You got one too, then?” Zyn asked.

She glanced up to see her twin leaning next to her, on their hands and knees. Ren shifted aside, uncomfortable with how close they were. Before she could comprehend what they’d said, they held up their left palm to show off a circle that was almost full.

“Do you think we got these in the spirit realm?” Zyn asked. “Cypress also has one, but it’s a crescent moon.”

Ren’s body froze. She stared at Zyn with wide eyes, her mouth too dry to speak, her mind too jumbled to form a coherent thought. 

“Yeah, Chaocat,” Zyn muttered, their gaze darkening. “Do you think they did something to us when we were making our escape? I don’t recall seeing anything before we hopped through the portal, though.”

Ren shook her head in a daze. As she still felt a lump in her throat, she spoke telepathically. {Are they possessing us?}

{I don’t think so.} Zyn replied. {When they were possessing Cypress, bits of Chaocat came through him, like his eyes and smile. Even his voice became theirs.}

Ren bit her bottom lip, observing the mark on her hand again. Was it a full moon or a new moon?

Before either of them could ponder it further, the bushes rustled. Zyn hopped to their feet, shielding Ren, who got up shakily. Yet they had no need to worry: Ak-tu and Master Hóngmù were entering the clearing, Ren not even noticing that either had been absent.

Ak-tu stared at Zyn and Ren for a long moment, then switched his gaze to the sleeping forms of Cypress, Mint, and Jabali. He seemed uncertain. 

Zyn cleared their throat and exclaimed, “Gooooood morning!”

“Zyn!” Ren and Ak-tu scolded as Master Hóngmù winced. 

“What’s going on?” Mint yelped, jumping to her feet rapidly. 

Cypress blinked several times, while Jabali shook his head roughly. Soon enough, everyone was staring at Zyn or Ak-tu. 

Zyn snorted. “Dad clearly has something to say to us! Right? I was just moving things along!”

Ak-tu rolled his eyes. “I could have waited for everyone to get up on their own. But...yes, Zyn, I do have something to say.”

He walked to the group and sat beside Ren. The others shifted closer, everyone alert and watching Ak-tu closely. Ak-tu seemed to be pondering his words as he continued gazing upon each of them without uttering a sound.

“So what is it?” Zyn asked loudly, hopping into a seated position on Ren’s other side.

Ak-tu dropped his gaze from everyone’s eyes and began staring at their hands. Ren looked too, her jaw dropping. Mint had a half-circle on her palm, Jabali had a full circle like Ren’s, and Ak-tu had a spiraling sun and a crescent moon on his hands. 

“We’ve all got marks!” Ren shrieked, her voice catching in her throat. “Chaocat marked us!”

Ak-tu dipped his head. “It certainly seems so,” he murmured. “Master Hóngmù told me that Chaocat is primarily after you, Ren and Zyn. And me. He said the three of us are spirits and Chaocat likely wants us for our spirit powers.”

“So they marked us?” Zyn queried, holding their hand up. “Does that mean they can track us down wherever we are?”

“But if you’re all spirits and that’s why Chaocat wants you, why would we have these marks?” Mint squeaked, signaling herself, Cypress, and Jabali. Her green eyes widened. “Wait—am I a spirit too? Is that why my parents never liked me? Did they know all this time?”

Ak-tu held up a hand. “No, Mint, I doubt you are a spirit,” he said in a calm voice. 

“The spirit might have marked you because you are traveling with and helping the Caihong family,” Master Hóngmù stated, still standing outside the group. 

“So does this reflect which cat marked us?” Cypress asked, staring at the crescent moon on his right palm. “After all, it was the red one with illusion powers who specifically possessed me. Indeed, I was able to see through their own illusions after that. Perhaps we have gained their abilities too?”

Mint’s shoulders tensed. “Their blue form attacked me during the winter! Remember that, Ren and Zyn?” 

“Their blue form has a full moon,” Ren muttered. 

“And their purple form—with the new moon—bit my hand,” Ak-tu recalled. “So I don’t think your theory is quite correct, Cypress.” 

“They’ve been markin’ us!” Jabali grumbled. 

“That’s what we’ve already established,” Ren sneered in an undertone. 

Jabali glanced briefly at her, then focused on Ak-tu as he said, “They’ve been markin’ us for years now, which means they’ve got some sorta plan. One o’ us for each of their forms—each phase.”

Ak-tu nodded quietly.

“But why? D’ya think tha’ was their backup plan to gettin’ into the school somehow, to snatch the twins?”

“I’m not sure,” Ak-tu said slowly, his eyes glazing, “yet I feel there’s...more to this.”

“OOO!” Zyn yowled, jumping to their feet. “Do you think it means we’re destined to take down whatever form we’ve been marked with?”

Ak-tu snapped his gaze to Zyn, fear apparent in his violet eyes. He stood up as well, though he did not speak right away. Zyn’s smile slipped from their face as the silence stretched. Ren’s heartbeat was so fierce, her entire body shook.

“First off,” Ak-tu said seriously, “we are not destined to do anything. You choose your own destiny. You build your own life, based on your habits and who you decide to be.”

“But if a spirit literally marked us, that sounds a lot like some sort of destiny thing to me,” Zyn huffed. “Spirits can see and know things that we can’t, after all. You always told us that sorta stuff growing up. You can’t just say this isn’t destiny!”

“Chaocat is not a typical spirit, plus they are more of a physical being at this point,” Ak-tu muttered, looking uneasy. “Either way, why would Chaocat mark us with some sort of destiny to take down their forms?”

Zyn frowned, seeming stumped. But Cypress came to their aid. “Perhaps they plan on targeting us with these specific forms; thus we must fight these forms. And, if successful in battling them, we would then take down those forms that we are marked with. So, in that sense, Chaocat would have marked us as their enemies
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