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      We the authors acknowledge that the United States of America is a country formed on stolen land. We respect and honor the indigenous peoples who have lived here for centuries, and we recognize there is still much work to do to make reparations and heal the damage caused to the many indigenous nations who were first here, both in the past and today. 

      

      May we remember the atrocities once committed, create a better world in the present, and look forward together for our future. 

      

      A special thank-you to our sensitivity reader Kris Riley of the Cherokee tribe for her invaluable feedback on indigenous life and culture, as well as her commentary on living with chronic illness.

    

  


  
    
      This book features conversations in American Sign Language (ASL). ASL is a unique language that uses hand gestures to communicate. ASL has its own rules for grammar and syntax, and does not follow the same rules as English. However, all conversations in ASL (shown in italics) have been translated to English for ease of reading. In the United States, approximately 48 million people are affected by hearing loss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Son. You need to open your eyes. 

      Everything ignited. The landscape around me dipped and folded. Each tree and plant had been demolished to cinders. There was nothing left around me but an empty desert that went on for miles and miles, far past the horizon. The ground was cracked, raw and devoid of life except for the ashes that littered the area. Blackened, charred ground met with an orange-yellow sky. The smell of smoke and fire was everywhere, surrounding me and closing in. It was suffocating me, and my throat gasped for air. 

      Breathe. I needed to breathe.

      It’s okay, son. Hands reached out and steadied me through the blazing darkness. Once they touched me, the smoke scattered and dispersed in columns that went rushing upward. The harsh sunset illuminated a tough face and a grim exterior. 

      My entire body quivered with relief as I recognized the stern expression and familiar features that were so much like my own. 

      “Dad,” I choked out. Relief rushed through my veins like a harsh stream. I never thought I’d see him again. Ancestors, I missed him so much.

      I reached out for him, but my hand glided straight through his spirit. He could touch me, but I couldn’t touch him. Horror grew in my lungs, and I took a breath to let out a scream. The twilight welled, and the temperature shot up several degrees. We were standing at the cusp of the Ancestral Lands, and he was on a plane of existence I couldn’t reach. 

      Because I wasn’t dead. Why wasn’t I fucking dead?

      Dad reached out and put his hands on my shoulders. Listen to me, he said roughly. There isn’t much time. You need to get Sophia to a safe place.

      “Where?” I asked. “Where is safe anymore?”

      She has to come first now. Do you understand? Dad’s eyes bored into mine with an intensity that I’d never seen before. You protect her with everything you have. You need to be her leader and guide. If you don’t, everything’s at risk. Your whole life has come down to this.

      “I’m trying,” I pleaded. “I’m trying so hard.”

      I’m sorry, but you don’t have time to fall apart, Dad growled. Your family is counting on you. Be there for them, Liam. They’re your responsibility.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I stuttered. “What am I supposed to do?”

      Dad said nothing more— just vanished. I stumbled forward, and his spirit melded into the colors of the sky, a grizzly bear running with the vibrancy of the wind.

      “Dad? Dad!” My voice grew into a panic as I searched for him. “Dad, don’t leave me! I need you!”

      It was too late. He was gone again. 

      I had to find him. I was nothing without him, without his guidance. I couldn’t face this world alone. I couldn’t be the man of the family. That was his job, not mine. 

      I started running. I bolted through the desert as fast as I could. My body couldn’t labor me here. I was merely spirit energy, so I didn’t feel any pain. But no matter where I ran, it seemed like I remained in the same spot. 

      The ground beneath my feet began to split. Large, cavernous holes opened up in the earth, and lava bubbled at the bottom. I looked down and saw with a horrible fall of my stomach that the pits beneath were five-hundred foot drops… and they were growing around me, leaving me nowhere to go.

      I wasn’t in the Ancestral Lands at all. I was in Aiya Nocshun… the Mighty Darkness. The Hawkei’s literal hell. I’d been sentenced here because I’d failed to save the people I loved. My ancestors had turned their backs on me. I had committed too many sins. I was no longer worthy to join them in the afterlife. 

      A wretched screeching caught my attention. A red baby dragon, no longer than my forearm, was running from the caverns opening up in the ground. He slid as the rocks tilted backward, chirping for someone to save him.

      My heart plummeted. Julian had been damned along with me? Ancestors, what had I done?

      “Julian, come here!” I called out to my dragon. 

      Julian spotted me on the edge of one of the caverns and gave a cry of relief. Julian ran, avoiding the gaping holes in the earth that were threatening to swallow him whole, and leapt into my arms. The newborn dragon shook as he cuddled against my chest, burying his head in my jacket. 

      “It’s all right,” I forced out as I stroked the dragon’s back, but I was certain it was a lie. The lava pits were closing in, and any second now I’d tumble into them, sending Julian and I headfirst into eternal torment. 

      We had to move. There were small round platforms of earth, around five feet across, that I could jump to in order to escape the caverns and get to the other side safely. I leapt from platform to platform, avoiding the lava and keeping Julian close to my chest. I didn’t want him getting hurt. I needed to get him out of here. If I couldn’t save myself, there had to be a way to save my dragon. I wouldn’t let him suffer because of me. 

      Finally, I reached solid ground, and I staggered away from the bubbling pits. Eventually, Julian and I made it back to… somewhere… and the lava pits behind us disappeared. 

      I trembled as I clung to Julian. Water. I wanted water. Just a drop. I wanted to use my powers again, one last time. 

      I wouldn’t get it. I was being punished. I’d never be able to use my element again. I’d be stuck in this horrible world of flame, constantly scared and uncomfortable as I was beaten down and tortured by my opposite element. 

      “Liam!” A deep voice interrupted my alarmed thoughts, and I spun around. Fear pierced my chest as I saw Jonah on his knees, his hands and ankles bound with noxite cuffs. True fear shone in his eyes as he cried out for me. 

      No. No, this couldn’t be happening! I couldn’t have dragged my friends down here with me!

      “Help me!” Jonah cried. “Why aren’t you doing anything?”

      I completely froze. Julian scrambled in my jacket, his nails tearing at my shirt. Jonah struggled as he tried to get out of his cuffs, but he couldn’t break free.

      “We need you!” Another voice broke into my mind. Imogen had appeared beside Jonah. She too had noxite cuffs binding her limbs, and she couldn’t move.

      I glanced behind them and saw the lifeless bodies of Squeaks and Sassy. The hippogriff and fox lay immobile, bodies broken and shattered as they stared out into the endless night. Jonah and Imogen hadn’t noticed their Familiars had been killed— all they had eyes for was me.

      I still couldn’t move. I was too afraid. I was a coward, and that’s exactly what had gotten us down here. It was all my fault. 

      “You’re supposed to be our leader! Do something!” Jonah barked. Their faces tightened with rage as I remained passive. 

      I couldn’t. I was wholly incapable. I couldn’t be the leader my father demanded I be. I wasn’t half the chief he was. Helpless felt like a term of strength, compared to how weak I was in that moment. 

      It was then that two spears came flying out of the black clouds. The first one pierced Jonah’s neck. It severed his spine and punctured his throat, ending all hope of life. He fell to the side, and his body landed with a sick thud.

      The second spear sliced Imogen’s chest. She gave a few ragged breaths, and tears of blood fell from her eyes as she stared up at me hatefully. 

      “You’ve killed us, Liam,” Imogen whispered in a dying breath, then she slunk forward. The spear stuck out of her back as she collapsed forward and didn’t move again.

      I’d killed them. I was a murderer.

      I had to get out of here. I ignored the wild protests from Julian inside of my jacket as I sprinted, trying to get away from this nightmare. As I did, I passed mountains of bodies. Mom’s face stared out at me in a blank expression. Her body was draped over Maddie’s and stuck full of arrows, as if she’d been trying to protect her. Maddie was already gone, her throat cut and insides opened up. A cockatrice fed on her remains, its beak dripping blood as it gave me an ominous warning to stay back. 

      I could hear my other siblings crying somewhere, but no matter which direction I turned, they weren’t there. I didn’t see Katie, Christian, or Jackson, though they screamed for me relentlessly. 

      The scariest thing of all was that I could neither see nor hear Ezra. I searched everywhere for him, but I couldn’t find my little brother. I didn’t know what had happened to him, and the fear of what he could be enduring broke me. 

      Without warning, the mountains of bodies vanished. All the corpses disappeared, and I was left by myself in the twilight, desert landscape, only the smell of death for company. 

      “Julian?” I looked inside my jacket, but he was gone, too. He’d been stolen away from me. A lump grew in my throat at the prospect of being totally alone in this land, forever. 

      Death was a total ending. And here I was. I’d earned every bit of it. 

      “Liam!” 

      My heart simultaneously leapt with hope and clenched in fear as I heard the most beautiful voice in the world behind me. It was Sophia who had shouted my name. Her arms were wrapped tightly around her stomach. Her face appeared horrified, a torturous reflection of my own terror. Esis wasn’t with her. I had no idea where he’d gone, but I hoped he was safe. I didn’t want Sophia here with me— didn’t want her to experience this world— but at least I hadn’t been abandoned completely. 

      “Pawee,” I wept. I surged forward and wrapped her in my arms. I held her tightly and rocked her back and forth as I cried. Sophia hugged me back and rested her head on my shoulder, a light smile on her lips. 

      She didn’t smell like herself. She didn’t feel like herself. It was like I wasn’t even touching her, though she was right here in my arms. Something was way off. 

      “Sophie, you need to get away from me,” I begged. I forced myself to let go of her, and although it was painful, it was the right thing to do. “I’m no good for you. If you stick with me, you’ll end up like everyone else.” 

      “It’s going to be okay. We’ll make it through this together,” she insisted. She put her forehead to mine and brushed the hair back from my face before she took a step back. 

      “I have something to tell you,” she began. “I’m⁠—”

      She never got the words out of her mouth, because an ax came swinging downward. The blade wasn’t held by anyone or swung by anything, but it met its target. It sliced through Sophia’s neck, decapitating her and severing her head right off her shoulders.

      Her blood splashed onto my face, and I gave a wailing cry of grief. I fell to my knees as her headless corpse crumpled against the ground. I watched as her head went rolling away, coming to a stop several feet away. She still wore a shocked expression, mouth open in surprise.

      I put my head in my hands and rocked back and forth. I didn’t want this to be real. It couldn’t be real. 

      This isn’t real, a low, kindly voice growled. You need to wake up.

      I knew that voice like I knew the sound of my own. I refused to raise my head out of my hands, but I felt a wet nose nudging at me, and saw black fur from between my fingers.

      Liam, you don’t have time. The Task Force is coming. Your family is in danger, Nashoma growled. Wake up!

      I was aware of someone’s hand on my shoulder, shaking me awake, and the sound of my name as the hellish landscape faded from my sight. 

      As my eyes opened once more, I took in a gasp of breath. Reality crashed upon me like a wave, but what I’d experienced stuck with me as I came back to the land of the living. 

      I was afraid of hell... but it was already here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SOPHIA

        

      

    

    
      A heart-wrenching scream tore through the tent and startled me awake. I shot upright in my sleeping bag, my heart hammering. It took me a second to realize the scream had come from Liam, who lay beside me.

      “Liam!” I cried. “Liam, wake up!”

      My stomach plummeted to my toes as I shook Liam to get him to awaken. Heavy tremors rocked his body, and his eyes moved rapidly behind his lids. Beads of sweat dripped down his forehead. No matter how hard I shook him, he wouldn’t wake. 

      Esis scurried on top of Liam’s chest, working his healing magic. My Familiar’s face knitted together in concentration. At Liam’s feet, Julian— the baby dragon who’d hatched last night— spun around in circles and let out a high-pitched wail. 

      “Imogen! Jonah!” I yelled. My voice cracked as I called out my friends’ names.

      Jonah had already kicked his sleeping bag off and knelt at my side. His broad shoulders blocked my view as he crouched beside me. “Liam,” he gasped. “Bro, wake up!”

      Jonah shoved Liam hard in the shoulder, and Liam’s eyes shot open. He sprang upright, sending Esis flying off of him. Esis landed on top of Julian, and the two rolled into the side, colliding with Squeaks— who insisted she had to sleep with us in the tent last night, even though it left us with no room.

      Liam’s chest rose and fell rapidly. He stared straight forward, as if his vision was blurred. Across the tent, Imogen lunged for my bag, her short strawberry blonde hair flying in all directions. She scurried over the sleeping bags, nearly squashing Sassy, and shoved Liam’s inhaler in his direction. 

      “Breathe, Liam!” she demanded.

      Liam grabbed the inhaler, but he didn’t get it to his lips before his face paled.

      “What’s wrong—?” Jonah started, but he was interrupted by Liam flinging his arm out and pushing him out of the way.

      Liam lunged forward and grabbed for the tent zipper. He opened the tent so fast it sounded like he ripped the fabric. Liam stuck his head out the door and began retching. The smell of vomit filled the tent.

      Jonah, Imogen, and I all shared a look of concern. This wasn’t good. 

      I inched forward toward Liam and pressed a hand to his back to let him know we were all here. I grabbed his water bottle and handed it to him.

      Liam groaned and lifted his head. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. When he looked at us, his eyes had cleared, and color had returned to his lips. He wore an expressionless mask, but it wasn’t fooling any of us. 

      If he thought he could convince us he was fine, he was dead wrong.

      “We have to move,” Liam said before taking another swig of water.

      “Wait, Liam,” Imogen insisted. “You’re not feeling well.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “We should at least get you breakfast before we go.”

      Liam’s lips tightened as he placed the cap back on the water bottle. “There’s no time. The Task Force is coming.”

      With that, Liam stood and stepped out of the tent. He was shaky on his feet, but I could tell he was trying not to let it show.

      “Hold up!” Jonah called after him. “How do you know that?”

      Liam ignored the question. “Let’s hurry up.”

      Jonah lowered his voice. “It’s not like he’s a naderei. He probably just had a nightmare or something.” 

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m not taking any chances,” Imogen said. She quickly began gathering our sleeping bags, and Jonah started helping her with our things. Sassy and Squeaks joined in. 

      I stood and followed Liam out of the tent. It was early morning, and the sun was just cresting over the horizon. Liam had gone to the other side of Jonah’s truck where I couldn’t see him. When I stepped around it, I found him sitting on the ground, his head between his knees.

      “Liam?” I asked as I cautiously stepped toward him. The sound of crunching leaves came from behind me as Esis and Julian followed. 

      “I just need a minute, pawee,” Liam whispered.

      I ignored his request. Instead, I sat beside him and wrapped an arm around his shoulder. Esis and Julian both came up to him. He sat straighter to cradle them both in his arms. 

      “Liam, I need to know you’re going to be okay,” I said. “I know we can’t go back to Kinpago, but we need to find some way to get your meds.”

      Liam stroked Julian’s scales. “Don’t worry about it, pawee. I’ll be fine without them. It was just a bad dream.”

      My lips tightened. “Liam, we agreed not to lie to each other anymore. Don’t tell me you’re fine when you’re clearly not.”

      Liam finally lifted his gaze to meet mine. “I don’t want to lie to you, Soph.”

      “Then what happened in this dream? How do you know the Task Force is coming?” I asked.

      Liam took a deep breath. “Because Nashoma told me.”

      My eyebrows knitted together. Liam had been sleeping— he could’ve just imagined the whole thing. Ancestors knew we’d been through one hell of a night.

      But I also knew that ancestors sometimes visited in dreams, and I wasn’t willing to take the risk that this was just a conjuring of Liam’s imagination. If Nashoma had really came by to warn us, we needed to listen to him. 

      The sound of the doors opening on the other side of the truck startled us both. We could hear Imogen and Jonah shoving supplies into the backseat.

      “Chop, chop, people!” Jonah called.

      I sighed and rubbed Liam’s back. “I won’t question Nashoma. Let’s go.”

      I helped Liam to his feet, and we climbed into the back seat together. It was crowded with all our supplies, since we didn’t have a chance to put anything away properly, but it didn’t matter. Esis and Julian both insisted on sitting on Liam’s lap. Squeaks climbed into the bed of the truck, and Jonah quickly tied down a tarp over the top of her to keep her hidden. He left her head uncovered, but she ducked down low so she couldn’t be seen.

      “Liam, lie down,” I encouraged. He was really freaking me out. I’d seen him sick before, but this was different… in a way I couldn’t explain. 

      He groaned, but he eventually caved and leaned against the pile of sleeping bags. 

      Within minutes, we were all packed up. Jonah put the truck in reverse and drove backward until the trees had cleared enough that he could turn around.

      Imogen stroked Sassy’s red fur and turned around in her seat. “Is anyone going to explain what just happened?”

      Liam sounded irritated when he answered. “Nashoma came to me in a dream, okay? I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Liam pressed his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes.

      Imogen frowned. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that Liam’s condition isn’t going to get any better, considering we don’t have all his meds. We need to figure out what to do about it.”

      “Agreed,” I stated firmly. 

      “What all does he have?” Imogen asked.

      “Guys,” Liam protested. He tried to sit up, but I pushed him back down onto the sleeping bags. 

      “Rest, Liam,” I demanded, before turning back to Imogen. "We have his inhaler, his blood pressure meds, and his lung pills."

      Imogen frowned. "Which means we're missing the painkillers, digestive medication, and antidepressants."

      "We can stop somewhere to get the painkillers over the counter," I suggested.

      Liam scoffed, though he didn't open his eyes.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Good luck," he grumbled. "I need more than ibuprofen."

      "It should help," I argued. 

      Esis chittered and pointed to his chest.

      "And Esis can help, too," I added.

      "We can get meds when we stop for gas," Jonah offered.

      Liam caved. It was like he didn’t have the strength to argue his needs weren’t important. "Fine," Liam said. "I'll take whatever you want me to."

      I groaned. "Come on, Liam. Don't do that."

      "It's not like it's going to help anyway," he said under his breath.

      I wanted to say more, but it wasn't going to help right now. We were all still on edge after everything that happened last night. Truth be told, I didn't have the best dreams, either. I couldn't get the images of the battle of Orenda Academy out of my mind— how my grandparents had been gutted right in front of me. I probably never would. Just thinking about it made my chest feel hollow and heavy all at the same time. Tears rose in my eyes, and I wanted to cry again— but we’d already cried far too much in the past two days. I could grieve once we got to a safe place. 

      The silence in the car was deafening, but no one dared to break it. Eventually, we made it out of the forest and back onto the road. I held Liam's hand and watched out the window, keeping close watch for the Task Force. I saw nothing.

      Hours passed, and no one spoke. Imogen kept shooting me these skeptical glances. I could tell we were thinking the same thing, that maybe Liam's dream was just that— a dream. Part of me hoped so. Another part of me worried about him if that were the case.

      Finally, Jonah spoke. “Guys, Squeaks needs to stretch her wings. We’re going to have to stop somewhere.”

      Imogen looked out over the landscape. We were far away from home, and the snow-capped mountains of Kinpago were far behind us. Still, dark clouds loomed overhead— as if the terror of the previous night’s battle had come to follow us. We weren’t taking the main highway, in an effort to lose the Task Force, so there was nothing but empty road ahead of us.

      “I think it should be safe to stop,” Imogen said. “We haven’t seen any sign of the Task Force, so we must’ve lost them. I saw a sign back there for a rest stop ahead.”

      “Okay,” Jonah replied. “We’ll stop there.”

      A few minutes later, Jonah pulled off into a rest stop. It was quiet, and the bathroom facilities looked a little run down. There weren’t any other cars around, so we wouldn’t be seen with our Familiars.

      As everyone piled out of the car with their Familiars, Liam stirred from where he slept beside me, though he didn’t wake.

      Imogen and Jonah took the Familiars to the edge of the parking lot to go to the bathroom, while I went inside to use the restroom myself. When I stepped back outside, I stopped in my tracks.

      My heart lurched into my throat as a black SUV tore into the parking lot, and the tires squealed to a halt behind Jonah’s truck. Jonah was ushering Squeaks back into the bed of the truck, and Imogen was climbing into the passenger seat with Sassy in her arms. 

      Inside the vehicle, Liam shot upright in his seat. Esis and Julian perched on the middle console.

      Everyone froze at once as four Task Force members jumped out of their vehicle. They wore their usual black uniforms and helmets, and each of them held a noxite gun.

      I gasped. The Task Force pointed their guns toward Jonah.

      “Put your hands up where we can see them!” one of them shouted at him.

      I had no intention of my friends being captured. They hadn’t seen me yet, so I threw my hands outward, intending to throw a fireball at each of their heads and catch them off-guard. 

      But no Fire came out of my palms. What the hell?

      Jonah took a step back and slowly raised his hands. He glanced around and noticed me standing far behind him. His gaze darted from me to the truck, as if trying to tell me to make a run for it. “Hey, we don’t want to cause any trouble. We just want to⁠—”

      Jonah swiped his hands through the air, and a bolt of lightning came down from the sky at his command. It cracked against the pavement, and the deafening sound of thunder boomed over the rest area. At the distraction, Jonah ran for the door. 

      Noxite darts shot toward him, but I thrust my arms out and willed my Anichi force field to protect him. The darts slammed into my invisible shield and fell to the ground just as Jonah jumped inside the truck.

      The engine roared to life, and I sprinted toward Imogen’s open door. I jumped inside just as Jonah threw the truck into reverse. I was crammed in the front seat with Imogen and Sassy, but we managed to get the door shut as Jonah pressed on the gas. Esis and Julian scurried to the back seat beside Liam.

      The earth rumbled beneath the car, and the pavement cracked as dirt upheaved around us. Imogen screamed and used her powers to reduce the impact. 

      Rain came pounding down hard on the car from the Toaqua Task Force members. It was so thick that we could hardly see out. Jonah tore out of the parking lot and back onto the road. Liam gritted his teeth as he pushed the water away from the truck with his magic. The vehicle began to shake violently as Air rushed past us. If Jonah’s truck weren’t so heavy, the Air magic might’ve knocked us straight off the road. Esis squealed.

      “Jonah!” Imogen screamed.

      “Fuck!” he cried. “I’m driving, here!”

      Squeaks lifted her head in the bed of the truck. Wind whipped through her feathers, and she opened her beak in a scream as she tried to control the air around us, but the car continued to shake. 

      I tried to push my force field outside the truck to block the wind, but my heart was pounding so fast that I couldn’t concentrate. When I’d protected Jonah earlier, it was in the heat of the moment. Now I couldn’t get outside my own head to push my force field outward.

      “Jonah, do something!” Imogen screamed. 

      “I can’t drive and use my element!” he yelled back.

      “Then let me drive!” I cried, my pulse quickening.

      Jonah let go of the wheel, and I leaned over to take it. Jonah kept his foot on the gas, but he closed his eyes and took his focus off driving while I steered for him. Imogen pushed me off of her, and I had to climb over the middle console to sit on Jonah’s lap. My grip tightened around the steering wheel. I could barely see out the window past the dirt flying past and the heavy rain.

      Jonah gritted his teeth. “Hang on.”

      “They’re getting close!” Liam shouted.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror to see the SUV was following close behind, just outside of the air tunnel whipping past our vehicle. Liam used his water magic to push back the rain onto the Task Force’s car. They swerved, like they couldn’t see out their window. Liam gasped, like the effort to use his magic was draining him— he hadn’t had enough time to recover last night, and now his powers were weak. 

      “Im, get ready,” Jonah warned.

      “Ready!” she replied.

      “Now!” Jonah shouted.

      He thrust his arms outward, and the air around us split in two directions in an instant, clearing a path for us up ahead. 

      At the same time, I heard the squeal of tires behind us. My eyes darted out the back window. I gasped when I saw a tall wall of earth behind us. The pavement had been heaved up from where Imogen had controlled the earth to create a barrier. All I saw was the top of the Task Force’s SUV stopped behind it. Pavement crumbled and flew in all directions as the Nivita Task Force tried to flatten the wall of earth, and failed. 

      The air and rain stilled, but Imogen’s face was contorted in pain. She fought against the Task Force to keep the wall steady so they couldn’t pass.

      Jonah sped so fast that we soon reached the range of Imogen’s powers. But it was enough to get away. With a look behind, I saw that the Task Force hadn’t followed. The four of us breathed a collective sigh of relief. 

      “I’ve got this, boo.” Jonah grabbed the wheel again and I climbed into the back seat, my heart rate finally slowing. Jonah took another turn, and he didn’t slow until we couldn’t see the Task Force anymore.

      Liam slumped in his seat. “I think we lost them.”

      He looked more tired than ever. I knew using his magic must’ve taken a lot out of him.

      Imogen pushed the hair out of her eyes. “How did they find us?”

      “Better yet, why are they wasting their resources on four fugitives?” Jonah pointed out. “There’s enough going on in Kinpago right now.”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Liam said harshly. “They’re afraid of us. Oleander only kept us alive as long as he did to keep an eye on us. He must’ve thought we were more use to him alive than dead.”

      “Yeah, until he decided to execute you and Sophia!” Imogen cried.

      “We outlived our usefulness,” Liam said. “Oleander hadn’t learned anything about the prophecy from watching us, so he decided we were better off dead. Now I bet he’s scared we might be planning to retaliate.”

      “Fuck,” Jonah breathed. “I just want to live.”

      “Agreed,” I stated before turning to Liam. “I get Oleander’s scared of us because I’m still the chosen one, but it’s kind of dumb that he’s being this persistent, isn’t he?”

      “You don’t get it. You’re still the prophesied one. People think you’re special,” Liam said. “You stood up to Oleander when I was about to be executed. People will follow you if you ask. You’ve become a symbol of rebellion, Soph. Oleander can’t let you live. It gives people hope.” 

      My mouth gaped. “But I don’t want to be a leader!”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re still a threat,” Liam countered. “That means the Task Force isn’t going to stop hunting us until we’re dealt with.” 

      “That still doesn’t answer Imogen’s question. How’d they find us?” Jonah asked.

      “Oh my gosh!” Imogen yelled, as if she’d just realized something huge. “Jonah, your phone!”

      His face went pale. “Do you think they have hackers?”

      “They must. Nothing else makes sense,” Liam said quickly.

      “Fuck this shit.” Jonah dove a hand in his pocket, then tossed his cell phone out the window. I watched as it shattered on the side of the road. 

      “Whew,” Jonah said. “Crisis averted!”

      “Hardly,” Imogen grumbled. “Now they’re close enough to tail us. We can’t go to my house now.” 

      Jonah glanced to her. “What do you mean?”

      She was still trying to catch her breath. “It’s supposed to be our safe house. We can’t risk the Task Force following us there.” 

      “Where else are we going to go?” Jonah asked, sounding a little peeved.

      “I don’t know,” Imogen snapped back. “But we have to throw them off our trail somehow before we head there.”

      “We could go to my parents’ house in Utah,” I suggested. The words slipped out before I really considered the offer.

      Imogen turned in her seat and furrowed her brow. “But your parents aren’t there.”

      “Right,” I said. My stomach sank as I thought back to the letter Amelia had left for me after we found her apartment raided. She said she was with my parents, but I had no idea where they’d gone. My teeth gritted as I thought about how they’d left me behind— how they’d left all of us behind. Imogen’s family had done the same. They said they’d come back for us when it was safe, but it never was safe. 

      Maybe they were never coming back…

      I tried to keep my voice steady as heavy emotions settled in my gut. “The house is still there, though. Or… I assume.”

      Fuck, if my parents sold their house, I didn’t know what we were going to do.

      Imogen bit her lower lip. “Well, I guess it would throw the Task Force off…”

      “I think it’s our best option,” Jonah said.

      All eyes turned to Liam. We needed his leadership at the moment— like we were all waiting on his approval. But Liam was slipping, and it was clear to see.

      He considered it a moment, then said, “I agree. We can’t go to Imogen’s right away. We’ll stop at a hotel tonight, then go to Sophia’s parents’. Once it’s safe, we’ll head to Imogen’s house.”

      Once it’s safe…

      The words echoed in my mind.

      We were fugitives. We must’ve been wanted for at least a dozen crimes. We’d just escaped execution!

      We’d never be safe.
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        * * *

      

      “Liam, you need to eat.” I held out a piece of pizza to him. Our order had come to our hotel room an hour ago, and he still hadn’t taken a bite. 

      Liam shook his head. He’d barely moved since we’d arrived. He lay on his stomach on the bed with his face pressed into the pillow. It was like he was trying not to scream. I’d managed to convince him to take some ibuprofen we’d picked up at the gas station earlier, and Esis had done all he could. He and Julian were even massaging Liam’s back. And still, Liam wouldn’t move. His body shook with painful tremors as he clung to the pillow in agony. 

      A rock settled in my stomach. I felt totally helpless. This was why I didn’t want to leave Kinpago. I knew Liam wouldn’t be able to handle being on the run. We’d only been on the road for a day, and already, it was taking its toll on him.

      No one spoke much. Imogen was curled up with Sassy on the opposite bed, her eyes staring blankly at the wall. Jonah was outside, looking for a place to hide Squeaks in the nearby woods for the night. The TV was on, but that was the only sound in the room. It was more or less on to make noise. 

      The more I watched Liam, the tighter my chest became. I’d never felt so stressed in my life, and it was giving me a horrible headache. But I didn’t care, because nothing I felt right now even compared to how Liam felt. 

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples, but all it did was bring back horrible images. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the flames consuming Orenda Academy. I saw the lifeless look in Liwanu’s eyes. I heard Alric’s screams as he was burned to death by Doya’s magic. I saw my grandmother’s intestines being ripped from her abdomen by Renar’s cockatrice, and the blood spilling from my grandfather’s chest.

      I tried to push the images out of my mind, but the more I pushed, the quicker they came rushing in. I hadn’t had a chance to cry since everything happened. I’d held it in all night in the tent, and the entire ride in the car. But seeing Liam suffer like this— it was the last straw. I couldn’t take it anymore.

      I jumped up from the bed and ran to the bathroom. I barely held myself together before I’d shut the door behind me. Once I was in the privacy of the bathroom, I slumped to the floor and buried my face in my hands. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and sobs bubbled up from my chest. 

      I bit down hard on the sleeve of my shirt to keep from making any noise. I didn’t want my friends to worry. 

      A light knock came at the door. “Sophia?” Imogen asked gently.

      “I’ll be out soon,” I told her, but my voice cracked. I couldn’t hide it any longer. An audible sob bubbled out of my chest.

      “Sophia, I’m coming in.” The doorknob turned, and Imogen opened the door a crack. She peeked inside. Her face fell when she saw me sitting on the floor. She didn’t say anything as she stepped into the bathroom and sat on the cool tile beside me.

      I leaned my head against her shoulder. Tears slid down my face and onto her shirt. Imogen immediately placed her arm around me and pulled me closer. 

      “I get how you feel, Sophia,” she whispered. “I feel the same way.”

      That only made me sob harder. “Imogen, why did they leave us? Why didn’t our families take us with them?”

      Imogen swallowed. “I keep asking myself the same thing.”

      Imogen and I sat there for at least ten minutes without saying anything, just holding each other. We could hear Sassy and Esis scratching outside the door, but we didn’t let them in. We just sat there, sobbing as we took in the heavy weight of the last few months. It was unbearable. 

      Finally, I drew away and wiped my eyes. “Imogen... I have to tell you something.”

      She reached over to the toilet paper roll and pulled off a few squares to blow her nose. “What is it?”

      I glanced down to my open palms. “Something happened back at the rest stop. I tried to summon Fire, and I… I couldn’t.”

      She tilted her head to the side, looking confused.

      “Does that have anything to do with being away from Kinpago?” I asked. I shuddered at the thought. We had to be able to defend ourselves from the Task Force.

      She shook her head. “Your magic should act the same no matter where you are. Unless…”

      She pressed her lips together thoughtfully.

      “Unless what?” I asked.

      Imogen took a deep breath. “Unless you didn’t want to summon Fire.”

      The words felt heavy, but they hung in the air. 

      I blinked a few times, contemplating what she’d said. “I did summon my force field. I used my Spirit magic. Just… not Fire. So my powers must still be working.”

      I closed my eyes, and the fiery images of Orenda Academy returned. “You might be right, Imogen. Fire’s just so… destructive. I don’t… I don’t…”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat as I looked down at my hands. I hated how much damage they could do— how many people they could hurt. It was like my grandfather had said— Fire was made of anger and deep emotions. My Anichi power, on the other hand, was made of peace and protection.

      “I don’t want to be Koigni anymore, Imogen,” I admitted. I hadn’t realized it was true until I said it out loud. 

      Imogen furrowed her brow. “Sophia, you can’t just stop being Koigni.”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “I don’t want to be associated with Fire anymore. There’s more to me than that.”

      “You mean…” Imogen trailed off as she looked down to my hands.

      A bright white glow came off of them as a sense of peace settled in my heart. I realized what I had to do now.

      I sat up straight and held my glowing hands out in front of me. “I’m going to find my parents, Imogen. And I’m going to become a real Anichi.”
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        * * *

      

      Imogen and I snuck our Familiars into our coats, and we headed into the forest behind the hotel where Jonah was hiding Squeaks. Julian had stayed behind with Liam, who hadn’t even responded when we told him we were leaving the room. 

      “Jonah!” Imogen hissed through the darkness.

      A light breeze brushed through my hair, and I turned in the direction of it. “Jonah, is that you?”

      A loud squawk came from twenty yards away. “Shh…” Jonah hissed at Squeaks. 

      At the sound of Squeaks’ voice, Esis jumped out of my coat and bounded over to her.

      “What are you two doing here?” Jonah whispered through the dark as we met up with him and Squeaks. They were both sitting on the ground, looking like they were having a personal conversation. 

      “Sophia wants to work on her Anichi magic,” Imogen announced. “We didn’t want to disturb Liam.”

      Jonah sat up straighter. “Well, have at it. I’d like to see these powers in action.”

      Imogen set Sassy on the ground, and she went over to Squeaks and Esis to cuddle up with them. Imogen sat beside Jonah and faced me. I could barely see them through the darkness. “Okay, Sophia. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      I stood in front of them and swallowed. I wasn’t sure I was ready to present my powers yet, but I needed to practice them if I was to master them— just as I had with my Koigni lightning.

      My guts sank. Koigni lightning. Everything the Koigni made was destructive. I didn’t want that anymore. I wanted beauty and light in my life when everything else felt dark.

      I cleared my throat. “What do you want to see first?”

      “What’s easiest for you?” Imogen asked.

      “Light,” I answered automatically.

      Imogen nodded. “Okay, then we’ll start there.”

      I lifted my palm and conjured my Anichi light, but it was dimmer than any light I’d conjured before. It was nothing like the glowing light I’d created in the bathroom minutes ago. It was dim, like the light of a dying flashlight. I could feel the block within me, like my peace was waning.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Jonah said.

      My shoulders fell. “I’m trying.”

      The more I tugged at my magic, the more my Koigni heat flared in my bones. I pushed that aside and buried it deep down within me. I didn’t want to feel that anymore. It was just a reminder of all the pain and suffering I’d gone through the night the fire consumed my home at Orenda Academy. I pushed those images aside and tried to focus only on the peaceful Soul magic flowing through me. But the more I tried to connect to it, the dimmer the light became.

      Imogen popped up from the ground and took my hands. The light faded completely. “What are you thinking about, Sophia?”

      “Um… my magic,” I said.

      “And what are you feeling?” she questioned.

      That was a tougher question to answer. I couldn’t put a name to the heaviness in my stomach.

      “I feel heavy,” I admitted. “I feel blocked and tense. It’s like every time I try to forget about what happened, it makes it worse.”

      “Maybe don’t try to forget about it,” she encouraged. “Face it, and work through it.”

      “Face it?” I balked. “Imogen, thinking about what happened isn’t going to bring me any sense of peace.”

      Imogen shot a look at Jonah, like she needed help explaining what she meant.

      “Well, you know, you just…” He shrugged, unable to find the words. “Think of man butt?”

      Imogen elbowed him in the side. She turned back to me with a sigh. “Okay, let’s try something else. Two nights ago, we lost everything.”

      “Imogen!” I protested. “Not helping.”

      She held a hand up. “Hold on. I’m not done. Look, I get it, Sophia. I feel like I’ve lost everything, too. Kinpago isn’t the home it used to be. Orenda Academy burned to the ground. My family left ancestors know where without me, and I don’t even know if they’re alive anymore.”

      “Im!” Hot, heavy tears rose to my eyes as she reminded me of all the horrible things we’d recently faced.

      Imogen squeezed my hands, and her voice cracked. “But despite all that, I’m blessed. I am so blessed. And so are you.”

      I blinked a few times, shocked by her words. “Blessed? Imogen, my grandparents died in front of me. If anything, I’m cursed.”

      “No, Sophia,” she pressed. “You think you’ve lost everything, but you haven’t. See, you still have me. You still have Jonah and Liam and Esis. All of us and our Familiars are alive. And your grandparents… they’re gone, but you know what? I bet they’re in the Ancestral Lands right now looking down on you and feeling proud.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I guess you have a point. I mean, at least I got a chance to get to know them. But Im⁠—”

      “No buts,” she said firmly. “Focus on me, Sophia. The rest is in the past and can’t be changed. But I’m here right now. Jonah is here. Be grateful for that, because I’m so grateful that I still have you guys. You two are my best friends in the whole world, and by the ancestors, if we can stick together through this, we can stick together through anything.”

      Jonah sniffled, and it was the first time I’d noticed he’d stood up. He pressed his hand to his heart. “Ancestors, Im. Are you trying to make us all cry?”

      A sob broke out of my chest, and I gestured for Jonah to come closer. “Get in here, guys!”

      Jonah scooped Imogen and I into a tight hug. Soon, our Familiars all came to surround us, and I was packed into the middle of the biggest, tightest group hug of my life. The only one thing missing was Liam.

      “Ancestors!” Imogen gasped.

      I had my eyes squeezed so tightly shut that I didn’t see what she was talking about at first. Jonah dropped us both, and I took a step back. I gasped when I lifted my palms. Inside my right palm was a tangible, glowing orb the size of a baseball. It hovered above my hand like a fireball, only it was made of Spirit magic.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed. “I did it!”

      “What is it, though?” Jonah asked, stepping closer to get a good look.

      I poked it with my left hand. It was solid and warm, but I didn’t know its purpose. My grandfather had never mentioned this when he gave me lessons on the Spirit Totem.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Imogen?”

      She stared down at the orb in awe. It was so bright it lit up her entire face. “I have no idea, either. But whatever it is, keep it, Sophia.”

      I closed my palm, and the orb disappeared inside of it. My chest filled with a bright sense of hope. “I will.”

      “Well,” Imogen said. “It’s getting late, and we told Liam we wouldn’t be gone long. We should probably head back.”

      Jonah didn’t move. “Squeaks and I are going to camp out here for the night.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “There’s a nice warm bed up in our hotel room.”

      “Squeaks is too big to sneak in, and I don’t want to leave her alone,” Jonah said. “We’ll walk you to the tree line, though.”

      We started back toward the hotel. “I’m really proud of you, Sophia,” Imogen said while we walked. Sassy strolled alongside her. “I think you’re going to do really great things with your Anichi magic.”

      “Thanks, Im,” I said, snuggling Esis closer to myself in my arms. “I feel a lot better now⁠—”

      Jonah grabbed me and Imogen by the shoulders and dragged us behind a tree just as we reached the edge of the hotel lawn. My pulse quickened as he placed his index finger to his lips. He pointed toward the parking lot, and my stomach plummeted to my toes. A black SUV sat parked near the entrance. Four men in black moved quietly like shadows through the night toward the door.

      Shit. 

      The Task Force was back— and Liam was all alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I liked the quiet around me. I hadn’t been alone in days, and I needed time to just… settle.

      I remained face down in the pillow, trying not to lose it. Leaving those painkillers behind was a heavy blow. The sensation of a thousand tiny knives pricking my body, slowly slicing off my skin and muscles layer by layer was agonizing. It hurt to have anything touch me. Even lying in bed felt like I was extended on a row of spikes. Every part of me was sore, like I’d just completed a triathlon and then had the shit beat out of me at the end of it. 

      With a fucking hammer. 

      When I moved, my eyes watered, so I tried to stay as still as possible. Julian was on my back. The hatchling was curled up at the base of my spine, and his body gave off a warm glow. It was almost like he was trying to act as a heating pad. 

      One of the reasons I’d kept my face in the pillow was because I didn’t want Sophia to see me like this. We all knew I wouldn’t last on the road, and she’d been right, but this was worse than we’d all expected. The fact that I hadn’t had time to pack my pills, hadn’t gotten any rest, and we’d been constantly forced to move every few hours after I’d barely escaped execution and survived one of the biggest battles of my life equaled total chaos for me. As a result, my body decided to give a giant fuck you and decided to make me slow down one way or the other.

      Even if that resulted in me feeling like someone was punching me over and over and wouldn’t stop. 

      Maybe a bath would help. I forced myself to get up, though it felt like my joints were being ripped apart as I did so. Julian slid off my back. He hopped off the bed and followed me as I staggered to the bathroom. 

      I began filling the tub up with water. As the tub became halfway full, Julian squealed. He perched on the edge of the tub and jumped in, splashing water everywhere. His wings spread out on the surface to keep him afloat. His tail sent water droplets flying as his tiny paws paddled around the tub. He made small growling noises, like he was thrilled to have his own personal pool.

      “Hey jackass, this bath’s for me, not you,” I countered. 

      He dove down, scooped up a bit of water in his mouth and shot it on my face. 

      I laughed and wiped off the water with a nearby towel. “You’re such a little shit.”

      He peeped in response. I couldn’t help grinning. At least Julian could make me smile. 

      Smiling itself felt weird. It didn’t seem right to smile when I knew what was going on back home, and how many people were suffering. It didn’t feel okay to crack a grin when my family was out there somewhere, not sure if I was dead or alive— or if the opposite was true, and I was the only one left.

      I didn’t like smiling when my dad was dead. It felt wrong. 

      Julian wailed. He didn’t like it when he didn’t have my full attention. I reached out and stroked his scales, running my hand over the spines on his back. He cooed and arched in the water. 

      Well, despite all the bad shit that had happened, I was still glad to have Julian. I didn’t think I’d be lucky enough to have another animal companion after what happened to Nashoma. I didn’t think I was worthy. Still didn’t. 

      But Julian had chosen me. Which meant I was going to spend the rest of my life taking care of him, in every way he deserved. He was a dragon— he deserved respect and care. No matter the reason he’d imprinted on me, he needed me, just like I needed him. 

      Julian was my second chance. I’d never thought I’d get one, and this time, I was determined not to mess it up.

      Julian screamed again. I shushed him and grabbed the soap on the cusp of the bath. I began washing his scales. “If you don’t shut up, we’re going to be found out. Then I’ll have to explain to a bunch of humans why dragons exist.”

      He gave a shrill cry, and I said, “How did this turn out to be for you?”

      The dragon’s eyes half-closed in relaxation as I bathed him. It felt good to focus on Julian. I hadn’t had a Familiar to tend to in so long, and it gave me a distraction from the pain. For once, I felt like I had a creature who could help share my burdens, and Julian was there. He was strong enough to take them all. 

      I hoped we made it to Imogen’s house soon, and that she’d been smart enough to buy a place that was secluded as fuck. Julian was going to get really big, really fast. He’d be big enough to ride by the fall. I didn’t know where we were going to hide him. I didn’t think he’d be a small dragon, like Aisha or Eirakari. Sophia had told me dragons of his type grew monstrous within a year of hatching. 

      Fuck, it was a good thing we had somewhere to go. I was so grateful we had Imogen. If she hadn’t been smart enough to purchase a safe house for us months ago, we’d be totally fucked. 

      Julian’s head went sharply up, and he became alert. In his throat was a low growling that didn’t seem friendly. 

      He was trying to warn me about something. I paused and listened. 

      There were voices outside. I heard several males speaking in low tones, and my blood ran cold.

      The sound of wood breaking shattered the room. The door was busted open, the lock blown to bits by elemental magic. 

      Dammit! How did they find us?

      I wasn’t sure how they knew which room we were in— unless they’d watched us come in and out. Four Task Force members stormed into the room, noxite guns raised. I spun around, and Julian leapt out of the bathtub. He bared his fangs beside me and hissed as the Task Force approached. 

      “Hands up!” one of them shouted. “Or we’ll shoot.”

      I didn’t make a move to obey. Would we ever be rid of these assholes?

      “Where are the others?” another demanded. “Cooperate, and we’ll spare your life.”

      That was a fucking lie. No way was I going to tell them where Jonah, Sophia and Imogen were. Through clenched teeth, I said, “I’m not telling you a fucking thing. You can go to hell.” 

      “This is your last warning! Where are they?” the cop threatened again. 

      My last nerve finally broke. I didn’t feel well, my family was missing, and I’d lost the only home I’d ever had. I hadn’t had a spare moment to grieve the father I’d lost, and I couldn’t sleep because every time I did, the dreams I had always became nightmares, and ended with Sophia losing her head. 

      And it was all because of the Task Force. Now they wanted to cause even more trouble. 

      I’d had enough. I was officially pissed off. 

      Fuck how I felt. It was time to kick some ass. 

      “You’ve messed with the wrong Toaqua.” Before anyone could fire, I shot out my hand. Four streams of water came out of the tub behind me and knocked the noxite guns out of their hands. The water wrapped around the guns and drew them backward, behind me and out of their reach. 

      One of the Task Force reacted. A fireball formed in his hand, but I quenched it with my magic and delivered a kick to the face. My foot hit his helmet and he went staggering backward into the nearby wardrobe, where he slammed against it and slumped to the floor. The wardrobe itself tilted, making a smashing sound as it crashed onto its side. 

      The others reacted. Another cop attempted to blast me backward with Air magic, but the water created a shield around me, protecting me. The Yapluma cop ran forward, intending to break through my defenses. I made ice daggers out of the shield and shot them like bullets at high speed toward the police. 

      All the others ducked, but the Yapluma caught the daggers in the chest. They pierced through his armor, and blood splattered everywhere. He went down, clutching at his injuries as blood poured out of them. 

      “Sergeant!” his teammate replied. He was Toaqua, and lifted a hand to combat my Water shield, but his magic was pitiful next to mine— even with how weak I was, he couldn’t break through my powers. I formed the rest of my shield into water whips and shot them out at the Toaqua cop. He put his arms in front of his helmet to protect himself while I began a relentless assault. I knocked over a lamp and bashed the TV sideways before a side table near one of the beds went crashing to the floor. 

      The Koigni in the corner was slowly coming around. He noticed the Yapluma was down and crawled toward the sergeant. He lifted the man onto his back and began retreating out of the room, crying, “Fall back!” The Toaqua followed, glad to get away from my magic. 

      The last Task Force member was huge in stature— probably a Nivita. And he wasn't going to give up, even if it meant disobeying orders. He ran through my Water whips like it was nothing, and I barely had a chance to get my shield back up again before he put his hands on me. The Nivita was inches away.

      To protect me, Julian gave a scream and charged at the remaining Task Force member. He sank his teeth into the man’s leg, and the cop gave a scream of pain. He kicked Julian off, and my dragon went rolling to the floor, gasping as he landed on his wing. 

      Rage boiled inside me when I saw that the Nivita had hurt Julian. Nobody touched him. My water shield fell to the floor, soaking the carpet as I raised my hand and channeled every inch of fury and frustration I had felt over the past few days into the Nivita’s body. 

      The Nivita didn’t even have time to cry out. He slumped to the floor in a pile, and didn’t move again. The other three Task Force members had gotten away, but this one wouldn’t follow. 

      He was already dead. I knew. I’d felt and savored the feeling as his heart stopped beating. 

      I immediately rushed to Julian, who was curled up on the floor and whimpering. “Jules, you okay?” 

      I picked him up, and he cooed. I checked his wing. He’d landed on it wrong, but it was fine. He’d be okay. 

      I cradled him to my chest. That had been so scary. And not because my life was on the line. I had worried that Julian would get hurt. 

      More footsteps approached. I readied myself, preparing to kill whoever walked through that door, but my hand dropped when I saw that it was just Jonah, Sophia and Imogen. Esis was curled up in Sophia’s arm, but Sassy and Squeaks were nowhere to be found. Their faces drained of color as they took in the mess around the room.

      “Liam, what the hell happened here?” Sophia asked, her jaw dropping open. 

      “I’m done, Sophia. I’m just so fucking done,” I raged. I held Julian closer. I thought taking my anger out on a couple of goons would help, but apparently, all it did was make my wrath worse.

      “There’s blood all over the place!” Imogen shouted. Jonah cringed and stepped around a puddle of red the Yapluma cop had left behind. 

      Everyone’s eyes fell to the corpse on the floor. Sophia’s hand covered her mouth. “Liam… did you…?”

      “I killed him before he could do the same to me,” I snapped. “It was self-defense.” 

      Sophia didn’t say anything more, but her expression appeared vaguely sick. Esis jumped down from her arm and put his paws on the Task Force member, like he thought he could heal him.

      Didn’t work, obviously. Esis’ face contorted. I don’t think he grasped what death was. Such a thing seemed impossible for him.

      In a rage, Imogen began rushing around the room in an aggravated fashion, straightening things out that had been knocked over in the fight. “Liam, this is a crime scene! We have to clean this up.”

      “Easy.” I lifted my hand, and the blood that stained the carpet, the beds, and the walls lifted up. I levitated the blood to the tub, where I dumped it and turned on the water. All the evidence went rushing down the drain, like it was no problem at all. I had trouble getting blood out of the carpet last semester, but it was easy now. 

      Something had changed in me over the past few days. I was afraid of the dark side of me before, but I fucking welcomed it now. Blood and gore no longer scared me. I’d accepted that it was part of my life. 

      I was no longer worried about becoming a monster and losing myself. It was worth it to protect the people I loved. 

      Jonah righted the wardrobe by himself before Imogen picked up the lamp and Sophia straightened out the TV. Imogen began shoving the few things we had into Sophia’s backpack, while Jonah stooped down beside the corpse of the Task Force member. With a grunt, he hefted the body over his one shoulder and stood. 

      “What are you doing?” I asked. 

      “We have to get rid of the body,” Jonah shot back. “We can’t just leave it here.”

      Fair point. Jonah gestured toward the door and said, “You guys cover me.” 

      “I can’t believe we’re really hiding a body,” Sophia mumbled under her breath. 

      The three of us clustered around the door. Imogen, Sophia and I kept watch while Jonah slipped outside into the hall, then carried the body down the stairs, which were only supposed to be used for an emergency exit. Sophia used her Anichi light to shine into the cameras as we passed so they wouldn’t catch Jonah getting rid of the evidence. 

      We slipped into the woods outside the hotel. Jonah walked as far as he could, until he was out of breath. He slipped the body to the ground and breathed, “Here.”

      We didn’t even have to discuss this. It was just what had to be done. And it was fucking freaky. Imogen waved her hands over the earth, and the dirt began moving of its own accord, piling up and creating a hole six feet deep.

      From the shadows, Sassy and Squeaks emerged. Their eyes were wide and glinting, like they couldn’t believe we were really doing this.

      I couldn’t believe it, either. This was a first for the Reject Team. When had we gone from making stupid jokes and dancing in the Commons like idiots to covering up a murder?

      A murder that I had committed. Not the first one, either. And if I was being honest with myself, it wasn’t completely an act of self-preservation. I could’ve defended myself without taking the Task Force member’s life. 

      I just didn’t want to. 

      “Help me, man,” Jonah said. He grabbed the cop’s ankles, and I moved to take his wrists. 

      We threw the Task Force member into the hole. Imogen moved the dirt back over the body, and Julian gave a low note from my shoulder. 

      It was quiet for a long moment. The wind whistled by, and the darkness seemed harsher than what it was a second before. We stood over the freshly turned earth and stared at what we knew was beneath it. 

      “Should we say something?” Sophia asked quietly.

      “Say something? He tried to kill me,” I spat. I crossed my arms and held myself tightly. “I don’t think he deserves any words.”

      “I know, and that’s terrible, but…” Sophia trailed off. “Don’t you think he has a family too, just like us?”

      I made a scoffing noise. “Yeah, well, if he didn’t want to be separated from his family, he shouldn’t have gotten involved working for the Elders.” 

      “Maybe Oleander forced him.” 

      “He could’ve stood up and said no. This is on him.” 

      The bitterness was evident in my tone, but I didn’t care. Jonah was sending me a disapproving look that I ignored. 

      After a few minutes, it became clear that no one was going to say anything, so we just left. We got in the truck, and Jonah drove for a few more hours to get the Task Force off our trail before we stopped for the night. 

      We set up the tent. By the time I collapsed beside Sophia in my sleeping bag, I was almost out of it. Julian curled up against my chest, and I put an arm around him as I closed my eyes, ready to dissolve into another fit of nightmares. 
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        * * *

      

      The night passed. My dreams were full of death and horror, but this time, the Task Force member we’d buried was in them, and I’d killed
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