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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 a character with a rare disease. In the United States, a rare disease is defined as an illness that affects fewer than 200,000 people. Although our character's disease is fictional, 25 to 30 million people in the US are currently living with a rare disease, many of which are not clearly diagnosed or have no cure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      Most of the world couldn’t understand people like me.

      I was never really normal— but I had never been this different. I came from a world where dragons exist and fairy tales are real, but it felt like all the magic had gone out of the world. Everyday, I saw mythical creatures glide across the skies with riders on their backs, witnessed people conjuring fire and controlling the earth and flying through the air.

      Hell, even water obeyed my command. Waves rose and came crashing back down as I created them, and the ocean churned at my every whim. Rain poured from the clouds with just a blink of my eye, then froze into icy diamonds without me giving it a second thought.

      But it wasn’t the same anymore. It was no longer incredible or breathtaking. It just… was. I used to care about my powers.

      I no longer cared about anything.

      Except the rage. I was always angry or frustrated, sometimes for no reason, and it just never ended. I stopped having words to explain what happened to me long before I even comprehended what did.

      I didn’t know how to tell people. I just learned to deal with it.

      I hated how people looked at me. I hated how I looked at myself.

      They didn’t understand what it was like to be on the brink of life and death constantly— fuck, I didn’t even know. Not until after it happened. My entire life was turned upside down. I didn’t even know who I was anymore. My life became nothing but questions. Was the man I was before just a lie? Or was the old Liam dead, and did this new, shitty one come to take his place?

      I wished there was a way to make this better. And I wished he was here, so I could tell him I’m sorry, and that I wanted it to be me instead of him.

      But he’s not, and that’s something I could never take back… something I could never fix.

      Before, I hoped that someone could love me. For one incredible, amazing moment, I had someone that did. I actually believed for the rest of my life, I wouldn’t have to be alone.

      Now I knew that wasn’t true. I was cursed to be an outsider, forever. And I deserved everything I got.

      Grief is like being underwater, but never being allowed to come up to breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SOPHIA

        

      

    

    
      “Sophia Henley, you’re dead!”

      It took everything I had not to bust a gut laughing. Amelia had threatened my murder enough times throughout my childhood that I knew her words were nothing more than an empty threat. Besides, all I did was admit to stealing a pair of jeans she’d left home while she was off at college. That was hardly a crime worthy of a death sentence.

      I shot a smirk at my sister. “You’ll have to catch me first.”

      I didn’t give her a chance to respond. I sprinted forward, ignoring the burn in my legs as I raced up the mountain trail. The Salt Lake Valley was long behind us, with nothing but huge rocks and small shrubs covering the dry earth ahead of us. Pine trees dotted the surrounding mountain peaks. The higher I climbed, the narrower the dirt trail became, until I was running along a thin ledge. Sharp rocks jutted from the cliff to my right. It was easily a twenty-foot drop to the ground below.

      Amelia would so regret saying that if I slipped and fell.

      Good thing I was confident in my footing.

      “Sophia!” Amelia shouted from down the trail. This time, it sounded like I was being sentenced for being faster than her. Because it’d be so unfair if I was actually better than her at something.

      A high-pitched squawk filled the air above me. I glanced up to see Amelia’s parrot circling my head. I wasn’t sure what kind he was. When I asked Amelia after she brought him home from college, she just said he was “exotic.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her that “exotic” wasn’t a species. I didn’t even want to ask how much she paid for the rat gremlin. She took him everywhere we went, though I wished he’d just stay in a cage. Amelia refused to buy one for him… said cages were inhumane.

      He looked like some sort of parrot, but his beak was longer, and his feathers were a deep green, like the color of a luscious rain forest. I’d never seen anything like him before, especially not with his type of temperament.

      The thing hated me, for whatever reason. Though I trusted my sister with my life, I didn’t trust Kiwi.

      I slowed. My chest heaved as I inhaled deep breaths.

      “Sophia!” Amelia scolded once she caught up to me.

      “What?” I asked innocently.

      The path evened out, the sharp cliff behind us. Amelia plopped her butt into the dirt on the side of the trail, trying to catch her breath. The late afternoon sun beat down on us.

      “When did you get so much faster than me?” she asked through heavy breaths.

      “Right around the time I started walking.” I shot her a teasing smile. I’d always been able to beat Amelia in a race— on land, at least. Amelia could totally school me in the water. Though, to be fair, I despised swimming.

      She sighed and shook her head at me. “You’re such a dweeb.”

      I scoffed and sat beside her. “I am not!”

      She reached her sweaty arm around me and pulled me in close. “Of course you are. You’re my little dweeb.”

      “Gross!” I protested, pushing away from her armpit.

      “Come on, Sophia,” she complained. “Give me a hug. I’m only home for a few days. I miss you.”

      I took a swig from my water bottle. “I’m not that gullible. You’re just going to give me a wet willie or something.”

      Amelia laughed and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “We’re not kids anymore.”

      I just rolled my eyes at her. It’d been four years since she moved out, but she was still my sister, which meant every time she visited I was subject to her teasing.

      Kiwi landed in the dirt beside Amelia and immediately head butted a rock twice the size of his head. It rolled toward her hand. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was trying to offer the rock as a gift to her, but I was pretty sure he was just knocking his head against it for kicks. Despite what Amelia said, Kiwi wasn’t exactly a bright bird.

      Amelia sighed. “Forget about the pants. I just want to have fun with my little sister before I have to leave again for work.”

      Amelia had graduated college a few months ago and immediately got a job as a cruise ship attendant. She was only home for a week before she had to pack up and leave on her next cruise.

      “I hate you, you know,” I teased. “You have, like, the coolest job in the world.”

      Amelia shrugged, but she couldn’t hide her smile.

      “No, I’m serious,” I said. “You get to travel the world on a cruise ship while I’m stuck at home for the next four years.”

      Amelia screwed the cap off her water bottle and held it to her lips. “Have you decided on a major yet?”

      I shook my head as she threw her head back and chugged her water.

      Honestly, I had no idea what I wanted to do. One day I was a kid, dreaming of becoming a wild land firefighter. The next my parents were telling me I had to get serious about a “real career.” Before I knew it, I was filling out college applications and graduating high school without a clue of where I’d go next.

      It seemed like everyone had their lives figured out but me. Amelia was going to travel the world on cruise ships, and my friends Emily and Leah were headed off to the same art school across the country. Even Kiwi— the idiot bird— seemed to know what he wanted in life. I didn’t know what he was doing with that rock, but he sure looked determined.

      Me? I was just hoping things would change once school started. I’d find my passion, and maybe a hot guy to share it with, and I’d make my mark on the world.

      “It’s okay,” Amelia assured me, wiping water from the corner of her mouth. “You have plenty of time to choose a major.”

      “Yeah…” I grabbed a nearby rock and rolled it around in my hands, just so I wouldn’t have to meet her gaze. I studied it intensely, taking note of the various shades of red woven together. It was cool enough to warrant a place in my rock collection. “It just feels like I’m going to spend four years exploring my options and still not know what I want to do.”

      Amelia rolled her eyes. “It’s normal to feel that way, Sophia. You’ll figure it out.”

      I glared at my sister. “Says the girl who’s had her life figured out since she was five.”

      “That’s not true,” she countered. “I had no idea I wanted to work on a cruise ship.”

      “But you’ve always known what school you wanted to go to,” I pointed out.

      Amelia had gone to some school in Northern California that was so small it didn’t even have a website. I was pretty sure the last four years of her life had been a scam, but she claimed she loved it there.

      “The important thing about college is that you have fun⁠—”

      Amelia cut off when the sound of a twig snapping behind us reached our ears. Both of our heads snapped in the direction of the noise. My eyes darted between the bushes and shrubs on the mountainside, but I saw nothing. My shoulders relaxed, and I glanced to Amelia. Her eyes went wide in fear.

      “Don’t be such a wuss,” I told her. “I hike this trail all the time by myself. I’m sure it was nothing.”

      Amelia kept her eyes on the landscape. “I just thought I saw…” She trailed off.

      “Saw what?” I asked. Creeps didn’t actually pop up out of the bushes, did they?

      “Nothing.” Amelia stood. “We should probably start heading back, though.”

      “But it’s only half a mile to the top!” I countered.

      “Which is, like, forever with this incline,” she complained. “My legs hurt, and it’s a long way back to the car. It’ll be dark before we get back.”

      A half-mile was nothing, but it was my older sister I was arguing with. I’d never win.

      “Fine,” I relented. “But then you have to let me keep the jeans.”

      “No,” she denied without hesitation, staring down at me and waiting for me to move.

      I curled the rock I held into my fist and hopped to my feet. “You’re a booger, you know that? You’re a big, rotting clump of troll boogers.”

      “Wow,” Amelia said flatly, like she wasn’t at all impressed. “That’s creative.”

      I smiled proudly, but my smile quickly faded when Amelia shot a nervous glance over her shoulder. The look in her eyes made my mouth go dry.

      “You’re okay, aren’t you, Am?” All my teasing from earlier had disappeared from my tone. “You’re not being stalked or something, are you?”

      “What?” Amelia’s voice rose at least three pitches above normal. The light laugh she threw in didn’t sound the least bit genuine. “If I was being stalked, you’d know it.”

      I couldn’t help but notice she hadn’t exactly answered me. She started down the trail. Kiwi squawked and spread his wings to follow behind her. I remained quiet as we descended the mountain. Amelia didn’t speak, either, but I noticed she had quickened her pace and kept glancing behind us.

      It wasn’t until night had fallen and we made it back to the parking lot that I finally spoke. I reached for Amelia’s wrist before she could round Mom’s crossover to the driver’s side. “Are you going to tell me what’s up, or not?”

      Amelia’s eyes scanned the dark, deserted parking lot. “Nothing’s wrong. Just get in the car.”

      I planted my feet firmly on the pavement. “Not until you tell me⁠—”

      “Get in the car, Sophia!”

      Amelia’s tone hit me like a slap in the face. I rushed so fast to the passenger side door that she hadn’t even unlocked it yet. Something was definitely up, and now that I had confirmation, I wasn’t about to hang around to find out what it was.

      The click of the lock hit my ears, and I swung the door open and scrambled inside. Kiwi flew in through Amelia’s door, and she slammed it behind her.

      “Amelia!” I demanded. “Talk to me!”

      Amelia reached for her seatbelt and pulled it across her body. Her lips tightened as she turned the key in the ignition, but she didn’t answer. The engine roared to life, and the headlights lit the bushes in front of us. My breath stopped when I caught sight of two small, shiny objects in the distance.

      Eyes.

      The creature was far enough away from the car that I couldn’t see its body, but judging by how high its eyes seemed to hover above the ground, it was huge. Like, mountain lion huge.

      “Am!” I cried. “There’s something out there!”

      Amelia gritted her teeth and spoke under her breath. “Yeah, I thought so…”

      “Let’s get out of here!” My heart slammed against my rib cage. In all the years I’d been hiking this trail, I hadn’t seen anything larger than a big-horned sheep.

      I racked my brain, trying to remember if sheep eyes glowed, but I was pretty sure they weren’t nocturnal. Could it be some sort of canine? Maybe a deer? Yes! A deer. That wasn’t so scary.

      “No,” Amelia said lowly, unclicking her seat belt and kicking her door open. “This ends now.”

      “What the— Amelia!”

      “Stay here,” she instructed. “Watch Kiwi.”

      Amelia slammed her door shut and headed straight for the bushes. What the hell was she thinking, going after a wild animal? If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was the dweeb, but she wasn’t this stupid.

      I jumped out of the car behind her. “Amelia!” I hissed, keeping my voice as low as I could.

      She turned back to me. The headlights of our car illuminated her. “I said to stay in the car.”

      “Are you insane?!” I wanted to rush over to her and drag her back to the car, but I still didn’t know what kind of animal was out there. Fear stalled me, and I remained rooted in place next to the vehicle.

      Amelia ignored me and stepped forward, disappearing into the darkness beyond the light of our headlights. She called out into the bushes, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying.

      Amelia’s officially lost it.

      The hairs on my arms stood. Kiwi let out a high-pitched shriek from inside the car and pecked against the windshield. Against my better judgement, I abandoned the safety of the vehicle and hurried forward behind Amelia.

      “Come out, Naomi,” I heard Amelia say. “Come and face me, you lousy piece of dirt.”

      “Amelia,” I whisper-screamed.

      Amelia had wandered so far into the darkness that I could only make out her silhouette.

      “I told you to stay in the car!” her voice shot back.

      She spoke with such authority that I almost considered turning back just so I wouldn’t have to deal with her lecture later. Before I could make a decision, a shadow leapt from the bushes and slammed into her. My hands shot up to cover my mouth before a scream erupted from my lungs.

      Amelia stumbled backward into the light, but tripped over a shrub and fell to the ground. She got to her elbows and scurried backward.

      A low growl came from somewhere in the darkness. Every inch of my body shook, but I rushed forward and looped my arms under Amelia’s to pull her to her feet.

      “Am—” I broke off. I hadn’t even helped her to her feet yet.

      Up closer, I got a better look at the shadow in the darkness. It moved with finesse, as if every movement was calculated. The creature was stalking us, ready to pounce. It paced in front of us, its shoulder blades rising and falling with every step.

      A cat.

      But it wasn’t the kind of cat you wanted to cuddle. This cat was bigger than me, with sharp claws and the kind of powerful teeth that could rip a human’s throat out.

      Amelia was right. I’m dead. We both are.

      “Don’t. Make. Any. Sudden. Movements.” I whispered under my breath, completely frozen in place.

      The cat in front of us was huge and covered in a coat of blonde fur. I’d never seen a cougar in real life before, but this seemed bigger, like some sort of African cat. Had it escaped from the zoo? I hoped that was the case and that it was used to humans… and that it wasn’t hungry.

      Against my instruction, Amelia jumped to her feet and dusted the dirt off her shorts, like she hadn’t noticed the beast in front of us. Except… she stared right at it, almost like she knew the creature personally.

      She turned from the cat and grabbed my arm. Her fingernails dug into my skin, but I couldn’t bring myself to move for fear that it’d run after us. She tugged harder, and I had no choice but to stumble behind her.

      “I told you to stay in the car!” Amelia scolded.

      “I know, but—” A screech ripped out of my chest.

      Amelia’s hand fell from my arm as her body crashed to the ground again. The cat stood over her, baring its teeth. Before I could react, Amelia shoved her elbow up into the cat’s nose. The cat immediately retaliated by swiping its claws at the arm she held protectively in front of her face.

      Instinct overtook. I didn’t even think about what I was doing when I drew my arm back and hurled the rock I still held at the cat. I didn’t wait to see if I hit it. I bent and grabbed a thick stick in the dirt nearby and swung it upward to connect with the cat’s jaw.

      The dry stick snapped in half as it connected. The cat continued to stare down my sister, as if it hadn’t felt a thing. I hurled the remaining half of my stick at its head. By sheer luck, I managed to hit it square in the eye.

      The cat stumbled backward with a whimper, but before I could help Amelia to her feet, the cat turned its frightening gaze on me. I mean, it’s one eye was winky, but that didn’t make me feel any better. Sheer terror ripped through my gut, and my skin heated so much that sweat broke out across my brow.

      A split second passed, then the cat lunged, launching itself through the air toward me.

      My scream filled the air around us, and I threw my arms out in front of me. If I wasn’t scared before, I was freaking terrified when a burst of red light shot across the space between us.

      I didn’t have the time to contemplate the strange phenomenon. I expected a blow to come, for sharp claws to rip into my skin and strong jaws to tear me apart, but instead, the cat twisted sideways and landed on the ground on its side.

      I only let my shock last a split second. I rushed forward and grabbed Amelia’s arm and dragged her to her feet. Together, we sprinted back to the car.

      Amelia shifted into reverse before I even had my door closed. She tore out of the parking lot without looking back. Kiwi was going crazy, flying around the back seat.

      “What were you thinking?!” I shrieked. “We could’ve been killed!”

      “Forget about that!” Amelia cried. Her eyes darted between mine and the road. “Did I see you use fire, Sophia?”

      “What?” Is that what that flash of red had been? Some sort of fireball?

      “It was, wasn’t it?” Amelia accused. “You’re Koigni!”

      “Koigni?” I practically yelled. “Have you gone insane?”

      “No,” Amelia bit back, obviously offended.

      “You tried to pet a wild cat!”

      Amelia’s jaw tensed, but she softened her tone. “I wasn’t trying to pet it.”

      “Then what were you doing?” I demanded.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “What matters is that Mom and Dad lied to me— to both of us.”

      I was momentarily struck silent. What did Mom and Dad have to do with this?

      “They told me you were human— adopted.” Amelia slowed the car to match the speed limit.

      I swallowed hard. This had to be a dream, or maybe I’d been drugged. Apparently, an African cat attack in the middle of Salt Lake I could believe, but there was no way my parents had lied to me for eighteen years about being adopted. Sure, I was the black sheep of the family, with lighter hair and paler skin, but we told each other everything.

      Yet that wasn’t the most disturbing part of what Amelia had just said.

      “Human?” My voice shook. “What else is there?”

      Amelia pressed her lips together. “How do I put this?” She took a deep breath. “Sophia, you’re magical… like me. You’re an Elementai.”

      My brow furrowed. Maybe Amelia wasn’t insane. Maybe she was just high. Maybe we both were high.

      “Elementai?” I repeated the word. It felt strange on my tongue, like it shouldn’t be there. “What are you talking about?”

      Amelia hesitated. “I’m sorry you had to find out like this, Sophia, but there’s no other explanation. You’re Koigni, a Fire Elementai. Me, Mom, and Dad are Toaqua, Water Elementai.”

      “What do you mean?” I demanded. Amelia had better start making sense, or I was going to lose it.

      Amelia swallowed, like she didn’t know how to break the news. “It means you’re one of us,” she finally said. “It means you have magic.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      A long time ago, this school felt like home. Now all it’d become was a painful reminder of everything I’d lost.

      The halls of Orenda Academy seemed dark and intimidating, not warm and friendly. Only every other torch was lit, because of summer, and the clouds outside from the impending storm covered up the sun. I kept my head down and focused on counting the stones two by two, avoiding the eyes of the judgmental paintings and tapestries.

      They were all of Elementai and Familiars. I wasn’t a part of them anymore.

      Orenda Academy was huge. It took me a half hour to navigate through the castle and find the Head Dean’s tower. I knew every inch of this castle by heart, yet my steps were slow and hesitant. I didn’t know what Alric wanted from me. Not yet.

      I would say being summoned by him scared me, but I wasn’t scared. After what had happened, I wasn’t afraid of anything anymore.

      Just living.

      I entered the tower and climbed the dozens of steps that spiraled upward to Head Dean Alric’s office. I grabbed the dragon’s head knocker and knocked three times. The great iron doors opened of their own accord, and I stepped into the office.

      The room was circular and large, packed with books from the floor to the ceiling in bookcases that expanded upward, the sunroof shining light into the middle of the marble floor. A fireplace burned, and Hawkei memorabilia was placed in an organized fashion in glass cabinets.

      Head Dean Caspian Alric, the master Elementai that ran the place, stood in the middle of the room with his hands clasped behind his back. Each part of his suit was impeccably ironed and cleaned, his shoes shined. Though he was ancient, he moved with all the grace of a young man. His short white hair and sculpted beard were trimmed to neurotic perfection. Even the wrinkles on his tanned face appeared to fall exactly into place.

      His dragon Familiar was circling above the school somewhere. I could hear the power of her wings through the walls outside as she buffeted them up and down, her dominating roar quivering the tower.

      Good. I didn’t want to cross Valda today.

      The four other minor Deans were situated around the room in four chairs. Dean Alizeh from Yapluma, the Air House, stared at me like I was in a zoo, while Dean Hestian from Nivita, the Earth House, wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      Alizeh’s Familiar was a large yellow thunderbird that hardly glanced at me. I didn’t mind— I didn’t feel like getting zapped today.

      Hestian’s Familiar was a white stag that had ivy leaves twisting up its legs and around its massive antlers, which were twelve-pronged on each side and six feet end-to-end. The stag clicked its hooves on the floor, but said nothing more.

      They pitied me. It was a sickening feeling that I hated.

      I noticed that Madame Eleanor Doya, Dean of Koigni, was missing her lioness Familiar. That was weird. Naomi was hardly absent from Madame Doya’s side. Wherever she was, no doubt the lioness was stalking some poor soul on behalf of Doya’s bidding.

      Whoever had been stupid enough to cross Madame Doya would certainly regret it.

      Madame Doya was dressed elaborately, as she always was, in a purple velvet dress and furs. She had multiple rings on her fingers. Her long red hair was curled, red lips puckered and tight. She had mastered resting bitch face better than anyone I knew.

      My Dean from Toaqua, Professor Elliot Baine, was the only one who gave me an encouraging smile behind baggy and tired eyes. He had short cropped hair that was combed back, large square glasses, a thick and pointed nose, and a scraggly gray beard. He looked more or less thrown together, his suit sloppy with stains and shoes almost worn with holes, but despite his ragged appearance, I was glad he’d shown up.

      His Familiar wasn’t here, as she needed the ocean to survive. I was glad there was a fellow Water tribe member in here with me in case things got a little heated.

      And I was already on my last nerve.

      “What’s this about?” I asked bluntly. It was more than a little rude.

      Madame Doya raised an eyebrow, and the Nivita and Yapluma Deans shifted uncomfortably. Normally, a Third Year would get in trouble for mouthing off to their superiors… big trouble. A million punishments flew behind Madame Doya’s eyes, but no one said anything.

      I was testing them. I wanted to see how far I could push, how much I could get away with— just how sorry they felt for me.

      Head Dean Alric didn’t bat an eye at my attitude. By now, he was long used to it. “We’ve gotten notice of a missing child,” he began. “Eighteen years ago, an infant was stolen from Koigni. We’ve recently located her in Utah, living with members of Toaqua.”

      “Toaqua stole a baby from the Fire tribe?” I asked in astonishment, before I shook my head. “No. It can’t be true.”

      “It is true, boy,” Madame Doya said in that condescending voice of hers, the one she reserved for literally everyone that wasn’t from Koigni. “After all this time, we’ve discovered the missing child is alive and that she was stolen by none other than Robert and Susan Henley.”

      My stomach sank. I knew the family. Not very well, but well enough to know that yeah, they’d do something like this. There were multiple reasons that my tribe, Toaqua, would steal a Fire baby. Koigni and Toaqua were natural born enemies, and were always trying to one-up each other.

      But what Alric said next floored me. “We believe the Henleys took the child to prevent a prophecy from coming true.”

      As if in unison, all the Deans spoke together:

      
        
        “The fated Koigni child, born in the Summer Solstice in the Year of the Dragon,

        Shall bring glory to the greatest House.”

      

      

      Hmph. I’d heard of the prophecy, but had always rubbed it off as F.A.S… that is, fake as shit. Who believed in corny stuff like that?

      Apparently, Madame Doya did, because she looked pissed. “This girl is critical to the elevation and status of my House. She needs to be returned to Koigni, where she belongs.”

      “And you, Liam, are the perfect person to bring her back,” Alric finished.

      Oh, great. Here we go.

      “Okay… a lost Fire baby,” I said flatly. “And you want me to go looking for her… why? Why not send someone from Koigni?”

      “The Elders don’t want a Koigni. They specifically requested someone from Toaqua to smooth over the delicate situation,” Dean Alizeh spoke up.

      Yeah, that made sense. Better to send someone from the Henleys’ own Tribe to convince them to hand over the girl than a fiery, pissed off Koigni, I guess.

      “Fine. But why me?” I stuck my hands in my pockets and stared at them. “I’m just a Third Year.”

      “We know well of your… troubles, Mister Mitoh,” Alizeh said, with a wayward glance at Baine. “It was suggested that you should be the one from Toaqua to go, as it might help restore some credit to your name.”

      This was ridiculous. Why was this my problem, and why did I care? I didn’t want to get involved in things that weren’t my business. I just wanted to keep to myself. That’s all I’d asked for in the past few months.

      On the other hand… this was my chance. An opportunity to win my place back in society, after the horrible mess I’d created. Status meant everything to the Elementai. I didn't care about stuff like that, but my family sure did.

      I couldn't bear disappointing my parents more than I already had.

      “All right. I'll do it,” I said.

      “Hopefully you're capable,” Doya clipped.

      You ever had a teacher who completely hated you? Yeah, that was Madame Doya. I was lucky enough to avoid her most of the time, because she mostly taught Koigni classes, but I had gotten stuck with her after bonding with Nashoma. We were put into Predator Familiars together, a class Doya and Naomi ruled like dictators.

      That class had been hell. I’d barely passed.

      At Nashoma’s funeral, Doya had the nerve to come up to me and say that her time teaching me had been a waste. If I thought I couldn’t hate her any more than I already had, she’d surprised me once again.

      “We have complete faith you’ll bring Sophia back to us, Liam,” Baine said. He nodded to me for encouragement.

      “Sophia?” It caught my interest. “That's her name? Sophia Henley?”

      “She's not a Henley. At least, she won’t be for much longer.” Doya’s tone was cool.

      “We don't know if this girl is indeed the prophesied child,” Alric said. “But we do know that she belongs here, at Orenda Academy. It's time to bring her home.”

      I nodded grimly. “Fine. Then I guess I’m your man.”

      They gave me an address, along with a free pass aboard the Hozho cruise liner before they allowed me to leave.

      I felt dizzy when I went back down the stairs, but I ignored it. By the time I reached the hallway, I was determined to continue on, but a sudden wave of pain bloomed at the bottom of my back and spread throughout my body, causing my muscles to involuntarily spasm. I let out a cry of pain and gritted my teeth.

      This. Sucked. I put a hand against the wall to steady myself and took deep breaths to try and regain my composure.

      Come on, just hurry up and die already, I moaned inwardly. I leaned against the wall and waited for the vertigo to pass. It was always like this: agony would come up suddenly and without warning. One moment I was completely fine, the next, the room would be spinning and I’d feel my legs turn to water. One too many times in the past few weeks, I’d passed out.

      How embarrassing would it be if some stupid First Year came along and found me on the floor? Or anyone, for that matter.

      My dad wanted me to keep moving forward in life. But he didn’t know what it was like. Most people who lost their Familiars died off right away. The ones that stuck around were older, past my father’s age, and they only stayed for a few months. Young people like me usually kicked the bucket a few days after their Familiar was gone. Elementai couldn’t live without their Familiars.

      Not me. For whatever reason, my useless body stubbornly hung on. After Nashoma died, I’d gone from completely fine to completely disabled in a few short months and it fucking sucked.

      After a few minutes, my vertigo went away and I felt like I could walk again, though I was significantly weaker. To distract myself from the harsh throbbing radiating throughout my body, I thought of the task ahead.

      I had to go clean up a mess a bunch of stupid old people had made. Typical. This Sophia girl was probably a spoiled brat. I knew her sister, Amelia. I didn’t exactly not like her, but that girl’s middle name should be bossy. She loved ordering people around. I bet her younger sister was worse.

      I wasn’t exactly shocked to find my father waiting for me at the entrance to the school. His Familiar, a grizzly named Tatum, was blocking the hallway so I couldn’t get around.

      Fat-ass bear.

      My dad was wearing a suit, too, which meant he’d been called in for a council meeting. He rarely got dressed up unless he had to. Toaqua went with the flow.

      Dad had a thick nose, and tanner skin than I did. His long black hair hung loose far past his shoulders. If anyone looked like an Elementai, he fit the bill. Something I no longer did.

      He never came up to the school, not unless it was important. Somebody had probably told him about my summoning. Most likely one of my mouthy brothers or sisters.

      Dad looked concerned, which I hated.

      “How are things going, son?” he asked.

      “You don’t need to check up on me, Dad. I can handle things,” I told him.

      It was a lie, of course. I’d been such a mess over the summer, and he’d seen it all. I’m surprised he wasn’t here trying to hold my hand.

      “I wasn’t checking up. Tatum and I were just passing through. Your sister wanted me to speak with Professor Lopez,” he said.

      Yeah. Right.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and said, “I’m guessing you know what this is about?”

      Dad paused. His eyes narrowed as he said, “Yes. The missing Koigni girl has been found, I’ve heard.”

      There was an awkward pause. I pressed, “Dad, do you know anything about this?”

      Dad cleared his throat. “There are some things, son, that are better left unsaid.”

      Tatum let out a growl of agreement, which just made me more suspicious. He was totally in on this somehow. I bet he’d helped the Henleys take her.

      I didn’t really care. My job was to drag her back, it wasn’t in the details. Tribe politics bored me.

      Dad changed the subject and said, “This is important, son. You must do everything in your power to convince this girl that Orenda Academy is the best place for her. Our family’s reputation, and our House’s, depends on it.”

      “I know, Dad.” Being the firstborn son of the Water Chief had been fantastic, until I’d brought embarrassment upon the entire House a few months ago. After making sure I was okay, Dad’s first priority had been coming up with ways to restore honor to Toaqua. As of yet, he hadn’t managed to clean up the mess I’d made.

      Dad was cautious with his next few words. “Liam, I know it hasn’t been easy with Nashoma gone.”

      “Dad, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’m just saying, perhaps it is time to move on⁠—”

      “You ever try living without a soul?” I shot back at him, and he recoiled. “There’s no moving on from that.”

      Dad stared at me, and I ran a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m just tired.”

      “I understand, son.” He was letting me off too easy these days. “Go head home and relax. Your mother will help you pack for the trip.”

      I was twenty-one and didn’t need Mom to pack my bags for me, but I bet she would anyway. She spoiled me. I listened to my father and headed out, blocking out the castle around me until I emerged into the evergreen forest that surrounded it.

      But I didn’t go to the ocean to head home. Not yet. Instead, I turned deeper into the woods, heading toward the burial ground.

      Nobody was here, luckily. I moved around the burial mounds that were covered in flowers until I got to the newest plot, one that had only recently been constructed.

      The hill was new, and was covered in dirt, not grass. A stone wolf’s head totem stood before the gravesite. There were no other markings.

      An empty plot was next to Nashoma’s. We were supposed to be buried together. Not apart.

      I kneeled on the ground and took out a few offerings from my pockets. His favorite food, beef jerky, some wildflowers from outside his den, and a couple of incense sticks.

      I muttered a prayer in the ancient language of our tribe as I lit the incense and scattered the petals over the grave. I don’t know what I expected. Some sign from the ancestors, some indication that Nashoma was here— but I felt nothing, and saw nothing.

      I was totally alone. And fuck, it felt that way.

      I hung my head. “I’m sorry, Nashoma,” I whispered. “I don't know why I’m here anymore.”

      I couldn't help being bitter. My life meant nothing.

      I’d lost everything.
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      Apparently, I was magic, but that was all Amelia had bothered telling me. It was an hour-long drive out of the Salt Lake Valley and back home to our cozy small town, but Amelia barely let me get a word in the whole time. By the time we got home the night of the lion attack, she'd worked herself up so much that I couldn't understand her ramblings. She threw around words like Hawkei and Nivita, as if she knew an entirely different language. I couldn’t understand a word of it.

      She blew up at Mom and Dad the second we walked through the door. "How could you lie to us?!" she demanded.

      They acted deeply offended, like they couldn’t believe Amelia would accuse them of such a thing.

      Despite my desperate need to understand what was going on, Mom and Dad exiled me to my room to "deal with Amelia in private." I'd lain on my carpet with my ear pressed the vent in my floor and a blanket draped over my body, trying to hear everything downstairs. I couldn't hear most of what they were saying, and the bits and pieces I caught didn't make any sense.

      “She can’t go to Orenda,” I heard Mom say. “She’s a Koigni raised by Toaqua. The Elementai would have her killed.”

      I tried to tell myself that the events of that night hadn't actually happened, that I was drunk or something, but no matter how much I tried to convince myself otherwise, I couldn't get over how real it felt. How my heart pounded at the sight of the lion. How my skin heated when the fire shot out of my palm. How Amelia looked at me like I wasn't her real sister.

      And who knew? Maybe I wasn't...

      Sometime during the night, I drifted off. I woke to the morning light and peeled my face off the vent grate. A glance in the mirror showed evenly spaced white and red lines across my skin where the grate had dug into my skin. That was going to take a while to smooth out.

      I was still dressed in my athletic shorts and t-shirt from the day before. I was in desperate need of a shower, but clean hair and a change of clothes could wait.

      I tossed my blanket to my bed and left the room in haste. I nearly tripped over our cat in the hallway. The stupid feline jumped out of the way and hissed at me. He shot daggers my way, like I'd seriously offended him.

      If I wasn't used to Oliver's constant need to avoid me, I might've been intimidated by the thirty-pound beast and his razor-sharp claws, but he just turned from me and continued down the hallway.

      The house was eerily quiet this morning, which gave me chills because there was never a silent moment when Amelia was home. I padded softly down the stairs, listening for signs that anyone else was awake. I was usually the last one up, so it'd shock me if the rest of my family was still in bed.

      I reached the bottom of the stairs and heard the cling of dishes in the kitchen. I crossed the hall and peered into the room. Mom, Dad, and Amelia all sat around the table, quietly scooping cereal into their mouths. They looked like my mom and dad. Mom, with her dark brown hair piled on top of her head and the first signs of age touching the corner of her eyes. And Dad, with his salt and pepper hair and a shadow of scruff along his jawline. They looked the same as every other day, but they moved like robots.

      I hesitated in the doorway. What could I possibly say to them?

      So, I'm adopted? You lied to me? Spill it, Mom and Dad. If those are, in fact, your real names.

      Mom glanced up from her cereal bowl and caught my eye in the doorway.

      "Sophia," she said with a wide smile.

      She was acting far too cheerful. Another reason I knew last night wasn't just a dream.

      She stood and pulled the chair out from beside her. "Sit down, honey. I'll grab you a bowl."

      My initial reaction told me to do as I was told. I wasn't one to touch conflict with a ten foot pole if I could avoid it. But I knew I couldn't avoid it this morning. No matter what I did, I needed to tackle this issue.

      Dad eyed me like he couldn't believe I hadn't accepted my mother's invitation to join them. Amelia looked half-surprised, too, but she mostly avoided everyone's gazes. Another red flag. How many were we up to now?

      Mom turned from the cupboard. "Sophia? Aren't you going to join us for breakfast?"

      I crossed my arms. "The only thing I'm hungry for is answers."

      Mom's brow furrowed as she set my bowl on the counter. "What do you mean, honey?"

      I glanced to Dad, hoping he would respond to my request, but he only dug into his cereal like he hadn't heard me.

      I swallowed. "Amelia told me I'm adopted."

      Mom let out a laugh so loud that it made the rest of us jump in unison. "Oh, honey, Amelia was only teasing. Of course you're not adopted."

      Mom was a terrible liar— even worse than I was.

      Amelia shot to her feet and slammed her hands against the table top. A loud bang filled the air. Bruno, who I hadn't realized was lounging under the table, jumped to his feet and scurried out of the room. The dog, who looked more like a coyote than anything, nearly ran me over on his way out.

      "Can we cut the bullshit?" Amelia snapped.

      Mom and Dad exchanged a glance, but they didn't back down.

      "You can't keep this from her forever!" Amelia yelled, her eyes darting between the two of them.

      Finally, Dad sighed and straightened in his chair. "She already knows, Susan. We might as well tell her what we can."

      Mom's lips tightened. "I hoped it would never come to this..."

      “We knew it would, eventually.” Dad turned to me. "Amelia is right. We adopted you.”

      The confirmation was like a knife through my back. I didn't want to believe it was true. It wasn't just that this family wasn't my own. It was the fact that all three of them had lied to me my entire life. Even Amelia, who I'd grown up spilling every last deep, dark secret to, had lied to me. I trusted my family with everything, but now... a knot tightened in my chest until I could hardly breathe. My knees shuddered, and I held myself up against the door frame. I wanted to scream, to spew all the hateful words that were racing through my mind, but I was afraid that if I opened my mouth more than just words would escape.

      Mom rushed to my side and took my arm. "Sophia, honey. Sit down, please."

      I hardly noticed her leading me across the kitchen to the empty chair closest to the door. I sank into it, but my mind raced so fast that it hardly felt like I was in the same room as them.

      They lied to me. Who lies about this kind of thing?

      "Why?" I heard the word escape my lips, but it took me a moment to realize that I’d spoken it. "Why would you lie to me about something like this? If I'm not your daughter... where did I come from?"

      Mom and Dad looked to each other again. Their stalling was getting on my nerves.

      "Just tell her," Amelia demanded. "Tell her, or I will."

      Dad frowned and scooted his chair closer to me. "Sophia, everything we've done has been to protect you."

      I pulled my hand away from his when he reached out for me. He didn't get to comfort me. Not right now. "Protect me from what?"

      "From the Elementai," Amelia answered.

      Mom shot her a heavy glare, but her expression quickly softened when she turned back to me. "You were placed in our protection when you were a baby. In our world, it's forbidden for a Toaqua to raise a Koigni. We wanted to raise you as our own, and we knew that we would care for you well, but we couldn't do it in our society. That’s why we left."

      "Toaqua? Koigni?" I repeated. The words didn't sound real.

      "We come from a group of people with the ability to manipulate elements," Dad explained. "There are four Houses of Elementai. Toaqua— that's us— are able to manipulate water. Koigni can manipulate fire, while Nivita control earth and Yapluma control air. You have the power of Fire, Sophia."

      "No." I denied the truth immediately. If my family was running some sort of prank, they obviously hadn’t thought it through very well. "I can’t be from the Fire House. I'm scared of fire. Everyone knows that."

      I can’t be from the Fire House. My own words echoed in my mind. I said them like it was possible I’d come from another House. Was I actually entertaining the idea that I could be one of these Elementai?

      Mom shook her head slowly… regretfully. "We only let you believe you were afraid of fire."

      "What?" I asked in shock. Another lie. "But I fell into a fire pit when I was a kid. You wouldn't even let us have bonfires, or a fireplace, because you said I was too afraid of them."

      "We only said that to keep you away from fire," Mom admitted.

      "So that I wouldn't control it and freak people out?" I demanded. Is that what I was? A freak?

      "No," Dad insisted. "Elementai don't get their powers until they're older. Yours are still very weak. We made up the story about the fire pit to curb your fascination with it. Fire can’t hurt you."

      Explains why I have no burn scars.

      My blood boiled at the confession. What else had they lied to me about?

      I lifted my gaze to meet Amelia's from across the table. "This is all true?"

      Her eyes filled with apology. She nodded.

      "Why didn't you tell me, Am?" I whispered.

      "You think I didn't want to tell you I could control water?" Amelia replied. "In case you don't remember, Mom and Dad lied to me, too! I had no idea you were Koigni. I thought you were a normal human, until yesterday."

      I got to my feet and paced across the room. How could I possibly accept what they'd just told me? Magic didn't exist.

      I whirled back toward them. "What else should I know about the Elementai, about the Koigni? What did I need protection from?"

      I stared at Amelia, but she didn't seem to have an answer for me. Mom and Dad had both gone pale.

      Mom was the first to speak. "None of that matters. The fewer questions you ask, the safer you'll be."

      "Safe from what?" I demanded.

      Nobody answered me. My jaw clenched so hard I was afraid I might crack a tooth.

      Finally, Mom stood. She pulled me into a hug. I wanted to push her away, but her hug was both a betrayal and a comfort. No matter what she lied about, she was still my mom, and nothing beat a mother's touch.

      I still hated her right now.

      "Sophia," Mom whispered into my ear. "I'm sorry we can't be more honest with you. You're just going to have to trust us."

      The thing was, I wasn't sure I'd ever trust my parents again.
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        * * *

      

      Three days had passed, and I was still avoiding my parents as often as I could. They didn't want to open up to me, so I refused to open up back. Amelia, at least, was sympathetic. She found me sitting on our old swing set in the backyard. We hadn’t used the thing in years, but right now, it felt like the only thing that was normal.

      It was pouring rain, and I was soaked.

      I didn’t want her sitting next to me. I wanted to be alone. But Amelia wasn’t the type to give people space when they needed it. She took the swing beside me and opened her hands. The rain had stopped. I looked up and noticed that Amelia had made some sort of force field around us so that the rain slid off thin air and stopped pouring on me.

      “That’s kind of creepy,” I said flatly.

      “You’ll be able to do creepy things, too.” She smiled at me, but I didn’t smile back. Instead, I scowled at Kiwi on her shoulder because I’d rather look at him than stare her in the eye.

      “Come on, Sophia,” Amelia encouraged. “You have to talk to me eventually.”

      “How can I talk to people who lie to me?” I bit back.

      She frowned. “That’s not fair.”

      “Really?” I said sarcastically. “Then why don’t you tell me what really happened the other night?”

      “It was a mountain lion attack,” Amelia insisted, just like every other time I dared to bring it up.

      “I’ve seen pictures of mountain lions,” I said. “That thing was bigger.”

      “It just looked bigger because of all the adrenaline.” She wouldn’t budge on the topic, but I could still tell she was lying. If she really thought it was a mountain lion, she wouldn’t have gone to investigate it.

      “There are still other things you lied to me about,” I pointed out.

      “You’re being unfair,” Amelia said. “I knew you were adopted, but I didn’t know you were one of us.”

      “Exactly,” I emphasized. “You knew I was adopted, and you didn’t say anything.”

      “It wasn’t my secret to tell,” Amelia said.

      I bit my lower lip. “But we tell each other everything, Am.”

      “You don’t understand,” Amelia argued. “I couldn’t tell you about the Elementai. Everything in our world has to be kept secret… for our survival.”

      I paused, considering this. “What’s your world like?”

      “It’s ah-mazing,” Amelia sighed with a dreamy look in her eyes. “It’s incredible. It’s everything you ever wanted. Imagine the best dream you’ve ever had, and then multiply that by a hundred. Orenda Academy was my home, and it’ll be your home, too.”

      My home? “What do you mean?”

      “You get to spend four years learning how to use your powers and how to take care of magical creatures,” Amelia stated simply.

      “Magical creatures?” I asked warily. My first thoughts flickered to the fat naked plant babies that came screaming out of the dirt in Harry Potter.

      “Yes,” Amelia said with a smile. “It’s an Elementai’s duty to take care of all animals that have magic. You’ll learn more when you get to the academy. You’ll bond with your Familiar, and⁠—”

      “My Familiar?” I asked. It was like she was speaking in riddles again.

      “Your creature,” Amelia clarified while stroked Kiwi’s feathers. “Kiwi is mine. Bruno is Dad’s, and Oliver is Mom’s.”

      “Wait. Mom and Dad have Familiars?”

      “Yes. Every Elementai has one.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A Familiar? It’s your lifetime companion,” Amelia explained. “The most important relationship you’ll ever have.”

      I still didn’t really understand Familiars, but if mine was anything like Kiwi, I’d take it back. The thought that creatures like dragons, unicorns, and griffins really existed made me feel worse. How had I gone my entire life knowing nothing about who I was? This was too much information at once.

      “I’m probably going to bond with a plant,” I said dully.

      “Don’t say that. Your Familiar is going to be so awesome. I just know it,” Amelia said.

      “So… what exactly did you learn at this school? Like, Water Math?” I asked.

      Amelia laughed loudly. “No, Sophia. You learn how to use your powers, and how to use them to work together with your Familiar. You’ll be in Fire classes, learning how to use your Fire magic.”

      I didn’t know if I wanted to learn Fire magic. I would burn up my plant.

      Amelia smacked herself in the head. “That’s right! You’re Koigni! You’re going to have classes with Madame Doya.”

      “Madame Doya?” Her name sounded harsh, even when I said it. “The title sounds so formal.”

      “We only call her madame because she’s on the Elder Council,” Amelia explained. “She’s really young to be an Elder, too. Like, Mom and Dad’s age. Anyway, she’s a total bitch. I had her for one class, and we never got along, mostly because she’s so mean. She’s probably going to hate you, too, because you’re my sister. But maybe not, because she’s the Dean of your House. She loves her little Koigni pets.”

      “Oh, great.” I already had a strike against me. Madame Doya sounded horrible, like the kind of person who would find pleasure in whipping students if it were allowed.

      Amelia was rambling now. “I loved Orenda Academy. There were so many hot guys from the other Houses, but I never got a chance to hook up with them because it was forbidden.”

      “Huh?” I really didn’t want to hear about my sister hooking up, but the forbidden part sounded intriguing.

      “People aren’t allowed to mate between Houses. You can only date people within your own element class,” Amelia explained. “You’ll learn all about it once you get there.”

      Amelia made Orenda Academy sound perfect the more she talked about it. Yet there was so much I still didn’t know. I wasn’t good with the unknown. I was good with comfortable. Nothing about the Elementai made me feel comfortable.

      There was still this voice in the back of my head telling me that Amelia was pulling my leg. But I knew that all of this… whatever it was… was real.

      Eventually, I stood and headed inside. Amelia followed me in with Kiwi, and the force field around us trailed us to the front door. It shut off once we stepped inside, and the rain that had piled on top of it splashed down onto the porch steps.

      “Do you really think I’ll fit in at Orenda Academy?” I asked my sister as we entered the kitchen.

      “No, because you’re not going.” Dad’s sharp voice cut across the room before Amelia could answer. He had a coffee in his hand, but nothing else. He’d been watching us.

      “How can you say that?” Amelia asked, disgusted. “She’s an Elementai. It’s where she belongs.”

      “She can’t go. We’ll find another way,” Dad said, before he turned his back and left the room.

      Whatever that meant.

      “I guess that settles it,” I said, defeated. “It doesn’t matter what I know or don’t know about Orenda Academy, because Mom and Dad won’t let me go anyway.”

      Amelia just smiled… like she knew something I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      My sister and I ate dinner in front of the TV every night since the lion attack. Mom and Dad didn’t say anything about it, even though they had a strict no-food-in-the-living-room policy. They just let me avoid them. I wasn’t sure if they were giving me my space or if they were avoiding me as well.

      Amelia and I were curled up on the couch with our dinner when the doorbell rang the following night. Amelia didn’t even blink and kept her eyes on the TV.

      I stretched my foot across the couch and nudged her. “Get the door, Am. You’re closer.”

      Amelia frowned. “You get it. I don’t even live here anymore. I’m a guest.”

      I groaned, but set my dinner plate on the coffee table and rose to my feet anyway. I ran my fingers through my ponytail. I hadn’t bothered with makeup today and was sure I looked like a slob. It was probably just a neighbor or something, so I guess I didn’t really care what I looked like.

      At least, I didn’t until I opened the door. The guy standing in front of me looked nothing like one of my neighbors. He looked more like a security guard. A hot security guard, only without the uniform. He was tall, at least a half a foot taller than me, and made of muscle. His skin was a deep brown, and his straight black hair hung past his shoulders. His eyes were dark, and his jaw strong. He stood with his feet in a wide stance and his hands crossed in front of him, like he was here on some sort of official business.

      He could officially business me. I mean, if I didn’t faint into his arms like a crazy fangirl first. Did he have a fan club? Because I’d totally join.

      “Sophia Henley?” he asked. Even his voice was hot.

      Oh, God. He knows my name.

      I stood in the doorway, my mouth agape. A million questions raced through my mind. Who are you? How do you know my name? Why didn’t I put makeup on today? Did I even brush my hair? Why do you look like a god?

      “Uhh…” That was all that came out of my mouth. I was officially an idiot.

      “Who is it, Sophia?” Amelia called from the living room.

      The guy’s eyebrows rose at the confirmation of my name.

      “I… uh…” Good. You got one word out. Try another. “Yeah, I’m Sophia. And you?”

      “Liam,” he said in a clipped tone, like he was in too much of a hurry to introduce himself properly. “I’m here to escort you to Orenda Academy of Magical Creatures.”

      What?!

      “Amelia!” I shouted, never taking my eyes off Liam.

      “What?” Amelia rushed into the hallway. Alarm settled on her face until her eyes fell upon Liam. Her expression immediately softened, but it held a hint of confusion. “They sent a student?”

      “Yes,” Liam said, though he didn’t care to elaborate.

      I stepped back from the doorway, suddenly feeling like I should be slamming the door in this guy’s face. Mom and Dad did say they were trying to protect me from the Elementai, and here one was, standing on my front steps uninvited.

      “Am, what’s going on?” I asked in a shaky voice.

      She didn’t have a chance to answer before Mom and Dad entered the hall from the kitchen.

      “Girls, what’s—?” Mom’s voice cut off when she caught sight of Liam in the doorway.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Henley,” Liam greeted with a nod of his head, like he already knew for certain who my parents were. The least he could do was say their names with some respect considering he was at their house, but he sounded more bored than anything, like he was forcing himself to be formal.

      “Come inside,” Amelia offered.

      “Hold on,” Dad objected before Liam had a chance to move. “What’s this about?”

      “I’m from Orenda Academy,” Liam said. “I’ve been assigned to escort Sophia⁠—"

      “No,” Mom cut him off. “Absolutely not. If you think we’re going to let some Koigni come and take Sophia⁠—"

      “I’m not Koigni!” Liam spat, as if the word was poison on his tongue. “I’m Toaqua.”

      “Can we not have this conversation out in the open?” Amelia grabbed a handful of Liam’s shirt and dragged him inside. She slammed the door behind him.

      I whirled toward my parents. “I thought I wasn’t going to Orenda Academy.”

      I still hadn’t decided if it was something I wanted to do. Amelia kept saying it was where I was meant to be, but according to my parents, I’d be facing some unknown danger there. I wasn’t exactly excited about throwing myself straight into harm’s way without knowing what I’d be up against, no matter how much I wanted to spite my parents.

      “You aren’t,” Mom said with certainty. She turned to Liam. “How did the school find out about Sophia?”

      Liam’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know. They didn’t tell me.”

      “I did.” Amelia stepped forward. “I told them about Sophia.”

      Mom’s hands clutched over her chest, horrified. “Amelia, what have you done?”

      “I realize you’re trying to protect our family from a lifetime of shame,” Amelia said, “but Sophia has to go. She has to find her Familiar. If she doesn’t⁠—”

      “You don’t know what will happen if she goes to that school!” Dad roared.

      Everyone’s eyes went wide in stunned silence— except Liam, who still looked bored. My dad was always a gentle person, so to hear him yell… it was unusual, to say the least.

      Dad’s tone softened. “There’s more going on here than you realize.”

      “Then tell us!” Amelia demanded.

      Dad’s gaze dropped. “It’s… complicated.”

      “How can you say that?” Amelia cried. “Nothing’s more important than your Familiar bond. You should both know that. How could you hide this from her? What were you planning to do when the day came for Sophia to bond and she didn’t have a Familiar to bond with?”

      Mom and Dad both dropped their heads. I steadied myself against the banister in the hallway, trying to keep my heart from racing a million miles per hour. I couldn’t stand that they were fighting over me. If I knew what to do, I’d step in and end this argument right then and there, but the fact was, I had no clue if I was supposed to side with my parents or with Amelia.

      “We knew it would happen eventually,” Mom said in a near whisper. “We just… didn’t know what to do about it. We were hoping we had more time.”

      “She’s eighteen!” Amelia shouted, as if it was obvious their time was up.

      Liam cleared his throat, and all eyes turned to him. “If I may… the Elders are aware of your crimes.”

      Crimes? Oh, crap. Were my parents criminals?

      “They’re willing to pardon you if you let Sophia come to Orenda Academy,” Liam continued. “That being said, she will be attending one way or another. I suggest you take the deal the Elders are offering.”

      My head swam with the information Liam just revealed. They’d get me to that school one way or another. What were they going to do? Hold me prisoner? Take me by force?

      This was all too much. My knees could no longer hold me up, and
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