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            Chapter One

          

          CHARLIE

        

      

    

    
      If all the beauty in the world could be condensed into a single fragment of time, I experienced its entirety the moment my wife woke from her coma. Every laugh, every smile, every caress of a loved one’s skin seemed to burst through and slam into my chest. I became so overwhelmed that I turned to a statue. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe as I took in the miraculous moment.

      A week ago, Ava-Marie had died. The compound beneath the Institute’s graveyard— where the Warden had been running his sick experiments on inmates— had come crashing down on her. She’d created an explosion to save us all and stop the Infernal Underground. But through her phoenix form, Oberi had brought Ava back to life, though it’d been Ava’s choice for her soul to return or not.

      My friends and I had come to the hospital to say our final goodbyes, but we didn’t have to say goodbye after all. Ava-Marie was awake. She’d returned from the Ancestral Lands. I’d thought for certain she’d chosen to stay in the afterlife… but she’d come back to me.

      “Gods, Ava! You’re back,” Kallie cried out before I had a chance to say anything.

      The hospital room erupted into a chorus of thrilled voices, our friends’ glee overlapping one another.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Marcus said cheerfully, though his voice cracked with emotion.

      “By Atlantis, it’s a miracle!” Ivy cried. He shoved me aside and threw himself past me. I couldn’t see what was happening, but I assumed he was hugging Ava. I stumbled to the side a step, though I didn’t let go of her hand.

      “We’re so glad you’re awake.” Opal sobbed.

      Ezekiel spoke quickly through tears. “Sis, I’m so sorry about what I said to you. I never should’ve treated you that way.”

      Chancey and Alistair spoke over one another. I couldn’t process what anyone else said. The sounds were overwhelming, swelling over me like white noise. All I could do was stand there in shock. I didn’t know what to say. A moment ago, I’d made the decision to take my wife off life support. The doctors were certain she wouldn’t make it. Now, her soft voice and lively energy filled the room.

      Thank the ancestors, she’s here! Oberi’s relieved tone cut through my mind. He sounded so happy.

      “Guys,” Ava pleaded in a hoarse but confident tone. She must’ve pushed at Ivy, because he finally peeled himself off of her and stepped back. “I’m awake. It’s not that big of a deal.”

      The room went dead silent as we all took in her words. Ava had no idea what a miracle this was.

      Ava struggled to speak. “Can I have a moment with Charlie?”

      No one moved for a beat, until Kallie answered. “Yes. Of course.”

      Everyone shuffled out of the room, until Ava and I were alone with Oberi. I squeezed her hand tightly, and tears of relief sprang from my eyes.

      “Pidge,” I said breathlessly. I couldn’t express myself in words. All I could do was lean down and squeeze her into a gentle hug.

      Ava stilled in my arms. “Charlie, what’s going on? You’re acting like we haven’t spoken in forever.”

      I choked back a sob as I drew away. Ava may be awake, but she wasn’t fully healed yet. I had to be extra careful with her. She was so fragile.

      “We… haven’t,” I spoke in a broken voice.

      The weight of the situation must’ve hit Ava. Her fingers brushed the sheets. “Charlie, lay next to me.”

      Immediate hesitation overwhelmed me. I was terribly concerned I’d do something to set her back… make her fall into that coma again. “I can’t. You’re still hooked up to the machines, and I could hurt you, and⁠—”

      “You’ll be careful. I need to feel you next to me. Please.”

      She tugged lightly on my arm. I pulled the covers back so I could crawl into the bed beside her. I made sure to feel where the medical tubes were so I didn’t tear them out as I carefully maneuvered into the bed.

      I was extremely careful with her as I looped my arm around her shoulders. She hadn’t left this bed in over a week, and she’d just undergone serious surgery. I needed to be gentle. Ava rested her head on my chest, and when she did that, I felt the weight of the world lift from my shoulders.

      I heard Oberi’s nails click as he padded to the other side of the bed. I felt his fur as he laid his head next to Ava’s hand. Ava. I missed you, my dear love.

      Ava gave a tired sigh. “You’re all acting like I’ve been out of it for an eternity.”

      Sure felt like it. Oberi jumped onto the end of the bed and lay over our feet. I tried not to tremble, but I failed.

      My wife was okay. This wasn’t an illusion or a dream. The weight of her body in my arms was more real than anything I’d ever experienced.

      Ancestors, it was exactly what I’d been praying to have for days. I thought I’d never get to experience a moment like this ever again. The gods had delivered just what I’d asked for.

      I pressed my nose into her hair and inhaled her raspberry scent. I never wanted to let this woman go. She was alive. I thought I’d had bad luck my whole life from all the shit I’d been through, but I realized that I’d been saving all my lucky moments for her, so we could pull through this.

      Ava sucked a breath, and I stilled. “Did I hurt you?” I asked.

      “No,” she assured me. “But I’m sore everywhere.”

      “I’m so sorry, pidge.”

      “It’s not that bad, honest.”

      She was lying because she didn’t want to upset me, but I knew what kind of pain she had to be in. She had blocked off her half of our bond, so I couldn’t register her pain. She was trying to protect me in a moment where she was the breakable one. It was unfathomable.

      “I love you.” My trembling fingers delicately traced her face. “I thought I’d never get to have you again.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Don’t cry, Charlie.” Ava wiped away tears from my eyes.

      “I never wanted to let you go, but I thought it was the only choice⁠—”

      “I told you I’d never leave. Heaven and hell can’t keep us apart,” Ava said. “Death doesn’t mean anything when you have a love like this.”

      That was the kind of thing people said in books and fairytales, but that was our reality. We had that once-in-a-lifetime kind of connection that couldn’t be transgressed by any force. “I’ve been falling apart without you.”

      “You always had me. Even on the other side, I could feel you close.”

      “I couldn’t feel you at all.” I nearly suffocated on the words. “It broke me. You know you’re my whole world, pidge. I didn’t see the point in anything if you weren’t here.”

      “It’s all right now. We’re together again, like it should be. It’s going to stay that way.”

      Ancestors, I hoped so. I couldn’t endure this a second time. It had nearly killed me the first time around.

      Ava shifted against me. “Charlie… what happened?”

      A lump rose to my throat. How could I begin to describe it all? The last week of my life had been like walking through ten layers of hell all at once.

      But Ava had been the one to truly walk the afterlife. I had to be strong for her right now, because she needed me.

      I swallowed. “You don’t remember?”

      She thought about it for a moment. “The details are fuzzy. I remember we found the Infernal Underground, and then… I remember Coyote Spirit. Charlie, I think I went to the Ancestral Lands.”

      I drew her closer. “You did,” I told her. “I could feel it through our bond. Your spirit left.”

      “But I’m back now,” Ava said simply. “Like I promised. I missed you.”

      “I thought I’d lost you for good,” I admitted. “The doctors had lost hope. I thought you chose to stay in the Ancestral Lands.”

      “Never,” Ava said. “I’d always come back to you, Charlie.”

      “I know you’ve promised me that before, but there are bigger things at stake here than us,” I reminded her. “I thought I was honoring your decision to die.”

      “Honoring me how?” Ava sounded confused.

      Ancestors, how could I have thought what I was doing was justified? Minutes ago, I thought I was doing the right thing. I’d been at peace with the decision. But now that I knew Ava had chosen to come back to me, it’d have been a terrible mistake. Guilt twisted in my gut.

      “Ava, they… asked me to pull the plug,” I spat out. I hoped she didn’t hate me.

      Ava snickered, though the sound turned to a whimper of pain. “Pull the plug? Ancestors, it’s not like I was in a coma.”

      The air around me seemed to grow heavy. “Actually, Ava…”

      She sucked in a breath, and my heart nearly shattered. “I was barely gone a day! It felt like…”

      She trailed off as she tried calculating time in her mind. I wasn’t sure how much she remembered.

      “It might’ve felt that way in the Ancestral Lands, but here, it’s been a week,” I told her. “They’ve been treating you with healing magic, and you weren’t improving. Pidge, I don’t know if you realize this, but you died. Twice, actually. Once in the Underground, and again on the operating table. Oberi used her power to bring you back.”

      Ava sagged against me as she pondered what I’d told her. She sounded thoughtful. “I remember the gods… Coyote Spirit and Whale Spirit… they said something about Oberi having a gift.”

      “She’s a phoenix,” I said, a hint of pride in my tone. “We found her Anichi form— her Spirit form. Part of her power is one shot at regeneration.”

      Ava’s voice wavered. “And she… used it on me?”

      Of course I did, Oberi replied. He nudged his nose between our legs affectionately. I’d do anything for you, Ava.

      “Oberi, that’s so sweet.”

      “It was your choice to come back, though,” I explained. “We weren’t sure it would work.”

      Ava brushed hair away from my eyes. “I’ll always come back to you.”

      Her promise meant everything. I couldn’t help it when tears began streaming from my face. I hugged her close, and she snuggled into me.

      “Thank you, pidge,” I whispered. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that, because I’m not going anywhere,” she promised.

      Her lips connected with mine, and all the anxiety twisting in my gut melted away. My heart surged, until it felt like I was floating on a cloud with her. Having her back meant the world, and nothing could ruin this moment.

      Ava slid her hand beneath the covers, and her fingers grazed my waistband.

      I drew away. “Uh… what are you doing?”

      She giggled. “I’m horny.”

      She slid her hand inside my pants and wrapped her fingers around me. I didn’t mind when she took initiative, but I wasn’t comfortable doing this here.

      I grabbed her hands to stop her. “We can’t right now.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “You’re hurt. You’ve just been through major surgery, for one, and you’re hooked up to all these machines,” I said.

      “So? You’ll be gentle.”

      “Pidge,” I sighed. I didn’t think she truly understood how fragile she still was.

      “Come on. I’m alive and all. We should celebrate! With sex,” Ava pleaded.

      “Maybe when we get out of here,” I told her reluctantly. I was honestly too afraid to touch her at the moment. We could be intimate again when I wasn’t worried about setting her health back.

      “Ugh, fine. Cockblock,” Ava complained, and she drew her hand out of my pants.

      The door burst open then, and a pair of footsteps rushed into the room. “Ancestors, she’s awake!” Ava’s mother cried.

      Good thing Ava had decided not to mess around, because her mom had almost caught us with Ava’s hand down my pants. I permitted myself a small laugh. Humor felt weird after such a dark week, but I could laugh again, because Ava was going to be all right.

      “Mama! You’re okay!” Ava sounded so happy to see her. “And you’re still at the Institute.”

      “I never left,” Sophia said. “You needed treatments. I just called your father and told him— oh.”

      Her voice fell flat. I knew exactly what they’d talked about. She’d told him we’d decided to end life support. Liam had to be in utter agony.

      “You better call him back,” I said firmly.

      “I won’t be long,” Sophia said in a rush.

      She fled from the room to call her husband and tell him the good news. She must’ve left the door open behind her, because several pairs of footsteps approached. Slowly, our friends came back in, and the door clicked shut behind them.

      I forced myself to climb off the bed. I didn’t want to— felt like cutting myself in half, honestly— but I wanted to give Ava some space, just in case she wasn’t being honest about wanting me next to her.

      “How are you feeling?” Ez asked timidly.

      “Uh… good?” Ava said, though it sounded like a question. I could only imagine the pain she was in. “What happened, exactly? I remember bits and pieces, but not all of it.”

      Your memories should return in time, Oberi told her. Your spirit’s just a bit shocked right now.

      “We found the Underground,” Kallie said.

      “Right, beneath the cemetery,” Ava recalled. “And the Elves?”

      “They weren’t there,” Marcus said sadly. “We found records that showed the Warden had already moved them to some camp on the island. But Jaymin showed up with guards, and you exploded the compound to save us all.”

      “That’s when Coyote Spirit showed up and took me to the Ancestral Lands,” Ava said, like she was starting to remember.

      “What was it like?” Opal asked curiously.

      “It was… amazing,” Ava answered in a way that made me wonder why she’d ever want to leave. “It was so beautiful. I saw a supernova explode, and this underground water tunnel— ancestors, I met so many wonderful people. You’ll never believe what they have there. A mall!”

      Ez chuckled to lighten the mood. “I bet that made the decision to come back hard.”

      “Not at all, actually,” Ava said, and my heart warmed. “Did I miss anything? Ancestors, how did the Darke Games go?”

      “We didn’t compete, thankfully,” Alistair said. “You sort of saved us from that, too. They were canceled due to the sinkhole.”

      “That’s the story the Warden’s going with, at least,” Chancey added.

      “I’m glad I brought that place to the ground,” Ava said. “The Warden will have nowhere to host his experiments for now, and his inferichite crystal supply will be low, now that I buried the devil’s finger that he gets them from.”

      She sounded so proud of herself, but we hadn’t even gotten to the worst of the story. But no one spoke up to tell her about the mounting war, or how the Hawkei tribe bombed the angel city. It was too much information to drop on her right now, and we didn’t want to set back her recovery.

      “Wait a dick…” Ava said, like she just realized something. “You said it’s been a week. What day is it, exactly?”

      “The twenty-first,” I said.

      A long, dramatic silence stretched through the room as she absorbed what I’d said. Ava surprised me by breaking into sobs. “Ancestors, Charlie! It’s your birthday.”

      “Uh… yeah,” I stated. I didn’t get why she was so upset.

      “This is horrible! We had a surprise party planned, and we missed it!” she cried. “I ruined your birthday with my surgery!”

      “Pidge, don’t say that,” I insisted. I knelt by her bedside and took her hand. “Having you back is the best birthday present in all the world.”

      “But we… I got you a gift, and I wanted to bake a cake and everything,” she sobbed.

      Ancestors, she was more worried about my birthday than the fact that she’d died. I couldn’t give a flying fuck that my birthday was here. All I gave a damn about was my wife’s well-being, and she was okay. That was the only celebration I needed.

      “I don’t mind. It will be all right,” I promised.

      “Not until you get your present,” she demanded. “We can do that, at least. Marcus, do you still have it?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Marcus must’ve conjured something, because I heard a bag rustle.

      Ava pulled her hand out of mine to wipe her tears. “Thank the Great Spirit. We all pitched in.”

      I reluctantly took the bag from Marcus, but I hesitated. My birthday was nothing special. We should be celebrating Ava right now.

      Everyone’s watching, Oberi told me. Go ahead and open it.

      I opened the bag and dug through the tissue paper, until my fingers curled around a small square item. I ran my hand over it and found several buttons. It reminded me of the voice recorder I used for recording lectures in class.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s a music player,” Ava said. “I got one to match the headphones I got you last semester. We’ve already downloaded a playlist for you, and a bunch of true crime podcasts.”

      “It only took a month with the Institute’s shitty Internet,” Alistair added playfully.

      “I know you want to be a supernatural bounty hunter, so I thought you’d like to practice solving crimes by listening to the podcasts and trying to piece cases together,” Ava rasped.

      I choked up, and nearly broke down for the millionth time that day. Goddamn, it was such a thoughtful gift. Ava was the one person who actually supported my dreams and thought I could do whatever I wanted. Even lying all busted up in a hospital bed, she did her best to make things as amazing as she could for me. I didn’t deserve this woman. “Thanks, guys. I really don’t know what to say.”

      The door opened again, and I heard a barrage of voices coming down the hall. “I told the doctors she’s awake,” Sophia said as she entered the room. “They’re coming to check on her.”

      Suddenly, the room became so crowded I could barely move.

      “How is this possible?” a nurse asked.

      “It isn’t,” one of the doctors answered.

      “Everyone out!” someone barked. “She needs space.”

      Sophia placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “They might need my healing powers. I’ve got this, Charlie. You can relax now. She’s not going anywhere.”

      “Thanks,” I said. In my heart, I knew Sophia was telling the truth. In my brain, I feared I might lose Ava again.

      But if I wanted her to stay, I had to let the doctors fix her.

      “It’ll be okay, Charlie,” Ava said, before she let out a short gasp, and she let her true feelings slip across our bond. I winced as I felt a small sting of agony ripple over my middle. I knew it had to be a hundred times worse from her point of view. I didn’t want to leave, but her comfort was more important than mine, and she needed some pain relief.

      “I’ll be right outside the room,” I told my wife before leaving. Oberi remained behind on the bed.

      My friends went to the waiting room, while I sank into a chair right outside Ava’s hospital room. I could hear the doctors unhooking Ava from the machines, but otherwise, the hall had gone silent. My head spun as I caught up with reality. Everything had happened so quickly.

      I must’ve been sitting there a long time, because Marcus stopped by to ask if I wanted to go get food. I didn’t, and I told my friends to go without me. Doctors came and went from Ava’s room, until I was left in complete silence.

      Footsteps sounded down the hall, though I didn’t pay attention until someone said my name. “Charlie. I thought I’d find you here.”

      I stood, suddenly alert. “Uh…”

      He reached out and shook my hand with a kind but firm grip. I hadn’t been sure of his voice before, but his handshake was unmistakable.

      “Professor Takahashi?” I asked.

      “Yes. I have something for you. It can’t wait.”

      Takahashi placed a hand on my shoulder. Something hard and flat touched my arm, and I realized he was holding a book. He guided me into the empty patient room across the hall. I went quickly, because whatever he had to say sounded important.

      The door shut behind us. “What’s going on? I thought you weren’t supposed to return to the Institute yet. If the Warden sees you⁠—”

      “All is well,” he promised. “I’m back on staff and preparing for the upcoming semester. I don’t believe the Warden suspects me of anything, and I intend to keep it that way. The Demigod Guardians have run across information that you and your friends should know.”

      “If it’s in that book, we need to hide it from the Warden,” I insisted.

      “The Warden should not suspect anything,” Takashi assured me. “It’s been right in front of us all along. This is a book of poetry— nursery rhymes and stories that are thought to be fables, all originating from supernatural societies. The book is widely available in the school’s library. But there are some stories in here that have proven to hold truths, such as the Nivita legend from your own culture. The story told of a woman who died and became a tree.”

      “What does this have to do with demigods?” I asked.

      “If that story is true, the others could be, too,” Takahashi said. “We think we found a clue to the merfolk key that you and your friends will need to open the Elven Gate and fulfill your prophecy.”

      My heart surged with hope. “What’s the story?”

      “It’s an old Atlantean story the sailors used to tell while at sea. It’s called The Assassin’s Destiny,” Takahashi said. “It speaks of a woman assassin who stole a treasure of the sea. We believe that to be the merfolk key.”

      Takahashi began to narrate a verse aloud. It sounded like a poem.

      
        
        “Into the dark she ran, with her treasure of the sea.

        The key to her riches lies with the assassin’s destiny.”

      

      

      Pages rustled as Takahashi closed the book. “We think this story is a treasure map that will lead us to where she hid it.”

      “This is great!” I cried. We already had four keys— after we stole the angel key from the Warden’s safe— and already, we had a clue leading to another.

      I pondered the words for a moment. “The assassin’s destiny… what is that? Is this another prophecy?”

      “It’s likely,” Takahashi said. “Which means⁠—”

      “It’s about Kallie,” I said simply. “She was an assassin in Malovia, before she was sentenced to the Institute. She’s one of the demigods searching for the keys. So it must be her destiny to find it.”

      “We believe so,” Takahashi agreed. “Which means that Kallie must be the one to decipher this. It is her prophecy, her destiny. She must connect with her origins and discover who this assassin was, in order to find where this mysterious woman hid the key.”

      “Maybe she already knows without realizing it,” I said thoughtfully. “I’ll tell her right away.”

      “Take the book,” Takahashi offered, placing it into my hands. “Give it to Marcus. He can keep it in his stash.”

      “I will. Thank you so much.”

      “I know you’re excited, but remember to keep your guard up,” Takahashi told me. “I will see you in a few weeks’ time, once our counseling sessions start up again. In the meantime, make sure to stay out of trouble.”

      That was always my prerogative, but with the people I hung around with, Takahashi was asking for the impossible.

      I left the room buzzing with excitement. Ava-Marie was making a recovery, and we had a lead on the next key. All seemed right in the world.

      When I entered Ava’s hospital room, the doctors had cleared out.

      “I found something about the keys,” I said in a rush. “Well, Takahashi found it.”

      “We can talk about it when Kallie and Marcus get back,” Ava said. “My mom just left to update my dad, and I don’t have much time.”

      “Time for what?” I asked.

      The bed creaked as Ava tried pushing herself upright. She groaned, and concern swelled over me. I tossed the book onto a chair and hurried to her bedside.

      “The doctors unhooked me, but Mama won’t let me get out of bed,” Ava said. “She’s very insistent I stay put so the doctors can observe me. They need to run more tests, and they don’t know how long I’ll be here. But I need a shower. I feel so gross. Can you help me quick while Mama’s gone?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I said. I’d do anything she wanted. I helped her sit up, then tossed the covers off her feet and guided them onto the floor.

      Ava sagged against me. She was still so tired.

      I frowned. “Pidge, you can hardly stand. Maybe this wasn’t a good⁠—”

      Ava went to take a step, but she let go of me. My heart lurched as I felt her going down. I grabbed her tightly and caught her before she crashed to the floor. Ava clutched my shirt, and her body trembled. Oberi whimpered loudly.

      “I’m okay. I can stand,” Ava said, but something in her tone worried me.

      “We need to get you back into bed. You’re not well enough to be moving around,” I argued.

      “No, I’ve got this.” She sounded frustrated as she put an arm around my neck. “Just support me, okay?”

      I wished to carry her, but that’s not what she wanted. So instead, I steadied her as she tried to take a step… only she didn’t go anywhere.

      My heart slammed against my rib cage. This wasn’t right. “Pidge, what’s wrong? What hurts?”

      Ava’s tone wavered. “It… it doesn’t. That’s the problem. I… I can’t feel my legs.”

      The world seemed to stop spinning. I couldn’t have heard her right.

      “You can’t…?” Fuck! My words trailed off.

      Ava’s panic ripped through the bond. I teetered on the verge of freak-out, but I didn’t want to worry her further, so I shoved my emotions downward.

      The door opened, and Sophia gasped when she saw me clutching Ava. “What are you doing?!” she cried. “Ava, I explicitly told you to stay in bed!”

      I scooped Ava in my arms and set her on the bed. I’d gone numb all over, and my thoughts were completely blank. What was going on? We’d already been through so much… there couldn’t be possibly more we had to endure, could there?

      Oberi let out a low whine beside us, as if he knew this had been coming and wanted to protect us from it, but knew nothing he could do or say would help.

      Ava’s hands trembled, and her voice shook. “I just wanted a shower… Charlie, I don’t understand. Wh— why can’t I feel anything?”

      I didn’t have an answer to give her, and it tore me to fucking shreds. Sophia must’ve said something to Ava, but I didn’t hear it. The whole infirmary seemed to turn upside down. I couldn’t make sense of space or time.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and Sophia whispered softly, “Charlie… I need to talk with you privately.”

      Ancestors, I hoped she had an idea of what we could do to help Ava. I couldn’t muster the strength to say anything as she pulled me into the hall. I raked my fingers through my hair. “Is she…?”

      “While I was healing her, I discovered that some of the nerves in her spine were severely damaged at the base,” Sophia said, her voice cracking. She sounded as if she was barely holding herself together. “The doctors and I did what we could to repair them, but even with my healing magic, we couldn’t mend the worst of the damage.”

      My thoughts spun faster than a whirlwind. Most of the explosion had been concentrated around Ava’s middle, as that’s where her magic had blasted outward. But I didn’t realize her spine had been injured, too. The doctors had never told me.

      Then I realized why— because they didn’t think Ava would ever recover enough for it to be important to mention.

      “I’d seen the damage to her body, and I truly thought she wasn’t going to make it. I didn’t want to tell you and cause you more pain.” Sophia sounded regretful. “But then she woke up. I was going to tell you both as soon as I came back to the room, but you already had her out of bed.”

      “So what do we need to do?” I asked. “Will she heal in time, or…?”

      Sophia sighed heavily. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Charlie. But Ava-Marie is never going to walk again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          AVA-MARIE

        

      

    

    
      Ow.

      Every part of me hurt. There wasn’t a bit of my body that wasn’t aching and wanting— and not at all in a sexy way. Each time I moved, I found new bruises. My flesh was soft and tender, and I struggled to take every breath. My lungs might as well have been pierced with a million knives and turned inside out.

      My middle was particularly agonizing. They’d scrambled my organs and rearranged them.

      Ancestors, I couldn’t believe I’d survived all that.

      Even my bones felt like elastic. They’d been mended back together and weren’t sure how to function properly. The doctors repaired the worst of me with potions, magic, and modern medicine, but I could tell not every bit of me was fixed. From beyond the closed door, I could hear my mother and husband speaking in hushed voices.

      I told my beating heart to calm down. I was scared right now. Scared as hell. I’d tried to put weight on my feet, and for the first time in my life, they’d failed to hold me up.

      I did my best to concentrate on my legs, and found I had a very faint sensation in my thighs. I could barely tell the scratchy Institute sheets were rubbing against them, so much so that I wondered if it was my imagination and not an actual feeling. I tried to move my legs, but all feeling stopped at the knees.

      Something was definitely wrong. I attempted to lift my left foot, even just a little, and it failed to move.

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat and blinked away the tears. No more crying today. I’d been crying, and everyone else had been crying, for ancestors knew how long. I hadn’t gone to the Ancestral Lands, come back again and survived every hell the Infernal Underground had put me through to lie in this bed and weep. No, sir. I was getting up and out of here.

      Even if it only meant using some fucking shampoo. I bet my legs were hairy after laying around for a week.

      It crossed my mind how absolutely ridiculous that was. Trust me to worry about something as silly as shaving when I didn’t know if I could fucking walk.

      But maybe that’s how it was. My mind couldn’t process what was happening to me, so it chose to fixate on something else. Something benign, something I knew I could fix.

      I mean… I didn’t even feel upset about it. Or… worried. My legs failing to work was just… a thing.

      Was I in shock?

      Charlie raised his voice, and Mama shushed him. I strained to hear their hushed words through the door.

      “There has to be more you can do,” Charlie insisted.

      “But there’s not.” Mama sounded completely broken. “I’ve done my best, and I can’t heal her. I don’t know why my magic isn’t working. My powers should’ve helped, if not outright fixed her spine completely. The doctors performed surgery to put everything back in place, then, once they finished, I tried to heal her, to help her recovery. But my magic couldn’t fix it.”

      “The surgeons didn’t allow you in the room?” Charlie asked.

      “No, not until after, because the surgeons needed to set her spine and organs properly before my healing magic could fix the rest. She should be able to walk, Charlie. My Anichi magic is the strongest in our tribe… she should be completely well by now. But it did nothing.”

      What the hell did that mean? I’d never seen someone hurt so badly my mother’s magic couldn’t make it right again. She couldn’t heal chronic illnesses, but my injury had resulted from an accident, and they’d gotten to me quickly. Why couldn’t Mama reverse this?

      “Do you have any theories?” Charlie asked.

      “Perhaps my healing magic didn’t work when her spirit was in the Ancestral Lands, because her body was alive on the operating table, but her soul was somewhere else. Anichi magic is Spirit magic, so if her soul wasn’t in her body at the time, maybe the healing couldn’t take place.”

      “But shouldn’t you be able to heal her now?”

      “I’ve tried, again and again. Something isn’t right.”

      I attempted to break into Charlie’s thoughts, but he firmly shut me out. I couldn’t get past the iron barricade he’d put up, and I heard the sound of their footsteps as they walked away from the door.

      I wasn’t sure what the hell they were talking about out there, but I was damn well determined to get out of this bed somehow and fix my fucking hair. The matter that I’d died hardly had bearing on the fact that I needed to look good.

      And right now, I bet I looked like shit.

      Oberi lay at the foot of my bed. He gave a couple of thumps on the mattress with his tail and said, I’m so pleased you’re here, beloved. I feared for a moment you’d ditch me with Mister Sunshine over there.

      I would have laughed if I knew it wouldn’t hurt, so I merely smiled. “I’m just happy to be alive. I guess I can’t complain about the rest.”

      I groaned as a sharp sensation shattered apart my organs before fading to a dull ache. “Though I gotta say, the Ancestral Lands weren’t easy to pass up.”

      Isn’t it wonderful? Oberi gave a dreamy sigh and laid his head on my ankle. My own memories of the Ancestral Lands are… muddled… but I recall enough to know that it is a very special place.

      “This is a very special place, too,” I said. “Even the Institute.”

      Oberi gave a short laugh. That it is.

      The door opened. In marched my husband, along with my mother, and they weren’t alone.

      A short woman followed behind them. I knew her— Doctor Marsh. She’d managed some of my treatments for my bipolar in the past and got me on the medication that was currently keeping my mood stable. She wasn’t a bitch, and I trusted her, as far as Institute employees went.

      “Mrs. Wahkin. I’m glad to see you’re awake,” Doctor Marsh started cheerfully. “We had to portal in a special surgeon from Celestial City just in time. You get very lucky.”

      She gave me a plastic smile, but I didn’t return it. I knew she hadn’t come in here to deliver good news. I was disgusted that the Warden had assigned an angel doctor to perform my surgery. The surgeon was probably working for him and reporting back.

      But I guarantee he wouldn’t have allowed any other supernatural doctor to work on me. Otherwise, he’d have let me die.

      “When can I expect the feeling in my legs to come back?” I asked, and immediately regretted it. Charlie paled, and Mama had that crumpled face she got whenever she was about to cry, and damn, I hated it.

      Doctor Marsh paused. “I have to admit, in your particular case… I haven’t seen a patient come back from such an extensive injury. The chances of you walking, Mrs. Wahkin, are… quite low. To speak frankly, that you even awoke from your coma was a miracle.”

      Now it was starting to hit me. That inevitable black pool dragged me under as I comprehended the reality of it all. It felt so similar to the drowning feeling I’d had when Mama had explained my bipolar diagnosis, but even worse. I kept spiraling and spiraling, and I didn’t see a way up.

      Doctor Marsh began laying pictures on my lap— x-rays of my spine. “You have a fairly severe spinal cord injury, which has resulted in partial paralysis. The most damage was sustained to your lumbar and sacral vertebrae, which, as you can see from your x-rays…”

      Blah, blah, blah. I couldn’t give a fuck less about what this lady was saying, although I was aware Charlie was keenly taking in every word. He could listen for me, because I just couldn’t. I had the facts delivered to me loud and clear. Everything else was white noise.

      She’d been talking for nearly a half-hour before I found the courage to speak. “So I’ll never walk again.” I spoke the words plainly, cutting Doctor Marsh off mid-sentence. Everything else beyond that point was meaningless.

      Mama teared up as Doctor Marsh replied, “That is indeed the case.”

      I experienced a brief moment without any physical pain, because at that second, I couldn’t feel anything. I was hovering outside my body, disassociating from myself as I attempted to comprehend the inevitability of what she’d just told me, and failed.

      Doctor Marsh shifted on her heels as she looked for an exit. “I should let you rest. You’ve been through an ordeal, and your recovery at this point is our top priority.”

      I snapped myself out of it, though dragging myself down to Earth had the equivalent feeling of being dropped like a brick onto a concrete floor from a thousand stories up. I couldn’t walk, and never would again. That was the truth. And if there was nothing else I could do about it, I might as well get on with it.

      I couldn’t allow myself to fall apart because of this. If I did, I’d never get up. And there were people out there who needed me.

      “When can I go back to school?” I asked. Classes weren’t on right now, but I had to get back to my dorm, because I had shit to do.

      Doctor Marsh frowned. “If you cooperate with your treatment— don’t give me that look, Mrs. Wahkin. We’ve had struggles with you in the past, and you haven’t always agreed to be compliant with your medical care.”

      “I’ll be a good girl,” I sneered. “Just give it to me straight.”

      “As I was saying, if you do everything you can to help us help you, we may be able to get you discharged in ten weeks.”

      “Ten weeks?!” I all but yelled. This was ridiculous! I couldn’t sit in here until March!

      “You need extensive physical therapy, as well as help learning how to use a wheelchair. Your whole life has changed. You need time and care to adjust to it,” Doctor Marsh said firmly. “If there are more complications, you may have to undergo further procedures for your spinal injury. None of this can happen unless you’re being monitored twenty-four seven by medical staff. This is non-negotiable.”

      “If I don’t pass the semester I’ll flunk out, and the Warden will send me straight to the adult penitentiary!” I protested.

      “The Warden has given you an exemption,” Doctor Marsh replied coolly. “You will receive no penalties toward your degree if you finish up the last few weeks of the semester once you’ve been released.”

      Of course he gave me an exemption, because he wanted me under his fucking control for as long as possible.

      But I wasn’t willing to sit here and have these doctors poke and prod at me for days on end while the world was at stake. “I refuse treatment. Give me a wheelchair and get me out of here!”

      “Please, pidge, just do what the doctors tell you,” Charlie pleaded. “You need to get better.”

      I deflated instantly. No argument any doctor could give would equal Charlie’s begging. I couldn’t fight back against it. I’d do anything he asked me to. Even if I hated it.

      Oberi nudged my hand, and I said, “Fine. I better be able to do a cartwheel in this damn wheelchair by the time you let me out.”

      “It’ll feel like no time at all, I promise,” Marsh replied. “Merry Christmas.”

      Well, that sounded like a lie. Doctor Marsh hurried out of the room like her ass was on fire. After she shut the door behind her, Charlie asked, “What can we do to help Ava recover faster?”

      Mama appeared contemplative, which was never a good sign. It always meant she was trying to hide the truth. “From what I’ve learned from my training as a healer, some paralysis can be reversed. The spinal cord has the ability to reorganize itself and adapt, due to the brain’s neuroplasticity.”

      “Sure, because we know my brain is firing on all cylinders as it is,” I said sarcastically.

      Charlie frowned, and Mama hastily added, “The nervous system can rewire itself and make changes based on an individual’s ability to practice and hone skills. Your spinal injury is incomplete, which means these neural pathways exist, but…”

      Mama trailed off. Charlie was taking this as a sign of hope, but I knew Mama better than that. She thought I’d fucked myself up to the point there was no recovery.

      “I understand,” I said, as to not piss Charlie off and to give Mama the signal I got what she was saying. “We’ll just have to adjust.”

      Mama leaned over and gave me a kiss on the forehead. “Whatever happens, sweetheart, we all love you no matter what. Our family’s been dealing with health issues for a long time, and we’re equipped to make this change.”

      I felt terribly guilty— which was more than messed up, considering this was happening to me and not anyone else. We had enough to deal with, if you included my dad’s disease, my brother’s illness, and my bipolar. Adding this on top of it was enough to make the entire pyramid fall apart.

      Mama sighed. “I should talk to your father. He’s doing his best to get here as quick as he can.”

      I couldn’t imagine a universe where my father didn’t tear the world down to get to me, so something really bad must’ve happened. Mama rushed out of the room— I’d rarely see her move so fast.

      I rode through another bout of pain that shot through my middle, and I managed to ask through gritted teeth, “What’s going on?”

      “It’s probably chieftain stuff,” Charlie admitted reluctantly. “The news hasn’t been… encouraging.”

      I could only imagine. I didn’t know what was going on out there, and I wanted to hold on to that ignorance a little longer, because I knew eventually I’d have to face it.

      “You’re uncomfortable.” Charlie moved closer. “Is there anything I can do?”

      I shook my head, before I realized he couldn’t see it, and forced out, “There’s nothing anyone can do at this point but give me time to heal.”

      Charlie’s mouth was flat. He didn’t like that answer. He wanted to do something about it. “Oberi, can I give up another part of myself so Ava can walk?”

      “Fucking hell, Charlie!” I yelled, giving a cough as a harsh pain flared over my sides. Raising my voice was difficult. I’d just known he was going to ask that question the minute we were alone.

      Oberi narrowed his eyes. I accredit the audacity of the male species that you have the gall to ask such a question to my face.

      “Why not? I gave up my sight so Ava could live. She was supposed to die the night she was born, but she didn’t, because I gave her my eyes,” Charlie argued. “Why can’t we do the same here?”

      It doesn’t work that way. When you gave up your sight to save Ava’s life as a young child, that was with the help of Eagle Spirit, who, may I remind you, is a god, Oberi said dryly. The power I had to use to call Ava’s soul back from the Ancestral Lands wasn’t even as strong as that.

      “You’re strong, too. Your magic is powerful. I have no doubt that if we put our magic together, it would work,” Charlie insisted.

      Even if we could, I wouldn’t allow it. If you two keep giving up pieces of yourselves to save the other, then by the end we’ll have nothing left, Oberi replied in a stale voice. I’m not going to patchwork the two of you back together after this one, because let me make this clear, this can never happen again. We managed to keep our bond hanging on by a thread. Be grateful we saved that much.

      Charlie gave an aggravated sigh. “Ava deserves to live a full life.”

      I was annoyed at what he was implying, because honestly, he knew better. “I can still live a full life! It’s not like my life is worth any less because I can no longer walk. I didn’t throw you in the bin because you don’t have your sight.”

      Charlie pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know that, but this isn’t something you should have to deal with!”

      “I get that it presents complications. We’ll have to work our way around them.” Not like I’d ever let obstacles stop me before. Though this felt like climbing a mountain.

      In space.

      Which was on fire.

      His jaw worked. “I still think⁠—”

      “Charlie, the bigger deal you make out of this, the harder it’s going to be. Just support me, and we’ll get through it together. There’s a lot I have to learn from this point, and it’ll be easier if you let me figure it out.”

      Charlie huffed, then plopped into the chair at my bedside. “Okay.”

      He wasn’t going to give up, but he’d let me win. For now.

      “What about you?” Charlie asked, directing his attention to Oberi. “You have a phoenix form now. Don’t you have other healing powers you can access?”

      I would love to, but unfortunately, I’ve done all I can here, Oberi replied snidely. Do you honestly think I’d let Ava be in pain if there was something my magic could do about it?

      “Yes,” Charlie replied bluntly, and Oberi lifted his upper lip to growl.

      What had transpired between them when I’d been gone? They both seemed bitter.

      “Anyway,” I persisted, wanting to break the tension between them. “I still want that shower.”

      “Let me ask the doctor.” Charlie walked out. It was about fifteen minutes before he came back, followed by a nurse.

      “The doctor says it’ll be fine. The stitches will hold up in the water,” Charlie said.

      “Let’s get you out of bed,” the nurse offered.

      Finally. I was tired of lying around. Charlie turned the water on in the attached bathroom. As he was doing so, the nurse used some sort of machine to pick me up out of the bed and set me onto a wheelchair. She pushed me into the bathroom, beside the stream of water that was coming from the shower head, and went to remove my hospital gown.

      I cringed as she started undoing the ties, and Charlie sensed it. He stepped forward to say, “I’ll do it.”

      There was a mirror in here, one of those fake, plastic ones with a phony surface that spanned the length of the wall. Still, it showed everything. My cheekbones were elevated on my gaunt face, and two swollen black eyes peered back at me. I’d dropped a scary amount of weight from being in a coma for so long, so much that the bones were poking through the skin.

      Shit, no wonder everyone thought I was going to die. I really did look like a corpse.

      As the gown fell away, I held in a sharp breath. My skin had blossomed with a variety of bruises. The tone had practically turned purple.

      If I shut off my half of our bond completely it would alert Charlie I was upset, so I slowly closed the connection, bit by bit so he wouldn’t notice. Charlie couldn’t see the damage, and I wanted to conceal as much of it from him as I possibly could.

      I hadn’t come out of the Underground the same. Part of me had never left there at all.

      More carnage caught my attention. A large bandage was wrapped around my middle, and it was matted with dried blood.

      That had to come off if I was getting clean. The cloth had stuck to the wound and was painful to pull away. I hunched my shoulders as the nurse tried to peel the bandage off.

      “I think it’s best if you help,” the nurse stated to Charlie. She clearly picked up that I didn’t want her near me. Tears dotted my eyelids as Charlie unraveled the bandage, though he apologized profusely.

      As the wrappings fell away, my insides withered inward with a simple look at my reflection. Worse than all of it was the scar. From the top of my left shoulder all the way down to my right hip bone was a raised, knotted line, threaded with black stitches and fiery red.

      My eyes began to water. I’d had the perfect body before, and I’d gone and ruined it. I couldn’t let anyone see me like this. They’d get scared and run away, afraid of the Frankenstein monster.

      “Is something wrong?” Charlie asked, voice full of concern.

      I cleared my throat and said, “Nothing. Is the water warm?”

      “Yeah. It’s nice.”

      We heard shouting coming from the corridor outside the room, from two different people. It sounded like one student had hurt himself badly. The other was mentally deranged, and looking to make it worse.

      “Martha, we need you out here! It’s a code black!” Lady Helga’s voice echoed as she quickly ducked her head inside my hospital room.

      The nurse appeared frantic. She glanced toward the door as she said, “I’m sorry— we’ve been overrun with patients this morning, and we’re out of beds. Is it okay if you finish up here, Mister Wahkin? I’ll try not to be long.”

      Without waiting for him to say if it was, the nurse ran off. We hadn’t even started my shower.

      Charlie’s mouth was flat. “I get this is a prison school, but you need more help than anyone here.”

      “They’re understaffed. The Institute doesn’t have the employees or the supplies to take care of an injury like this,” I said tiredly.

      “You should be their first priority,” Charlie growled.

      “I don’t care. I’d rather you help me, anyway.” I didn’t like strangers touching me, not even if they were women. And unfortunately, I was about to get a whole hell of a lot of that for the next ten weeks.

      Charlie reached out to close and lock the bathroom door, so we could get some privacy. The wheelchair kept me propped up, because I didn’t have much strength in my hips and none at all in my core or back. Doctor Marsh had mentioned that I needed a back brace, but I didn’t have one on me now. I kept sliding down the chair, and Charlie had to pull me up. My arms were too weak to lift my own weight.

      “I’m trying to be gentle,” he apologized.

      “It’s okay,” I pressed, because it really was. He wasn’t trying to hurt me, and there wasn’t any movement I could do that wouldn’t be uncomfortable right now.

      Charlie got undressed, and I watched him put his clothes neatly to the side. Damn, he looked delicious. I was kind of bummed out that he’d refused my offer to get it on earlier, although I really didn’t think I could, at the moment.

      Desire washed through me, and it felt blissful, until I noticed that it stopped just below my belly.

      The sensation of a hand wrapping around my throat and squeezing slammed into me. I couldn’t feel much past my hips. What if…?

      A terrible thought leveled my soul. Ancestors, I loved sex. I wasn’t being dramatic when I said I didn’t think I could live without it. It was important for married people to be intimate; at least, it was important to Charlie and me. What if I’d lost that? What if I couldn’t feel any kind of pleasure at all, and could no longer enjoy what we had?

      I refused to go there. The thought was nearly worse to me than not being able to walk again. Even if I couldn’t experience that kind of pleasure, we’d figure out a way to still make it enjoyable.

      We had to.

      Charlie reached up to grab the handheld showerhead, then began spraying my body down. Dried blood and some residual dirt began rolling off of me and down the drain. The feeling was similar to peeling off a new skin. The water slipping down the drain was brown, mixed with rusty red.

      I was too sore to lift my arms, so Charlie had to wash my hair for me. I tried to close my eyes and enjoy the sensations of the suds streaming through my locks, although my neck was too tender to tip my head back. Charlie was careful, protecting my face from the wayward water and being extra careful with the soap as he rinsed me down.

      I wanted to stay in the water forever, but Charlie said the doctors insisted I could only have a quick wash. He applied a healing cream to my scar, then wrapped me up again. I was honestly kind of impressed with how well he did.

      “You’re being so sweet,” I said as he dotted off excess water on my arms with a towel.

      “I want to get you better as soon as you can. I’ll do anything to help.”

      Right now, all I was looking forward to was another nap. This tiny bit of activity had me very tired. Charlie helped me into a new hospital gown before he carried me back to bed. As he set me down, I beamed as I saw a fresh pot of tulips growing on my bedside table.

      Are you pleased? Oberi wagged his tail. I used my Earth powers to grow them from seeds I found on the windowsill.

      “They’re beautiful, Oberi.” It sure brightened up this dreary-ass room.

      Charlie grabbed my hairbrush from the bedside table, which I figured Mama must’ve dropped off while I was in the shower. He brushed my wet hair, and it was the one bit of relaxation that I’d felt all day.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know how to braid it,” he apologized.

      “It’s okay, Mama will.” I closed my eyes, and slipped off into another nap without having the ability to protest against it.

      Nurses started coming in an hour later, poking me and testing me. I felt smothered and vastly uncomfortable. Charlie nearly punched out the dude who stuck me three times trying to find a vein for an IV. Lady Helga finally dismissed him and did it herself, after she had to apply some new bandages.

      I didn’t think the Institute was equipped to handle situations like this, and it fucking showed. They were used to healing inmates who got the crap beat out of them, or kids who needed to detox after overdosing, not major surgery cases.

      I couldn’t have anything solid, so this hospital gave me a strawberry smoothie to eat. My sensitive throat ached while I sipped the cold drink. It was pretty good going down, but I puked it back up.

      Ancestors, it was awful. I held a pillow to my stomach as I retched, to keep my muscles tight and try to suppress the pain. I didn’t have any core strength left since my surgery, so it felt like my guts were going to come squishing out my stitches as I heaved.

      Charlie winced as he held a plastic bucket underneath me to vomit into. “When can she start eating?”

      “It’s going to be a struggle. Her digestive system has to get readjusted,” Lady Helga said apologetically. “It’ll be some time before she’s able to consume anything that’s not a liquid.”

      I trembled as I finally stopped heaving. I’d just gotten over my issues with food, and now I had to start all over again. This really sucked.

      The staff didn’t leave me alone for what felt like forever. By that point, I was even more wiped out than I had been before. I wanted to see my friends, and my family, but I just didn’t have the strength. From the other side of the door, I heard Doctor Marsh tell a few people— Kallie, Marcus, Ezekiel, probably— that I needed some rest and they could visit in the morning.

      I begged Charlie to lie beside me again as he dimmed the lights in the room. My eyes were nearly drooping shut. Just being in a hospital was exhausting.

      “Things will get better, pidge. It’s only the first day,” Charlie told me as he crawled into the bed.

      I didn’t have the capacity to respond. He snuggled up beside me, and Oberi lay at my feet.

      I spent the short moments I had before sleep contemplating my recent predicament. I wasn’t sure how I was going to move forward or where I was going from here.

      “I don’t want you to push yourself, okay?” Charlie asked. “Just take it easy. We’ve got time for you to recover.”

      I didn’t know if that was true, with whatever the Warden was planning. But honestly, that creep was the farthest thing from my mind.

      “I want to get back to a regular life.”

      Charlie didn’t say anything for a moment, before he added, “That’s over now, pidge. It’s gonna be a whole new world from now on.”

      “You accepted your blindness. I can accept this, too,” I said.

      “I went blind when I was three. I barely remember life with sight. Being blind is all I’ve ever known,” Charlie said quietly. “You have to change your whole approach to life at twenty-one. It’s not really the same, pidge.”

      My throat got tight, and tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to accept defeat as an option. This was hard— so much harder than I could imagine it being— but it didn’t mean I had to roll over and submit. Whatever lay ahead of me, I couldn’t face it like I had before.

      I’d have to find a new way.
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        * * *

      

      The moonlight was coming through the bars of the window when I woke up. It was dark, really dark— had to be around three in the morning.

      Charlie and Oberi were still curled up against me, still as statues. Someone was sitting in a chair beside my bed. I didn’t think they allowed visitors this late at night, but there was nobody who was stopping my father from getting to me when I needed him. He must’ve just arrived.

      He slowly sat up when he realized I was stirring. Even in the soft light, I saw the haggard look on his face and the deep bags under his eyes. This whole thing had aged him at least a decade overnight.

      His voice was deep and brusque as he said, “Ava-Marie.”

      “Huh?” I was barely awake. I was already slipping off again.

      He reached out softly to take my hand. His fingers trembled as he said, “Never do that to me again.”

      I squeezed his hand back, tightly as I could, although my grip was loose like water. I closed my eyes to drift back off to sleep. “Yes, Daddy.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t wake up again until nearly eleven. I’d slept, but people had been coming in and out all night to check on me and run more tests. It was exhausting, and I felt violated. I knew the doctors were trying to help me, yet my privacy and sense of self had been invaded. I really hoped I got out of here sooner than ten weeks.

      Charlie’s head was nestled on my shoulder, and one of his arms lay carefully across my hips. He was really tired. He had to be, if he was still sleeping. He was an earlier riser. I couldn’t imagine he’d gotten much rest over the past few days.

      Oberi’s ears pricked as he stared at the closed door. Daddy’s chair was empty, but I heard his voice outside, along with Mama’s, speaking in hushed tones. I kept my eyes shut, to focus on the conversation outside.

      “We have to get Ava out of here. Damn the consequences, damn the law. We’ll hide her in Hok’evale. They’ll never find her there.”

      “They’re not like us, Liam. You can’t rip these kids apart. It’ll kill them.”

      “He’ll do whatever he has to in order to keep Ava safe. We all saw how he acted that night. He’s willing to be a true husband in every sense of the word. He’ll stay behind until we can make a plan to get him out.”

      Daddy sounded like he had the utmost respect for Charlie now, which blew my mind. What exactly had gone down the night I’d died?

      “She won’t get better without him. A minai bond is a powerful thing. There’s no stronger bond in Hawkei culture than the one between two people who share a soul. Ava has to draw energy from their spirit if she’s going to recover, and that won’t happen if they’re separated. The only reason she’s still here is because of him, and we don’t have the resources to help both of them escape, not with how closely the Warden is watching. We’re already under scrutiny from the Union because of the bombing.”

      Bombing? What the hell?

      Mama went on. “Last week proved they can’t live without each other. Neither of them can. Whatever happens, they have to stick together.”

      Daddy sighed. “I know you’re right. I wish there was an easier way.”

      “It’s not going to be easy for any of us from this point out.”

      Their footsteps roamed away. They must’ve left to get coffee.

      Charlie finally stirred beside me. His hair was a mess as he sat up and gave a couple of bleary blinks.

      I didn’t give him time to wake up. “There was a bombing? Charlie, what are you hiding?”

      His expression was blank. He didn’t want to tell me what was going on.

      Before he could answer, the door opened again. I caught a flash of red hair as my little sister walked into the room, along with Ezekiel. Alana looked painfully worried as she looked me over, although Ezekiel appeared nothing but relieved.

      “Sis,” Ez choked out. He stroked back my hair. “I really am sorry about what I said.”

      His words were distant to me— I vaguely recalled our argument, how he’d said he’d wanted me out of his life, but the memory was muddled. I had no emotion attached to it, though Ez was clearly harboring guilt. “It doesn’t mean anything, Ez, I promise. Shit like
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