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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            On Disability

          

        

      

    

    
      This book features a character with Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). PTSD is a mental health condition that develops in response to traumatic events, such as war, natural disasters, or sexual assault. It currently affects over 7 million Americans. Symptoms may include flashbacks, depression, anxiety, tiredness, and trouble digesting food.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fifteen Years Earlier

      

      

      “Do it again!” 

      Grandma and Grandpa lived in a cottage by the sea. The beach was their favorite place to be. Mine too. It was a sunny day and really hot. Grandpa stood in the ocean while his eagle Familiar flew circles overhead. Grandma weaved baskets on a bench in the sand and watched with a smile. We’d collected seashells this morning, and she was making the basket for me to take them home in. 

      Grandpa moved his hands in circles. The water in the ocean came out in two big strands and twisted together, creating loops and dips in the sky. The eagle flew through the loops and swirled in circles around the twisted strands. It looked like one really big rope. Grandpa was using so much water—  much more than anyone else in the tribe could summon, even my Dad. Grandpa could do amazing magic. I could see fish swimming in the water high above me within the tunnels he had made. Grandpa lowered the rope, and out in the distance, a whale jumped out of the water and through one of the loops. 

      Grandpa made the water rope return to the sea. The water splashed past my knees, and waves crashed back and forth.

      “Wow!” I said. “I want to do magic like that!”

      “One day you will, my child. Be patient. You’re only six.” Grandpa raised his arm and called for his Familiar. Tinanco landed on Grandpa’s forearm and shook his feathers. 

      I wrinkled my nose. “I’m seven now.”

      “That’s right! I forgot.” Grandpa winked. I think he was teasing me, but I worried he really had forgotten. Seven was much older than six. 

      Grandpa walked to a large rug spread out in the sand and sat down. I followed him. There were many bowls sitting on the rug, with strange powders of different colors in them. Beside the bowls was a large square piece of deer leather. Grandpa summoned water from the ocean and mixed it with the powder in the bowls. Tinanco jumped off his arm and stood on the blanket. His head tilted as he watched Grandpa mix the powders. 

      “Grandpa, why are we doing this?” I asked. 

      “Because this is our heritage. It’s important you learn it before you become chief.” 

      “But why?”

      “You ask a lot of questions. A good chief stays silent, listens and learns. He rarely speaks his mind.” Grandpa set the bowls in front of me. “Can you tell me what these are?”

      I shook my head, and Grandpa said, “These are the sacred paints of our people. Red, white, blue, yellow, purple, and green.”

      “Why did you make red?” I scowled at the red paint. Red was for Koigni, and I didn’t like them.

      “A long time ago, before the tribes divided, we shared all the colors. We were one people and not four,” Grandpa said. “Our tribe was not divided.” 

      “It wouldn’t be such a bad thing if things were like that again,” Grandma said. Grandpa frowned like he was sad. 

      “Our paints are special, and they bestow powers and blessings onto those whom they are applied after they are prayed over,” he said. “They are very sacred.”

      I got very serious. Grandpa uttered some prayers over the paints in our ancient language. I knew what he was saying, but it was hard to understand, because he used big words I didn’t know.

      When Grandpa was done, he said, “Each of the paints have a different meaning. They were once used for battle, but now are mostly used for ceremonies. It is said that each of the paints have a symbolic animal guarding over them, which gives the wearer the protection of that animal.” 

      “I like wolves best,” I said eagerly. I howled like one and laughed. Grandpa smiled. 

      “I know you do. Some of our bravest warriors used to paint their faces white in battle, to gain stealth and bravery from the wolf.” 

      Grandpa took a scoop of white paint with his fingers and started putting it on my face. It felt thick and grainy. “White was not just the color of Anichi. It was the color of the original Hawkei tribe. It represented all of us in one, the people of the Great Spirit in unity.” 

      I couldn’t see what Grandpa was doing, but it felt like he was making shapes on my face. “Certain symbols have power. It is said that when some designs are drawn with paint on the bodies of Elementai, their magic is enhanced by these symbols.”

      “What do all the different paints mean?” I put one of my hands in the blue paint. I smeared it across Tinanco’s beak, and he chirped.

      “Red is for war. Blue is for peace, and for weddings. Green is for new growth and new beginnings. Purple is a rare color, and shows abundance. The paint signifies our connection with the earth, with our ancestors and with the Great Spirit.”

      “What about the black paint?” I asked. 

      “We never use black paint. Black paint is only for those who mourn and seek revenge.” 

      “And yellow?” 

      “Yellow is for warriors who are ready to give their soul up to the Great Spirit.”  Grandpa stirred the paints again. On the leather, he began drawing symbols. They looked like birds, dragons, and other magical creatures. “These are our talismans. Each one has a different meaning when used with the paint. You will learn them all. The Hawkei had our own written language before the colonizers came to our lands. Many of our people have forgotten, but some still remember the old texts.”

      “How do we know the Great Spirit is really up there?” I asked. “How do we know the ancestors are really listening?”

      “My child, the Great Spirit will always be there to guide you, if you ask for his teaching. Our ancestors are all around us, and they are here to help us down our path. You need only to believe and listen. The proof that the ancestors and the Great Spirit love you will be in your magic, when it comes.” 

      Grandpa seemed so sure. I wanted to be sure, too. 

      Grandpa had me draw many symbols on the leather with the paint. I tried to make mine as good as his, but they weren’t. I didn’t think I’d ever be as great a chief as he had been. There were so many stories and lessons to learn. I worried I couldn’t learn them all. 

      Grandma asked me if I was hungry. I shook my head. 

      “Are you not feeling well, pawee?” Grandma brushed my hair back. 

      “Yes. My tummy hurts.” It had hurt since this morning. 

      “Hold on. I might have a plant that’ll help.” 

      Grandma was a medicine woman. She always had something. Grandma went inside the cottage and came out a few minutes later. She gave me some coast buckwheat to nibble on, and I felt a little better. 

      My tummy was always upset. I felt tired sometimes and wanted to take naps, but I didn’t anymore, because I was supposed to be big now. 

      When the leather was full of symbols, Grandpa looked over them. “Very good! You did well for your first time. Your father will be pleased.”

      “Dad is always busy. He doesn’t have time for me.” I dropped my head. I didn’t want Grandpa to show Dad my symbols. They weren’t good enough. 

      “Your chief training will begin in a few years’ time, then you’ll always be with him. Have patience,” Grandma said sweetly. 

      Grandpa looked at me, then scooched over to give me a hug. “You’ll be a wise chief someday. Your father knows it. He’s already so proud of you.” Grandpa shook me.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess.” 

      Dad was the best chief ever. I wanted to be like him, but didn’t think I ever would. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was late at night and really, really dark when I heard a tapping on my sliding glass window.

      I woke up right away and sat upright. I thought the knocking had been a dream, but it continued. It scared me. I pulled my blanket up to my nose. What if it was a monster? Dad said he’d gotten rid of the one under my bed, but maybe it had just moved outside? 

      “Liam! Liam, let me in!” 

      I knew that voice. “Jonah?” I got out of bed. Standing outside was Jonah. He was dripping wet and shaking from the cold. I opened the glass door to let him in. 

      “Jonah, how did you get here? And how did you climb up to my room?” I asked. We lived on an island, and my room was on the second floor.

      “I snuck on a boat. I kinda got wet.” He shivered. “And then I climbed up the vines to your window.”

      Mom grew twisting flowers outside that grew up the side of our house, but I didn’t know it was safe to climb them. I wanted to ask Jonah why he was here, but I didn’t. Jonah ran away from home all the time. He usually went to the treehouse my Dad had built for us back on the mainland, near Grandpa’s cottage. He’d never made it to my house by himself before. 

      Jonah was Yapluma. I knew I wasn’t supposed to be friends with people from other tribes, but I didn’t care, because Jonah was cool. 

      “Do you have any dry clothes?” Jonah asked. 

      I nodded. Jonah was the biggest kid in my school and my clothes wouldn’t fit him, but Mommy had bought some extra clothes for him and kept them in my drawer, just in case he wanted to sleep over one night. I gave him what Mommy had bought. He changed out of them, and I put the wet clothes in the corner. 

      “Can I stay here with you?” he asked. He wasn’t shivering anymore, but he still looked cold.

      I nodded. “Yeah. But we have to be quiet.”

      “Okay.” 

      I turned on the TV in my room and put the volume really low. Jonah and I played with my new PlayStation before we got mad we couldn’t pass the next level and decided to watch cartoons instead. There weren’t many kid shows on this late at night. I wasn’t allowed to watch some of the shows that came on, but Jonah said it was fine, because his mom and dad allowed him to watch whatever he wanted. 

      Jonah started snoring when the clock said the number three. I got tired and fell asleep beside him. 

      Jonah was up before I was. He started shaking me when the sun came up. “Hey, Liam, do you have anything to eat?”

      I rubbed my eyes. I was really tired. “Yeah. Come on.”

      We went to the kitchen. The cereal was up really high, and I couldn’t get it. Jonah moved a chair across the floor, but I still couldn’t reach. He tried putting me on his shoulders but that didn’t work, either. We both fell down and made a loud noise. 

      “Liam, what are you doing up so early?”

      We’d woken up Mommy. She was carrying my little sister, Maddie, and wearing her robe. Mommy still seemed sleepy. Maddie was only three and was still asleep on her chest. Mommy’s eyes widened when she saw Jonah. “Jonah, dear. I didn’t know you were here.”

      Jonah blushed. She looked at the chair, and us on the floor. “How about I make you boys some breakfast?” 

      Mommy cooked us bacon and eggs. Maddie sat in her high chair. Jonah and I played swords with our forks. It wasn’t too long before Ezra came downstairs. Ezra was my four year-old little brother, and he always got up when he smelled food. He tried to get between us and play swords, too. 

      I mostly pushed my food around, but Jonah ate his really quick. Mommy gave him seconds. 

      “Now, I’d love for you to stay, Jonah,” Mommy began, “but I do have a lot of errands to run today. I’m sorry to say we’re running low on groceries. Otherwise, you know I’d love to have you.”

      Jonah looked sadly down at his plate. 

      “Can I go over to Jonah’s house? Please?” I asked. It sounded more fun than going shopping. 

      Mommy frowned. She didn’t like me going over to Jonah’s house and didn’t tell me why. “Are your parents home, dear?” she asked Jonah.

      He shook his head. “No, ma’am. My sister’s the only one home until dinner.” 

      “Well, I guess that’s all right, then.” Mommy sighed and picked up the phone. “I’ll give her a call. Your father will be by to pick you up in a few hours, Liam.” 

      “I want to go, too!” Ezra shouted.

      “No, baby, you’ll stay here,” Mommy said. “Let your brother go alone.”

      Ezra started to cry. I was glad. He was always copying me. It was annoying. 

      Before we left, Mommy packed a lunch and told me to take it with us. Mommy always packed extra food whenever I went to Jonah’s house, even if I already ate. 

      Menilly was Mommy’s Familiar. She was going to take Jonah and I to the mainland, where Jenny was waiting for us. Menilly was on the beach when we walked out. She was a kelpie— a sea horse. She walked on four legs and had green scales all over. Her mane and tail were made of seaweed, braided with seashells, and her hooves were the color of pearls.

      Menilly lay down in the sand so we could climb on her back. I got on front, and Jonah sat behind me. She waded into the sea, and I hung on tightly to the seaweed in her mane as she swam forward.

      Kelpies were fast. Menilly swam in the sea like she was galloping on land. Dolphins tried to keep up with her as the water fanned out around us on either side. My hair blew backward, and the wind made my eyes water. Nobody was quicker than Menilly in the water.

      Jenny was waiting for us on the docks. She was Jonah’s older sister, and a teenager. She made a face as we got off of Menilly. Menilly bobbed her head, and the water dried out of mine and Jonah’s clothes magically. 

      Jenny grabbed Jonah’s hand sharply. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Menilly turned and dove back into the water. I hurried to follow Jenny as she pulled Jonah through the streets. She acted like I wasn’t even there.

      We took a carriage to the Yapluma neighborhood. Jonah lived in a really big house, but it didn’t have much furniture in it. I didn’t know why. 

      Once the door was closed, Jenny turned on us. “Listen, you little brats,” Jenny started. “I have a very important piano recital tomorrow, and if I blow it, Mom and Dad are going to be pissed. So you guys stay out of my way, and keep quiet. Don’t you dare bother me for anything.” 

      We nodded. Jenny stomped her feet as she walked away. She always had to be perfect in everything. I heard the sound of the piano coming from the living room. 

      We went up to Jonah’s room. Jonah still looked hungry. He ate the extra sandwich my mommy packed for him. I gave him mine, too, because I didn’t want it.

      “I’ll save it for dinner,” Jonah said, and he hid it inside his drawer. “My mom sometimes forgets.”

      I thought that was okay, because the last time I was over and Jonah and I wanted snacks, the kitchen was empty. 

      “What should we do?” I asked. Jonah didn’t have a lot of toys to play with. His room had a bed and his clothes, and that was it. 

      “Let’s play Hippogriffs and Dragons,” Jonah said. “It’s my favorite.” 

      I liked that game, because Jonah always wanted to be the hippogriff and he let me be the dragon. “Okay.”  

      Jonah made a chirping noise and jumped at me. I roared like a dragon and tackled him. We fought back and forth like animals. It was hard to wrestle when you were trying to be quiet, but the sound of the piano muffled most of our punches. 

      After an hour of playing, we got too excited. Jonah jumped off his bed and landed on me. We made a loud crashing noise as Jonah accidentally knocked his lamp off the nightstand. It didn’t break, but it created a loud thump. 

      The sound of the piano stopped from downstairs, and I heard the front door open. I think I heard the voice of Jenny’s girlfriend. “You kids better be quiet up there!” Jenny called.

      Jonah and I stopped wrestling. We shut our mouths and stared at each other. I had the thought that Jonah’s house wasn’t very fun. It probably would be if his sister wasn’t around.

      “We should go to the basement,” Jonah whispered. “She won’t hear us down there.”

      “All right.” We tiptoed down the stairs to the main floor, then took the stairwell in the kitchen down to the basement. 

      Jonah’s basement was dark and creepy. It was concrete floors and concrete walls. There were a ton of boxes down here. The basement was stuffed full. Some of the things in here were creepy. There were weird statues and old dolls that I swear kept giving me weird looks.

      In the middle of the room was a huge square, at least six feet tall. I couldn’t really tell what it was, because it was covered up by an old white sheet. It was the only thing down here not covered in dust. I wanted to peek under it and see what it looked like.

      I went to look, but Jonah said, “Don’t touch. It’s a painting my Dad just bought. He told me not to play with it.” 

      The boxes were towered up high. It didn’t seem like a very safe place to play, but where else did we have to go? 

      There were loud noises coming from Jenny’s room. I didn’t know what they were doing up there. I asked Mommy once, but she told me it was adult stuff, so I just ignored it. 

      “We should play hide-and-seek,” Jonah suggested. “There are tons of places to hide down here.”

      That was a great idea. “I’ll seek, you hide.” 

      It was too easy to find Jonah. I played seeker for an hour, but he was so big and so bad at hiding that it didn’t take me very long to find him, no matter how long I counted or what he hid behind. Jonah was too good at getting caught. 

      “It’s my turn to hide,” I said. “We’ve been at this forever.”

      “But I hate seeking,” Jonah whined. 

      “No fair. It’s your turn!” I yelled.

      “Shh,” Jonah said, with a quick look at the stairs. “Okay, fine. I’ll seek.” 

      Jonah started counting. I looked everywhere for a spot to hide that he hadn’t picked, and found a tall wardrobe in the far corner. I ran toward it and shut myself inside. 

      “Ready or not, here I come!” Jonah started looking. I pressed my hand to my mouth so I wouldn’t laugh. I didn’t want him to find me. 

      Then something happened. The room got… colder. And darker. We had the light on, but the bulbs broke. I heard the sound of glass breaking, and the only light that came into the basement were from the windows on the ceiling’s level. The sunshine from outside went away… like there was a storm coming. I swear I heard the crackling of thunder, and it shook the room. 

      “What the hell? Power’s gone out,” I heard Jenny say from upstairs. 

      I heard something else. A low growl. From a very, very big animal. 

      Panic made it hard to breathe. It felt like the air was filled with static— we’d learned about that in school. It made my hair get all frizzy. I could almost hear a kind of sizzling popping in the air. Large footsteps thumped on the ground only a few feet away. What if some sort of monster lived in the basement, and we’d bothered it? It was going to eat us up!

      “Liam!” Jonah was nearby. I opened the wardrobe door to see that he was crouched behind a pile of boxes, looking scared. 

      “In here!” I whispered. Jonah crawled to the wardrobe. I opened it up so he could squeeze himself in. We held the doors shut and held our breath. 

      “What is it?” I whispered. Jonah was shaking so hard I was afraid he’d tip over the wardrobe.

      He shook his head fast. “I don’t know. I didn’t see it. I was trying to hide. All I saw were really, really big paws.” 

      I gulped. This wasn’t good. How had a big magical creature snuck into the house and knocked out all the electricity? 

      “Liam, it’s coming this way,” Jonah squeaked. I gasped. Jonah and I held the doors shut as something bumped against the wardrobe, knocking it back and forth. We leaned onto the wooden walls so we wouldn’t fall over. There was a sniffing sound— the creature was smelling us.

      Then it went away. I heard the footsteps retreating. When it had been quiet for a moment, I dared to open the doors back up, and I saw that the light from outside had returned. There was no monster outside— just a few fallen towers of boxes that it had knocked over on its way out.

      “Shit!” I said as we hopped out of the wardrobe. “That was scary!” I wasn’t supposed to say bad words, but I liked how they felt coming out of my mouth, and doing things I wasn’t supposed to was fun. 

      “Oh no,” Jonah said, pointing. “The painting!”

      I looked. I noticed the painting that had been leaning up against the wall from earlier was gone. It had been there when we’d been playing, but now, it had disappeared. 

      “The monster must’ve took it with them,” I said. “Though I don’t know what they’d want with a painting.”

      “This is really bad.” Tears dotted Jonah’s eyes. 

      “What’s the big deal?” I asked. “It’s just a painting. At least we didn’t get eaten.”

      “You don’t understand. When my dad brought it home the other day, he told me never to touch it, or I’d really get it. It was super important.” Jonah sniffed. “Now it’s gone, and he’s going to think I lost it.”

      “But you didn’t. That monster came and took it,” I said, confused. 

      “It doesn’t matter. He’ll think it’s my fault.” Jonah was really scared that the painting was gone. He was almost crying. 

      “Maybe my dad can help,” I suggested. He was the Water chief. I bet he was boss of all the magical creatures in Kinpago. He could find the monster who took the painting and force it to give it back. 

      Jonah opened his mouth to respond, but then the basement door flew open. Jonah sank down. I looked up to see Jonah’s dad at the top of the staircase.

      And he looked really mad. His teeth were clenched, and he was breathing hard. His boots made loud, thumping noises as he came down the stairs. “What are you doing? Didn’t I tell you not to play down here?” 

      Jonah was shaking. I don’t even think his dad noticed I was there. Jonah’s dad looked at him, and then at the empty wall. His eyes bulged out when he noticed the painting was missing. 

      “What the hell did you do?” he yelled. “Where’s my painting?” 

      Jonah’s dad must’ve spent a lot of money on that painting. He was really angry. 

      Jonah looked up at his dad with and started bawling. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it!”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Jonah’s dad shouted. Jonah started screaming and apologizing over and over. I didn’t know what to do. 

      “I… I can replace it,” I stuttered. I’d probably get grounded, but at least my family could pay for it, and Jonah wouldn’t get in trouble.

      “That painting was priceless, you little bastard! Where did it go!?” Jonah’s dad screamed. My lip wobbled. I wanted to cry, but didn’t, because I was supposed to be brave for Jonah. I was the oldest, and Mommy told me the eldest always looks out for the younger ones. 

      “A monster came and took it,” Jonah whimpered. Jonah’s dad smacked him across the face, and he fell over. Jonah held a hand to his cheek and curled up into a ball as his dad stood over him. Jonah started to wail as a red welt formed across his cheek. 

      I was so shocked I froze. Jonah’s dad wouldn’t actually hurt us, right? My dad never hurt me. 

      When his dad raised his hand again, I ran to stand in front of Jonah. “He’s telling the truth!” 

      Jonah’s dad was shaking with anger. “I’ll beat the truth out of you, you little shits!” Jonah’s dad grabbed me by the shirt. He picked me up and threw me. I hit the ground hard. I think I scraped my elbow. Tears welled in my eyes, but I wouldn’t let them fall. I had to be strong for Jonah. 

      Jonah and I looked at each other in fear. What were we going to do? We were just kids, and he’d never believe us. That monster had gotten us into a lot of trouble. 

      “That is enough.” 

      A voice scarier than Jonah’s dad echoed through the basement. I felt relieved as I saw my father standing only a few feet away. He was here to pick me up. He must’ve heard Jonah crying and came downstairs. Jenny stood at his side, looking helplessly between him and her dad. 

      Jonah’s dad straightened up. “I don’t believe I allowed you permission into my residence, sir.” It sounded really disrespectful. 

      “I am a chief. I need no permission of yours.” Dad pushed past him. He bent down and picked me up, holding me on his hip. I put my arms around his neck and held him really tightly. I was still really scared, but I didn’t need to be anymore. My dad would protect me. Jonah’s dad couldn’t fight him.

      “What I do in my own house is none of your concern,” Jonah’s dad said in a mean tone. “I am handling my business.” 

      “My child doesn’t belong to you. You put your hands on my son again, I’ll prosecute,” Dad threatened. 

      Jonah’s dad didn’t say anything more. 

      Dad’s voice was flat as he said, “There will be a welfare check made here by the Yapluma Elders in a few hours. Mark my words.”

      Jonah’s dad’s face got a little white. Jonah was taking his chance to sneak away. He ran past us, up the stairs and to his room. 

      Dad turned his back and carried me up the stairs. “Come, son. Let’s go.”

      My dad’s Familiar was waiting for us outside of Jonah’s house. The grizzly bear rumbled a friendly hello as we approached. Dad put me on Tatum’s back before he climbed on behind me. Tatum started walking through the Yapluma village at a slow walk.

      “Did he hurt you?” Dad asked, looking down at me. 

      “I bruised my elbow,” I sniffed. Now I wanted to cry. It was like the time after the scary part was worse than it actually happening. I showed him my elbow. My shirt was torn, too.

      “We can patch it up at home. Come now, chiefs don’t cry.” 

      I let out a few sobs and wiped my face with my shirt. Dad patted my back, and I felt better.

      “Dad, can Jonah come live with us?” I asked. 

      Dad frowned. “I don’t think that’s possible, son.” 

      I ran my hands through Tatum’s fur. “I hope I see him a lot.” 

      “He can come over as much as he wants. But you can never go back over there. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to. But Jonah was still stuck there. 

      One day, I wanted to be just as strong as my Dad was. Everyone respected him. Once I was a great chief, nobody would push Jonah and me around. I’d make sure everyone was safe, and I’d use my magic to slay all the monsters. I promised myself to listen more closely to Grandpa and his teachings next time. 

      “I know what’ll cheer you up. How about we stop for ice cream?” Dad asked. Tatum gave a happy growl. He loved sweets. 

      Ice cream got my mind off of it. “Sure.”

      I had almost forgotten about the monster that had stolen the painting, but watching Tatum’s big paws roam over the pavement reminded me. I wondered. Why had that monster taken the painting, and why had it been so important?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SOPHIA

        

      

    

    
      Stepping off the Hozho into Kinpago was supposed to feel like coming home. We’d spent the last two weeks in Europe on Imogen’s dime, trying to recover from the riots that took place on New Year’s Eve. But now, the Hozho seemed more like home than Kinpago itself.

      I stood on the deck of the Hozho beside my friends. My sister, Amelia, was close by. She’d been working on the ship during our vacation. We could see the town square from our vantage point as the flying cruise liner descended into port. I was well aware of the destruction that took place that night— I’d been in the middle of it— but seeing it like this brought all that devastation back. One moment I was standing on the cruise ship’s deck, laughing with my friends and my sister. The next I was back in the square the night of the riots, buildings crumbling and fire burning all around me.

      “You okay, pawee?” Liam asked, draping his arm around me and pulling me close.

      I swallowed the massive lump in my throat. “I’m fine,” I lied. If he knew the kind of anxiety washing through me now like a flash flood, he’d spend the next semester making sure I never felt that way again. And I couldn’t let him worry about me and neglect himself. He was already going through enough. I could handle this on my own. Esis snuggled in my arms, offering comfort— almost like he could feel my anxiety.

      “I can’t believe our trip is over already,” Jonah complained. Squeaks huffed from beside him like she too was disappointed. 

      Our Familiars hadn’t been allowed off the Hozho when we traveled, but they’d had a lot of fun onboard. We’d rented a huge suite big enough for the four of us. It had two levels and a floor-to-ceiling window with the most amazing views.

      “I know,” Imogen agreed with Jonah. “It sucks. I want to go back to Paris.”

      “And London,” Jonah added. “And Amsterdam. Forget choosing. Let’s go back to them all.”

      Imogen smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. It was like we all shared collective disappointment.

      “I’m glad you guys had so much fun,” Amelia said.

      “Are you staying in town for a few days?” I asked her. She was gone a lot for work, but she often got to visit when the Hozho came into port.

      “I have to,” she said. “I need to be sorted just like the rest of you.”

      Sorted. I didn’t like that word. It suggested judgment— and if I knew the Elders, that judgment would be unfairly weighted. 

      After the riots, Elder Oleander had announced the Hawkei were doing away with the four House system, where you were placed at birth depending on your heritage. Now the Elders had replaced it with a two-part system. Defortai for whomever they deemed “strong,” and Biyami for those they considered “weak.”

      It was a sick system if you asked me. I already knew it couldn’t turn out good— and that didn’t even consider the prophecy.

      Fuck, I didn’t want to think about the prophecy right now. We’d been avoiding talking about it the whole trip, but we had to discuss it sooner or later. The last piece— the Air piece— was our last hope to change everything, but we still had to find it.

      The Hozho horn sounded, and the cruise liner came to a stop. The Nivita on board worked together to create a staircase out of the earth. 

      “I guess it’s time to go,” Imogen said sadly, grabbing her bags. Sassy took Imogen’s purse in her mouth to help.

      “Wait,” I said quickly before anyone could move. Everyone eyed me expectantly. “Whatever happens, we stick together.”

      “Agreed,” Liam stated firmly.

      “Totally,” Jonah added. “Squeaks and I would never leave you guys.”

      “Sassy or me neither,” Imogen said.

      Amelia looked between the four of us. “What you guys have here is really special. Just make sure you all stay safe, especially you, Sophia.”

      She pulled me into a hug.

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “I just love you is all,” she said, but I sensed there was something she wasn’t telling me. Maybe it was just my anxiety getting in the way.

      Amelia drew away. “Anyway, shall we?”

      We all started for the stairs. If we hadn’t been here to witness the New Year’s Eve riots, it would’ve been apparent by now that something had changed in Kinpago. Even the overcast sky seemed to sense the change in the town. As we descended the stairs, there was no longer the lively chatter filling the port. All the street vendors that’d been here last time were gone. The port was so quiet that all I heard was the whistle of the cold January wind. Apart from the Familiars of people exiting the Hozho, I saw no magical creatures.

      A line of Task Force members stood at the bottom of the stairs. Each wore their masked helmets and carried noxite guns. Seeing them felt like we were being marched into a concentration camp or something. I wondered if any of them were the men we’d faced that night. They’d probably shoot us on sight.

      At the bottom of the stairs, the Task Force ushered Hawkei officials to the right and all other passengers and Hozho employees to the left. My guts twisted as a Task Force member pointed us to join the group on the left.

      “All Hawkei are hereby summoned to the square for public sorting,” one Task Force member shouted to the crowd. “This is not optional.”

      “They’re sorting us already?” I asked breathlessly, so only my friends could hear.

      No one got a chance to respond before a Task Force member stepped in front of our group. “You three!” He pointed to Imogen, Amelia, and me. “This way.”

      “Wait, but—” I reached for Liam, but he didn’t take my hand. Esis squeaked in protest.

      “Do as they say, Sophia,” Liam said sternly, giving me a look I knew I couldn’t fight. “I’ll see you soon.”

      What happened to sticking together?

      My blood chilled as another Task Force member guided Jonah and Liam into a separate group, along with Squeaks. Esis crawled up my shirt and settled on my shoulder, hiding in my hair. I reached up and stroked his horns. They were several inches long by now and curling already.

      Amelia took my arm. “It’ll be okay.”

      I wanted to believe her, but I didn’t know if I could. This wasn’t the welcome we should’ve received. Who knew what else had changed? Or who else had died during the riots? 

      I’d checked in with my grandparents before we left for Europe. They were fine since they hadn’t been there that night, and they were beyond relieved to see I was okay too. But there were so many other people, mostly professors, and peers, who I hadn’t got to see yet.

      I barely knew what was happening as I was ushered into a line between Imogen and Amelia, my luggage at my side. I tried to catch a glimpse of Liam, but all I saw was a Task Force member looming over him, trying to rush him into the line of men close by.

      Imogen reached back and touched my hand. “This isn’t any different than we expected,” she reminded me. 

      I guess I’d been hoping that by some miracle Kinpago had decided to fix itself in the time we were gone. 

      The line began moving, and we were guided through the streets of Kinpago. I thought we’d begin to hear the normal chatter and feel the lively energy of the town as we entered the heart of it, but nothing changed since the port. I noticed a few people poking their heads out the shop doors or standing at the windows to watch us march through town like we were some sort of spectacle, but there wasn’t a word spoken.

      After the first block or two, I turned my eyes to my feet. I couldn’t bring myself to look up, because I was afraid of the destruction we’d see.

      I didn’t know how much time had passed, but it seemed like we’d been marching for an eternity. The port was at the edge of town, several miles from the center square.

      It wasn’t until we entered the square that I finally lifted my gaze. The square looked totally different now. All the rubble had been removed, but buildings that once stood there had been completely demolished, making the square bigger than ever. All the statues were gone, and the only thing left of the big fountain was the base, which hadn’t been refilled with water. The Blessing Tree, which had caught fire during the riots, wasn’t there either. They’d even removed the stump, leaving the ground flush where the massive tree had once stood. The cobblestone had various cracks and lines running through it, though it looked like Nivita Elementai had leveled the areas that had been heaved or broken. Still, the pieces didn’t quite fit back together properly, as if leaving behind scars in the earth.

      The entire square just seemed… empty. All that was left was a large platform like a stage with a crowd of people surrounding it, though the crowd wasn’t as big as it’d been on New Year’s Eve. There were only a few hundred people here now.

      We were guided toward the edge of the stage and given no other instructions than to set our bags aside and leave them there. Our line merged with another group of Hawkei who hadn’t yet been assigned. I noticed Ezra enter the line not far behind Liam and Jonah. The men’s line stood in front of ours, and it was so long that we could easily see the front of the stage. The stage was almost empty except for a burning fire in the center. The flames stretched high into the air for all to see.

      Imogen and I scanned the crowd, looking for people we knew. I caught sight of Imogen’s family. Her youngest brother, Levi, waved and took a step toward us, but Imogen’s dad pulled him back and held him tightly. 

      I caught sight of my other friends— Lindsey, Miranda, Vanessa, and Bren, along with their Familiars. Vanessa’s baby bump was still growing, and I’d almost forgotten how big she was getting, though she wasn’t due for months. My grandparents were here, too, and they offered me a discrete wave. Not far from them, Maddie and Drew stood beside Liam’s mom and his younger siblings. I didn’t spot Liam’s dad until someone in the crowd moved. 

      I noticed a circle of Elders sitting around a large drum below the front of the stage. They all wore their regalia— Liam’s dad in his chief headdress. Elder Oleander straightened his spine and smiled out at the crowd like he had something to be proud of. Madame Doya sat beside him, her expression as stone-cold as ever. She caught my eye across the crowd, and I thought I saw a look of reassurance pass her features, but it was gone as quickly as it came.

      Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. I didn’t even breathe. The entire square went dead silent.

      And then the click of heels came. Chieftess Annette climbed the stairs at the back of the stage and walked across. She wore elaborate regalia made of red fabric and glittering rhinestones that had feathers all over it. Her phoenix Familiar was at her side.

      I furrowed my brow and leaned forward to whisper in Imogen’s ear. “Should we expect a traditional Hawkei ceremony?”

      Imogen gave me this look that said she had no idea. I spotted a hint of fear in her eyes.

      Chieftess Annette raised her hands to the crowd. When she spoke, her voice rang out over the square from speakers set beside the stage. I noticed she wore a wireless microphone. 

      “Welcome!” she called, like this was a moment to be celebrated.

      But no one cheered. In fact, I noticed a few scowls on people’s faces. They weren’t here to rejoice. They were only here to ensure the fair treatment of their loved ones.

      Chieftess Annette cleared her throat. “Today, we complete the final Sorting Ceremony for our new tribe. May the ancestors bless us as we sort our fellow Hawkei according to the ancestors’ will.”

      A drumbeat began, and the Elders started to hum a tune that was both beautiful yet melancholy. Chieftess Annette bent to pick up a bowl I hadn’t seen before. She bounced on her toes in a traditional Hawkei dance as she circled the fire, singing along to the Elders’ song. Her phoenix danced at her side.

      The first Hawkei in line was ushered onto the stage. I didn’t know him, as he looked a lot older than me, but he had a large wyvern at his side. The dragon-like creature was almost too big to fit on the stage.

      Three guesses which house he’ll be placed into.

      Chieftess Annette continued to circle the fire, dancing and humming like she was having the time of her life. It was really weird to see her like that, but then again, this was the kind of thing that pleased her— watching everyone else crumble as she wiped their blood off the bottom of her pointed stilettos.

      “Aiden Williams,” Chieftess Annette said, addressing the man on stage. “The ancestors hereby assign you to…”

      She reached into her bowl and pulled out a handful of red powder, then tossed it into the fire. The flames licked at least twenty feet into the air, roaring before quickly settling back down to their normal height.

      “Defortai!” Chieftess Annette called.

      A few people in the crowd cheered, and Aiden looked relieved, but the energy in the square was stale.

      Aiden was quickly ushered off stage by a Task Force member, while another guy stepped up for his turn. He looked only a few years older than me, but was shaking in fear. At first, I didn’t even think he had a Familiar, but then I noticed he was cupping something in his hands. 

      Chieftess Annette looked down at him, displeased. “Your name and your Familiar?”

      I couldn’t hear what he said from here, but I saw him open his hands. A small hamster with fluffy blue fur peeked out.

      Chieftess Annette frowned but quickly returned to her dancing and humming routine. “Josiah Fisher, the Elders hereby assign you to…”

      She tossed the powder, and the flames shrank so small that I could barely see them anymore.

      “Biyami!” she shouted, like it was something to be proud of.

      Josiah froze, and his eyes went wide. A Task Force member had to physically grab him to get him to move off stage since he was in so much shock.

      My jaw was starting to hurt, I was clenching it so hard. I’d bet my ass the ancestors weren’t doing shit to manipulate that fire. It was all Chieftess Annette’s power.

      The ceremony continued, and the line kept on moving. Most people were placed into Defortai, with a few Biyami thrown in here and there. I held my breath when Jonah got on stage. Squeaks was so nervous that she nearly tripped over her own hooves, but Jonah held his spine straight and confident.

      “Jonah Chanee,” Chieftess Annette said in a voice that sent chills down my spine. 

      Imogen held my hand so tightly that I lost blood flow to my fingers.

      “The ancestors hereby assign you to…”

      She threw the powder, and the flames died.

      I gasped, as did Imogen beside me.

      “Biyami!” Chieftess Annette called.

      “Wait, what?” Jonah asked from onstage. “But I have a hippogriff Familiar. I won the Elemental Cup.”

      “It is not for the Elders to judge the will of the ancestors,” Chieftess Annette said coolly. “The ancestors’ decision is final.”

      I glanced around the crowd for signs of Jonah’s family to see what their reaction was. I spotted his parents and sister at the edge of the crowd. His dad was staring at the stage with his arms crossed, but I swore he looked pleased.

      Jonah tried to argue further, but a Task Force member raised a noxite gun at him. Jonah immediately shoved his hands into the air in surrender and followed them off stage. He’d already been shot by noxite once. He wasn’t about to go through it again.

      Liam was next. Though I already knew what was going to happen, I couldn’t stop my knees from shaking. I held Imogen tighter, then reached for Amelia with the other hand. Esis buried his face into my hair, like he couldn’t watch.

      Liam didn’t look scared at all— and I admired him for that. His expression was unreadable to most, but to me, that stone-cold resolve suggested he’d take whatever the Elders threw at him. He’d taken their shit plenty of times before.

      “Liam Mitoh, the ancestors hereby assign you to…” Chieftess Annette threw the powder, and just as I expected, the flames died down. “Biyami!”

      Liam nodded once, because it didn’t come as a surprise. He quickly left the stage to join Jonah, where the two exchanged a brotherly hug.

      Tears welled in my eyes. “I can’t believe they’re doing this,” I whispered.

      “There’s nothing we can do about it,” Amelia said. 

      I nodded, knowing she was right.

      Ezra’s assignment came soon after. Dyami followed him onstage, and the two of them looked confident beside each other. 

      “Ezra Mitoh, the ancestors hereby assign you to…” Chieftess Annette threw the powder, and the flames shot high into the air. “Defortai!”

      I expected his ceremony to end there, but it didn’t.

      Chieftess Annette continued. “As the son of a chief and the next in line to take over your father’s position, you are called upon to serve the tribe in this life and the next, in sickness and in health, by whatever means the ancestors deem necessary. Do you accept this responsibility?”

      Ezra hesitated a moment as his gaze roamed over to Liam. Liam’s expression was hard and pleading, like he wanted him to deny the chief hood so they could be together. 

      Ezra shook his head at Liam ever so slightly, then said, “I accept.”

      Liam started for the edge of the stage, where Ezra was making his exit, but Jonah grabbed him by the arm and held him back. The two exchanged words I couldn’t hear, but they looked harsh.

      The assignments continued, and I barely heard most of them until we’d made it all the way to the front of the line. Imogen picked up Sassy and climbed the steps, her gait a little stilted as she walked across the stage. I couldn’t see her face from here, but it looked like she was taking deep breaths.

      “Imogen Ahnild, the ancestors hereby assign you to…” Chieftess Annette tossed the powder, and I was shocked at what happened. The flames shrank. “Biyami!”

      How could that be possible? Imogen was one of the best Nivita I knew. She could control the earth like nobody’s business, and she studied harder than anyone. She understood our myths and legends better than most of our professors. And she had a freaking kitsune Familiar! It wasn’t like that was a secret anymore, either. Imogen and Sassy should’ve been in Defortai.

      Imogen rushed off stage, sobbing into Sassy’s fur, but it wasn’t until she reached the other side and turned to face me that I saw they were tears of relief. Jonah and Liam hugged her. She was relieved to be in the same House as them.

      My body shook as I climbed the steps for my turn. No matter what, we stick together, I told myself.

      I’d end up in Biyami anyway. I was sure of it, because the Elders still didn’t know what Esis was. I’d effectively convinced Chieftess Annette I wasn’t the prophesied one, so there was no reason for her to think I belonged in Defortai. Except…

      She knew I could conjure lightning. Doya had taught me how, and that wasn’t the kind of thing she’d keep from the Koigni Chieftess.

      I guess it didn’t matter anyway, since she was probably itching to get back at me for all the shit I pulled with Haley last semester. Esis clutched me tighter, and I reached up to where he sat on my shoulder to cradle him.

      “Sophia Henley,” Chieftess Annette said. I didn’t like the sound of my voice coming from her mouth. “The ancestors hereby assign you to…”

      She threw the powder, and the flames shot high into the air. A split-second passed where my heart dropped in my chest. I didn’t want to be in Defortai, no matter how strong their house was. All of my friends were in Biyami, and I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to stand at their side and fight with them.

      But a moment later, the flames shrank, then went back to normal.

      Huh? What did that mean?

      Chieftess Annette looked totally taken aback. The surprise lasted only a second before she narrowed her gaze at me, like she was about to light me aflame. I completely froze, expecting the searing pain to come any moment now. It was clear she thought I’d tried to manipulate the flames. But I hadn’t done anything.

      “The ancestors have given Sophia a choice,” Doya said without emotion from where she sat beside the drum.

      Chieftess Annette turned her hard gaze to Doya. A moment later, her shoulders dropped, like she’d just remembered she was being watched by a crowd of angry Hawkei.

      Chieftess Annette cleared her throat. “It’s your choice, Sophia. Which House will you choose?”

      For a moment, she looked pleased by this turn of events. I noticed something in her steel-hard gaze. She was curious to know if I’d choose power over my friends. 

      Not today, bitch.

      I held her gaze and spoke with confidence. “Biyami.”

      The crowd gasped, like they couldn’t believe anyone would make that choice. Chieftess Annette blinked a few times. 

      You heard me right.

      She cleared her throat. “As you wish. The ancestors have hereby assigned you to Biyami.”

      I glanced at Doya and noticed a frown on her face. She was angry I hadn’t chosen Defortai. Did she think that was where I belonged?

      Or had she intended for me to be placed there, as if she was the one who’d manipulated the flames?

      It didn’t matter. I’d already made my choice.

      I rushed off stage as fast as I could, my heart pounding. I ran straight into Liam’s arms, slamming into him so hard it nearly took my breath away. Esis hopped off my shoulder and onto Liam’s, hugging his face. We stood in a secluded group, far enough away from the Task Force members that they couldn’t hear us.

      “Sophia,” Liam said softly, stroking my hair. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      I buried my face in his chest. “I did. I told you, we have to stick together.”

      Imogen and Jonah joined us at our side. Imogen was about to say something until we heard Chieftess Annette’s voice ring over the crowd again.

      “Amelia Henley,” she said.

      We all turned to watch Amelia’s Sorting Ceremony. She stood straight, with Kiwi perched on her shoulder, and didn’t give her emotions away.

      “The ancestors hereby assign you to… Biyami!” Chieftess Annette announced.

      My stomach sank. I thought for sure Amelia would be put in Defortai. There was nothing weak about her.

      But Amelia didn’t seem to care— or at least didn’t show it. She just walked across stage with a look of determination on her face, like she’d wear the Biyami label with pride.

      “Am,” I cried as she reached us. I threw my arms around her neck, nearly knocking Kiwi off her shoulder. “I can’t believe you got Biyami. Aren’t you upset?”

      I drew away from her to try to get a read on her expression, but she continued to hide her feelings.

      She shook her head. “I already knew where they’d place me. The best thing I can do now is to make sure they don’t know how it affects me. They already think I’m weak. Well, I’m just going to have to surprise them with my strengths.”

      She smirked proudly, like she had something up her sleeve. I narrowed my eyes at her, but before I could ask anything about it, Jonah piped up.

      “That’s actually a really good strategy,” he said.

      “Yeah,” Imogen agreed. “If we show our strengths and weaknesses, they’ll know what to target us with.”

      “They already know how to target the four of you,” Amelia pointed out.

      “What do you mean?” Liam asked.

      Amelia glanced between us, a frown fixed to her face. “You four are inseparable. If they hurt one of you, they’ll hurt all of you.”

      Holy shit. She was right.

      “Don’t fool yourselves into thinking that they put the four of you into this House together by accident,” Amelia warned. 

      My blood ran cold. Could that be true? Did the Elders put us in this House to see what we’d do together? To keep a close eye on us? 

      “You’re right,” I said. “Otherwise, why would Jonah and Imogen be assigned Biyami?”

      Liam crossed his arms, and the crease between his eyebrows deepened. “Isn’t it obvious? Jonah’s parents wanted him here.”

      “Wait, what?” Imogen asked, looking baffled.

      Jonah dropped his shoulders. He couldn’t argue with the theory.

      “Didn’t you see them out in the crowd?” Liam asked. “With their kind of status, they were no doubt sorted into Defortai. They looked happy to see Jonah separated from them.”

      Jonah stared down at his shoes. “Guess it gives them a valid reason to disown me, huh?”

      “Jonah,” I sighed, feeling heartbroken for him. “Screw your family. They’re assholes anyway. We’d never disown you.”

      “Never,” Imogen confirmed.

      Jonah offered a half-smile.

      “I still don’t get why Imogen was sorted into Biyami, though,” I said.

      Imogen scoffed. “Nivita hates my family, remember? Don’t forget about the rumors that we’re not purebloods.”

      “What rumors?” I said quickly.

      She frowned but didn’t look at me. “There are some Nivita who say my family’s too white— too Koigni— and that we must be mixed House, since most Nivita have African or Latin American features.”

      “That’s just wrong,” I stated. 

      She obviously had some European blood in her, which was the group Koigni had bred with when they brought other cultures into the tribe. But it wasn’t unusual to have mixed features throughout all of the Houses, since they interbred for hundreds of years before Anichi died out. For anyone to claim Imogen’s family wasn’t pure was ludicrous. No one was “pure” anymore anyway.

      We were distracted from our conversation as the crowd began to disperse. We’d already reached the end of the sorting, and I hadn’t even noticed. 

      Amelia nudged me. “I’ll be right back, okay? I have to go talk to Trevor.”

      Trevor was Amelia’s roommate when she was in town. They weren’t romantically involved, but he had an apartment with a guest room where she slept when she wasn’t working on the Hozho. She hurried over to him. I’d never met him before, but good Lord, I don’t know why she wasn’t dating him. He was a tall Toaqua with long black hair. There was a blue feline Familiar at his side, who had a large mane that shimmered like the ocean.

      My attention was stolen away from the beautiful Familiar when I caught sight of a group of people pushing through the crowd. They quickly made their way over to us.

      “Oh my ancestors, you guys!” Lindsey rushed forward and threw her arms around my neck. I hugged her back tightly. Medusa slithered around our feet, looking pleased.

      Vanessa came up beside her and hugged me next. “How have you been? How was your trip?”

      “It was great,” I told them vaguely.

      Bren and Miranda followed behind them, with Aisha and Kingston nearby. I noticed a kirin by Miranda’s side and was pleased to see she’d bonded over break. It looked like a cross between a dragon and a deer, with both scales and soft fur. It had a long, beautiful mane like a lion’s. I knew Miranda would have fun hairdressing her. I could tell it was a female because of the single antler in the middle of her head. It was really cool that she’d bonded with a kirin, because they were shy and unusual Familiars. Plus, they could control the weather. 

      Ezra came over to join us. He reached out to Liam to take his hand for one of those one-armed guy hugs, but Liam shoved him away. “You’re a fucking traitor, you know that?”

      Ezra sighed, like Liam was being ridiculous. “This isn’t about you, bro.”

      “You had a choice up there,” Liam insisted. He looked like he was ready to punch Ezra. “You could’ve said no and joined Biyami instead.”

      “It’s not what you think,” Ezra said quickly, lowering his voice. “We all wanted to go into Biyami— you know, to show the Elders they couldn’t just push us around. But we talked and decided we’d take Defortai if we were offered so we could spy on them.”

      “Who do you mean by we?” Imogen asked.

      “All of us,” Ezra said, gesturing to the group. “Me, Bren, Vanessa, Lindsey, and Miranda. We’re gonna fight this with you, bro.”

      Liam relaxed— I could tell by the look on his face he was embarrassed about being a jerk.

      “What makes you think we’re going to fight?” Jonah asked.

      Ezra gave him a wide-eyed expression. “Because it’s you four. You fought the Elders on interhouse relationships. Aren’t you going to go after this, too?”

      No one could really argue with that.

      “We already have a few people in Biyami willing to help us out,” Ezra said. “Maddie, Tabitha⁠—”

      “How is Tabitha?” I asked. She and Ben were close, and I knew she’d be devastated after hearing the news of his death.

      “She’s holding up,” Lindsey said. 

      “Wait, Maddie got Biyami?” Liam asked.

      “Yeah, since they don’t know about her…” Ezra trailed off, as he quickly realized not everyone here knew Maddie was a naderei— a Hawkei who could see the future. 

      “What about your younger siblings?” I asked, breaking the awkward silence.

      “They won’t get sorted until they’re of age,” Ezra explained. “Honestly, though, there’s no rhyme or reason to any of this.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Professor Baine got Biyami,” Vanessa balked. “I mean, he used to be an Elder. How does that make sense?”

      Liam thought about it for a second. “They must’ve put him there because he left the council.”

      “I guess that adds up,” Vanessa admitted.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Doya’s Defortai?”

      “Of course.” Lindsey rolled her eyes.

      Bren leaned in, like he was about to tell a very dark secret. “Okay, but get this. Alric got Biyami, too.”

      “Head Dean Alric?” Imogen’s eyebrows shot up. “The master alchemist? With the dragon Familiar?”

      “The one and only,” Bren confirmed.

      “He must’ve done something to offend the Elders,” Jonah theorized.

      Liam looked like he was calculating something in his head. Alric in Biyami definitely didn’t add up. He drew a quick breath, like he’d suddenly realized something. The group pressed in closer to hear what he had to say.

      “This never leaves this group, do you hear?” Liam demanded.

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      He took a deep breath. “A few months ago, Sophia and I went to Professor Perot’s office to talk to him, and we caught Alric coming out of Perot’s apartment. What if Oleander knew Alric and Perot were in an interhouse relationship?”

      Everyone inhaled a collective breath.

      “Shut up,” Lindsey said. “Alric and Perot?”

      “That’s what we saw,” I told her. “Alric was in his pajamas and everything. I’m pretty sure they were seeing each other.”

      Lindsey’s eyebrows were higher than I’d ever seen them. “Wow, my gaydar did not pick up on that one. Perot, maybe, but Alric?”

      She kept repeating their names, like she couldn’t wrap her head around it.

      Liam leaned in even closer. “They must’ve legalized interhouse relationships as a way to bring people out and sort them into Biyami. They lured all those people into a false sense of security so they could tell who was more likely to go against their laws.”

      “There’s definitely a pattern there,” Miranda stated confidently. “Everyone we know who was involved in Jaymin’s Interhouse Alliance was put into Biyami.”

      “That’s partly because of the riots,” Ezra pointed out. 

      “I’m guessing Jaymin got Biyami too,” I said.

      Lindsey and Miranda exchanged a glance, but it was Lindsey who spoke. “She never got sorted.”

      I inhaled a sharp breath. “What did the Elders do to her?”

      “She was supposed to get a trial,” Lindsey explained. “But she disappeared before it started. No one knows what happened to her.”

      Liam shared the same confused look I did. How did someone just go up and missing like that?

      “Anyway,” Ezra said, “you guys probably want to rest after your trip. We should head back to the castle.”

      “I’m going to talk to my grandparents first,” I said, giving Liam’s hand a light squeeze before I hurried off toward them and their Familiars.

      “Sophia!” Grandma greeted brightly, holding her arms out to me. I wrapped her in a hug and inhaled her sweet vanilla scent.

      “I missed you guys,” I said as I drew away from her and moved to hug my grandpa.

      He held on to me a little longer than usual. “We missed you, too. How was the trip?”

      “Good,” I told them. “How was your Sorting Ceremony?”

      “We got sorted into Defortai,” Grandma replied, but she sounded sad. “We’re sorry your friends got put in Biyami.”

      It was obvious I picked Biyami because of them. I could tell she was sad I wasn’t in her House.

      “It’ll be fine,” I assured them. “Thank you for coming.”

      I glanced toward my friends to see they were walking across the square to get our bags. “I’ll have to visit for dinner soon, but right now I think my friends are leaving.”

      “Okay,” Grandma said. “We’ll see you soon. We love you, Sophia.”

      Her words brought the smallest hint of a smile to my face. Kinpago felt a little more like home when I heard her say that.

      “I love you, too.” 

      I hurried off to join my friends, but before I got there, Amelia cut in front of me. “Hey, Sophia.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Hey, Am. How’s Trevor?”

      “He’s fine. It sounds like the Hozho is leaving port in the morning, so I’m not going to be able to stay in town long.”

      My heart sank. I’d just spent two weeks with her, but it wasn’t enough. “Can’t you skip this trip?” 

      She shook her head, then took my hands.

      “What happens now that you’re Biyami?” I asked. “Does that affect your employment options?”

      She shrugged, looking down at our hands. “I’m probably going to end up with a pay cut, but I can’t quit my job.”

      “Sure you can,” I told her. “It’s not like you need the money.” 

      Amelia was loaded after betting on our team in the Elemental Cup.

      She frowned. “I’d go crazy with nothing to do.”

      “Get a job here in Kinpago,” I suggested.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Where? Tons of businesses were just destroyed. Everyone’s going to be flooding from those jobs into the ones that opened up from…”

      She trailed off, but I knew what she meant. From the people who’d died.

      I took a deep breath, trying to convince myself that this was for the best. At least Amelia would be safe and away from Kinpago.

      “I need to do my job, Sophia,” she said, like working on the Hozho was the most important thing in the world. I knew she loved it. “I’ll come visit soon. I promise.”

      I nodded, choking down the lump in my throat. 

      “It looks like your friends are leaving,” she said, glancing toward them.

      “I love you, Am. I’ll see you soon.” I pulled her into a hug, not letting go for a good ten seconds.

      “I hope so,” she whispered. “Bye, Sophia.”

      “Bye, Amelia.” 

      I made my way over to my friends and their Familiars. Esis was still sitting on Liam’s shoulder, trying to braid his hair. I grabbed my luggage, and the group of us— now joined by Maddie, her Familiar, and Drew— started toward the castle. There were no taxi carriages in sight, which was weird, so we were going to have to walk all the way there. Thank the ancestors our luggage had wheels.

      “Is everything okay?” Liam asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied with a nod, but it didn’t sound honest, even to my ears.

      The walk was long and silent. I could feel the tension in the air the closer we got to the castle, like the recent changes were more evident there. I guess it made sense, considering that’s where everyone had fled after the riots and where Oleander had made the announcement on the two-House system.

      When we stepped into the main hall, eyes began to swivel in our direction. People quieted, and they all watched as we passed through, like we were a spectacle in a parade. I spotted Renar on the second balcony, talking to some fuck boy that wasn’t much more attractive
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