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            Chapter One

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Several Months Earlier

      

      

      My life was perfect, and I thought that would never change… until the day everything did.

      I stood at the edge of a cliff, hundreds of feet above the raging ocean on the edge of the California coastline. The wind swept my hair back, and I could hear the harsh crashing of the waves on the rocky shore below. The ocean smelled amazing from up here, salty and pure. It was a hot, sunny day, not a cloud in the sky, perfect for the first day of summer. I could hear the rustling of the leaves as the breeze from the sea whispered through the forest.

      A large castle made of white stone towered behind me, far above the woodland, stark against the towering mountains in the distance. Despite it being a mile off, it still looked huge and welcoming… it was home.

      A black wolf stood at my side, a thin scar across one of his amber eyes, a hardened expression on his face. His coat was the color of dark coal, and he was so tall, his shoulder came up to my hip. His ears were perked forward, watching the water as if it were something for him to hunt.

      “Ready for this, brother?” I asked, taking on a slightly cocky tone as I nudged my wolf.

      He huffed. Nashoma was always so serious. I laughed and rubbed my hand over his head, scratching his ears.

      “You know, it’s my birthday. You could lighten up a little.”

      My touch caused his exterior to melt down. Nashoma barked, letting his tongue loll out of his mouth. His amber eyes glittered, and I grinned.

      “Come on, then.” I backed away from the cliff, and Nashoma followed. We walked until we were a good twenty feet from the cliff’s edge, then stopped. My heartbeat picked up in deadly anticipation.

      “No time like the present!” I said, and I bolted before he could answer. I ran at full speed toward the drop off, and Nashoma sprinted with me, side by side. Neither of us hesitated as we took a running start at the cliff…

      And jumped.

      My stomach bottomed out and became hollow as the feeling of weightlessness came upon me, and we started plummeting toward the ocean. I let out a whoop the minute my feet left solid ground, then started holding my breath.

      This was the biggest fall we’d ever taken. We were at least three-hundred feet up. There was a risk we wouldn’t make it. But I liked pushing things to the limit. There was something incredibly thrilling about always being on the edge of death. I loved it.

      I glanced over. Nashoma was falling gracefully through the air, his legs held in an elegant pose. His face remained unfazed as we fell at high-speed, as if staring into the face of death just made him stare coolly back.

      The ocean was approaching faster and faster. At this speed, we’d be smashed against the water if this didn’t work. A thrill of exhilaration went through me as we sped downward, and soon, the surface drew too close.

      But before I hit the water, I clenched my palms, and I felt a well of magic rise up within me. Instead of us smacking against the waves, the water rose up to meet us, soft tendrils spiraling out of the water, and they caught Nashoma and me, cradling us in their grasp before swinging backward and launching us even farther out to sea. We flew through the air again, this time at a lower height, and landed upon the water as it became a disk to catch our fall.

      But we didn’t sink. The water pushed us back to a vertical position, and it caught our feet, bubbling around us so that we were standing upon the water.

      Before we could even gather our bearings, I opened my hands again and curled my fingers. The water beneath us became a funnel, swirling around Nashoma and me and sending us rocketing upward. When we reached the height I wanted, I forced the water to become a springboard for both of us, and it used pressure to launch us skyward. I could hear the water as it crashed back down to the surface below, and Nashoma and I went flying through the skies once more.

      It was like time had ceased to exist, and everything was in slow-time. Nashoma was sailing over me, body poised like he was flying, while I performed a backflip. I closed my eyes and extended my arms wide, like I could fly, too, as we spun downward. A jolt of adrenaline shot through my body as I commanded the water to obey my every command and whim.

      Like I said… I lived a perfect fucking life, and I loved every moment of it.

      Nashoma grew close to me as we got near the water. I reached out and grabbed on to him, pulling him tightly to my body as we hit the surface. The waves became soft and broke our fall with just a thought from me, but this time, I allowed the water to submerge us deep within its depths. All around us, I saw the beautiful Familiars that the Elementai of my tribe were bonded to. All sorts of magical creatures swam throughout the ocean’s depths… water monsters, with long necks and flat fins, swam peacefully besides giant multicolored fish and a blue sea dragon with fins for legs, wings, and a long, feathered tail.

      Beside me, Nashoma had transformed into a water wolf. He was treading water, his feet webbed and his black coat turned to a translucent blue. His eyes had changed to an emerald green that resembled gemstones, and there was a thin green spine resembling that of a fish’s that ran down his back from his neck to his tail.

      He barked at me, and the sound became a bubble. I grinned at him. I had the best Familiar in the world.

      A school of rainbow fish swam calmly in front of us, waving like a multicolored flag in the water. Nashoma chased after the school of fish like he did deer on land, and just as fast. When the school outran him, Nashoma opened his mouth, and a funnel of bubbles and water came jetting out at high-speed, making the fish scatter everywhere.

      I chuckled, though it was hard to do while holding my breath. Beneath us, a curious sea serpent swam up to see what we were doing. Her scales were a mixture of pink and purple, and two large fins stuck out on the sides of her head like ears. Her black eyes glittered as she observed us without fear. She was young and unbonded, not much bigger than a car.

      I skimmed my hand over the scales of the sea serpent, and she cooed within the ocean deep before she turned downward, most likely to go hunting at the bottom. I told the water to lift Nashoma and I upward, and we broke the surface.

      When Nashoma was no longer underwater, he changed back into the black wolf I loved so much.

      I leaned forward and flung my arms back behind me. The result was like a slingshot. The water sent us speeding forward at least a hundred miles an hour, waves tailing out behind us. The water supported our feet, and I swerved back and forth as we whizzed across the surface to determine direction, like I was surfing. Nashoma merely ran next to me like we were on land, the water rising to support each one of his footsteps.

      I was almost out of breath with exhilaration. There was nothing better than being a Water Elementai. Not a damn thing.

      We were near the beach now. I slowed us down, and we breathed heavily to catch our breath as the world spun around us. What a perfect way to start out the day.

      “Hey, Liam!” I heard someone call my name, and I turned to see my younger brother, Ezra. Like me, Ezra was a Water Elementai, and he was waist-deep in a funnel of his own that held him above the ocean, though his funnel was obviously weaker than mine. He’d just graduated high school and would soon be attending Orenda Academy with me… something he hadn’t stopped annoying me about since he’d got his acceptance letter.

      “What’s up?” I asked. I approached my brother. He was more or less my identical twin, except he was three years younger and his long black hair was a bit shorter than mine. Besides that, we shared the same brown skin, and his eyes were black, like mine.

      Ezra was alone. He didn’t have a Familiar yet. He wouldn’t get one until he’d found one to bond with at Orenda. I’d only had Nashoma for nearly a year now, after we’d bonded late last fall. So far, it’d been the best year of my life, because of him. I told the water to glide me and Nashoma calmly over to him, and it obeyed.

      “Where’ve you been? You’ve been gone all morning. Dad sent me to look for you,” Ezra said as I approached.

      I rolled my eyes. Dad could be over the top sometimes. “I’m twenty-one. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Twenty-one today,” Ezra reminded me. “Which is why Dad’s probably freaking out. He thinks you’re gonna go on a three-day bender with Jonah or something.”

      Which could totally happen, because that kind of thing could be expected when Jonah was involved. “Dad knows I can take care of myself,” I said. “He doesn’t need to be all paranoid. I’m responsible.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Ezra said sarcastically, like he didn’t believe it. He paused for a second before he added, “By the way, can you buy me some beer?”

      I smirked. “That depends. Can you kick my ass to get it?”

      “Oh, you’re on.” Ezra launched himself at me, and tackled me into the water. We sank under the deep and started wrestling together. Nashoma danced around us, barking in excitement as he watched the scrap.

      But something weird happened. When I was messing around with Ezra, my muscles cramped, and I gasped, inhaling in a bit of water. Ezra noticed I was struggling and let go of me, and we both rose to the surface. We treaded water as I coughed, trying to regain my breath.

      “Whoa. You okay?” Ezra backed off, looking concerned.

      “Yeah.” I recovered my breath. I wasn’t very good at things that involved strength— I let my magic do the talking for me. To get back at Ezra for winning, I caused a large wave to rise silently behind him, then crash upon his head.

      Ezra was pushed underwater. He broke the surface again, coughing and sputtering. “No fair!” he shouted. “Not everyone’s as good as you, you know.”

      I snickered. Ezra thought I was showing off my magic, and maybe I was. I couldn’t help it that I was talented.

      We swam toward the beach, and Nashoma followed us, walking leisurely over the water. We reached the beach and walked upon the sand. The water left our bodies and clothes immediately, soaking onto the sand as we used our magic to dry us off. Nashoma shook his fur, and the water came splattering outward, leaving his fur dry and soft again.

      “So what are you gonna do? Come back home?” Ezra asked.

      Facing another one of my Dad’s lectures about how I was the firstborn and how the future Water chief should be more responsible didn’t sound like something I wanted to do. “I’m meeting Jonah for lunch,” I told him as we headed up the path toward town.

      “I’ll join you,” Ezra said. “Dad will lose it if I come back without you.”

      There was a small bar that was still in the woods, on the edge of Kinpago. It was more or less an old hunting lodge that someone had converted into a restaurant.

      My best friend, Jonah, was leaning against a tree on the outside of it. He was using his magic to play with a few leaves that had fallen on the ground in boredom, watching as they spiraled up and down on mini-tornadoes at his fingertips.

      When he saw us coming, he pulled back his magic and let the leaves drop. Jonah didn’t have a Familiar yet, though I felt like that time was getting close.

      “About time,” Jonah said as we approached. “I was worried my perfect complexion was gonna burn by the time you showed your pretty ass up.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever you say, Jonah.”

      “Hey, boy!” Jonah said to Nashoma, and Nashoma barked in reply. “Look what I have for you!”

      Jonah brought something out of his pants pocket. It was a tiny cupcake. He put it on the ground in front of Nashoma’s paws. Nashoma barked and did a little dance when Jonah set the cupcake in front of him, spinning around in a few circles before he lunged forward and scarfed the dessert up.

      “Hey, what the hell do I get?” I asked as Nashoma gobbled up the cupcake.

      “A kiss, if you want it.” Jonah leaned forward, his lips puckered obnoxiously. I shoved him away.

      “Get out of here, asshole.” I laughed.

      We walked into the bar. It was a cozy place, but well-lit, with large windows and mismatched tables and chairs jostled against each other. There were all kinds of people in here— Toaqua like me, Yapluma, and Nivita, from the Earth tribe. I noticed the bar was absent of anyone Koigni… from the Fire tribe… and was grateful for that. You couldn’t trust those types. All types of Familiars were in here. We had to navigate around a large stag’s antlers, and apologized to a griffin as we stepped on its tail. A horse with a peacock tail moved out of the way so we could pass, and a strange creature that was half-deer, half-leopard growled as it started in on its salad, sharing it with her Earth Elementai.

      This time of day, the place was packed. We had to pick a table in the middle of the room, because Jonah was so big and couldn’t fit anywhere else. The three of us ordered buffalo burgers, and I started in on my first beer of my twenty-first birthday. Nashoma jumped onto a chair next to me, and I made sure to order him a steak, extra-rare.

      “What do you want to do after this, Liam?” Ezra asked as he shoved a fistful of fries into his mouth. Nashoma had blood dripping down his front as he gnawed at his steak.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. I was starving, and had already scarfed down my burger. “Go hiking, I guess.”

      “You always want to go hiking,” Jonah whined. “Don’t you ever get tired of looking at all the rocks and trees? It’s like, the same thing.”

      I made a face at Jonah. I knew I grew up here, but there was something about this land that was incredible to me. This place was magical. It was like no matter how many times I’d walked around it, there was always something even more amazing to see.

      “All you like looking at is man ass,” I replied as a come-back. Ezra spit out his drink and laughed. Jonah didn’t even bother rebuking me.

      “You got that right,” Jonah said as his eyes followed the back end of a Yapluma dude who left the bar. “You know me too well, Liam.”

      I shook my head. I liked girls, but I was quiet about it. Jonah took every opportunity he could to act horny around every male entity that was in a hundred mile radius. Thirsty didn’t even come close to describing the way he behaved.

      “Mom’s making your special birthday dinner later. Can’t miss that,” Ezra reminded me.

      “Not on your life.” Mom’s cooking was phenomenal, even if I would have to deal with a talk to Dad about tribal responsibilities once I got back home.

      “And after that, we’re going to get my man here wasted,” Jonah sang, flinging an arm around my shoulders. “If you and Nashoma aren’t completely hungover tomorrow, I’ve totally failed at my job as your bestie.”

      Nashoma and I eyed each other warily. If Jonah had his way, we’d be so drunk by the end of the night he’d have to carry us home. Or, more likely, hire a carriage to bring us back, because he would be just as intoxicated as we were.

      We left the bar. A large female dragon waited outside of it. The dragon was gorgeous, with large horns and scales that looked like rubies. She belonged to one of the Professors at school, Professor Curt, who taught Dragonology. He must’ve been inside, eating. She bowed her head to us as we continued down the dirt path, but in the opposite direction of town.

      My Familiar kept close to me. When Nashoma moved, he looked like a shadow gliding over the ground, silent, every step filled with intent. I couldn’t wait for the day when he’d grow big enough to ride.

      There were a group of Koigni in a clearing ahead, shooting fireballs at each other for practice. They barely noticed us as we walked by. We weren’t important enough, I guess.

      “Be careful, little brother,” Jonah said as we passed them by. He leaned on Ezra to tease him. “Your magic’s not strong enough to put their fire out if they attack. Stay by us. We’ll keep you safe.”

      Ezra blushed, before his expression cleared. “Hey, Liam said that you couldn’t manipulate air until after you got to Orenda!” Ezra protested. I smiled, and Jonah’s expression became outraged.

      When Jonah went to say something back, Nashoma opened his mouth. Another jet of water came out like a cannon, soaking him to the bone.

      “Oh, I see how it is! No more cupcakes for you!” Jonah shouted as he tried shaking the water off his arms.

      Nashoma’s shoulders shook like he was laughing. He cackled, showing his large fangs.

      Jonah caused a giant gust of wind to rise, drying him off quickly. It messed up his man-bun. Ezra and I were howling.

      “Yeah, yeah. Fucking hilarious,” Jonah muttered as he fixed his hair. He shot me a dirty look. “See how many secrets I tell you, now.”

      I chuckled. Jonah was being a bit ridiculous about Koigni— he was just using the rumors Ezra knew about them to try and scare my little brother. Sure, they had bad tempers, but members of the Fire tribe would never just randomly attack anyone.

      ...They hadn’t for a long time, anyway.

      I thought of something. “Jonah, I think I’m gonna ask Mia to come with us tonight,” I said. “We should stop by her house and ask.”

      “Man, it’s a guy’s night!” Jonah complained. “Don’t invite her.”

      Nashoma gave a growl of agreement, and Jonah nodded at him. Jonah and Nashoma had bonded over the fact they both despised Mia, but the two of them would have to get over it someday. Ezra stayed quiet.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but something on the road caught my attention. A fellow Toaqua, Brittney, was struggling with a cart that had gotten stuck in a hole. Brittney’s Familiar was a pink alicorn, a unicorn with fluffy wings, and she was hitched to the cart. The alicorn tried to pull it out as Brittney tugged, but the cart didn’t move.

      I hurried forward. “Here, let me help,” I said. I lifted the cart out of the hole. As I did it, a sharp spasm ricocheted through my back. It wasn’t much, but it made me gasp again, though I managed to set the cart down.

      That was the second time that happened today. What the heck was going on with me? Nashoma narrowed his eyes and growled lowly, as if he’d felt something, too.

      I didn’t like the look he was giving me. It said he knew something I didn’t.

      “Thanks, Liam,” Brittney said kindly. “But you didn’t have to do that.”

      “Of course I did. You shouldn’t have to do it by yourself,” I told her. Behind me, Jonah groaned. Ezra watched carefully, taking notes. It went without saying that the second reason Ezra couldn’t wait to get to Orenda was because there were plenty of girls around.

      Brittney batted her eyelashes at me. “You’re so sweet.” Her expression lit up. “By the way, Mia wanted me to give you this. See you around.”

      Brittney handed me a note, then climbed back up on her cart, letting her alicorn pull it down the road once more.

      “You’re such a nice guy, Liam,” Jonah said, sighing dramatically. “It makes the rest of us look bad.”

      “Well, yeah,” I replied, not sure what else there was to say. What was the point of not being friendly? I couldn’t imagine going around being rude and pissed off all the time.

      I unfolded the note and read it quickly. My insides bottomed out. Mia couldn’t hang out today— said she was busy, though she didn’t clarify and she wished me a happy birthday.

      “I guess it is going to be a guy’s night. Mia can’t come,” I told them as I pocketed the note.

      Jonah and Nashoma looked positively thrilled. I was a little disappointed, but that was okay. If Mia had things to do, I was okay with it, even if it was my birthday.

      “Can I come instead?” Ezra said hopefully.

      “Aw, sure,” Jonah said, and he put Ezra in a headlock, ruffling his hair up. “I guess the little brother can tag along.”

      I wasn’t really listening. I felt… different. Couldn’t explain how. I noticed I felt tired. Kind of worn out. Maybe we shouldn’t have gone on this walk. Nashoma watched me carefully, his head tilted a little to the side.

      “Dude, I seriously can’t wait to take Yapluma Magic II next semester,” Jonah rambled. “There are gonna be so many hot guys in that class.”

      “I’m just so excited to go,” Ezra said. “I’ve been hearing about Orenda my entire life, and now I finally get to be a student! I can’t wait to learn how to use my magic!”

      Jonah and Ezra kept talking about classes while we proceeded forward. I walked a few steps ahead with my hands in my pockets, thinking. The path led to the mountain range, and I had a sudden urge to climb it. By this time, the skies had darkened and grey clouds had appeared. The sun was gone, and it looked like it was going to rain soon.

      “Let’s climb up, guys,” I said. “I bet the view is incredible from up there.”

      “Ugh, man, stop making me work,” Jonah said, but he and Ezra followed me up the mountain path anyway.

      When we rounded the side of the marked path, my eyes caught something strange. There was a small blue light, glowing about twenty feet or so below us within a cave carved into the mountainside. It was so small that you’d miss it if you didn’t look closely. If I had to guess, it was magic.

      Nashoma saw it, too. He crouched as close to the edge as he could, seemingly drawn to the small blue light, just like I was.

      “Liam, we should turn back. It’s going to rain soon,” Ezra said, looking up.

      “I can shield you from the rain if it comes down,” I told him. I peered closer. What was that crazy light shining at the end of the mountain opening? I had to reach it. My eyes scanned the mountainside. There was a thin embankment by the opening, but it would be hard to get to. We’d have to slide down to get to it.

      “Let’s explore that cave down there,” I offered. “I think there’s something inside.”

      “I don’t know, dude. That path looks dangerous,” Jonah said, staring warily at the embankment. “I doubt we can make it down.”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?” I asked. “You could just fly us down there if you wanted.”

      “Fuck you,” Jonah snapped back. “You know I don’t like caves.”

      Most Yapluma didn’t. I looked expectantly at Ezra, but he shook his head.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll do it myself.”

      I jumped down the path and landed on the tiny embankment, walking carefully along the edge. If I slipped, I had better hope Jonah would catch me. Otherwise, I’d go falling down the mountainside. There wasn’t enough water within the mountain that I could use it to break my fall.

      Nashoma let out a tiny whine, like he was reluctant to come after me. But he’d follow me wherever I went, so he slid down the side of the mountain and joined me as I proceeded toward the cave opening.

      The edge got thinner and thinner as I walked toward the cave, but that didn’t slow my steps. The blue light was drawing me in, making it hard to think. It was like I was under some sort of spell. Nashoma was pretty far behind me, now. I’d gone ahead of him without thinking. A few rocks crumbled above me and spattered dirt down, but I wiped it away from my eyes and kept going.

      “Liam, you need to come back!” Ezra sounded scared. “Those rocks don’t look stable!”

      “I’m fine!” I shouted back, ignoring him. That was the same moment I slipped. My right foot staggered forward, meeting nothing but air. I grabbed on to a root sticking out of the side of the mountain to try and stop my fall.

      The root gave way, and I heard a loud cracking sound. Everything happened so fast that there wasn’t enough time for Jonah to react to catch me, and I tumbled downward, landing in front of the cave opening.

      I didn’t get a chance to look inside and see where the blue light was coming from. I pushed myself to my feet as I heard Jonah and Ezra telling me to get out of the way. Multiple rocks from the side of the mountainside above had come loose and were rolling toward me in a landslide.

      Those rocks were going to crush me. I glanced around frantically for an escape, but there was nowhere to go. My mind froze as several large boulders tumbled toward me at high speed.

      There was no chance. I was going to die.

      Liam, watch out!

      I felt a pair of paws on my back, and I went tumbling down the side of the mountain. I felt air wrap around my body and lift me upward before I plummeted to my death. The air lifted me backward, pulling me upward until I landed face-first in the dirt.

      Two pairs of shoes were in front of my face. Jonah and Ezra. He had flown me back to where they were standing.

      That sentence still echoed in my ears. Someone had called my name. The sound had been deep, and male. I hadn’t heard that voice before, couldn’t place it, yet it sounded terribly intimate… like I’d been hearing that voice every day since before I’d been born. I staggered to my feet, dazed. Ezra and Jonah were both staring at me, their faces pale white and horrified.

      … Where was Nashoma?

      When I understood where the voice had come from, it felt like the weight of the world had been suddenly dropped on my head, crushing me.

      The voice telling me to watch out had been my Familiar.

      I let out an audible cry and spun around. The landslide had covered up the entrance of the cave and most of the embankment, making it so I couldn’t see the entrance.

      I couldn’t see Nashoma, either.

      “Nashoma!” I screamed. He didn’t answer me. My scream bounced off the sides of the mountain and echoed through the trees, vibrating throughout the entire forest.

      No. No, no, no, no, no...

      I tried jumping off the embankment and racing to my Familiar, but Jonah grabbed me. He and Ezra each took an arm, trying to hold me back.

      “Liam, it’s not going to help!” Jonah shouted. He sounded panicked. Ezra said something about it being too dangerous, but I barely heard him.

      Jonah was a big guy, and Ezra wasn’t exactly tiny, but a freight train couldn’t hold me back from getting to my Familiar now. I threw them both off and slid downward, until I reached the site of the landslide.

      I started throwing boulders off of him. The rocks cut into my hands. I left large red streaks on the rocks as I sifted through them, my palms gushing blood. I didn’t even fucking feel it. All I could feel was absolute terror as I tore through the rubble, hoping against hope he was okay, that he would make it through this.

      I let out a cry of relief as I spotted his black fur, but it was short-lived as I heaved the last boulder off of him. Bones were poking through his fur in multiple places, and he was bleeding so much, from so many spots. He’d been crushed underneath the landslide. Nashoma was still breathing, but his amber eyes shone with a terrible agony. He was in awful pain, and it was all my fault. He couldn’t even whine.

      My hands skimmed over him, unsure of what to do or how to touch him, because I was pretty sure whatever I did would only torture him. “It’s gonna be okay, brother. We’re going to find someone to help, you’re gonna make it…”

      Soft footsteps landed beside me. It was Jonah and Ezra. They had followed me, even though it was dangerous for them to do so.

      “Liam,” Jonah said softly. His voice sounded choked. “It’s… it’s too late.”

      “No.” They’d already accepted what I couldn’t. Tears started dripping out of my eyes and onto Nashoma’s fur. “We— we can still save him.”

      I heard sobs from behind me. Ezra was crying, too.

      Hold me, Liam. Nashoma spoke to me. It was all he had the strength to say. His eyes pleaded with me to help.

      I knew it would hurt him to pick him up, but it’s what he wanted. I held my breath as I gently pushed my arms underneath Nashoma’s broken body. I could feel all the shattered bones underneath my hands. I cradled Nashoma’s body against me and buried my face in his shoulder. His hot blood soaked my shirt and jeans.

      “Nashoma, I’m so sorry,” I gasped. “Please hold on. There has to be another way.”

      He weakly licked the side of my face. Nashoma panted heavily for a couple of seconds, gasping for breath. I could feel his heartbeat growing faint against my own. I prayed that the ancestors would make my heart stop, so his could keep going on.

      But it didn’t work. Nashoma slowly went stiff, curling against me and giving a last, ragged breath. I felt his heart stop as I was clutching him in my arms.

      “Don’t leave,” I whispered weakly. But it was too late. He was already…

      Something inside of me ripped. The warmth and acceptance Nashoma had created inside of me fled, like a part of myself I could no longer keep. A hole opened up inside of me, feeling cavernous, swallowing me up until I forgot who I was and I turned into a new person. Something awful grabbed my heart and changed it, turned it black and ill. It was something I’d never be able to repair, something I couldn’t fix ever again. Who I’d been five minutes ago, I could never get back.

      Nashoma was gone forever. He was gone. And with his death, I lost myself.

      I mashed my face into Nashoma’s body and wept. I dug my fingers into his fur and wailed as loudly as I possibly could, though I didn’t mean to. It was something that just came out of me. Every breath felt like knives were stabbing into my lungs, and I hated each one, wished myself to stop breathing just like Nashoma had, though it didn’t happen. I’d never felt something so agonizing in my life, not even when my grandfather had died.

      I felt Jonah’s hand on my shoulder trying to comfort me, and Ezra knelt by my side, but both of them felt so far away. I felt myself grow cold… like Nashoma would soon be.

      Please, ancestors, let this be a dream. Let me wake up. I’ll do anything.

      But this wasn’t a dream. This was my new reality— a reality I had created with one stupid mistake.

      There was no point anymore. My purpose, my place in this world, my reason for existing... it had left when Nashoma went away.

      I’d lost my soul. I no longer had it.

      He died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SOPHIA

        

      

    

    
      Fire rose within my body, warming my skin as I stared up at the towering peaks of the Orenda Academy castle. It wasn’t the heat that usually came with anger and fury. It was the comforting heat of a warm blanket on a cold winter’s night. It was like a hug from a loved one. It was home.

      Orenda Academy. My home.

      Even after a full semester living here, after winning the Elemental Cup, after everything… it was still like living a dream. No matter where I looked, I saw magic. Out in the courtyard, a group of Toaqua were making it snow in an area the size of a basketball court. Two teams formed the snow into balls and chucked them at each other. Yapluma teammates used their air power to throw the snowballs off their trajectory. A Nivita guy threw up a wall of tightly woven grass to protect himself from flying snowballs. Across the courtyard, Koigni were combatting the chilly January air with fires burning in their palms.

      Familiars of all shapes and sizes roamed in and out of the castle. In the midst of the snowball fight, a white horned canine jumped to catch the snowballs mid-air. The Toaqua Familiar shifted for a moment to become one with the snow— with water— and then shifted back again. A unicorn with a golden mane the color of a wheat field climbed the castle steps beside a Nivita girl. The unicorn’s tail brushed my elbow as it entered the tall doors leading into the grand hall. A creature the size of a hummingbird with bright yellow feathers buzzed by my head before following a petite Yapluma freshman outside. Above me, a tiny Fire lizard that looked like a mini dragon swooped down from its perch upon one of the castle’s gargoyles and landed on the horn of a full-sized dragon sleeping in the courtyard. The green dragon shook its head, and the Fire lizard flapped its wings and took off again.

      Excitement surged through me. I was so glad to be back after a long break.

      “Sophia, are you coming?” Imogen was already several paces ahead of me, standing under the big chandelier that hung from the tall, five-story ceiling. She wore a frilly pink skirt that fell to her knees, a green top that suited her curves but didn't quite suit this decade, and shiny blue boots. Her strawberry-blonde hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders. The top layer was secured with a big bow pinned to the back of her head. Sassy poked her head out of the tote bag on Imogen’s shoulder and looked to Esis and me expectantly.

      I readjusted my backpack on my shoulder. Esis clung to my ponytail from where he sat perched on the top of the bag. His soft white fur tickled the back of my neck.

      “I’m coming,” I said, stepping out of the cold air and into the grand hall. A fire burned in the massive fireplace, warming the entrance. “I’m just taking it all in again. I’m happy to be back.”

      Imogen smirked and bumped hips with me. “Any reason why?” She wiggled her eyebrows.

      I blushed. “It’s not just about him.”

      It was only like, ninety-nine percent about Liam. I hadn’t seen or spoken to him in almost a month. And dammit, I missed the guy so much it hurt. I hoped he was okay. I still hadn’t told him about Esis’ healing abilities— for a lot of reasons. For one, I wanted to tell him in person, and I hadn’t found the right time for it yet. I hoped he hadn’t had any flare-ups while we were apart.

      “Have you checked your schedule yet?” Imogen babbled as we ascended the stairs. “I’m finally in a class with Baine. I hope we’re in the same period for our Ancient Familiars elective. We’ll see who’s crazy for believing in wolpertingers now…”

      Imogen’s voice faded into the background as my eyes fell on Liam. He stood at the top of the stairs, leaning against the banister that overlooked the grand hall. His long black hair fell around his shoulders, and he wore a tight navy blue t-shirt that showed off his biceps. My heart sped up as soon as I saw him. When his eyes caught mine, my whole body went haywire. My pulse pounded in my ears, and my breaths became shallow and heavy. Heat rose to the surface of my skin, and a warm tingle spread across me.

      I had the urge to race up the staircase and throw myself into his arms, but I caught myself before I could. I forced my shaking knees to support me.

      A wide smile spread across his face, sending my stomach to do acrobatic flips in my abdomen. Ancestors, had he gotten hotter over break?

      He looked well, so happy and full of life. It was like the ancestors had infused color back into his cheeks and lips. And those eyes, those deep, dark eyes. Had they always been that gorgeous?

      Esis placed his front paws on my shoulder and chittered when he saw Liam. He looked like a fat white squirrel as he jumped off my back and bounded up the stairs. Liam bent to scratch Esis behind his large ears, but Esis hopped up Liam’s arm and settled himself on his shoulder. Liam laughed and itched Esis under his chin. Esis purred.

      “Liam!” I greeted cheerfully when I reached the top of the stairs.

      “Ladies,” he nodded to Imogen and me cooly, like he was trying to hide his true emotions.

      It sucked. Now that break was over, we couldn't keep using the excuse of being on the same tournament team when we hung out. My whole House was full of stuck-up Elementai. It was unusual for a Koigni like me to hang out with members of another house, especially a Toaqua guy.

      These rules were a bunch of unicorn shit if you asked me.

      “I, um, need to head to my dorm and unpack,” Imogen said, gesturing to the bag she was carrying.

      “Are you sure, Im?” I asked before she could get too far down the hall. “I thought we were going to get food.”

      “Tonight,” Imogen offered. “I ate with you every day over break. I think we can skip one meal together.”

      Thank the ancestors. Imogen was giving me some alone time with my man… well, not my man. Okay, maybe my man.

      “See you later,” Imogen said with a wave as she and Sassy headed down the hall toward the next staircase.

      I turned back to Liam, beaming. “So, what have you been up to all break?”

      It was a lame thing to say, but I couldn't greet him the way I wanted to. Even in normal circumstances, the images flashing through my head weren't exactly appropriate in public.

      “Let's get out of here,” he suggested.

      I could hardly contain my excitement as Liam led me through the halls of Orenda Academy. We passed by tall, ornate windows, elaborate tapestries, and dozens of life-sized statues of Familiars.

      Liam made small talk while we walked. “So, did you have fun over break?”

      “Tons!” I gushed. “I stayed with Imogen’s family. Their house is the best. Her mom serves waffles every morning. It’s amazing. Plus, we spent a week and a half in Guatemala. It was incredible. I knew that passport I got Junior year would come in handy someday. Amelia and I hung out while she was in town, too. She was on the Hozho with you over break, right?”

      I was rambling to calm my nerves. It was unfair that Amelia saw him more over break than I did.

      “Yeah, I saw her working a few times,” Liam said with a shrug. “The whole trip was kind of boring, to be honest.”

      Typical Liam. He was never very good at seeing the magic in the world.

      We turned down three different hallways, each narrower than the last, until we entered a hallway that ended at a staircase. The stairs led to a cluster of classrooms I'd never been in before. No one saw us, but I could hear voices at the top of the stairs. They sounded like professors.

      Liam grabbed my hand and dragged me under the staircase. He pressed me against the wall with his body. Hot damn, Liam. Now we’re talking.

      “You know, you could at least take me on a date first,” I teased. My heart pummeled against my rib cage.

      “Shh,” he hissed, placing his index finger to his mouth. He glanced upward as the sound of footsteps echoed above our heads.

      I pressed my lips together, holding my breath. It was dark and dusty under the staircase. There wasn't much room for the two of us between all the classroom supplies that had been shoved down here for storage. There was a cart full of potion vials that looked like they hadn't been used for a few years, along with some boxes I couldn't see into. It was like the professors who put all this junk here forgot the place existed.

      The footsteps and voices continued down the hall. Once they were out of earshot, Liam and I drew a collective breath.

      I expected him to push away from me now that the coast was clear, but he didn't. He stood there staring down at me with a look in his eyes I hadn't seen before. It was full of passion, desire, and want. I stared up at him, trying to find that hint of we can't be together I so often saw in his expression, but I couldn't find it.

      Liam Mitoh missed me.

      Sure, maybe he still thought we shouldn’t be together, but right now, the rules didn’t seem to matter. He wanted me. And I’d be damned if I didn’t want him, too.

      “So, uh, about that date—?” I started to say, but Liam cut me off.

      “Dates are for losers,” he said before his lips connected with mine.

      Kissing Liam after a month of being away from him was mind-blowing. It was like our first kiss all over again, only this time I wanted to do more— to touch more. My heart lifted in my chest, dancing to the rhythm of his kiss. My lips parted, and his tongue slid over mine as his hands roamed down my body. He tasted like a fresh snowfall. His hips pressed into my body, and I didn’t even care that he was crushing me to the wall. In fact, I kind of liked it. Heat pooled in my belly as I threw my arms around him and squeezed tightly.

      Esis straddled us, placing one tiny little leg on Liam’s shoulder and the other on mine. It was almost enough to distract me.

      Liam drew away from me far too soon. He braced himself against the wall behind me and breathed heavily. His forehead rested against mine, and his warm breath rushed across the side of my face.

      Esis held on to Liam’s shoulder, his blue eyes widening as he glanced between us. I blushed so hard I was half surprised fire didn’t come shooting out my nostrils.

      “I missed this,” I whispered to Liam.

      He bent down and placed a kiss to the top of my forehead, then wrapped me in his arms. My whole body relaxed, swooning into his embrace. The scent of a pine forest and a warm blanket filled my nose. I’d almost forgotten what he smelled like. It made my insides feel warm and fuzzy.

      “I missed you,” he whispered back.

      Tears of joy brimmed in my eyes. I never wanted to be away from Liam that long again.

      “Liam,” I whispered.

      “Mm?” He kept his gaze on the ends of my hair as he ran his fingers down my ponytail.

      “Am I your girlfriend?” I pushed the question out before I could stop myself. I’d been wondering about it all break. We never got a chance to say what we were at the Elemental Ball. I didn’t just want to be friends with benefits. I wanted to be his girlfriend, even if we had to keep it secret for now. I just wanted to be his, and I wanted him to be mine.

      Liam hesitated a moment. “Are you sure you want to put labels on it, pawee?”

      “Yes,” I replied without even having to think about it.

      Liam sighed and met my gaze. “You don’t want to be tied down to me.”

      I let out a breath of disbelief. “Yes, I do.”

      Liam shook his head. “I’m broken, Sophia. The tribe thinks I⁠—”

      “The tribe can go to hell,” I told him. “You won the Elemental Cup. Whatever shame you brought to your House before I came here is gone. You’ve proven yourself to the Hawkei. You didn’t just survive the tournament, Liam. You won. That counts for something.”

      A ghost of a smile crept across his face. “I don’t know…”

      “Besides, it doesn’t matter what the tribe thinks,” I continued. “I want to be with you, Liam, broken or not. We’ll find a way to make this work.”

      Liam glanced down, then lifted his gaze to look at me beneath dark lashes. “I’m just… nervous.”

      “About what?” I asked softly, reaching up to twist the ends of his hair around my own fingers. “About getting caught?”

      Liam shrugged. “Well, there’s that. But also, I met up with Professor Perot over break. He’s going to start trying some things to make me feel better, but it’s all purely experimental. I don’t… I don’t want you to get attached to me if it doesn’t work out.”

      My breath stopped in my chest, and I glanced to Esis, then back to Liam. “It’s too late for that. I’m already attached. And if it doesn’t work out… well, that’s something I’ll deal with on my own. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “But I do,” Liam argued. “I do worry about you.”

      And I worried about him. Esis could help Liam— not heal him, but help him— sort of like a treatment, a drug. But if Perot was going to be giving Liam real drugs, I didn’t want Esis’ powers interfering with that. What if Perot could find a cure for Liam and we screwed up his data? I couldn’t do that. The least I could do was give Liam a choice. It was time to finally tell him about Esis.

      Liam ran his hands through his hair. “I guess I worry because… because you’re my girlfriend.”

      My thoughts halted in their tracks when I heard Liam say those words.

      I’m. His. Girlfriend.

      Could Orenda Academy get any better than this?

      I beamed up at him, at a loss for words.

      “But no one except Imogen and Jonah can know,” he warned.

      “And Amelia,” I added.

      He groaned. “That’s too many people. My brother knows we kissed, but I’m not telling him anything else. What we’re doing could be considered treason, Sophia.”

      “What we’re doing shouldn’t be illegal in the first place,” I argued. “Amelia is my sister, and she’s going to know something’s up one way or another. I can’t hide it from her unless I never see her again. And that’s not happening, so…”

      Liam sighed. “Okay. And Amelia. I’ll do my best to hide it from Ezra.”

      I threw my arms around Liam’s neck, intending to pull him in for another kiss, but instead, my hand hit Esis. He went flying off Liam’s shoulder and crashed into one of the boxes with a hard thump.

      “Oh my God, Esis!” My hands flew over my mouth, and I instantly pushed past Liam to scoop Esis up off the ground. He shook his head, disoriented. “I’m so sorry, buddy.”

      Esis blinked a few times, then looked up at me like he hadn’t even realized something had happened. He just chirped and rubbed his belly.

      I pulled him close to me. “I think Esis is hungry. Do you want to go get something to eat?”

      Liam shoved his hands into his pockets. “I guess.”

      “Come on, buddy. We’ll get you a hamburger.”

      Liam checked to make sure the coast was clear, then gestured for me to follow. He eyed Esis as we entered a wider hallway. “Do you think he’s okay? It sounded like he hit the floor pretty hard. Maybe you should take him to Professor Costas.”

      “He’ll be fine,” I said.

      My hands shook, so I cradled Esis tighter. He snuggled into my belly, purring. Now was my chance to tell Liam. Now that we were officially a couple, I couldn’t keep this from him. I had to be open and honest with him, or our relationship was doomed for failure.

      “Liam, there’s something you should know about Esis,” I forced out through the lump in my throat. He was going to hate me for keeping it from him this long. But we’d deal with it… because we were a couple now.

      Liam stopped and turned to me just as we reached another hallway. At least a dozen people and their Familiars passed through it. “What’s that?”

      I lowered my voice. “The thing is, he⁠—”

      I was cut off by the sound of a squawk echoing down the hall. I looked behind me to see a big bird with long red tail feathers flying toward us, holding a piece of paper in its mouth. My body went rigid at the sight of the phoenix. At first I thought it was Anwara, Haley’s Familiar, which meant the bitch was somewhere nearby, but I relaxed when I realized its feathers were a slightly different red and the bird was a little bigger.

      The phoenix swooped down and landed at my feet. It nudged me in the leg and craned its neck out, holding out the letter to me. I exchanged a confused glance with Liam.

      “Well, take it. It’s for you,” Liam said.

      Slowly, I reached out for the piece of paper. It was made of fine stationery and folded into a trifold that was secured with a wax seal. The Orenda Academy emblem had been pressed into the wax— a shield bordered by ornate designs and divided into four sections, each with a design representing one of the four Houses.

      I peeled the letter open.

      
        
        Sophia Henley,

      

        

      
        You are hereby summoned to Redbird Hall immediately.

      

        

      
        - Annette Westfenix, Koigni Chieftess

      

      

      The paper shook in my hands. The Koigni Elders were summoning me? I must’ve done something wrong. What if they found out about Esis? What if someone saw Liam and I together?

      “You should go,” Liam said.

      I snapped out of my daze at the sound of his voice. I hadn’t realized he’d leaned in so close to peek over my shoulder. I gaped at him.

      “You don’t want to keep your Elders waiting.” He sounded sad. “It’s probably about the prophecy. Gotta do your duty to your House and everything.”

      “But Liam⁠—”

      “We’ll talk later,” he said, forcing a smile I could tell wasn’t genuine. “See you, Sophia.”

      Liam left me standing in the middle of the hall, frightened and completely clueless. I didn’t even know where to find Redbird Hall.

      The phoenix at my feet nudged me, then tilted his head. He wanted me to follow.

      I glanced back at Liam one last time, but he was already long gone. My stomach knotted as I turned back to the phoenix. Esis clung to my sweatshirt. He seemed as frightened as I was.

      I wasn’t sure I was ready to find out what the Elders wanted from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I’d had a plan. Sophia, look, I’m sorry, but this isn’t going to work out. We’re from different tribes, and it’s too dangerous. It doesn’t matter that I lov— LIKE you, it’s just not possible.

      Oh, yeah. Also, my dad says I have to kill you.

      I’d tried rehearsing it a million times over break and it only sounded more pitiful each time. It proved how badly I didn’t want to do this.

      Then I saw Sophia’s chocolate eyes, and all that was thrown out the window. I went from we can’t be together to PLEASE NOTICE ME. And she’d walked right over and I’d dragged her under the staircase and we’d made out again and I put my hands in her hair and I was just… done.

      Then I’d made her my girlfriend. Fuck. And I was so damn happy about it. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go.

      I sighed as I turned the corner to head down to the Toaqua dorms. Well, whatever. Too late now. If I was going to be Sophia Henley’s boyfriend, I was gonna ride this thing until the wheels fell off.

      But I knew it couldn’t last forever. One of us had to die. I hoped with all my heart it would be me first.

      “Hey, son, how are you feeling?” I mocked my dad’s voice under my breath. “Shitty as usual? That’s great! I figured out a way to bring Nashoma back to life, and by the way, you have to kill your girlfriend.”

      Dad hadn’t told me shit since the night of the Elemental Ball. He’d dropped the bomb that the Toaqua Elders wanted me to get close to Sophia, just so I could murder her, and in exchange they would raise Nashoma from the dead.

      I doubted such a thing was even possible. Unless I saw it with my own eyes, I wasn’t buying it. Dad had been stubbornly silent and just told me to be patient, that I’d be told everything in time.

      It’d been over a month since the ball, and that was a long time to wait without any information. It was a cruel trick to dangle Nashoma’s life in front of me like a carrot.

      I walked into a back-to-school party the minute I opened the door to the Toaqua dorms. The room had been filled with snow that piled up to the ceiling in places, and students slid down it on homemade sleds. Toaqua were skating on the icy surface of the pool, and a couple of girls were arguing on who had made the best ice sculpture. Their Familiars, a blue dog with octopus legs and a horse with a mermaid tail, snapped at each other nearby. A few people built snow creatures, while others made icy designs on the window for people to stare at.

      Ezra, as usual, had girls all over him. He was buried under a collection of at least ten giggling women who’d ganged up on him during a snowball fight. When he saw me, he gently pushed the girls off of him and stood up.

      “Ladies, let’s learn to keep our hands to ourselves,” Ezra said. “There’s only so much of me to go around.”

      He winked at one of them. No joke, she practically fell over.

      I rolled my eyes. As my brother joined me, the girls backed off, which was typical. I always thought I scared girls off, but Ez just claimed I intimidated them— in a good way, he always hurriedly added. How the hell can you intimidate someone in a good way, anyhow?

      Ezra had cut his hair short over break, which I was happy about. It made it easier for people to tell us apart.

      “Like you weren’t enjoying that,” I said as he strolled over. He wore a wicked smile, and his hair stuck up on one side of his head.

      “You can’t talk. You two looked cute on the staircase earlier,” he teased, and he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      I didn’t have to ask who he meant. Keeping this from Ezra was going to be impossible. He had a tendency to be watching me even when I didn’t realize he was there. Had since the day he was born, and he wasn’t about to stop now.

      “Keep your voice down,” I snapped. “You know how people talk.”

      “Relax.” Ezra shook his head. “You’re so dramatic.”

      “It’s not like that,” I growled. “Sophia and I are just friends.”

      “Sure,” Ezra said. “Looks like it, from the way you have to pick your jaw up off the floor whenever she’s around.”

      “Ez, I swear to the ancestors. Don’t go digging, or else.”

      “What are you gonna do?” Ezra snickered. “Beat me up, like when we were kids?”

      “I’ll damn well try.”

      I didn’t know if I could kick Ezra’s ass anymore. He wasn’t exactly tiny.

      “I’m ready.” Ezra cracked his knuckles and took a wide stance, waiting for me to tackle him. “Come at me, bro.”

      “You did not just say come at me, bro.”

      The sound of a bear groaning cut our bantering off. It was Tatum, my dad’s Familiar. He lumbered into the common room, a scroll tied loosely around his neck.

      Nobody really paid much attention, just moved out of the way as he passed by. I was the son of the Water Chief, so it wasn’t a big deal that Tatum had been sent up here to deliver a note. Tatum stopped by me. I untied the note from his neck and read it quickly.

      
        
        Liam Mitoh,

      

        
      
        The Water Tribe Elders demand your presence at Serpent Assembly at once.

      

        
      
        - Liwanu Mitoh, Toaqua Chief

      

      

      It sounded really formal coming from Dad. Which meant that this was an official tribal summons.

      “A council meeting? Do you think it’s about your illness, or what Perot might’ve found?” Ezra asked.

      Of course Ez would consider that first. I hadn’t told him what Dad had said to me the night of the ball. In fact, I hadn’t told anyone. “No. I’m not sure.” I pocketed the note. My mind was going a million miles an hour.

      “He’s making progress, right?” Ezra asked. He seemed anxious. “Perot’s got it under control?”

      “I already told you everything. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Perot did a bunch more tests that didn’t result in anything but taking up a lot of my break. He put me on a weird diet where I couldn’t eat anything, gave me a bunch of experimental drugs and potions only to pull me off of them in a few days, and had me write down my symptoms every day in a journal Baxtor came to pick up on the weekends. When he’d made no progress, as a last resort, he suggested antidepressants.

      Fucking antidepressants.

      We hadn’t even narrowed it down yet if my illness was magical or not, let alone what caused it. Right now, I was on this combination of pills and a health potion Perot invented that made me even more tired than I already was and worsened my nausea. The side effects were nearly as bad as what Perot was trying to treat.

      Ezra was still eyeing me in concern. We’d shared a room on the Hozho over break, and he’d watched my symptoms progressively getting worse after Christmas. I’d tried to keep the sound of my gagging quiet, but it was hard to conceal much when he found me curled up on the bathroom floor more mornings than not.

      He was still my little brother, and he cared. But I didn’t want to worry him. I had enough people worrying about me these days.

      “Everything’s fine. I’m getting better,” I told him, which I knew was a lie. I felt worse every day. “It’s probably just about what we did in Europe.”

      “Then why wasn’t I called, too?” His expression was puzzled.

      I was running out of excuses. “Who knows? I guess it could be anything.”

      I was going to crack. This secret had been eating me alive for weeks. I had to tell someone. I could trust my brother, couldn’t I?

      “Maybe since you won the Cup, they want to restore you back to chief hood.” I couldn’t help but notice the hope in Ezra’s voice. I flinched, because I felt bad. But maybe if I got Nashoma back, I could be next in line to become chief again.

      That would also mean I would lose Sophia.

      I avoided jumping to any conclusions. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      I went to my dorm room and grabbed my jacket before Ez could ask anymore questions. I slipped out the back and rounded the edge of the castle, hopefully where no one would see me. I turned the snow into ice and used it to glide me toward the ocean so I didn’t have to walk.

      When I got to the beach, my ice bridge continued, over the sand and into the waves. All the while, I was thinking. It was too much of a coincidence that Sophia and I had been summoned by our Elders in the same day. Something was going on.

      I slid over the freezing cold water before I stopped the ice bridge far off shore, somewhere in the middle of the ocean. I took a deep breath. The ice melted away from my feet, plunging me downward.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The majority of the Toaqua tribe was underwater. Serpent Assembly was no exception, but it was away from the main tribe and not connected with underwater tunnels like the rest of the village was. I floated downward until I hit the ocean floor. A large building rose up in front of me within the depths of the sea. It was constructed of stone and glass, and had tall spires that twisted upward menacingly.

      Someday I’d hoped to show Sophia how my tribe lived, though I didn’t know how I could get her down here. It was a long descent to the bottom, and I didn’t think a single Koigni had ever set foot in Toaqua territory.

      I turned the circular lever that was on the entranceway to the hall. I swam inside a narrow hallway, then closed the door behind me and pressed a button that was on the side of the wall. The water drained out of the room, and I dried myself off as I proceeded nervously toward the second door— the one that led to the Assembly chamber. This one was silver in color, decorated with sapphires in the shape of the Toaqua House symbol. I put my hand on the elaborate door and pushed it open.

      Serpent Assembly was large and open. It had a massively high ceiling with the design of a sea serpent carved into it, twirling around the room to end at the head in the middle of the roof. The floors were marble, and white pillars extended to the ceiling, decorated with silver and blue gemstones. The walls were made of glass so you could see out into the surrounding ocean. Several wooden stands were placed around the room before a giant wooden bench, where each of the five members of the Water Elder Council sat. My dad was in the middle, two Elders flanking him on each side.

      I’d only been in here a few times, and it was no less intimidating than it had been when I was a kid. But I told myself to stop being a coward and walked up to one of the wooden stands like this wasn’t one of the scariest things I’d done in my life, the Elemental Cup included.

      I looked at the other Elders. Professor Baine was here, though he looked even more worried and disheveled than usual. His suit was rumpled and had a few stains on it, and it didn’t look like he’d combed his hair. He was actually still wearing his slippers. He gave a nervous glance and pushed his glasses up his face. He didn’t give me a reassuring smile, or even a nod. I peered through the glass, but couldn’t see Thalassa anywhere.

      Right. This couldn’t be good.

      Sitting next to Baine was Madame Wells. Her Familiar was a killer whale, and I watched it through the glass as he swam around the council center in a circle above us.

      Wells wore her black hair in a long braid that fell over her shoulder, and a deerskin dress decorated with beads. Wells was by far the youngest Toaqua Elder, only a few years older than Madame Doya. She’d just replaced an Elder that had died over the summer, and I didn’t know much about her. It was unusual that a woman had taken up residence as an Elder on the Water Council, because so far in our history, Toaqua Elders had always been male, like Koigni Elders were typically female. I wondered what she had done to deserve such a coveted position. As far as I knew, my dad had been looking at nominating someone else before she stepped in.

      She watched me coolly, and I couldn’t read her face. Her stoic expression bothered me, and I looked away. I made a mental note to keep an eye on her.

      On the other side of my dad was Elder Poole. Poole was small, and his Familiar, a leviathan, drifted nervously directly above us in the ocean outside. Poole was my father’s age and seemed shifty and uncomfortable. I didn’t necessarily mind Poole, but how he’d gotten the title of Elder when he was so spineless was beyond me. Elders were supposed to be strong to protect the tribe, and Poole… was not.

      At least, not personality wise. His magic was insanely good, better than most, which was probably why he’d been nominated to the council. That’s the only guess I could give.

      Next to him, a wrinkly Elder who was probably more ancient than the ancestors themselves scowled at me from his seat on the bench, clutching a tall walking staff. His Familiar, a gigantic kraken that was quite hideous, sneered at me through the glass— if a giant squid could sneer, anyhow. I wanted to sneer back, but that was rude, so I didn’t.

      I never liked Elder Malison. Don’t know why, but to me, there was always something off about him. He was two weeks older than dirt and had been on the council even before my grandfather was Chief
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