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

      

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

    

  


  
    
      This book features characters with the following medical conditions. The information included is meant to educate readers on disabilities featured within the Prison for Supernatural Offenders series. 

      
        
        BIPOLAR DISORDER

      

      

      Bipolar disorder is a mental illness that causes unusual shifts in mood, energy, activity levels, concentration, and the ability to carry out everyday tasks. Moods range from extremely elevated to extremely depressive, and can be intense. Psychosis, anxiety, eating disorders, and other conditions may develop. With proper treatment, people with bipolar disorder can lead full and productive lives.

      
        
        BLINDNESS AND VISUAL IMPAIRMENT

      

      

      Blindness is defined by an individual having severely impaired or absolutely no sense of sight. Total blindness is described as being unable to see anything with either eye. Vision loss typically affects an individual’s ability to perform functions of daily living.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          CHARLIE

        

      

    

    
      I’d often heard the world was black and white, but I didn’t believe the lies. Bad things happened to good people all the time. There were no rules when it came to what was fair and just. We lived, we died, and everything else just was. Right, wrong— it didn’t matter, as long as you made it to tomorrow. 

      Right now, two hundred bucks would get me a hell of a long way toward tomorrow. Rent was due, and if I didn’t want to end up on the streets again, I had to find a way to come up with the money.

      Hustling assholes down at Flying Phoenix Inn, a pub on my side of Detroit, was a sure-fire way to make the money. To be honest, I wasn’t sure how the owners managed to fit so much ego into one building. The place attracted quite the arrogant crowd.

      I entered the pub, and a musty scent covered by beer hit my nose. I stepped in a puddle of something wet and sticky— someone’s spilled drink. To be honest, I’d be surprised if the floors were clean in this dump. The place was almost deafening with chatter and music, and sports-enthusiasts complained loudly at the game on TV. Someone bumped into me and kept on walking, as if being blind made me invisible.

      I didn’t like to drink— I had to keep my head clear— but it was part of the con. I had to blend in. I ordered a whiskey and took a seat close to the dart boards, sipping on my drink to make it look like I was busy.

      Three sets of footsteps approached, and each fell in a heavy, overly confident beat. 

      Target acquired.

      The tap of beer bottles being set down on a table nearby met my ears.

      “Who wants to lose first?” the first man asked while cracking his knuckles. He had a deep, smug voice.

      “If you go up against me, you’ll be the first to lose, bud,” his friend said, clapping him on the back.

      “Oh, really?” the deep voice responded. “We’ll see about that.”

      A chair screeched across the floor, and the third guy laughed as he sat. “He’s not wrong, you know.”

      “Shut up,” the first guy snapped. “Challenge me to darts any day, and I’ll kick your ass.”

      His friend laughed. “Oh, I’m sure you would… after I won.”

      “You’ll be eating your words once this is over.”

      The third friend was obviously amused by their trash talk. “How about we let the score speak for itself, huh?”

      The guy with the deep voice huffed. “Fair enough.”

      The men scuffled around, until they retrieved their darts. They went quiet, and heavy footsteps walked up to the starting line. The man took aim, and the dart flew from his fingers. I knew the second it began spinning through the air, because I could feel the flutter of current coming off the fletching. 

      I didn’t know how I could do it, but I could feel things in the air that other people couldn’t. It was almost like my body was making up for my lost vision by tuning into the smallest shift of air current around me. I could feel every person as they moved through the bar, just by the shifts in the air currents around them. I could feel the air as it moved around items, feel what took up space. You could call it my own personal echolocation, just with air instead of sound. It was how I got around so easily and fooled people into thinking I could see. 

      The dart landed somewhere near the corner of the dartboard, and the guy groaned. His opponent laughed. “Better luck next time.”

      “Screw you,” he responded.

      The game continued like that— nothing but trash talk. Neither guy was any better than the other. It was like watching two losers compare dick size when they both had a micropenis. It was honestly a total bore to listen to… until one comment caught my attention.

      “You’re so bad, even a blind guy could beat you,” one of the friends said to the other.

      The man with the deep voice chuckled. “Too bad there’s no one around to test that theory.”

      I smirked and set my whiskey aside. “I’ll give it a shot,” I offered.

      The three men turned to me. The first guy must’ve been sizing me up, because he scoffed a moment later. “You think your blind ass could beat me at darts?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll bet you a hundred bucks I can hit the bull’s eye.”

      All three of the men laughed, but the man with the deep voice responded. “You don’t look blind.”

      It wasn’t the first time I heard that one. My foster families had told me that my whole childhood.

      “I don’t have to look blind for it to be true,” I said. “But hey, if you’re afraid a blind guy will beat you⁠—”

      He huffed. “I’m not afraid of anything, hear me?”

      I took a step forward. I felt the air currents around his form. He was bigger than me, so much that his breath passed the top of my head. He must’ve been at least six-five, but I wasn’t scared of him. Marty had taught me how to hold my own in a fight.

      “Then prove it,” I challenged. “If it helps, I’ll even close my eyes— not like I need them anyway.”

      Air moved through his nose quickly, like his nostrils were flared. “Fine,” he conceded. “A hundred bucks for the bull’s eye.”

      His friends laughed, and someone placed a dart in my hands. I ran the tip of my shoe along the hardwood floor to feel for the line of tape, then stood behind it. I drew a deep breath and squeezed my eyes shut tightly. I couldn’t see the dartboard, but I’d sat in this pub listening to the sounds of darts hitting the wall long enough to know exactly where the board hung. 

      I thrust the dart forward, and it flew out of my fingertips. Ripples of air rushed past the fletching, and I knew I’d aimed slightly off course. 

      I didn’t know how I could do it, but when I prayed for the air to follow my command, miracles happened. I could feel the air particles shift around the dart, nudging it back on course in mid-air.

      A thud came, then cries of disbelief. The man I was challenging must’ve been gaping like a fish, because I could feel the air coming out of his mouth in waves.

      “That-that’s impossible,” he sputtered. “He’s blind!”

      “Oh, come on,” one of his buddies encouraged. “Pay up.”

      “Told you a blind man could beat you,” the other taunted.

      My opponent huffed his disapproval, then reached into his back pocket. “A deal’s a deal, I guess.”

      He sounded more willing than I’d anticipated. I was expecting a double or nothing deal here. I heard the sound of a bill sliding over another, and I held my hand out for payment. He placed a crumpled bill in my hand, and his friends’ laughter grew. They tried to hide it, but it was pretty apparent. I knew immediately that I was being swindled. 

      “We agreed to a hundred,” I snapped.

      The man scoffed. “We also agreed you couldn’t see.”

      I’d only been guessing about the swindling, but that was all the confirmation I needed.

      “I can’t, jackass!” I fumed. I really needed that money. “I just happen to know when I’m being taken advantage of.”

      The man laughed and grabbed his beer off the table. He took a swig before responding. “Oh, go walk off a bridge… if you can find one!”

      He and his buddies roared with laughter.

      Anger bubbled up inside of me. No one used my blindness against me. I curled my hand into a fist, crumpling the bill even further. I brought my fist down onto the table, startling the three men.

      “We had a deal!” I growled.

      The man stepped closer. I could feel the heat rolling off of him. “It was all just fun and games. Now run along. Don’t walk into the door on your way out.”

      “I want my money, dipshit!” I demanded.

      Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say, because the next thing I knew, air rushed toward my face. I was so furious that I caught it too late. The man’s fist cracked across my jaw, and I went spiraling toward the table. I grabbed the edge to catch myself, but I couldn’t slow my momentum. The table crumbled beneath my weight, and I crashed to the floor. Bottles shattered, and liquid seeped into my jeans. The smell of beer hit my nose, but it barely registered. I was freaking pissed.

      I took just a moment to process the assault. The whole bar was in an uproar, so much that I could barely hear the music. Chairs screeched across the hardwood, and people started yelling. The main asshole laughed with his buddies. He didn’t even realize when I pulled myself to my feet— must’ve thought a blind guy wouldn’t fight back or something. I knew exactly where he was by feeling the air around his form. 

      I launched myself at him and tackled him to the ground. My fist connected with his face three times, each one as satisfying as the last. Then a hand clamped around my wrist, dragging me backward.

      It was one of his friends. He yelled obscenities at me, but my breath had grown so ragged they didn’t register. As I was being hauled to my feet, I reached my hands out and swiped the man’s wallet from his pocket, then slipped it into my jacket. He threw me backward, but I’d been so smooth about it he didn’t notice the wallet missing. I crashed into another table, but this one didn’t crumble beneath my weight.

      “Get out of here!” the jerk shouted. “We’ll beat your ass!”

      I was more than happy to oblige. I wiped blood from my lip, then held my hands up in surrender. “No need. I’ll show myself out.”

      One of the men huffed, but at least he didn’t come at me. I turned and started toward the door. The bar had quieted, but I could feel the patrons’ eyes on me as I left.

      Just as I reached the door, I heard, “Where the hell is it? He stole my wallet!”

      That’s when I knew it was time to get the hell out of there. I took off, sprinting out the door, pumping my arms as fast as I could as I ran down the sidewalk. I sensed the air pressure around me, filling in the cracks between streetlights and cars, which allowed me to create a mental map of the street ahead. I dodged around someone heading my way, and I turned the corner. The sound of heavy footsteps and shouts followed me. They weren’t far behind.

      Something made me slow. It was like running into a mental wall— something that just told me to dig in my heels and stop right there in the middle of the sidewalk.

      I skidded to a halt. Someone coming from the opposite direction bumped into me. I stumbled sideways into an alley. The sound of car horns echoed off the brick buildings squeezing in around me, and the air felt damp and smelled of garbage.

      I should’ve kept on moving, but I remained rooted in place. Call it intuition, but I could sense something ahead. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew it wasn’t dangerous. It was more like a beacon calling me forward, offering me sanctuary. 

      That was saying a lot, considering sanctuary was tough to come by in my experience. I could barely make sense of the feeling.

      I focused on the alleyway, trying to map it out in my mind using the sounds of the city and the air pressing in around me. The best I could tell, the alley was empty. I must’ve been imagining things.

      “Where’d he go!?” one of the men from the bar shouted, snapping me out of my daze.

      My heart leapt. I wished I could say I was in this for the thrill, but these things didn’t excite me anymore. Not after what happened to Marty.

      “There he is!” someone shouted.

      Hell.

      I knew I wasn’t getting out the way I came without getting my ass kicked, so I turned and hightailed it in the opposite direction. I could make out the sound of cars on the street ahead, coming closer and closer as I ran⁠—

      Then something tangled around my legs, and I smashed to the ground. My face hit the asphalt so hard, I couldn’t make sense of which way was up and which was down. It took me a moment to realize someone had tackled me. Before I could react, a foot connected with the side of my ribs, and I grunted.

      I didn’t stay down long. When you grew up the way I did, you learned pretty fast how to defend yourself. I swung my leg out and knocked one of the men on his ass. I jumped to my feet and kicked my elbow back into the second guy’s nose. He yelled as he went stumbling backward. I stood my ground, surveying the air for the next attack.

      Heavy footsteps approached, and I forced my breathing to slow so I could listen carefully. A threatening laugh bubbled up from the man’s throat. It was the guy with the deep voice. Something smacked into his palm, like he was carrying a weapon and was showing it off. A baseball bat, perhaps? No, I realized. It was one of the legs of the table I’d broken back at the bar.

      “Normally, I wouldn’t hurt a blind guy,” he said sardonically. “But I’m going to get real pleasure beating you⁠—”

      He cut off as a deep growl came out of the shadows. Air rushed past me as a large figure leapt toward the man. I didn’t know what it was at first, until my attacker began to scream. Angry barks and the snapping of jaws echoed down the alleyway. It was a dog.

      I was so dumbstruck at its sudden appearance that I took a few steps back. The other two men scrambled forward, trying to save their friend from the canine attack. The dog snarled, and one of the men screamed like he’d been bitten.

      “Get the fuck off of me!” the man with the deep voice yelled.

      I heard a loud smack, then a whimper from the dog. Best I could tell, the man had used his weapon against the creature. The air knocked out of my lungs, as if he’d just swung the weapon straight into my abdomen, though I hadn’t been touched. 

      My hands curled into tight fists, and my arms shook in rage. I couldn’t explain the primal instinct that took over me in that moment. All I knew was I had to protect that creature— or die trying.

      I jumped forward. “Leave him alone!” I shouted.

      A second smack came as the dog slammed into the side of the building. Another whimper escaped the poor creature’s throat, and my stomach plummeted to the asphalt.

      “Or what?” one of the men threatened.

      He took a step forward, and I threw myself in front of the dog. “You don’t want to know the answer,” I growled. I reached into my pocket for my knife and flicked it open. “Get out of here while you still have the chance.”

      The man laughed. “Your little switchblade doesn’t scare me. Three men against one blind guy and his dog? Who do you think is going to win?”

      Me, I thought instantly.

      The man stepped forward and swung the table leg at me. It connected with my hand before I could pull away, and my knife went flying across the alley. He took another step, but I was so enraged I wasn’t willing to let him get any closer. 

      “Fuck off!” I screamed. 

      I threw my hands outward. I meant to shove him away from me, but something else happened entirely. A strange power unlike anything I’d ever felt before surged through my body and shot out of my palms. I could feel the shift in the air as the blast sent the men flying a dozen feet away from me. They crashed into the ground next to the dumpsters nearby. 

      My hands shook. I couldn’t even process what had just happened. 

      The men warily got to their feet, but they didn’t advance on me. One of them whispered something to the others, but I couldn’t make it out. My pulse pounded in my ears as I tried to understand the power I’d summoned. Had it been me? No, that was ridiculous. There had to be some other explanation.

      But the way the men huddled together, they seemed terrified of me.

      “I said leave!” I screamed, raising my hands threateningly.

      That was all it took for the men to scramble away with their tails between their legs. Wood clanked to the asphalt, then came the men’s retreating footsteps. Whatever had happened had scared them off.

      Satisfied they were gone, I turned to the dog behind me. I could hear its labored breathing, but more than that, I could sense its heartbeat as if it were my own. I’d never had a pet before, but the urge to protect this poor animal was so strong I might as well have been tending to my own broken leg.

      I stepped toward the creature and held out a cautious hand. I wasn’t sure whether it would attack again, but something told me it wouldn’t— as if the dog had been protecting me from those men.

      “Don’t worry, boy,” I said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      I lowered myself to my knee and touched the top of the dog’s head. The second my fingers sank into his soft, thick coat, the alleyway spun around me so quickly I couldn’t make sense of it. The asphalt might as well have dropped out from under my feet. It was as if nothing in this world existed outside of me and the dog. Color blasted across my vision, though I could hardly remember what colors were from before I went blind. The air smelled like fresh rain, and the smooth, sweet taste of lemon meringue pie swept over my tongue. The sounds of the city faded and were replaced with the rustling of trees in the breeze and the sound of bird calls. I swear I could even hear the ocean waves in the distance. The feeling of sunlight hit my skin, and I felt as if I was being embraced in a warm hug.

      None of it made any sense, and yet... I couldn’t bring myself to question it. Something about it felt right. More real than the city ever had.

      Soon, the strange sensations settled, and I was pulled back to the present in the alleyway. I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. There was no explanation, and yet for the first time, I felt like I’d visited a place that was my first true home.

      I didn’t have extra money for food to feed this guy, but it didn’t matter. I already knew I wanted him.

      “Did you do that?” I asked the dog aloud, though I knew he wouldn’t respond.

      I stroked the dog’s fur as he got to his feet. He was big and strong. The shape of his ears suggested he was a husky, or a similar breed.

      “You’re a nice doggy, aren’t you?” I said, scratching him behind the ears. I checked his neck for a collar, but didn’t find one. “You were protecting me from those bad guys. I think I might just keep you. What’s your name?”

      Oberi, a voice responded in my mind.

      Given the last few minutes, I should’ve been halfway to a mental institution by now. But something about that voice seemed so familiar… like I’d been listening to it my whole life. Hearing it inside my head didn’t seem unusual at all. 

      “Oberi,” I repeated. “It was you calling me down this alley, wasn’t it?”

      The dog didn’t respond with words this time. Instead, he licked my hand, and in that moment, I knew. This dog was special. This dog was mine.

      This dog was my sanctuary.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Days passed, and Oberi never once left my side. I didn’t know where he’d come from, and I didn’t question it, either. Somehow, I knew he was meant to be mine.

      The wallet I stole had enough money to cover rent, plus extra to buy supplies for Oberi. I always avoided credit cards if I could, because I knew that was a good way to get caught. I was the kind of guy who liked to stay off the radar. Learned that one the hard way.

      Oberi became an asset when it came to making money. Turns out people had a sweet spot for dogs. All I had to do was sit on the sidewalk with a cup at my side and people would drop money in like a slot machine. Oberi was quite the charmer, and I brought back double my usual haul over the next three days.

      My grocery run that week was phenomenal. I managed to afford the cheesy chips I loved so much— the definition of pure luxury. The employee helping me shop seemed annoyed by how long I took to decide, but it was hard when I had so many choices in front of me. Oberi followed behind me as I climbed the stairs in my apartment building. 

      The place was nice— well, as nice as a cheap Detroit apartment got. The rug on the stairs had holes in it that I’d nearly broken my neck on more than once, the creak of the pipes kept me up at night, and there was a constant unidentifiable smell that was less than pleasant. But it was a roof over my head… for now, anyway. 

      Mrs. Miller, the old lady subletting me the place— illegally, mind you— had been on an extended vacation to visit her daughter in Florida. She never gave me a time frame on when she’d be back, so I knew my stay here was limited. I could be kicked out any moment. But that’s how things had always been with me. My life had been uncertain since the day I was born.

      I reached my door and stuck the key in the lock, but was surprised when the key turned smoothly and without resistance— as if the door was already unlocked. I twisted the handle, and sure enough, the door swung open with ease.

      “Mm…” I mused. “I thought I’d locked it.”

      I shrugged, and Oberi stepped into the apartment in front of me. I stopped dead in my tracks the second I walked in the door. I didn’t know what it was at first, but something was wrong. Oberi came to a halt beside me and sniffed the air.

      I smelled it, too. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it was something akin to ocean water— totally out of place. Then I heard it, the sound of footsteps in the kitchen.

      An intruder!

      I held my breath and motioned for Oberi to stay quiet. Slowly, I set my bag of groceries on the ground, careful not to make a sound. I pressed myself to the wall and inched closer to the kitchen. 

      A man began humming a tune I was sure I’d never heard before, but sounded vaguely familiar. He had a roughness to his voice, and his footsteps moved slowly, like he was old. 

      I listened for signs of other intruders, but he seemed to be alone. There came the sound of something scratching, then metal hitting the counter. Silverware, perhaps? Was the guy making himself a freaking sandwich in my kitchen? What the hell, man?

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out my knife. I flicked it open just as I heard the man open the refrigerator. When he turned his back, I lunged out of my hiding spot and into the entrance of the kitchen.

      “What the hell are you doing!?” I demanded, holding my knife out threateningly. It was pretty clear I’d use it if I had to. The old man better not test me. I wasn’t afraid to use this damn thing.

      The man paused a second. It went so quiet I wasn’t sure if I’d given him a heart attack or something. “Come now, Charlie,” the old man said. “There’s no reason to fear me. Put the knife away.”

      “Put it away?” I balked. “I don’t know who the hell you are. How do you know my name?”

      “I’ve known about you for a long time, Charlie,” he said.

      I racked my brain, trying to place the voice. I knew a lot of people from being shuffled around between foster homes when I was a kid, but surely none of them cared enough to come find me. Not like anyone had a reason.

      “You’re not a cop, are you?” I accused.

      The man chuckled. “No, not a cop at all. Just a hungry old man looking for a sandwich. You hungry?”

      He took a bite, then held the sandwich out so close to me I could feel him.

      I curled my nose up. “No, thanks. Who are you⁠—?”

      Oberi cut me off by giving a happy bark and skirting around me into the kitchen. He went over to the man like he knew him, making gross licking noises with his tongue.

      “Oh, this must be your Familiar!” the old man said, like we were two old friends catching up. I was caught off guard, to say the least.

      “Familiar?” I questioned. What was he talking about?

      The man spoke to Oberi like he hadn’t heard me. “You want a sandwich, buddy? Here you go. Just a bite.”

      “Hey, don’t feed my dog that,” I objected, but he must’ve not heard me, because Oberi wolfed the thing down in seconds.

      He scratched Oberi behind the ears. “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you? Yes, you are.”

      The man seemed harmless, and Oberi appeared to trust him, so I lowered my weapon. 

      “Will you stop talking to my dog like he’s an infant?” I demanded. “What are you doing here?”

      The man straightened. “Yes, of course. You must be so confused. Why don’t we sit down and talk?”

      “I don’t want to sit down,” I growled. “Tell me what the hell’s going on.”

      The man took a deep breath, then tapped his fingers on the counter. “Let me ask you this. Have you noticed anything strange lately?”

      “Yeah. There’s a weird old dude in my kitchen,” I stated flatly.

      “I mean since your Familiar arrived,” he said.

      I furrowed my brow. “My Familiar?”

      “Yes. Perhaps you’ve noticed… powers.”

      “Powers?” I repeated. “Okay, grandpa. You gotta go.”

      “But you need to hear this, Charlie!” he protested. “Your father had the power to control Air, which means you can, too!”

      I was just about to grab the guy and shove him out the door, but what he said made me pause. I instantly thought of what happened the night I found Oberi, how I’d blasted the three men back with no explanation. Had I been controlling the air around them?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “Yes, you do,” he argued. “I saw it in your eyes just now. You’ve used your Air magic before, haven’t you?”

      “I don’t believe in magic,” I told him, but it felt like coughing up rocks. Something about saying that out loud felt wrong.

      “Please listen to me, Charlie,” he insisted. “My name is Professor Elliot Baine. I’m an Elementai, like you.”

      I took a step back. “Elementai?”

      The man was talking crazy. And yet… I swore I’d heard the word before.

      “Please, if you’d just sit down, I’d like to explain. I want to help,” he assured me.

      Like hell. The only people who ever said I want to help only wanted to help themselves. Another lesson I’d learned the hard way. Marty had been the only person I ever met who meant it. He was a true friend up until the day he died. 

      But this old man was a stranger. Surely he had ulterior motives.

      And yet… he had me intrigued. Something had happened the night I met Oberi, and I hadn’t been able to explain it. Hell, there was a lot about my life I couldn’t explain.

      “Let me prove it,” he insisted. He walked over to the sink and turned on the faucet while he spoke. “I’m Toaqua, which means I can control Water.”

      I jumped when something cold touched my arm. I swiped at it, only to realize that it was water. The water droplets washed away, only to return a moment later. They crawled over my skin, then soaked into my shirt. It was freaking eerie, like the water had a mind of its own. A moment later, the water was being sucked out of my shirt, and the fabric went dry again. The water wrapped around my arm like a snake. As it slithered away, I reached out a hand and discovered that it was floating in mid-air.

      I stood there, mouth agape, unable to believe what he’d just done. Magic? Could it be true?

      “Fine,” I agreed. “Tell me everything.”

      I couldn’t believe I was actually welcoming this stranger into my home. Had I gone insane?

      The old man— Professor Baine— and I left the kitchen and sat in the living room. Oberi lay at my feet.

      “Like I said, I’m an Elementai,” Professor Baine started. “We’re a group of supernaturals who are able to manipulate the elements— Fire, Water, Earth, Air, and Spirit.”

      I scoffed. “Spirit— like healing?”

      “Exactly.”

      “If you’re offering to heal me, you can go fuck yourself,” I snarled. I didn’t need to be able to see to have worth in this freaking world. I was blind, but that didn’t matter. I still meant something. 

      “No, no, you misunderstand,” he said calmly. “Even if we wanted to, our healing wouldn’t help with your… condition. It doesn’t work that way. I’m here because you were born in our society, Charlie, and we’ve been looking for you for a long time.”

      “I… what?”

      “You were taken away and put into foster care when you were only a toddler,” he continued. “That was back during the Hawkei Civil War, when your parents were arrested for treason⁠—”

      “Hawk-eye what? Back up, old man,” I insisted. “You’ll have to start from the beginning— if I’m even going to entertain what you’re saying at all.”

      Professor Baine took a deep breath. His words came out sounding thoughtful. “The beginning… okay. The Hawkei are a Native American tribe living in Northern California. Long ago, when the colonizers waged war on us, our ancestors granted us magical powers to protect ourselves. We were split into five Houses, named for each of the five elements. Children are born into the House of their parents, as they will inherit the same type of magic. With this blessing also came magical creatures, which we were tasked with protecting and caring for. Some of these magical creatures bond with us. They are our other halves, our soul and the source of our powers. We call them Familiars.”

      My brow furrowed the more he spoke. It was a fun story, but it couldn’t be true. “And Oberi is my… Familiar?” I questioned hesitantly.

      “Yes,” Professor Baine confirmed. “He is bonded to you now. If one of you dies, you both die.”

      My heart jumped at the thought. I could be gone tomorrow, and Oberi would perish with me? That didn’t seem fair.

      “But I’m not Native American,” I argued. Truth be told, I didn’t know what I was. I knew I had darker skin, but people had treated me like dirt my whole life. I didn’t think I belonged anywhere.

      “Of course you are,” Mr. Baine said. “Not all Hawkei look Native American. After we were gifted our powers, we sought to expand our tribe. Men and women from all over the world joined us, and so our culture is very diverse, influenced heavily by both our Hawkei and non-Hawkei ancestors.”

      “Where’s your Familiar?” I asked rather harshly. I wanted the proof.

      “I’m afraid Thalassa is too big to bring on such a journey,” he said, before continuing with his story. “Twenty years ago, the Hawkei underwent many disagreements, one of them being whether couples from separate Houses— or those with different powers— should be allowed to mate. At the time, it was thought that mixed-House children would have diluted powers, and many feared losing our magic. Interhouse relationships were outlawed, and anyone found to break that law was sentenced to prison— or death.”

      I shuddered.

      “I’m afraid your parents were among those sentenced,” he said sadly. “Your mother was Nivita— an Earth Elementai— and your father was Yapluma— an Air Elementai. People from those two Houses were not allowed to be together. Or have children.”

      My hands curled into fists. How dare he try to use my parents against me! I blew a breath and spoke sarcastically. I didn’t believe him. “And that’s why I was taken away and put into foster care?”

      He took a deep breath, like it pained him to admit the truth. “Yes. Unfortunately, the Elders— our government— did not think you worthy of the tribe. But things have changed, and the Hawkei have been trying to get these interhouse children back.”

      My body went rigid. Holy shit. He was serious.

      “Why?” I asked in disgust. “Why would I go back to a society that thought me worthless?”

      “We’re not like that anymore,” he insisted. “But you’ve been very hard to find, Mr. Wahkin.”

      “How did you find me?” I demanded.

      “Remember that break-in you were wanted for last year?” he asked.

      I crossed my arms. I couldn’t believe he’d bring that up. I didn’t do break-ins— not anymore. But since Marty died, I was desperate. I fell into the wrong crowd, and they convinced me to get in on a burglary job. It ended in five arrests, and only three of us got away. It hadn’t been pretty— hence why I preferred to stay off the radar.

      “Yeah, I remember,” I bit.

      “Well, there’s been a warrant out for your arrest ever since,” Professor Baine explained. “You were caught on camera in a bar fight a few days ago. It tipped off our officials on your whereabouts.”

      “Okay, I get that, but seriously, how did you find me here?” I asked. “My name’s not on the lease.” 

      It was one of the reasons the police hadn’t arrested me on that warrant yet. They didn’t know where to find me.

      “Ah, yes. That was a tricky one,” Baine said. “Once I had a general idea of where you were staying, all I had to do was follow the scent of magic.”

      “Scent of magic?” My eyebrows shot up.

      “Well, not literally,” he said. “I’m a particularly gifted Elementai. I’ve mastered techniques many others have not. Among them, I’m able to siphon magic from creatures who are not my own Familiar.”

      I went rigid, and I instinctively placed a leg in front of Oberi’s lounging form.

      “Not to worry, Mr. Wahkin,” Mr. Baine said. “I have no reason to draw from your Familiar. However, the technique allows me to sense the magic around me. Since Oberi is the only magical creature in the area, I was able to sense her from a great distance.”

      “Him,” I corrected.

      Mr. Baine hesitated, like he was confused. “Yes, of course. Sense him.”

      Silence settled between us for a few moments. I was still trying to absorb everything he’d said. I could feel Mr. Baine’s eyes on me.

      “You do believe me, don’t you, Charlie?” he asked.

      I contemplated it. Did I believe him? It was all so crazy… yet seemed to make all the sense in the world.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “For the last couple of years, I’ve been able to… I don’t know how to explain it. I can sense the world around me through air pressure. It’s like my eyes don’t work, but I can get an idea in my mind of what a room looks like just by how the air moves.”

      “That makes perfect sense!” Baine sounded delighted. “You came of age, so your magic started working. Now that you and Oberi have bonded, you will begin learning magic at a rapid rate. Soon, you’ll be able to control the Air itself.”

      I gaped, and he must’ve noticed.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Well, I-I think I already did that.” And it wasn’t just that blast in the alleyway, either. I could do it playing darts and things like that, though on a much smaller scale.

      Holy shit. This guy wasn’t lying. There really was a society of magical people who could control the elements… and I was one of them.

      “What do you want from me?” I finally asked.

      “Nothing.” He sounded genuine. “I only want to help.”

      “But why me? I’m nothing special.”

      “You are very wrong about that, Mr. Wahkin,” he countered. “You are an Elementai, a member of the Hawkei tribe. You belong in Kinpago with the rest of us. There, we can teach you how to use your element and strengthen your bond with your Familiar. There’s a school, Orenda Academy of Magical Creatures⁠—”

      “A college?” I balked. “No, I’m too old for college. Besides, I don’t even have a high school diploma.”

      “Precisely why we will give you an education. You can get your GED and a college degree. All Hawkei deserve that much.”

      “Wait… give it to me?” It took a moment for what he was saying to sink in. “Like, a scholarship?”

      “All Orenda Academy expenses are paid by the tribe,” he explained. “You will have room and board, food, money for supplies⁠—”

      “Thanks for the offer, but this all sounds too good to be true,” I said bitterly. “What is it you really want in return?”

      Baine took a long breath. “We want to make amends, Charlie.”

      I scoffed. “Then the Elders who threw me out can go drop dead.”

      Baine got really quiet. “They are. The council is new now, full of people who want to restore balance to our tribe, instead of tear it apart like the ones who came before. Reaching out to our outcasted members is one way for the tribe to atone for its many sins.” 

      My blood ran cold. I still didn’t want to go. “Why would I go back to a society that executed my parents and made me an orphan? You abandoned me.”

      “You can’t stay here,” he pointed out. I opened my mouth to protest, but Baine continued. “Sooner or later, your warrant will catch up to you. We can provide you with a good home and proper education. If you stay here, you’ll end up in prison… or worse.”

      Hell, this old man was right. I was basically holding my breath waiting for an arrest or to bleed out in a gunfight.

      Maybe I could use this new place to my advantage. It’d be a new playground for my cons, and I could plot my revenge on the tribe while I was at it.

      I wasn’t sure I had a choice.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m in.”
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      The day I was born, the world went mad.

      And I went mad with it.

      The pounding of the hippogriff's hooves beneath me was like a war drum beating a prayer song. I could feel the music that resonated through the earth as it sent power flowing through my blood. The valley ahead of me was green and open, welling with sunlight on a fresh August morning. The hippogriff herd pressed around me as the mountains of Northern California rose in the distance, redwoods like soldiers standing tall against the blue sky.

      I could feel everything that was alive, smell the resonance of life as energy ricocheted through the air. I could see the entire universe, spread out like a map that was mine for the taking. I rode upon a euphoric high, feeling more powerful than a god and never wishing to come down as the colors began to bleed together into a watercolor painting.

      I dug my hands into the creature's feathers and held on tight, pressing myself to the bird's neck and urging it to go faster. The half-horse, half-eagle creature let out a low whinny, enclosing its wings around my legs. I laughed along, giving a sound that was shrill and ignited the world.

      Eventually, the valley came to a close as the mountains grew higher above us. The hippogriff slowed, until it jogged to a stop by the opening of a cave entrance. I slid off and patted the hippogriff's neck as the colors of the world bled away and became normal once again. “Good girl. Thanks for the ride."

      The hippogriff snorted, blowing back my hair before taking off into the sky. The herd followed, spreading their wings to follow the lead mare into the clouds.

      I looked back. My brother was clinging to the back of the slowest hippogriff, who rounded up the last of the herd. His black hair was wild and stuck up on one side, and his cheeks were bright red.

      "Ava-Marie, wait up!" he complained. His hippogriff skidded to an abrupt halt. Ezekiel yelled as he was tossed forward and sent sprawling into the ground, tearing a hole in his jeans.

      I put a hand over my mouth and laughed again as Ezekiel spat out dirt. The hippogriff huffed and kicked up its hooves, flying into the sky with the rest of them.

      Ezekiel gave me a sour look. "You could wait for me every once in a while."

      "You wouldn't fall behind if you were a better rider." I reached out a hand to pull him to his feet. Ez and I often raced hippogriffs, but he rarely beat me. He could never tell which ones would be the fastest. I could.

      We turned toward the cave entrance. Ezekiel's mouth fell open as he gazed upward, taking in the sight of the cave— and the various signs around the entrance warning that further venturing would be trespassing on government property. As this cave was outside the Hawkei reservation, whatever was found within it was free for anyone to take— as far as the colonizers were concerned. 

      "Are you sure we should be doing this?” Ezekiel asked. “It definitely counts as illegal activity."

      "Stop being such a baby." I reached into my backpack and took out a headlamp, fastening it before clicking on the light. "It's the weekend. No one's at the worksite."

      "If we get caught here, it's a federal crime," Ezekiel said, pointing at the cords roping off the entrance.

      I rolled my eyes. "What, like the colonizers committed a crime by stealing our land? Those artifacts are Hawkei property, Ez. They belong to the tribe. Now we're going to get them back. Do you really want the colonizers to put our heritage in one of their museums? It's not right."

      "No, but⁠—"

      "Then what's the issue?"

      Ezekiel's tone was flat. "I don't feel like going to jail."

      "You're such a goody-two-shoes. Let's go."

      "Ava-Marie!"

      I'd slipped under the ropes before he had a chance to stop me. Ezekiel fastened on his own headlamp and hurried in behind, like I knew he'd always do. The sunlight vanished as we wandered further into the cave.

      I got that Ez was nervous, but he needed to chill. This was the right thing to do. The supernatural world had suffered enough from humans in the past— the Hawkei being one of their greatest victims. 

      The Hawkei were an indigenous people who'd lived in California for thousands of years. We'd nearly been exterminated when the colonizers came to our territory and began terrorizing our tribe. We'd pleaded with the ancestors for help, and they'd answered our prayers, and gifted us our powers— the magic of the elements.

      We became the Elementai— elementals— and grew strong enough to defend ourselves from the humans. We separated into five Houses for each of the five elements— Koigni, for Fire; Toaqua, for Water; Nivita, for Earth; Yapluma, for Air; and Anichi, for Spirit.

      Though we had to keep our magic a secret, I wasn't about to let some colonizers get their filthy hands on what belonged to us. I was doing the right thing. They were trying to steal our culture. Now I was stealing it back.

      The headlamps didn't provide enough light, so I lifted my hand. A ball of fire burned within it, illuminating the path ahead with light.

      Ezekiel looked on in awe. "I'm so jealous. I can't wait to get my powers."

      “You're eighteen. They'll show up soon.”

      Supernaturals got their abilities when they came of age, but Ez hadn't shown any magic yet. I was over a year older than him, but I'd gotten my Fire magic the day I'd turned eighteen.

      Though Ezekiel's powers would be different from mine. Our parents were from separate Houses. My mother was Koigni. My father was Toaqua. Elementai always inherited their powers from their same-sex parent, so Ezekiel would have Water magic instead of Fire like me.

      Ezekiel scowled as the walls of the cave began getting narrower. "You could at least tell our parents where we're going. I don't like lying all the time. If he finds out we're here, Dad will be madder than when you got your tongue pierced."

      I waggled my piercing at him. "Well, someone's gotta be the rebel."

      "Not all the time. Can't we have a normal day for once?"

      "I do what I want."

      I held my arm out as the cave path came to an abrupt halt, leading to the edge of a cliff. I sent the fireball sailing downward. It landed on the cave floor twenty feet below, where it shone light on piles of pick axes, shovels, and wheelbarrows full of dirt. The fireball fizzled out, leaving the area below in darkness.

      "There's the excavation site." I slipped off my bag and began pulling out my gear. I pounded an anchor into the floor and strung a rope through the safety clips before slipping on my harness. I was rappelling down the side of the cliff before Ezekiel even had his harness on. I landed on the ground safely and unclipped myself while Ez clumsily— and fucking slowly— descended.

      Ezekiel got tangled up in his climbing gear a foot above the ground. He struggled with the ropes and glanced at me helplessly as he spun in circles against the rock.

      "Um, can you help? This harness is strangling my balls," he whined.

      "Ancestors, Ez, you're so clumsy." I got Ez loose, and he staggered against the wall. I had to resist rolling my eyes again.

      "Hey, I'm a fat kid. I don't do things like this."

      "You're not fat, Ez, you're fluffy."

      "Easy for you to say. You can't weigh more than a hundred pounds."

      "Shut up."

      I called another fireball into my hand as I observed the excavation site. There were footprints in the dirt, and a lot of tools, but I didn't see anything of value.

      "They must've not found it yet," I reasoned.

      "Do you hear that?" Ezekiel tilted his head. There was a trickling sound. I followed the source of the noise across the area until my boots splashed upon mud and water. The fireball in my hand displayed a river ten feet wide, and probably just as deep.

      "It's an underground river," I said. "How fascinating."

      I reached into my bag and pulled out a leather guidebook. I scribbled a few things down while Ezekiel groaned. "Ava, can we go? I don't want to get caught down here."

      I snapped my guidebook shut. "Look. When you're navigating ruins, you're supposed to document everything. Otherwise, you could miss a crucial clue that's important later. I have to practice; otherwise, I'll never be⁠—"

      "A real explorer," Ezekiel echoed for me, like he'd done a million times. "I get it. Where is this thing, anyway?"

      "Grandpa said the artifact would be down here." I followed my instincts and began navigating the river. Ezekiel nearly slipped into it, before I caught him.

      "Grandpa's wrong about a lot of things," Ezekiel grumbled, but I ignored him. We moved ahead, leaving the excavation site behind us.

      We walked for half a mile in silence. The walls of the cave narrowed. Eventually, the river ended, but not before I noticed a small slit in the cave wall near my feet. I'd fit through it, but not Ez.

      I had a feeling there was something lying beyond. Ezekiel frowned when he noticed it. "You can't be serious."

      "Where's your sense of adventure?" I asked. I had already dropped to my knees and began squeezing myself through the hole. "I won't be long."

      Ezekiel danced nervously by the gap as I pushed myself through the claustrophobic space. For a moment, I did get stuck— momentary panic struck me, but I shoved it aside. Fear was a useless fucking emotion. It wouldn't get me what I wanted.

      I finally slipped through. As I did, I was able to stand and light a fireball. I stood in a small circular area, and lying on the floor was exactly what we'd come here for.

      I reached out and picked up a small gold sculpture in the shape of a person. It was as big as my hand, and depicted each of the five elements throughout. The face showed half the face of a man, and half of a woman. It was meant to be a carving of one of the Hawkei gods— a piece of the Great Spirit we worshiped alongside our ancestors.

      After a quick inspection, I rendered it had to be authentic. A piece like this was invaluable. To the colonizers, such an item would sell for millions at auction, but to our tribe, it was priceless.

      I wriggled out from underneath the gap, and Ezekiel sighed in relief. His smile brightened when I showed him the figurine.

      "Finally. Let's head out." We turned to go, but as we did, the idol in my hand started to burn. I let out a gasp. Being Koigni, it shouldn't have hurt, but the statue was actually able to singe my skin. Both of our mouths dropped open as we realized the idol was glowing bright red. From the mouth of the idol streamed black smoke, which formed into a transparent man with a malicious grin.

      Shit. The idol was a piece of Spirit Art. Grandpa had told me about these things. If a supernatural cared about their creation enough, they could actually seal a piece of their soul inside it, preserving their spirit forever within an item they treasured here on this earth. Usually, people who made Spirit Art were benevolent and kind beings, meant to help others.

      But whoever had made this piece of Spirit Art was a fucking asshole, because this spirit was obviously not here to help. Dark magic like whips began gathering at his sides as the entity readied to attack. I saw fire flickering on the spirit's form— this man had been Koigni in his former life.

      "Ava, run!" Ezekiel cried. He grabbed my wrist, but the dark entity lashed out, knocking him to the ground. His headlight went out, and I heard glass crack. 

      The spirit smacked me across the face. My helmet went flying off, and the light broke against the stone.

      We were locked in darkness. I threw a fireball in the direction I thought the dark spirit might be. It sailed right through him. I saw with horror that the monster was advancing on Ezekiel, who was scampering backwards trying to get away from it. The evil spirit reached out its dark tendrils, wrapping them around Ezekiel's form and squeezing him tight. He gasped, pulling at the tendrils around his neck as they suffocated him, his feet kicking at the water of the river as he tried to escape.

      When I saw that my brother was in danger, I didn't think. I reacted. I flung out my left hand, expecting flames to shoot out my fingers at the entity, though I knew it wouldn't do any good.

      That's not what happened. A shiver ran from my core all the way out to the tips of my fingers as I felt my skin turn cold, not hot. I'd never experienced such a chilling feeling before. When I cast Fire, there was anger, passion, exhilaration— nearly on the bounds of being out of control.

      This magic was different. It was calming. Cool. And had an ancient power within it that scared me.

      The water in the river rose upward. The riverbed drained. Ezekiel gasped. The spirit just had time to look up before the wave crashed into him. The dark entity gave a wicked cry as the water smashed into his body, putting out the flames licking his form. There was a sizzling sound, and the spirit dissolved, leaving the idol silent and immobile on the ground. The water trickled back into the river, and I was left completely dumbfounded.

      What did I just do?

      Ezekiel shook, but it wasn't because of the entity. "Ava, you— you just used Water magic!"

      I clambered to my feet. "No... it isn't possible."

      "It has to be." Ezekiel got up, and his feet splashed on the stone. "I saw you do it. You're not just Koigni. You're Toaqua, too."

      Denial flashed in my mind. I was a Fire caster, through and through. I had the fiery temperament for it. The ability to call upon Fire was as easy for me as breathing.

      And yet... I'd told the river to protect Ezekiel without any effort whatsoever, and it'd obeyed.

      I wouldn't accept it. It wasn't real. I couldn't have inherited my father's powers, too. This had to be a fluke.

      I wouldn't have one more thing that made me more different than I already was.

      "Ez, you can't tell Mama and Daddy about this," I said as he approached. "It has to stay between us."

      His face fell. "If you're both Houses, it's important for them to know."

      "No! I want to be Koigni— I want to be normal," I pleaded. "I'm already a fucking freak."

      Ezekiel's eyes turned sad. "You're not a freak, Ava."

      I let out a snort. Yeah, right. I'd been the weird kid at school. And weird was putting it lightly. People were afraid of me.

      It was exceptionally rare— nearly unheard of— for an Elementai to have the ability to cast more than one element. Most could only cast the element of the House they were born into. Sure, there were exceptions, like my mother, who could use both Fire and Spirit magic.

      But there'd never, in the history of all the Hawkei, been an elemental who could use both Fire and Water. The elements were total opposites. And I didn't want to be the first anything.

      I picked up the idol and shoved it into my bag. "Come on. Let's go."

      "Ava!"

      Ezekiel protested all the way behind me— even as he struggled to climb the wall that led back out of the cave. When we burst out into the sunlight, he grabbed my shoulders to stop me.

      "This isn't something we can hide," he said. "Nor should you."

      Ezekiel was stubborn. He wouldn't give up. 

      "Let's just drop the idol off at Grandpa's," I said with a sigh. "Then we'll talk about it."

      Or like, never.

      Ezekiel's shoulders sagged. "Okay. We can stop by on the way home."

      "Like hell! I need makeup." I could deal with jeans just fine if I was running around in a cave, but any other time of day, I wanted a dress on. Crawling in the mud was no excuse for not looking fabulous— and I was not walking through town with my hair like this.

      "Ugh. Fine. I guess I'm hungry, anyway."

      "You're always hungry."

      The hippogriff herd had returned by this time. They were grazing in the valley beyond. The lead mare lifted her head as I walked toward her. I pulled myself onto her back, and Ezekiel climbed onto the same tawny stallion he'd fallen off of earlier. I nudged my heels into her sides, and the hippogriff spread her wings, taking off into the air.

      There was nothing like feeling the wind on your face while you were flying on a hippogriff. I looked down, and as the valley shrank beneath me, I turned my gaze toward the city beyond. 

      Kinpago was my home, and always would be. I admired the beautiful skyline as the hippogriff tilted in the air, directing us toward an island that sat surrounded by the crystal clear ocean.

      The two hippogriffs landed on the sandy beach of the island. Ezekiel and I fed them treats before bidding farewell and walking up the brick pathway to the grand stone mansion beyond.

      I loved our house. It was open-concept, decorated in white and blue tones with a crystal chandelier hanging in the main entrance. The kitchen connected to the living room, and the porch doors were open, letting in the breeze from the beach. Some would say it was too big, but I had such a large family, it always felt warm and welcoming to me.

      My younger sister sat on the couch, reading, like usual. Her red mane of hair fanned out behind her on the pillows. She looked up as we entered.

      "Where've you guys been?" Alana asked. She was only fifteen, but she was fucking sharp— nothing got past her. She got off the couch and threw her book aside as Ezekiel began rummaging through the cupboards to make a sandwich.

      I took the idol out of my bag and set it on the counter. "Getting this."

      "No way. You found it?" Alana's eyes widened as she took in the statue.

      "Yeah. It only took vanquishing an evil spirit out of the statue," Ezekiel said with a mouth full of food.

      "Really? How'd you do that?" Alana asked.

      I glared at Ezekiel, and he shut up as Alana inspected the idol. 

      I could hear swear words coming from the garage. I poked my head in.

      My eleven-year-old brother, Maverick, was sprawled on the floor, surrounded by tools as he messed around with an old motorbike. The bike was an antique. It had been my grandfather's, passed down to my dad, then passed down to me. I took it to the mainland sometimes to ride it around. Maverick was itching to be old enough to drive it. I'd told him he could tinker with it. He was good with mechanical things. His brown hair was matted with oil as he tightened loose bolts.

      "You got it, Mav?" I asked.

      Maverick threw a wrench down. "Stupid chains are busted."

      "Well, if you need help, ask."

      Ez and I took after our dad— Alana and Maverick our mom. Ezekiel and I had tan brown skin, while Alana and Maverick's was lighter. Ez and I looked native, and the other two didn’t— even though we had the same Hawkei blood running through our veins. 

      I returned to the kitchen. "Where are Mom and Dad?" Ezekiel asked Alana before he chugged a glass of milk.

      "Dad's at the office," Alana said. "I guess Mom went with him for some reason."

      Thank the ancestors that Mama and Daddy weren't home. Ezekiel had a big mouth.

      "If they're both there, it must be important," Ezekiel said.

      Alana shrugged. "Maybe."

      Daddy was the chief of Toaqua, and responsible for everyone in the Water tribe. Mama was on the Koigni Elder Council, working alongside him to maintain peace amongst the Houses. During the Elementai Civil War twenty years ago, there'd been a prophecy about my mother and how she would save the tribe. I'd only been a baby then, but according to my parents, it'd been a terrible time of war and suffering amongst the Houses. As the chosen one, my mother had led the tribe into a new age of peace— but not without a lot of sacrifice.

      Because I was her firstborn, I was expected to live up to her incredible story. And I'd thoroughly disappointed everyone.

      As if being the daughter of the Water chief wasn't enough publicity. My parents were tribal heroes. Me being able to cast magic from two different Houses would cause more undue attention to our family.

      Like I hadn't done that enough already.

      While Ezekiel ate, I ran upstairs. I showered, dried and curled my hair before flinging open my closet door— which was packed to the brim with poofy dresses, bedazzled jean jackets, and six-inch pumps. 

      I stood at the door and tapped a finger against my chin. What was I in the mood for today?

      I had this fabulous pink tulle skirt I'd sewn myself that fell around my knees, with a cut-off cream shirt. They'd go perfect with a white pair of heels. I slipped them on, then sat at my vanity and began applying primer and foundation before working on contouring my cheekbones. I tossed lipsticks and eyeliner around my messy room carelessly, looking for the right one.

      I was nothing more than thinly organized chaos. Everything in my room was pink— I loved pink— though you could barely tell under the piles of clothes I had lying around. My bedroom had a theme; unicorns. I had a unicorn bedspread, unicorn posters, and unicorn lamps.

      I collected unicorns. I was fricking obsessed with them. I even wanted a unicorn tattoo one day. It was all so pink and girly, and it made me feel fabulous. Anyone who thought my room looked like a five-year-old's could suck a dick, because I liked it, and that's what mattered.

      I had a wardrobe full of makeup products. I didn't need them as much anymore... not since I quit my beauty vlog, but it felt like a sin to throw them out.

      Mama and Daddy wanted me to pick it back up again. But I hadn't made a video since Monica died. It felt like a betrayal to make one without her.

      Thinking of Monica always made a pang run through my chest. I threaded my fingers over the bracelet she'd woven me, which I never took off. Red and green, for Koigni and Nivita.

      It was the last piece I had left of her. Sometimes, I still heard her laugh echoing through the house. The memory of her smile got me through my bad days. 

      I had a lot of those.

      I rummaged through my vanity drawer, looking for the final touch. If Uncle Jonah had taught me one thing, there was never enough glitter. I dusted a tiny bottle of it over my arms and cheeks before I posed in the mirror.

      I looked so hot. Looks were everything. People judged with their eyes. I loved makeup, because there was nothing you couldn't hide with it.

      Ezekiel was messing around with his guitar when I came downstairs. "Finally." 

      He put his guitar aside. Alana gave a wave as we headed out. We'd asked her to come with us, but she was an introvert and liked her alone time.

      We took the motorboat into town. I watched as dolphins and whales swam between hippocampi— half-horse, half-mermaid creatures. Their scales sparkled in the water, making me wish to reach out and brush my fingers over their spiny manes. Everything about my world was magical, and I savored each moment of it.

      We docked the boat before walking up the winding path to Kinpago. As we entered the city, another invigorating sense of home struck me. I watched from the streets as dragons flew overhead, twirling with griffins and birds with rainbow feathers that were bigger than buildings. The streets were packed with Elementai walking side by side with direwolves, basilisks and three-headed animals like chimeras. 

      The perytons were always my favorite. The winged deer had such spirits as they bounded through the streets, bobbing their antlered heads.

      The Elementai had the most important job in the world— protecting and defending magical creatures. We were their caretakers as designated by the ancestors themselves, and the creatures depended on us for survival. Every magical creature imaginable that existed in the world had a species based here in Kinpago. More often than not, we were the only thing that prevented them from going extinct. As a result, many of them became our Familiars.

      A Familiar was an Elementai's soul, the part of their spirit that existed outside of their body. Every Elementai was bonded to one, and you usually met them sometime after you got your powers. Elementai couldn't live without their Familiars, as they were the source of our magic, our life energy. If you died, so did they.

      I hadn't gotten my Familiar yet. I'd desperately looked for one the first day I could cast my element, but I hadn't found them. Somewhere, I knew my soul was out there waiting for me, and the longing to join the pieces of myself together was almost like an obsession. What would they be, and what would my Familiar mean to me?

      There were so many colors in Kinpago. Streamers hung from buildings, and Hawkei music played as people danced in the streets beneath the skyscrapers and shops. I smelled fry bread, cinnamon, and freshly baked pizza. Vendors on the street sold beads for making jewelry, white sage and woven baskets. 

      I wanted to stop and look— shopping was my favorite activity— but Ezekiel pulled me along in the direction of my grandfather's house. He knew once I went on a shopping spree, I wouldn't stop until I was flat broke.

      In the distance, I saw the spires of a white castle rise into the clouds, and my heart thudded with just a little bit of magic.

      Ezekiel nudged me knowingly. "Are you ready? Just a few more days now."

      Excitement welled in my chest. I couldn't wait to attend Orenda Academy of Magical Creatures. I'd heard so many stories from my parents about how amazing it
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