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

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I could recall the day I’d bonded like it was yesterday— and I knew I’d always remember it that way.

      I’d been walking in the forest on my own in late September, during the afternoon around sunset. I was in my second year at Orenda Academy, and had been feeling pretty isolated from everyone else.

      I felt different and alone. I couldn’t understand why. My life was pretty good. I was happy, overall. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone… something… was missing. I couldn’t figure out who. There was just this gap in me that had always been there and that I could never explain. I always felt like my purpose, my destiny, was somewhere out there… not here. I wanted to go look for it, because I was restless without it.

      When I got far enough into the woods, I heard a cracking sound and looked up. My heart skipped a beat, and then froze when I saw a pair of amber eyes peering out at me from the trees.

      There was a large black wolf standing there, his coat deeper than night and shadow. He held himself tall, head high, his ears perked forward as he looked at me. Some people don’t believe animals can have expressions, but this one did. His look was completely serious, and though we were at least twenty feet apart, it felt like he was pulling me in, further and further to him.

      The gaze we shared was unbreakable. I couldn’t wrench my eyes away if I tried. Time faded away, and so did everything around me. A soft flute played a solo melody in the background that only we could hear. Nothing else mattered. The only thing that meant anything anymore was the wolf. My body felt light and airy as I began walking toward the wolf, my feet moving not of their own accord.

      My ears seemed to block out all sound as I approached the wolf. He turned, glancing behind himself once before he broke into a run.

      I followed. I leapt into a run, but I wasn’t chasing him. I was sprinting beside him. We weaved throughout the trees together, matching stride for stride. His paws touched the ground each time my foot did, and we moved seamlessly, in unison. Everything was fast, yet it was also in slow motion. I’d never felt so connected to something in my life. What I had known before, it hadn’t ever made me feel this way.

      Finally, the wolf stopped running. He came to a halt beside a cascading waterfall and allowed the spray to mist his black fur.

      I took a few deep breaths before I sank to my knees before him. He didn’t move, but remained standing, and kept staring back. I raised a shaking hand to touch his fur. The moment I did, shock waves were sent pulsating through my body.

      My entire existence was rearranged. Saying that my life was different wasn’t enough. This bond went beyond the short time I would exist on this plane. Everything I thought that had mattered didn’t matter at all. The only thing that mattered was the wolf in front of me. He consumed every part of me, rearranged my thoughts about myself and created a mirror that I could use to reflect who I was. Every connection in my life— my family, my tribe, who I wanted to be— came loose and tied themselves tightly on to the wolf. Whatever I cared about or loved, if it didn’t relate to the wolf, it was no longer important.

      We were the same. There was nothing different about us. It was like we shared the same body, the same mind. All I cared about was his beating heart, his breath. Without it, I meant nothing. He carried all the best parts of me within him, and I was just the body that moved throughout this earthly realm. He was me— who I really was, not who I pretended or wanted to be. I would die and be buried, but he would live on with the ancestors forever.

      The connection I felt between us was like golden threads twisting and binding around each other, creating a thick rope that tangled up the two of us so I couldn’t distinguish where myself ended and he began. Because that would be impossible. Cutting us apart, trying to untangle the interwoven strands that bonded me and him, would be something not even the ancestors could do. I felt warm strands wrap around me like a thick blanket, and I could no longer resist and pull away from who and what this wolf was. The missing gap in my heart filled, and for the first time in my life, I truly felt like this was where I belonged. My purpose and my meaning in life had been filled up. It was like satisfying something that could never be satisfied. Whatever I’d been looking for, I’d found it, and now I was finally at peace.

      “Nashoma,” I whispered, and I wrapped my arms around the wolf and held him tight. The wolf buried his snout into my shoulder and huffed. I ran my hands through his fur and over his ears. He was perfect. A scar ran over his right eye, and he had a hardened look that said he wouldn’t give up, no matter what happened.

      He was tough. I liked it. I stood, one hand still wrapped firmly in the fur that ran across his shoulder blades. “Come on, brother. Let’s go back and tell everyone I’ve found my Familiar.”

      My whole family had celebrated with me that day. Back then, I thought Nashoma would be by my side forever.

      He was, in a way. But at the same time, he wasn’t. The most unbearable part of it was that I didn’t just lose him.

      I’d lost Sophia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SOPHIA

        

      

    

    
      Nausea slammed into my gut as the tall, twisted spires of Orenda Academy came into view. Normally, the sight would send a warm, fuzzy sensation in the pit of my stomach, as if arriving home to a comforting bed after a long trek through the Arctic.

      But now… it felt like entering a graveyard after a massacre. The castle classrooms and halls remembered every kiss, every touch, every whisper Liam and I had ever shared. Orenda Academy was where our love had blossomed… and where it had died.

      Going back was more painful than I'd imagined. I thought I could block it all out, forget it had ever happened and move on with my life, but I would never forget a single moment I shared with Liam Mitoh. He was once the very air I breathed.

      Now it felt as if I was suffocating.

      I turned my gaze away from the carriage window and stared down at Esis in my lap. The knot in my chest eased only slightly. I felt numb enough to almost forget it was there.

      That's what this past summer had been like. I ate. I slept. I read. Everything else was numbness. I tried to forget Liam, and I almost thought I had… until the moment I spotted Orenda Academy. All those feelings— all those memories— came rushing back.

      All I have to do is make it through the day without crying, I told myself. If I could manage that, I could make it through the rest of the semester.

      “Are you going to be okay, Sophia?” Imogen asked from beside me.

      I lifted my head to see her bright eyes on mine. She wore a tight blue top that showed off all her curves, and a purple tulle skirt she'd made over the summer. Her strawberry-blonde hair was tied into two buns, each with a daisy hairpiece attached to the top. She softly petted Sassy's red fur between us with a look of concern on her face.

      I stroked Esis’ horns for something to do with my hands. They'd grown an inch over the last few months. They were slowly transforming from the cute, nubby horns I liked so much into longer, more mature horns. The book in Imogen's library showed male kurbles grew ram-like horns once they reached full maturity. I wasn't ready for my little buddy to grow up. It seemed like everything in my life was changing, and I couldn’t handle it.

      “I'll be fine,” I lied.

      “Are you sure?” Imogen pressed. “I know it must be hard going back after the break-up, and seeing Liam today will only make things harder.”

      “I said I'm fine,” I snapped. Imogen raised her eyebrows. I didn't intend to take such a harsh tone. It just slipped out.

      I took a deep breath to calm my nerves and spoke softly. “I need to face him eventually. I might as well get it over with. Besides, we need to get everyone together to talk about the prophecy. After three months reading through every book in your family library and coming up with zilch on the Earth piece, we need more ideas. The boys should know we've been looking, at least.”

      “I can talk to Liam and Jonah alone,” Imogen offered. “You don't have to come with.”

      I knew Imogen and Jonah had spent time together over the summer, but I'd always refused to tag along. I worried that I'd run into Liam. The only time I'd seen Jonah was right after the break-up, when he'd come to chew me out for breaking Liam's heart. I'd told him to go screw himself and threatened him with a fireball.

      Liam was just as much at fault as I was. Besides, he’d been the one to dump me, not the other way around.

      The fact was, I'd spent three months trying to avoid reality, and it hadn't done me a lick of good. Even revisiting our waterfall and burning out the initials on our tree hadn't helped me get over him. Avoiding him longer than I already had wasn't going to help, either. The fact was, this prophecy stuff was more important than a relationship I’d known was doomed from the start. As impossibly hard as it was to admit, I was going to have to swallow my pride and face him. That was the deal I'd made with myself. I'd take the summer to grieve, then put on my big girl panties when school started.

      Fuck. Why did summer have to end? I wasn't ready for this.

      Instead, I just told Imogen, “You don't have to do that. I'll come with you. Maybe it'll be good to see him again.”

      Imogen smiled, though it didn't mask her concern for me. “I'm glad to see you're feeling better.”

      “Thanks,” I said, as if her statement were true. It was so far from the truth that it bordered on the absurd.

      The carriage slowed as we reached the front of the castle. Imogen and I gathered our bags, then stepped out into a warm summer breeze. The sun shone brightly down on the castle. All throughout the courtyard, Elementai smiled cheerfully, and Familiars frolicked through the grass, playing with one another.

      None of it felt right. How could everyone be so happy right now? It was like they couldn’t hear the castle walls screaming at them that this was no longer a joyful place— that too much pain and anguish had taken place here. Would they ever hear it?

      Imogen tipped our carriage driver, then started across the courtyard to the main entrance. “Do you realize where we were a year ago?”

      I cracked a smile. “Yeah. You were over there sticking your head between some random guy’s legs.”

      I nodded toward a corner of the courtyard and laughed as I thought back to my first day here, the day I’d met Imogen. My laughter quickly died when I remembered that Liam was there that day. Just thinking of him crushed my heart.

      “Hey.” Imogen swatted at me. “You make it sound dirty. I was just trying to keep Sassy from getting trampled. She’s a lot better about running off now, at least.”

      I looked down to Sassy, who strutted proudly next to Imogen as we ascended the stairs. When we stepped into the the Great Hall, it was like walking right back into a life I thought was over. The golden accents on the chandelier, the massive fireplace next to the main doors, the hallway that led to the grand ballroom… none of it had to do with Liam, but all of it reminded me of him.

      “Speaking of dirty, I need details from last night,” I said, to take my mind off him.

      Imogen blushed. “Nothing happened.”

      Cade had stopped over. He and Imogen had sat on the bridge between the Nivita treehouses for two hours, dangling their feet over the forest floor and talking. I’d snuck a glance toward the end and caught them making out.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Really,” Imogen stated. “He just wanted to talk about the Elemental Cup. I think he’s nervous about being in this year’s tournament.”

      We started up the grand staircase, lugging our bags behind us. My heart skipped a beat each time my eyes passed over a Toaqua guy, like it might be Liam waiting for me. But none of them were him. I turned my gaze to my feet.

      “I think anyone would be worried,” I told her.

      We turned to our right, and Imogen followed me down the hall toward my dorms.

      “Yeah,” she agreed, “but Cade seems extra worried. Not that he’ll do bad in the tournament, but it’s like he’s concerned about me. Like he’s afraid of what I’ll think of his performance or something.”

      “You told him not to worry, right? I mean, as long as he survives, that’s all that matters.”

      Imogen dropped her gaze. “I know. That’s what I told him, but he’s like, ‘What if I don’t? I want you to go on if I don’t make it.’ I told him that’s not going to happen, that he’s strong and he’ll survive.”

      “He will survive,” I assured her. I didn’t see how he wouldn’t.

      “Right,” she said. “And if he doesn’t— which isn’t going to happen— I told him we have to enjoy the time we have.”

      I wiggled my eyebrows at her. “This semester should be fun for you.”

      Maybe Cade would finally make the move.

      Imogen smiled as we reached the wide doors with the golden flame handles that led to the Koigni dorms. “You’ve got that right. I’ll wait here for you.”

      “I’ll only be a minute.”

      I entered the dorms and passed through the common room into a long hallway that led to my dorm. When I stepped inside my room, I finally felt like I could breathe again. A fire burned in the fireplace, making the room feel warm and cozy. The bed had been made with fresh sheets, and the red curtains were open, allowing the sunlight to spill into the room. The cleaning staff had thrown out the dead, dried flowers Liam had given me for Valentine’s Day. I’d followed all the other cleaning guidelines before I’d left last spring, but I just couldn’t bring myself to touch the bouquet. It was a reminder of Liam’s betrayal— how he’d tried to sabotage my magic in secret.

      I was grateful they were gone. It felt like I could enjoy this room without a reminder of Liam every two seconds. This was one of the only places in the castle that I’d never been with him. It felt like my one quiet corner of Orenda Academy, where I could be myself without him. And the ancestors knew I needed that right now.

      Esis hopped off my shoulder and onto the bed. I set my suitcase upright beside it, tossed my backpack onto the floor, and fell to the mattress beside him. All I had to do was drop off my stuff and head back to Imogen, but she could wait another minute. I just needed a moment to breathe.

      Esis approached me slowly, until I could feel his soft fur against my cheek. He gently stroked my hair, then lowered his head to mine. I reached up my hand and ran my fingers through his fluffy tail. Esis had no idea how much his affection meant to me.

      “I love you, buddy,” I whispered.

      Esis purred against my face. I took several moments to soak it in, but I knew I had to get back to Imogen.

      Sighing, I pushed myself up to a sitting position and stared down into Esis’ big blue eyes. “Well, should we go? We can unpack later.”

      Esis crawled into my arms, and I rose from the bed. On my way out, I caught sight of Vanessa, Lindsey, and Miranda in the common room. Aisha had grown to the size of a small car. Lindsey’s basilisk Familiar, Medusa, was curled up at her feet.

      “So you aren’t living in the dorms this semester?” Miranda asked Vanessa.

      Vanessa shook her head. “No, I’m just here to visit. Since Bren graduated and we got married, I have special permission to live off campus with him. We got an apartment in Kinpago.”

      Lindsey squealed in excitement. “Show us the ring again!”

      Vanessa held her hand out, but her eyes caught mine a second later. “Sophia!”

      The girls turned and rushed over to me. Vanessa pulled me into a hug. “It’s been so long! We missed you.”

      I hugged her back. “I missed you, too.”

      I hadn't seen Vanessa since her wedding. After we'd gotten close last semester, she'd asked me to be a bridesmaid. It was a beautiful ceremony on the beach, and I’d loved every minute of it. It was one of my favorite parts of last summer, apart from visiting my parents and Amelia. Vanessa had left for her honeymoon the next day, and we hadn't had a chance to catch up since.

      “We should hang out,” Vanessa said.

      “I’d like that,” I said. “I’m kind of busy now, but we’ll catch up soon.”

      “See you,” Lindsey said with a wave.

      I waved at the three of them, then headed out the door to meet up with Imogen. She was leaning against a wall opposite the doors, fiddling with the bracelets on her wrist. She immediately perked up when she saw me step into the hall.

      “You ready?” she asked.

      No.

      “Yep. Let’s go,” I said.

      Imogen tipped her luggage and began rolling it down the hall. Esis hopped out of my arms and jumped on the back of the suitcase for a ride.

      The Nivita dorms were on the next floor all the way across the castle. Imogen dropped off her bags… and then came the moment I was dreading.

      “I asked Liam and Jonah to meet us in the gardens,” Imogen said when she and Sassy came out of the dorms.

      My heart hammered at the sound of his name.

      “Are you absolutely sure you want to come?” Imogen asked.

      I wanted to see him… but I also didn’t. I couldn’t make up my mind.

      “I’m glad you care, Im,” I said, “but it’s really no big deal. Liam and I are adults. We can talk without the world imploding.”

      “Okay.” She sounded uncertain. “Maybe we should come up with an excuse in case you need to leave.”

      “I don’t need a cop-out,” I lied. “It’ll be fine. I can handle it.”

      Ancestors, I hoped so.

      My heart slammed against my rib cage, and my hands began to shake the closer we came to the gardens. I pulled Esis tighter to myself just to steady my fingers.

      And yet none of it— none of it— could prepare me for the moment Liam finally came into view.

      His long black hair fell over his shoulders and waved slightly in the warm breeze. He wore a burgundy Orenda Academy t-shirt and jeans that hung from his hips at just the right angle. They made my eyes travel downward. Beside him, Jonah was doing an impression of Squeaks, and he tripped and fell on his face. Which, incidentally, was the perfect impression of Squeaks. Liam threw his head back and laughed, and it was as if time had slowed. That smile, the crinkle around the corner of his eyes… it was all so beautiful.

      Every nerve in my body betrayed me. My heart lifted, and for a moment, it was like the last three months had never happened. I was back at the waterfall, my legs wrapped around him and his lips on mine. It was the last good moment we had together… before everything fell apart.

      Reality came crashing down on me like a ton of rocks. It felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the world. I came to a halt, but the rest of the world sped up to its normal pace. Tears immediately sprang to my eyes, but I forced them back. It felt like I was choking on them, like it didn’t matter if the air came back because I’d suffocate anyway. I was kidding myself if I thought I could face him again.

      “Sophia?” I barely heard Imogen’s voice past the pounding of my own pulse in my ears. She grabbed my shoulder and shook me.

      Esis jumped out of my arms, and he and Sassy took off to greet Squeaks. Jonah stood to brush the dirt off his jeans. Liam glanced up and spotted our Familiars headed his way.

      Then his eyes met mine with an expression I couldn’t quite read, and I knew there was no turning back.

      Imogen tugged on my arm, and I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other. Liam swooped down to scoop Esis up, and he tickled him under the chin. I looked around for Nashoma, but I didn’t see him. I noticed Imogen glancing around, too. I was too nervous to ask if the Water Elders had fulfilled their promise. Liam had done what they’d asked, hadn’t he?

      “Hey, little guy,” Liam said. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

      Esis snuggled into Liam’s chest. I’d nearly forgotten how much time they’d spent together this summer. Esis had gone on his own to visit Liam every chance he got. He’d even stayed in Kinpago for the few weeks I’d gone to visit my family in Utah, so Liam wouldn’t have to go all that time without treatment. At first, I thought Esis spent all that time with him because I’d encouraged him to go heal Liam. Now seeing them together, it was clear they’d formed a special bond.

      Jealousy twisted in my gut. Esis was my Familiar.

      But what was I going to do? Forbid him from seeing Liam? From healing Liam? That was akin to murder, and I wasn’t going to stoop that low, no matter how badly Liam broke my heart.

      That didn’t stop me from snatching Esis out of Liam's arms. I cradled him to my chest, avoiding Liam’s gaze the whole time.

      Jonah pushed himself between Imogen and me and rested an elbow on each of our shoulders. “So, ladies. How was your summer? I heard it was pretty lit.”

      I shot Imogen a questioning glance. “If you call reading through Imogen’s family library all summer lit, sure. It was lit.”

      “Did you find anything?” Liam asked.

      I finally looked at him, and it freaking tore my heart in two. I couldn’t bear to look him in the eyes, so I dropped my gaze to Esis instead. “No. That’s what we need to talk about.”

      Imogen lowered her voice and gestured toward the forest. “Should we go somewhere more private?”

      Sassy and Squeaks led us away from the castle. Jonah and Imogen stayed ahead of us to walk by their Familiars, leaving Liam and me in the back. Jonah and Imogen talked enough for the whole group, but there was an agonizing silence hanging between Liam and me. I was sure he could feel it in the air. The tension was so thick you could cut it with a dragon’s claw.

      Finally, I cleared my throat. “You don’t have to do this, you know.”

      “Do what?” Liam asked.

      I caught his eye for barely a second before we both looked away from each other. “Help with the prophecy stuff.”

      Liam shrugged. “I promised you I would.”

      It felt so strange to talk to him like this. I thought the first time we saw each other we’d be screaming and throwing things or some stupid shit like that. Ancestors knew I’d pictured it a thousand times. But he talked like nothing had ever happened between us. Which frustrated me even more. Couldn’t he at least look like he was upset by the breakup? I played nice because… well, because it was the only way I thought I might get through this.

      “It’s okay if you break this promise,” I told him.

      A beat passed between us, and for a second, I thought he was actually considering it. It would be both a relief and a disappointment if he stepped back.

      “I still want to help,” Liam finally said.

      Relief flooded through me. I hadn’t realized until he said it that was the answer I’d been hoping to hear. This time when he looked at me, I held his gaze. I didn’t take a breath until he looked down at the path again to watch his footing.

      “I’m glad,” I said.

      “You are?” He sounded surprised.

      I hadn’t meant to say it out loud. “Yeah,” I said quickly, to cover. “You know, for Imogen and Jonah’s sake. They’d probably go insane if we weren’t all working together on this.”

      “Agreed,” Liam said, though I couldn’t read his tone.

      We stopped when we entered a secluded section of forest where we couldn’t be overheard.

      Imogen turned toward the rest of us. “It’s been three months since we agreed to look for the prophecy pieces together, and so far, we’ve found nothing. Did you two come up with anything?”

      Liam shoved his hands in his pockets. “I, uh, didn’t really have a lot of time.”

      That sounded like a lie, but whatever. I didn’t expect him to help much anyway after what had happened between us.

      Jonah sighed. “You know I love you, Im, but stuff just got in the way.”

      “Stuff?” Imogen asked with a raise of her eyebrows. “You mean Renar’s dick.”

      Liam snickered beside me. I couldn’t help but let out my own chuckle as well. It was so accurate.

      But it was weird sharing a laugh with Liam again. So I stopped.

      Jonah dropped his shoulders. “Come on. Don’t be like that. I looked into the Air piece. I didn’t find anything.”

      Imogen bit her lower lip. “Sophia and I went through all the books in my family library. We didn’t find any mention of the prophecy at all. So we need other ideas on where to start.”

      “What about the school’s library?” I suggested. “I never found anything about the prophecy my first semester, but I’m sure there are a lot more books to look through.”

      Liam pressed his finger to his chin, like he was thinking hard. “Maybe the library isn’t the best place to start.”

      All eyes turned to him.

      “The library books only cover stuff from our classes,” Liam pointed out. “There isn’t a class that teaches Hawkei prophecies. The old stuff— the legends— sure, you can find a few mentions of that here and there, but this prophecy is more recent. Until Sophia showed up, most of Kinpago thought it was just a story. Hell, most still feel that way. Only the Elders are really worried about it, and now we know why. They’ve had the pieces all along. They’ve known this was coming and let everyone else believe it was only a story to keep people from investigating. I bet each of the Houses played along to make the others believe they were clueless.”

      “It sounds like you’ve put a lot of thought into this,” Imogen said.

      Liam shrugged.

      “What are you suggesting?” I asked.

      “It’s simple,” Jonah said. “We have to talk to people. Have you tried talking to the Nivita Elders?”

      Imogen scoffed. “Seriously? You think they’re just going to hand me the piece of the prophecy?”

      “Doesn’t hurt to try,” Jonah said.

      Imogen placed her hands on her hips. “Did you try talking to the Yapluma Elders for your piece?”

      Jonah bit his lip. “I thought about it, but…”

      “But what?” Imogen pressed.

      “Come on,” Jonah whined. “The Elders are scary.”

      Imogen cocked an eyebrow. “The Yapluma Elders? The party House? Scary?”

      Jonah nodded eagerly.

      “Knowing Yapluma, the Elders probably left their piece sitting around,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Yeah, okay. You’re probably right,” Jonah admitted. “But I’d have to get a meeting with them first, which is basically impossible. I’ll talk to my Elders if you talk to yours.”

      “I can’t,” Imogen insisted. “The Elders haven’t been kind to my family since our hearing to authenticate my great grandfather’s journal. They turned us down, and since then, the Nivita think my family is crazy. They won’t listen to me in the first place, and even if I got an audience with them, I’m certain they wouldn’t share the Earth piece with me.”

      Imogen took a breath. “Honestly, I don’t think we should talk to any of the Elders. We don’t want anyone to know we’re searching for all the pieces. It could put us at risk. I wouldn’t put it past any of our Elders to threaten us for the pieces we already have.”

      “Imogen’s right,” I said. “No Elders. At least, not now.”

      “Good point,” Jonah agreed.

      “So if the library isn’t going to do us any good and we can’t talk to anyone, we’re stuck?” I asked.

      “If only we could talk to the ancestors Showana gave the prophecy to,” Jonah said hopelessly.

      Imogen inhaled a deep breath, like she’d just had an epiphany.

      “What?” Jonah asked quickly. “I was kidding. We can’t get in contact with them.”

      “No,” Imogen agreed. “But I have an idea that’s close enough.”

      We all gave her a confused expression, and she hurried to say, “I can check the Nivita Elders’ Scrolls!”

      “Elders’ Scrolls?” I asked, though Liam and Jonah looked like they knew what she meant.

      “The scrolls are transcripts from the Elder meetings,” Imogen explained. “They’ve been keeping records for centuries. The records are open to the Nivita public.”

      Liam looked skeptical. “Something as valuable as the prophecy, Im… they wouldn’t just write that down for public consumption.”

      “Agreed,” she said. “But they might’ve let something slip through. Or there could be some sort of code to their meetings. I’ll start with the scrolls dated right after the prophecy was given. There might be a clue.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Jonah said thoughtfully. “I’ll check the Yapluma Scrolls.”

      Imogen smirked. “Good luck. Yapluma keep terrible records.”

      Jonah shrugged. “We’ve gotta start somewhere.”

      “What about me and Liam?” I asked. “Is there anything we can do?”

      Liam shook his head. “Not until we have those other two pieces. We just have to be patient, pawee.”

      The entire forest went silent when he called me that. Even the birds had stopped chirping. Sassy and Squeaks had stopped playing to look at us, and Esis blinked in shock. Imogen and Jonah glanced to each other like a bomb was about to go off. It felt as if even the ancestors had gone silent in their celestial abode.

      I completely froze. Had I just heard him correctly? He called me pawee... as in cherished one. As in his soulmate.

      As in, he loved me.

      But he didn’t, did he? Not anymore.

      Liam ducked his head, like he’d realized what a horrible mistake he’d just made. “Sorry. Habit.”

      “No. It’s okay,” I heard myself say. “You can still call me that if you want.”

      I kept my cool, but inside, I was screaming. To be honest, it’d be weird if he stopped calling me that. Anything else would sound strange on his tongue. But to hear him say it again… it was like a confession— like he still cared about me.

      And that tore my heart to fucking shreds. Because it didn’t matter how much he cared. It didn’t matter how much my heart yearned for him and how much I wanted to reach out and pull him back into my life like nothing had ever changed. Because we weren’t getting back together. Ever.

      Fire and Water just didn’t belong together.

      Liam stared at me like a deer in the headlights. This was getting too freaking uncomfortable.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, uh, we all have lots of work to do. Scrolls to read and stuff.”

      Liam finally found his voice again. “Yeah. And me and Jonah have that thing.”

      “Thing?” Jonah asked, oblivious.

      “Yeah, that thing.” Liam grabbed Jonah by the arm and started dragging him back toward the castle. Squeaks followed behind them.

      “Catch you guys for dinner?” Jonah called back.

      “Sure,” Imogen answered for the both of us. “See ya later!”

      As soon as they were out if earshot, she turned to me. “That wasn't so bad, was it?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat as I watched Liam walk away into the forest. “No.”

      But it was. It so was.

      Esis and I returned to my dorm shortly after to unpack. As soon as Imogen and I parted, I couldn't keep my mind off Liam. Seeing him again brought back feelings I thought I was done with. I wanted to touch him and hold him again. I wanted things to go back to the way they were, before all our secrets came out.

      But I also never wanted to see him again. I was so conflicted.

      I took to unpacking to take my mind off it, but it only made me think of him more. It was worse when I found the camera he'd given me buried at the bottom of my backpack. I hadn't touched it all summer. I’d wanted to get back into photography, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. It was a gift from Liam. I knew he said I could keep it, but it didn't feel like mine anymore. It felt like I was borrowing it, and it had overstayed its welcome.

      I hid the camera in the back if my dresser drawer behind a pile of t-shirts. Out of sight, out of mind.

      And it almost worked… until I reached the bottom of my suitcase. Folded up beneath my jeans was the leather jacket Liam had let me wear last Valentine's Day. I still hadn't returned it. I'd pretty much forgotten I still had it.

      Esis stood at the side of my suitcase and glanced between me and the jacket.

      “It's not a big deal, buddy,” I lied.

      The flowers were different. I'd left those because Liam had betrayed me with them. But the camera and this jacket… those were signs that we used to be something more.

      I forced myself to reach into the suitcase and pull the jacket out. Without consciously deciding to, I put the fabric to my nose and inhaled its scent. It still smelled like him— hints of ocean and pine forest. Every touch, every hug, every moment, came rushing back to me all at once. I couldn't take it anymore.

      I curled into a ball on the bed. As soon as the tears came, I couldn't stop them.

      So much for making it through the day without crying.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks and soaked into the red comforter. Esis placed a gentle paw to the top of my head, and it only made me cry harder. I pressed my face into the jacket to muffle the sounds, but it didn't stop my shoulders from heaving uncontrollably. I thought I'd cried it all out over the summer. I didn't know I had any more in me.

      I stayed like that for over an hour. Each time I thought I was done crying, I caught a whiff of his scent on his jacket again, and it started all over again. Esis remained at my side the whole time, stroking my hair to comfort me.

      “I just miss him so much.” I sobbed into the mattress.

      Eventually, the tears stopped coming, no matter how much I wanted them to. Letting them out helped ease the ache squeezing my chest. Now that my eyes had dried, it felt as if an elephant was sitting on my chest.

      I stared up at the ceiling as thoughts raced through my head. I was such a mess. I barely knew who I was anymore. All I wanted was to find myself again, to be okay without Liam.

      I wished that my parents or Amelia were around. Visiting them helped take my mind off Liam. They were a reminder of the life I had before him. Imogen was wonderful and supportive, and she was always there when I needed her, but my family was different. Imogen was part of this Orenda Academy life, the part of my life that involved Liam. All I wanted to do when I was around her was talk about him, because I knew she'd understand. With my family, I could separate myself from Liam, if only for a little while.

      I wished I had family in Kinpago. It didn't have to be my parents or even my sister. Just someone I could talk to and spend time with without thoughts and memories of Liam getting in the way. If only I had extended family here, like a cousin or something.

      I sat upright in bed.

      I was Hawkei. I was born in Kinpago. Of course I had family here. I just hadn't met them yet.

      I quickly jumped to my feet and scooped Esis up. I hurried out of the room and power-walked to the Nivita dorms. I let myself inside, ignoring a few glances Nivita shot my way, then knocked on Imogen's door.

      The door swung open a few moments later, and Imogen looked me up and down. “Are you okay? You look like…”

      “A wreck?” I finished for her. I hadn't bothered to fix my makeup before coming to find her.

      Imogen opened the door wide to invite me inside. She'd mostly unpacked but was still working on decorations. Esis jumped from my arms to join Sassy on the bed.

      I turned back to Imogen once I was inside the room. “I know what I have to do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don't know why I didn't do this the second I came to Kinpago.”

      “Do what? What are you talking about?” Imogen sounded a bit concerned.

      “My grandparents, Imogen!” I said in excitement. “My biological ones, I mean. I want to meet them. I'm going to the Koigni village to find them!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three
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      Sophia was kissing me.

      We were by the waterfall in the middle of daytime, tangled up in each other’s arms, and everything had a golden glow to it. The sun was brighter than it ever had been, and colors seemed more vibrant and pure. In the background, soft music played. My hands were tangled in her long brown hair, and her beautiful hands were running up and down my chest. Her touch was something I craved and needed, and no matter how blissful it felt, my body demanded more. It was agonizing each time her body drifted slightly away from mine, and I begged her to come closer.

      I was kissing her like I didn’t want to let her go. I was afraid to pull my mouth away from hers, because if I did, I knew the moment would end and she’d vanish from my life forever.

      Eventually, she stopped kissing me. She pulled away and blinked her brown eyes a few times. “Liam?”

      Without any warning, the dream ended, and I woke abruptly to a pair of big blue eyes two inches away from my face.

      “Agh!” I screamed, and fell out of bed. Esis jumped off my chest and onto my desk before I could crush him beneath me. He chittered in a pleasant way, as if to say good morning.

      “Holy hell. Don’t scare me like that.” My heart was still beating out of my chest. I got up off the floor, and Esis chortled, as if he was laughing.

      I rubbed my face, trying to bring myself out of it. The feel of Sophia next to me was still loudly resonating. It made made my throat go tight. I reminded myself the golden scene by the waterfall had never happened. It was just something my head made up. Another stupid dream.

      The stupid dreams that wouldn’t end.

      Esis reached out and slapped my face a few times, as if to bring me out of whatever stupor I was in. I shook my head, but it was hard to clear the fog of the dream away. It’d been so real.

      During the summer,  Esis kept on showing up in my room to heal me. I didn’t know how he got to the island by himself, until I figured out that Squeaks kept flying him over. Now he was creeping in my dorm. I knew he’d been following me for months, and I put up with it.

      I also knew Sophia was sending him to heal me. It hit me hard that even though we’d had the shittiest breakup ever, she still cared enough to make sure I was doing okay.

      You have a rule. Don’t think about Sophia.

      Right. I’d promised myself when I got back to school, unless I was directly talking to her, I would stop torturing myself with thoughts of our relationship, what had been and what could’ve been. I had been doing it for the past three months. That was more than enough time to move on. I should be okay by now.

      I am totally over Sophia Henley.

      I’d broke it off. It’d been my choice.

      “I think these sessions of ours need to end, buddy,” I told Esis as I reached for my dresser. I grabbed a shirt and jeans, not caring what they were, or even if they were clean or not.

      Esis crossed his arms and gave a few noises of protest as I dressed, obviously pointing out I’d die if he stopped coming to see me.

      “You’re Sophia’s Familiar. It’s a conflict of interest,” I told him. It was okay that he’d stopped by every so often during the summer, but Sophia and I had no contact then. We’d be forced to see each other now, so it was inappropriate for Esis to keep healing me when all it would do… for me and her… was bring back memories of the past.

      I hardly cared if I died anymore. I was walking around mostly dead these days, anyway. And it had nothing to do with my illness.

      I extended my arm to Esis. He grabbed on to my hand with his little paws, and I felt a familiar warmth flow from where his paws were, flowing up my arm and coursing throughout my entire body. When he touched me, the migraine I’d been dealing with since last night faded away, and the various aches I had dulled. I straightened up and walked a little better. I’d been feeling tired when I’d woken up, but now, energy was pulsing through me.

      The longer Esis kept treating me, the stupider I felt for not noticing his powers sooner. I could literally sense his magic working on me. I would’ve been able to back then if I had paid attention. The answer to why I’d been getting better had been right in front of my face all along, and it’d been pretty obvious in some places.

      But I shouldn’t have had to guess. She should’ve told me.

      Yeah, well, too bad. Things didn’t work out that way.

      Esis chittered, pleased with himself.

      I waved my hand. “Go on, go back to Sophia. This is the last time. I don’t want to see you anymore.”

      Esis rolled his eyes and grumbled a few incoherent noises.

      “I’m not being dramatic. I’m being reasonable.”

      He crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Look, the situation is already complicated. It would be a lot less complicated if you backed off,” I said.

      I was having a conversation with a rodent. Still, it would really suck to lose the consistent treatments from Esis. I’d been better physically than I had been since before Nashoma died. I was still sick, but it was less like riding a rollercoaster and more like knowing when the highs and lows would arrive… and when they did, they weren’t nearly as bad as they used to be. The pain had become a dull, constant ache that I could deal with on a daily basis, instead of coming and going in a cycle of unbearable torture and sudden relief.

      But I’d hurt Sophia enough. I’d seen the look in her eyes yesterday when I was petting Esis. I couldn’t keep doing this to her, no matter how much it benefitted me.

      Esis made a pleasant sound. He tugged at my wrist, like he wanted to give me something.

      “All right, what is it?” I held out an open palm. Esis dug in his fur, then placed something small in my hand.

      It was one of Sophia’s hair ties. Esis looked at me hopefully, twitching his tail.

      I stared at the hair tie for a full minute. It made me think of her ponytail… which made me think of her… which made me think of us… which made a gigantic, gaping hole open up in my guts and swallow me up.

      “Would you stop? It’s never gonna happen.” I gave Esis the hair tie back, along with a glare. “We tried, and it didn’t work. Give up.”

      Esis let out a huff. He’d been doing this all summer— bringing me small things of Sophia’s, like it would remind me how great things were, magically make everything better, and reverse all the bad shit that had made us split up in the first place.

      “You gotta let that go, buddy. I have,” I told him as I packed my things into my backpack. “It’s over. Time to move on.”

      I sighed as I hefted my bag over my shoulder. “Besides. She’s long over me by now.”

      Sophia had looked so happy yesterday when we’d met up to talk about the pieces of the prophecy. It was obvious she was doing well. She’d clearly missed out that I was miserable. That, or she didn’t care— which was fair game, because I’d been the one to break her heart.

      She hadn’t contacted me at all over the summer… not that I blamed her… but I thought what we’d shared was special enough that she’d at least check in a few times, say hi. I didn’t feel like I could reach out, because I’d been the one who’d done the damage. But three months came and went, and nothing. I figured she was too busy having fun and enjoying an amazing summer to bother seeing what I was up to. I bet there were tons of Koigni guys who’d been more than happy to be a shoulder for her to cry on over the summer. She was too pretty to stay single for long. Most likely, I bet she already had another boyfriend.

      A boyfriend that isn’t me.

      I needed to stop torturing myself like this. Sophia could date whoever she wanted. I’d chosen to be single, and it was obvious she’d forgotten all about me. It was for the best.

      “Our meetings are over, little guy,” I told Esis as I started for the door. “I hope you have a good life.”

      Esis stuck his tongue out at me, then gave me the finger before he scampered to my window, slid it open, and slipped out. I had a feeling he wouldn’t give up that easily and would be back to heal me again in a couple of days.

      Well, screw him. I wouldn’t let him.

      It was a Sunday, and classes didn’t start until tomorrow, so I didn’t have anything to do. I figured I should help Maddie move in. This would be my little sister’s first year at Orenda and she was bound to be overwhelmed.

      I went looking for her in the Toaqua dorms, but couldn’t find her anywhere. She had to be somewhere in the castle. I didn’t want to leave the Water dorms, as I was afraid I’d run into… her… but this had gone on long enough. I couldn’t be afraid of walking around the castle just in case I ran into Sophia. So I headed in the direction of the entrance hall to look for my sister.

      When I got outside the school, freshman were swarming the area. Tons of new students hauled suitcases and furniture across the lawn toward the great doors. It made me remember my first day here. I’d been pretty scared, but I didn’t need to be. Orenda Academy had been great from the beginning.

      It hit me that this was my last year, and it was hard to deal. I didn’t know what I was going to do after graduation. I’d ruined my chances of working for the tribe by messing up my relationship with my dad. Orenda Academy was my home. I didn’t feel like there was anywhere else to go after that.

      A large shadow loomed overhead. Jonah was in the air riding Squeaks, barking orders at various kids. Over the summer, she’d gotten big enough for him to ride. He had a megaphone, and was shouting instructions over the crowd. I think he was confusing the new students more than he was helping them learn where to go. An orange t-shirt he wore said Welcome Committee. Squeaks was wearing a matching orange headband, an orange kerchief tied around her neck.

      Jonah saw me and landed Squeaks. He slid off of her back and said, “Hey, buddy. How’s it hanging?”

      I didn’t need to answer that. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m an advisor for the freshman. It’s for my major,” Jonah said. “If I’m going to be a professor, I need to learn how to advise kids. Plus I’m, uh, a little short on cash lately.”

      I resisted giving myself a face-palm. If Jonah had already blown through all his tournament winnings, it had to be a record. Money burned a hole in his pocket, but still, that was an impressive number to waste. The reward for winning the Elemental Cup had been in the six figures for each of us.

      “Are you sure you’re good with kids?” I wouldn’t want Jonah advising me if I was a freshman. He’d probably tell me to major in booze and dicks.

      “I’m a natural,” Jonah said, before he noticed some guy trying to sneak beer into a suitcase. “Hey, hey, hey! No alcohol for minors!”

      Jonah reached over and grabbed the six-pack out of the dude’s hands and handed it to Squeaks. “Here, Squeakers. Take this to.. uh… contraband.”

      Squeaks gave a twitter and grabbed on to the six pack with her beak. She flew away in the direction of the Yapluma dorms.

      “Are you sure you didn’t just take this job because you wanted to confiscate stuff?” I asked.

      “Of course not!” Jonah leaned in. “Not gonna lie, though. This one kid had a crapola-ton of weed in his suitcase. Which is mine now, if you want to come over later.”

      I shook my head. Stuff like this made me wonder what kind of teacher Jonah was gonna be when he was older. The cool kind, probably.

      Jonah’s attention was drawn away by someone at the doors of the school. Renar— ick. Jonah’s on-again, off-again boyfriend. He was still as hideous and rude as ever.

      Renar’s cockatrice Familiar, Alvarice, was having a good time scaring the new students. The half-rooster, half-dragon monster even made one girl cry when she got too close and he lunged out. Renar laughed, like he enjoyed torturing people.

      Jonah gave him a longing look. I suppressed a giant ugh.

      “How was living with Renar?” I said, not really giving a shit but figuring I should ask anyway.

      Jonah stuttered a bit before he plastered on a smile. “It was… uh… it was really great. Yeah.”

      Like that was fucking convincing. “Not as great as you thought?”

      “Oh, no, it was cool,” he hurried to add. “He was just gone a lot, and… yeah.”

      No wonder he’d been at my place all summer. I’d known Jonah had hung out with Imogen whenever he wasn’t around me, which meant that Renar didn’t spend time with Jonah unless he wanted sex. I knew moving in with him had been a bad idea.

      “Anyway,” Jonah said. “We’re back in school now, so that’s over with. And we’re officially dating now! Which is cool. He’s such a good boyfriend.”

      I’d seen Renar flirting hardcore with some dude I didn’t know on the way over here. I opened my mouth to tell Jonah, but I knew he wouldn’t listen, so instead I just said, “Yeah. I bet.”

      Jonah gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry you and Sophia didn’t work out. But you two seemed like you were on good terms yesterday.”

      I didn’t know. “I guess. I’m not really mad at her anymore.”

      And I wasn’t. I had ceased to be upset that she hadn’t told me about Esis, as well as her mission given to her by the Koigni Elders months ago to figure out more about the prophecy. That was all water under the bridge. I wasn’t pissed anymore.

      Just… hurt. And not so much about the secrets and lies. More so that the lies had happened between us in the first place. I’d believed we were closer than that. But that was calling the kettle black. I had lied, too.

      “You don’t have to be mad. I was mad enough for you,” Jonah said. “It was total crap that she dumped you last semester, bro. But don’t worry. I gave Sophia hell for you.”

      Absolute mortification spread through me. “You did what?”

      “Yeah. I told her off really good,” Jonah said, proud of himself. “Nobody breaks my buddy’s heart!”

      It was like ice was spreading all over my entire body. “You didn’t.”

      “Of course I did,” Jonah said. “I wasn’t gonna let her get away with hurting you like that. You were holed up in your house all summer. I couldn’t just stand by and⁠—”

      “She didn’t dump me! I broke up with her, you idiot!” I shouted.

      Jonah’s mouth dropped open. “What? But I thought she⁠—”

      “No! It was my idea! She wanted us to stay together,” I insisted.

      And she did. She’d wanted us to try and work it out. Take a break instead of break up. Why hadn’t I listened to her?

      Jonah still seemed shocked. “You broke up with… wait a second. It should be you I’m yelling at, then!”

      “What did you say to her?” I asked. I put my hands on either side of my head. This was really bad.

      Jonah hesitated. “Uh… it wasn’t very nice.”

      “She probably thinks I told you to talk to her.” I buried my head in my arms. This whole thing just got a million times more embarrassing.

      “No, she didn’t think that. I promise.” Jonah shook his head. “She knew if something happened I’d yell at her. I told her that.”

      “But it’s not your business, and even more than that, it wasn’t her fault.” I rubbed my face. “I thought Imogen would’ve told you how we broke up.”

      Jonah frowned. “Imogen and I can’t really… talk about you guys without fighting. She takes Sophia’s side, I take yours, and, well…”

      Jonah made an exploding sound, along with hand gestures. I rolled my eyes.

      “You need to apologize to Sophia,” I started. “That wasn’t right.”

      “It happened months ago,” Jonah said, and he waved his hand. “She’s probably forgotten about it by now.”

      “So what? Say sorry,” I demanded.

      Jonah gave me a curious look. “Why do you care so much about what Sophia thinks? She’s your ex.”

      Those words seemed so wrong. Ex-girlfriend? That name was reserved for people you couldn’t stand. Mia was my ex. But Sophia?

      Aw, shit. She was my ex now. I’d never thought of it that way until now, but…

      I cleared the thickness in my voice. “It doesn’t matter. Please just do it. For me.”

      “Fine.” Jonah let out an aggravated sigh. “I’ll do it, but only cause you asked.”

      Thank the ancestors. Getting Jonah to apologize, let alone even admit he was wrong, was about as easy as putting a dragon in a headlock.

      “Anyway, I’ve gotta go. Need to get back to work.” He waggled his eyebrows. “See you around, Liam Baby.”

      Jonah headed back into the crowd, shouting more orders with his megaphone. I didn’t have the heart to tell him he needed to stop calling me that.

      I searched the crowd for my sister, knowing she was here somewhere. I finally spotted Maddie with a bunch of suitcases, which were being hauled by Ezra. Maddie had insisted taking all of her alchemy stuff with her for her dorm, despite the fact there were plenty of alchemy supplies in the school to use.

      Even though it was freaking hot out, Maddie was wearing an ankle-length skirt and a long-sleeved blue shirt with the word Toaqua on it. She had a look of brilliance on her face as she turned in place, her expression filled with wonder as she took in the castle and all the creatures.

      She spotted me, and her smile got even bigger. “Liam, this is amazing! You guys didn’t tell me Orenda Academy was this cool!”

      “There really isn’t any way to describe it,” I said.

      I noticed Ezra was really struggling with those bags. His Familiar, Dyami, was doing his best to help. The thunderbird was over six feet tall now, but even he struggled to use his talons to yank the heavy bags along.

      “You’ve got that right.” Maddie’s smile beamed. “I can’t wait to start classes. See you around, big brother.”

      I needed to talk to her quick. “Maddie.” I grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side. “If things get too overwhelming, you come talk to me, okay?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m fine, Liam. Ancestors.”

      Maddie yanked her arm from me and stomped away, acting every part the hormonal teenager. I knew I was pulling the whole overprotective brother act, but Maddie wasn’t the type of person who could handle a lot of stress. I had good reason to look out for her. She wasn’t just a naderei— an Elementai who could see the future— she was also my little sister.

      I didn’t know how she would do without her Familiar, Eirakari, for a month. We were keeping her at home until tournament summons were over and we could stage a bonding, since Maddie had bonded early in life and if anyone knew, it would look suspicious.

      Ezra was already participating in the tournament this year. My family couldn’t handle if Maddie was in it, too.

      I looked at Ezra. “Need some help?”

      “No.” He was panting. “It’s all good.”

      “I can⁠—”

      “Liam, we’ve got this,” Ezra said roughly. “You’re going to overexert yourself again. Just let me handle it.”

      I backed off. “Oh, okay.” I looked down. “See you around, I guess.”

      I walked away before he could say anything else. I knew Ezra didn’t mean to snap at me, but still, it bothered me. Did my own family not even want me around?

      There were too many people around here. It was too loud. The noise was giving me a headache. I needed to be alone.

      I headed to the one place I could go when things got to be too much. The ocean.

      There were quite a few people on the beach having back-to-school and end-of-summer parties. I hid myself in the woods and walked along the shoreline until I got to a part of the beach where there wasn’t anyone around.

      When I couldn’t see a person in sight, I walked into the waves fully-clothed. I rocketed myself forward and kept the stream of water pushing me out to sea until my element could no longer feel the shore.

      I came to a slow halt and looked around. In every direction, there were only giant blue waves— the sky was overcast, and the sun had been blocked by the clouds, making everything dark. It’d been sunny when I left the beach, but now a storm was starting to roll in.

      I floated for a minute, letting the sea rock my body as I kept aloft over the white caps that churned me up and down.

      I thought that the ocean might help my mind become more stable, but I could barely string two words together right now. My thoughts felt incoherent and jagged. Nothing I could fathom made sense. It was like there was this weird buzzing in my head, a static that made everything foggy and hard to hear.

      Everything just felt so… hollow.

      The thought came to me to see how long I could hold my breath. I inhaled deeply, then plunged downward. I counted seconds as I sank slowly to the bottom. Minutes later, when I got there, I sat on the ocean floor and curled my arms around my knees, waiting.

      My record for holding my breath underwater was six minutes and thirty two seconds. I could beat that. I sat on the ocean floor and mentally counted as the minutes ticked by.

      When I passed the six minute mark, my body started protesting. It wanted to go upward for air. But I wouldn’t let it. I wanted to go farther. I made myself stay put and concentrated as I kept myself at the bottom of the ocean.

      At seven minutes, my lungs started to burn. Black dots swarmed my vision, and a sharp ache grew in my temple. My limbs started to shake, and my chest felt like it was going to burst. My very limbs were on fire. I finally relented and pushed myself back up to the surface, though my magic was weak from not having enough oxygen.

      It took longer than I thought to make the water raise me up for air. Each second was agonizing, painful, long-suffering as I looked onward toward the surface.

      When I finally broke the crested waves, I took in huge, gasping breaths, trying to recover. I felt woozy and weak. My head spun, and my limbs were as watery and loose as the waves around me.

      I felt like crap. But I was used to this kind of shit. I knew how it went. The feeling was familiar. Almost safe.

      When the ocean stopped spinning, I took a few more deep breaths and dove downward. I tried holding my breath again, two more times.

      On the third time, I reached eight minutes and nearly passed out. I almost allowed myself to before I shot to the surface again.

      I barely kept myself afloat once I reached the surface. Still, I had the feeling that I’d accomplished something.

      But I wasn’t sure what I was trying to prove.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t come back to school until nightfall, when my body was literally too tired to swim anymore. I think I went farther from land than I’d ever been by myself— at least thirty miles.

      The halls were mostly quiet and empty now. The freshman had long since moved in and were likely attending celebrations in their own dorms.

      I spotted Imogen when I passed the Commons. She was carrying a huge stack of heavy textbooks and was struggling to see around them. She wavered back and forth, trying to keep the book tower balanced. It was comical, watching her try to avoid spilling the books all over the place.

      Sassy was at her feet, dancing around nervously and watching the books with a keen eye, as if she intended to dodge out of the way if one of them fell.

      The book tower dangerously wavered, and Imogen stumbled. The books went teetering. I ran forward and caught the stacks of books before they tumbled out of her arms. I helped to right them and barely avoided causing an avalanche in the hallway.

      Imogen was breathless. “Oh, thank you, I almost dropped⁠—”

      Imogen peeked her head around the stack. When she saw that it was me, her eyes narrowed. Her friendly tone turned deadly. “Oh. It’s you.”

      Didn’t need to be a genius to know she was mad at me
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