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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

        

      

    

    
      Running from a rolling boulder wasn’t exactly how I pictured my new year to begin, but here I was, hauling ass to avoid being completely squashed under the weight of another booby trap— second one of the day, actually.

      “Fucking dammit, Baine!” My breaths came in long gasps as I pumped my arms. The temple hallway was long and made of stone. There were no windows, and the only light we had came from a singular torch that Professor Baine was carrying. My eyes glanced everywhere for an exit, but I didn’t see a spare door. The thunderous rolling of the boulder behind us grew closer and closer, picking up speed.

      The hallway sloped downward. Eventually, the boulder would roll faster than we could run.

      Baine wheezed for air. Though he was in shape from crawling around in temples lately, he was no spring chicken. Old man was starting to slow up.

      My eyes focused on a door at the end of the hallway. If we made it there, we could escape— though it was still twenty feet away, and the boulder was right on our heels.

      With a desperate glance back, I saw with horror the boulder was going to crush us any second. We didn’t have time to make it to the door before the giant rock smashed us flat. My powers reached out for something, anything that could save us. Miraculously, the Toaqua magic flowing through my veins caught something.

      There was an underground water system nearby, just beyond the wall that closed us in. We were in the bottom of the temple. It wasn’t much, but it was our only shot.

      I threw my hand in front of me like I was smacking something. The wall up ahead burst. A burst of water blasted open the brick on our right side and went clear through to the left.

      As the wall exploded, I grabbed Baine and yanked him to the side. His torch went out as it splashed into the water. We ducked into the crevice the blast had made, though water continued to pour down through the hole I created and soaked our clothes.

      We had to press together as the boulder rolled by. I held my breath. The rock scuffed us and ripped my pant leg, but it didn’t hurt us. I heard the rock smash against the end of the hallway with a colossal boom, shaking the walls.

      The water pouring from the hole I’d made trickled down the long hallway. It’d soon flood in here. Needing some reprieve, I pried Baine off and stumbled into the open space. I leaned over my knees and heaved, taking deep breaths.

      I heard the sound of a lighter. Baine had lit another torch from his pack and held it high, so we could see. The water ebbed out of the hole, already filling up to our ankles.

      One more mistake. One fucking more⁠—

      “Looks like we triggered another Nivita trap,” Baine breathed. He leaned against the wall to steady himself and catch his breath.

      “Oh, gee, no shit,” I responded sarcastically. I spat and forced myself to stand up. “Guess that wasn’t the right way, huh?”

      Baine narrowed his eyes. “What are you implying?”

      “I’m asking if you know where you’re going.” I sounded frustrated, but my patience was at its limit. I’d been away from my wife and newborn for a week and a half, and it’d been nothing but setting off traps and hitting dead ends with my dear old father-in-law.

      “Of course I know where I’m going!” Baine said, flustered. “We can’t be too far.”

      I’d heard that one before. When we’d gotten here, Baine had accidentally found a Fire wall Koigni trap and ended up burning his ass. His literal ass. I had to shield my eyes so I didn’t have to watch him put cream on it once we were safe, as we hadn’t brought any Anichi or healing Familiars along.

      We’d had a week to recover after the battle in Hok’evale before Baine insisted getting the Azaimperiai was of absolute importance and the search had to begin right away. He told us the Azaimperiai could be found in the abandoned Anichi temple in Kinpago— the one where Sophia had summoned Showana Harjo to discover more about the prophecy. Baine had wanted to go alone, but all of us worried if we let something as important as this be left up to Baine, something would go wrong. We’d eventually harassed him enough that he agreed to take one other person. I more or less told him it was going to be me.

      Lucky me, right?

      “I sacrificed time with my daughter to be here with you,” I spat. “I’d ask you not to waste it.”

      “You didn’t have to come, you know,” Baine said resentfully. “I work best on my own.”

      “I didn’t trust you to come back with the Azaimperiai in one piece.” I wiped my forehead. “Come on. We need to keep moving.”

      “Excuse me? I am in control of this expedition, sir!” Baine blustered.

      He didn’t have control of shit. As we wandered up the sloping hallway, I took deep breaths. I’d barely had time to feel well after my fight with the Task Force a few weeks ago, and my magic was still weak. Not to mention running around in this crappy temple and sleeping on hard stone wasn’t doing wonders for me. My body was starting to give out. It wouldn’t be long before I’d be forced to return to Hok’evale and get some rest. We had days left to find this thing, if that.

      “I’m going to ask you again. Are you sure this is where it is?” I asked.

      “Of course it is!” Baine exclaimed. “I wouldn’t have brought us here if I wasn’t absolutely sure.”

      Didn’t put a lot of stock in that. “Let’s go over what you know. You think the Azaimperiai is here because⁠—”

      “Because this is the only place it could be.” Baine cut me off, his words an irritated jumble. “The Anichi would never hide the Azaimperiai in a place that wasn’t sacred. They would consider such an object revered by the ancestors and want it in a location that honored it, and protected it from those who would try to steal it.”

      “And you’re insistent it’s in this particular temple.”

      “Correct. There are few Anichi temples left in the world, all of which I’ve explored— except for this one.” Baine held up a finger. “I’ve never searched this temple because I considered it ransacked by the other Houses. Each House has traps set up here to prevent each other from investigating the temple; therefore, most of it has already been explored. I’d believed that if the Azaimperiai was here, it’d been long discovered by now. However, I had a thought. If the other Houses have put their mark on this place, why wouldn’t Anichi?”

      “And you think there’s a hidden passage to a secret room somewhere containing it, most likely guarded by an Anichi booby trap.”

      “Yes. Nothing else makes any sense.” Baine sounded so confident, like he’d bet his life on us finding the Azaimperiai today.

      I just wanted to get the hell out of here, so I could see Sophia and my kid.

      “And what if it’s in one of the temples that’s either disappeared or destroyed?” I asked.

      Baine let out a breath. “Impossible. It must be here.”

      “You’re going on a hunch,” I argued. “You have no proof.”

      “Proof!” Baine exploded. “Of course I have proof. The moglyn Thalassa killed is all the proof we need.”

      Moglyn was the technical term for the sea worm we’d fought in the ocean battle weeks ago. It’d been a monstrous creature hundreds of feet long, with thousands of teeth. Thalassa had defeated it, but nearly lost her life in the process. According to Baine, moglyn were supposed to be extinct— which is why the appearance of this one was so strange. They only existed in underwater reservoirs beneath blessed ground— mainly, the site of Anichi temples.

      The rider on its back had been bonded to it and was working for the Elders, which meant the creature had to come from somewhere around Kinpago. This was the only Anichi temple nearby, and Baine had a theory there was a moglyn pod in the temple near the Azaimperiai.

      But it was just that. A theory. We had no definitive answers.

      We left the hallway and entered into a giant amphitheater, one we’d been coming in and out of all week to use as a base. Baine put the torch into a holder and yanked out maps, propping them on the folding table we’d brought. I collapsed onto my cot and tried not to fall asleep.

      My mind whirled. We’d been here forever. Was this actually going anywhere?

      I heard a dragon’s cry from above. It was Julian checking in. Julian was outside the temple, waiting for us to come out. He was hiding from the Task Force in the forest around the temple, but still, it made me uneasy to keep him exposed for so long.

      As Baine fussed over the maps, I said, “You’ve looked at those a million times. It’s not going to change anything.”

      “Look, there’s only one corridor we haven’t tried.” Baine circled the map and pointed. He walked over to me, shoving the map in my face. “That’s where we have to go. If it’s not there, we have nowhere else to look.”

      Thank the ancestors. Not getting the Azaimperiai would be really shitty, but at this point, I just wanted to go home.

      We took another twisting hallway downward. I kept my eyes peeled, but luckily, we didn’t run into any booby traps... yet.

      Baine noticed my impatient stature. “I understand you’re in a hurry to get back to your new wife, but she’ll be there,” Baine went on. He made a romantic, weird sound. “I remember what it was like to be young and in the honeymoon phase.”

      “I’ve been with Sophia for over two years.” On and off, granted, but never stopped loving her besides.

      Baine gave a psh. “Nothing when you’ve loved someone for a lifetime.”

      “You’ve barely been back with Doya for a month!”

      That is, if he was back with her, which I was pretty sure he was. After we’d found out Baine and Doya were Sophia’s biological parents, it’d all been very weird. They acted like a couple, but never really told anyone what they were. As far as I knew, the relationship didn’t have any labels.

      Baine didn’t confirm or deny. Instead, he turned to his favorite topic lately, which was blithering on about how hot Doya was. “You know, some women only get more beautiful with age. Eleanor, for example. She’s like a fine wine. Her hair’s the color of wine. And her thighs. Eleanor has wonderful thighs, you know. I think that’s my favorite part of her.”

      I gave a long, drawn out sigh. “Okay, I really didn’t want to ask this, but you keep going on about it and I’m done with wondering. Are you and Madame Doya hooking up again?”

      “What is hooking up?” Baine adjusted his glasses, confused by the phrase.

      Fucking A. This guy taught college kids, for ancestors’ sake.

      “I mean, when I see her carriage parked in front of your house all the time, are you two doing unmentionable activities?” I asked.

      Baine’s face remained blank.

      I facepalmed and shouted, “Sex! Are you guys banging again!?”

      Baine frowned. “I hardly see why it’s appropriate to ask.”

      “Well, you keep talking about her,” I said crossly. He hadn’t shut up about the woman since we’d been here.

      “If it’s so dire to know, then yes. We are hooking up.” Baine puffed out his chest. “And I’m happy to report I’ve still got it.”

      “Fucking fantastic. Glad you float her boat.”

      We reached the end of the hallway. It was a dead end. There was no door leading to another place.

      It was strange. Why would the Anichi build a passage to nowhere?

      Unless this was a place only the Anichi were supposed to know about. I began looking for clues. I knelt to the ground, trying to find some sort of button or lever.

      Baine stood back from the wall and surveyed it. He ran his hands over the bricks. “Hmm... there must be some kind of⁠—”

      Baine didn’t finish his sentence, because he tripped over me. His boot connected with my face, and he went flying. I gasped as Baine kicked me in the eye, and I fell against the ground. Baine himself toppled over. As he landed, I heard a small click.

      The wall before us opened. It was the hidden door we were looking for. Baine clambered to his feet. I remained on the ground, holding my eye. It was watering profusely and pounded in pain.

      Baine beamed. “Look at that! We found the secret door!”

      “Great. Only thing you had to do was blind me,” I growled.

      Baine scowled. “Quit being so dramatic. Come on.”

      I got to my feet and slowly drew my hand away from my eye, though it still watered and twitched. I didn’t think Baine had given me a black eye, but it still hurt.

      The secret door led to a large room a hundred feet across. The room was bare of artifacts or statues, unlike the other rooms in the temple. I searched for the Azaimperiai, but it wasn’t there.

      “Look,” Baine stated. “The moglyn.”

      The giant worms slithered in and out of the open area, through holes connecting to the room. There were three or so, all differing in size. Though they were terrifying, they didn’t seem hostile. They ate dirt and moved along the floor with no attention to us.

      “We’re getting close.” Baine’s voice picked up in excitement. “Hurry.”

      We took another twisting hallway, until it felt like we were at the lowest point of the temple itself. The ancient Anichi really wanted to hide this thing.

      Finally, the tunnel ended, opening into a circular room. There was a white glow inside. As we entered, I saw that the white glow was coming from an Anichi shield. Unlike the others I’d witnessed, this one was visible. It wrapped around a tomahawk suspended in thin air, hovering tantalizingly before us, just daring us to take it. I wasn’t sure how the shield remained in place with no Anichi here to sustain it. It must be some kind of deep magic.

      Baine’s eyes sparked with greed and desire. “The Azaimperiai!”

      It was a short distance away, but there was a problem. A creature stood guarding it. The animal had fluffy white fur, long legs, a body and ears like a hare’s, with big blue eyes and a thin tail that ended in a fan. It was at least twelve feet tall standing on its hind legs.

      I think I’d learned about these at Orenda Academy. They were Anichi creatures, mammals called warbels. They lived underground, ate plants and were known for being more or less harmless. It was thought they were extinct, but as we had learned, most Anichi creatures had survived the war in years prior. I didn’t think the creature would attack us.

      Baine, though, didn’t use his head. He was so amped up about getting the Azaimperiai he was willing to barge through anything in his way. Baine ran toward the creature, holding the torch aloft as a weapon and giving a wild yell. He went to swing it, but the animal turned around and whacked Baine with its massive tail.

      Baine went flying and slammed against the wall. The torch skidded to the side.

      Baine groaned. I walked over, trying to contain my irritation. “Calm down. It’s not going to hurt us,” I scolded. “It’s just here to watch the Azaimperiai.”

      “That thing?” Baine burst. He got up and shoved the torch in a nearby holder. The warbel gave a mew.

      “Look around you. There’s no Anichi to sustain the shield. That means the warbel is doing it,” I said.

      “That doesn’t make sense. How did this particular creature survive decades to protect it?” Baine spat.

      “It didn’t. Warbels live in colonies,” I said. “There are probably more down here. I bet Showana Harjo tasked them with defending the Azaimperiai, and they’ve done it through the generations. We just arrived on this one’s shift.”

      Baine huffed. “My life’s work right in front of me, and I’m being prevented from obtaining it by an oversized rabbit.”

      I walked toward the shield. “We have to break it somehow.”

      But we couldn’t get close. When we got near the shield, the warbel hopped in front of us, planting in our way and raising its tail as a warning. We tried to come at it from different sides, but the warbel was too fast. We couldn’t get around it. Though the warbel didn’t outright attack, it wasn’t letting us through, either. We could use brute force, but that didn’t mean the shield would fall, and there wasn’t enough water in the air down here to be useful to either of us. Both of us carried a small canteen to in case of emergencies, but it wouldn’t be enough to fight the warbel. I could stop its heart, but I didn’t like killing things if I didn’t have to, and the warbel seemed innocent.

      “It’s a puzzle, like most of the temple’s traps,” I said. “We just have to figure out the solution.”

      “And how, pray tell, do we do that?” Baine snapped. He was in a crabby mood.

      I ran a hand through my hair as I thought, remembering my time in the temple with the group when we’d gone to speak to Showana Harjo. “Well, every House trap has a certain trait attached to it. The Toaqua traps are about leadership. The Nivita traps are about using intelligence, and the Yapluma traps are about mind games. Koigni traps center around bravery. We just need to discover what trait the Anichi trap is testing.”

      “Neither of us are Anichi. How do you expect us to come up with a solution?” Baine complained. He wiped sweat from his brow as he drank from his canteen.

      “We’ll find a way.” My eyes were still fixated on the warbel, who tilted its head at me.

      “It’s useless. We might as well give up,” he bitched.

      “Okay, Grandpa.” Now he was getting on my nerves. We’d found the thing he’d wanted so badly, and he wanted to throw in the towel and run away because we had an obstacle to face?

      Baine sent me a glare. “You’ll be old one day too, you know.”

      “Chances of that aren’t stellar.” I walked in a circle around the room. The warbel followed me, blue eyes keenly observing my actions.

      Baine frowned. “Don’t say that, Liam. You’re a good man. You’re kind, and caring, and you protect the people around you. You still have a long life to live.”

      “Personality traits don’t extend your lifespan, sorry.”

      Baine blinked. “Have you considered the option you might not die as young as you think?”

      That made me pause. To get the chance to see my daughter grow up— it was something I hadn’t dared to dream of.

      And there was a reason for that. I had a rare disease that was barely under control. My life expectancy was up in the air— and thinking about dying of old age instead of young in some hospital bed felt like wishing on a star. I’d already been in some bad situations because of my health, some of which I wouldn’t have pulled out of without healing magic. I didn’t know how many more times I could tempt fate and get away with it.

      I sighed. “I’m counting my blessings by enjoying the years I’ve got. Nobody is ever promised anything. Especially not me.”

      “You need to stop this thinking that you’re fated for an early death. It’s not helping you in the long run,” Baine stated. “Why, I’d thought years ago I’d be killed in some cave-in while exploring, and it hasn’t happened yet! I’ve been through plenty of scraps and tight situations, and I’ve always survived. Perhaps you will as well.”

      I turned away. “Maybe.”

      “Liam.” Baine proceeded toward me. “You’re going to survive this war, and you’ll have a long life afterward. You must accept that.”

      “Accept what? That I might, just maybe, last long enough I’ll get to walk my daughter down the aisle? Don’t get my hopes up.” I dropped my head.

      Baine put a hand on my shoulder. “We have to do our best with what the ancestors have given us. And I believe your time is far from over. You’re not close to being done. You have many years ahead of you, and I want you to have faith in that.”

      His words brought me a small smile. If Baine believed I had more time than I had allotted myself, who was I to argue that?

      He was right. I needed to stop putting myself on a time limit and start focusing on what mattered most— which was living. To constantly believe I was going to die young... I wasn’t just hurting myself, I was being selfish by not considering other people. I’d done a lot of work breaking through my negative attitude over the years, but it still looked like I had a ways to go.

      “Thanks,” I replied. “I guess... I should stop being so hard on myself.”

      Baine nodded in agreement. The warbel gave a croon, and just like that, the light in the cave dimmed as the shield vanished completely.

      Baine gasped. The warbel moved aside, and my eyes widened in shock. It hit me. Anichi’s trait was compassion. Baine had broken the shield by being compassionate toward me— and I’d shown compassion by being kind toward myself.

      “We did it!” I shouted. The warbel bowed its head.

      Baine didn’t waste any time. He ran toward the Azaimperiai, snatching it out of the air it suspended on. His gaze was revered, jaw dropped. He held the tomahawk like a holy object, completely sucked in to the historical significance of the artifact.

      “I’ve got it,” Baine whispered. “After all these years, I’ve finally got it.”

      I looked over his shoulder. It was just like what I’d seen in the drawings. The tomahawk was no longer than my forearm, decorated with feathers and still sharp. Small, unreadable runes, like the ones on Sophia’s Spirit Totem, covered the handle.

      It seemed like such a simple thing— but I wasn’t fooled. I knew the kind of power that this object held, the power to control the ancestors themselves.

      To be honest, it scared me. No one should ever have that kind of power, no matter what they intended to use it for.

      Baine handed the Azaimperiai to me. The object was much lighter than I expected, though to my surprise, I didn’t feel the pulsing magic within that it clearly held.

      But this object wasn’t meant for me. I wasn’t Anichi, and I couldn’t use it. The Azaimperiai belonged to Sophia.

      As I gave the ax back to Baine, he stuck it securely in his pack. “Very good. Now let’s get back home, so we can give this to Sophia, and she can use it to end this⁠—”

      The floor beneath us began rumbling. Dust fell from the ceiling, and bricks tumbled from above. Baine gaped, looking around as the circular room crumbled around us.

      The trap wasn’t over yet. The Anichi had set up a final test, just in case someone managed to get past the shield.

      The warbel gave a nervous start and ran off. It hopped out the secret door, its long tail vanishing behind it.

      “We have to get out of here!” I shouted, but my cries were already being swallowed up by the sound of falling stone. We made a run for it. The secret door was only a few feet away, but as we reached it, the door caved in, blocking off our only exit.

      A huge rock hurtled from the ceiling and struck Baine in the leg. He gave a cry and fell to the floor, landing on his pack. His leg twisted at an odd angle, and he clutched at it in pain.

      I dove out of the way of the falling rocks, dodging the debris and covering my head. Eventually, they stopped coming. The rumbling in the cave subsided and ceased completely, but by this time, there was no way out.

      My heart pounded furiously in my chest. The one torch we had was starting to dim. Baine’s leg was broken, and the oxygen within the room was slowly draining. Baine screamed as he held his broken leg.

      “Julian!” I cried, but my shouts echoed back to me. I doubted my dragon could hear me through the heaps of stone piled over top of us. He could get us out, but only if he knew we were down here— and I didn’t have a mental connection with him to alert him to our predicament.

      There was no way out. We were completely trapped.
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          SOPHIA

        

      

    

    
      I stood on a cliff at the edge of the world. The expansive darkness of space spanned in front of me. Below was nothing but a dark abyss. My newborn daughter was swaddled in a soft pink blanket and wrapped tightly in my arms. I could feel the heat of massive flames on my back, but she seemed unaffected— like she didn’t notice the world was burning.

      Ava-Marie’s eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t wake. Her chin bobbed up and down, as if she was searching for milk. She looked totally at peace, like her mind was in another place— in the Ancestral Lands with the rest of them.

      A single tear streaked my cheek and fell onto her swaddle. “I’m sorry, Ava,” I whispered, my voice cracking. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save the Hawkei.”

      She didn’t respond, just snuggled deeper into my arms.

      My chest became heavy as I turned from the cliff to look behind me. The world blazed with flames of my own making. They were red-hot and blinding, and the smoke billowed high above my head for miles. There was nothing left but destruction.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered to the earth. I pulled my daughter closer and tilted my body backward⁠—

      Until we both fell from the cliff and into the abyss below.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with a start, my heart racing and my body covered in a sheen of sweat. I crossed a hand over my chest to reach for my daughter, but my fingers touched fur instead. Esis stirred at my side. I gasped and shot upright in bed. “Ava!”

      “Shh...” a voice came from the other side of the dark bedroom. Doya stepped out of the shadows so I could see her in the light of the rising sun. She rocked my daughter in her arms. “She’s all right. She’s sleeping.”

      “I want to hold her,” I said quickly, my voice wavering. My hands shook as I held them out.

      Doya sat on the edge of the bed and gently placed my daughter in my arms. Ava-Marie was as calm as she was in my dream. She barely wiggled when I cradled her to my chest.

      Esis awoke from his slumber and moved closer to me. He started to drift off again within moments. I felt blessed to have him by my side, when so many other Familiars had gone missing. We didn’t have any clues on where to find them.

      “Did you have another nightmare, Sophia?” Doya asked.

      I nodded solemnly. It wasn’t the first strange dream I’d had since Baine announced he’d found the Azaimperiai and left with Liam to find it. I thought my nightmares were over now that I’d accepted my past.

      But these new ones were a different kind of terrifying. Instead of reliving the past, I was playing out scenarios for the future.

      “Do you think they may be messages from the ancestors?” Doya theorized. She spoke gently, as a mother should. I was still getting used to the way she treated me now that she’d admitted she was my birth mother. Sometimes it felt like she was overcompensating for her transgressions.

      I took a deep breath and settled into the bed, letting my heart rate slow. “I don’t think the ancestors are talking to me. I’m not a naderei. I think... it’s like I’m trying to tell myself something.”

      “What was the dream about?” Doya inquired.

      I sighed and told her the details I could remember.

      Doya pressed her lips together. When she made that expression, I could see the old Doya coming through, reminding me she was the same woman as before. She’d just allowed her defensive walls to fall.

      “Perhaps you’re afraid you cannot fulfill the prophecy,” she suggested.

      “Maybe...” I said thoughtfully as I gazed down at my daughter’s sleeping form. “But I don’t feel scared. My husband and pataa will find the Azaimperiai. I will use it to win the war. I’m ready.”

      Doya frowned. “Are you ready because you want to be, or because you have to be?”

      The room went silent for several beats as I contemplated her words. “I want to save the Hawkei— whatever it takes.”

      Doya nodded, as if that was the answer she expected of me. I was, after all, her daughter. She shouldn’t expect anything less.

      I brushed my fingers over Ava-Marie’s soft skin in the following silence. I spoke slowly, choosing my words carefully. “I think what scares me is I still don’t know how I’m meant to fulfill this prophecy. Showana said I must be willing to die to save the Hawkei. And I am, because it means protecting my daughter and my family. But what if I choose the wrong moment, and all is lost? I just don’t want to make the wrong choice.”

      Doya’s face fell, and though she tried to hide it, I saw the guilt lurking behind her eyes. “We’re all afraid of making the wrong choice, Sophia.”

      She didn’t say it, but I knew she was talking about her choice to give me up. She’d saved my life, but we’d lost so much time together.

      “I just wish I knew what to do,” I said. “I don’t want all of this to be for nothing.”

      “It won’t be,” Doya assured me.

      I sighed. “Do you know anything else, anything you learned as an Elder that could help?”

      Doya pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I’m afraid not. I’d have told you by now if I did.”

      “What about the other half of the Koigni prophecy?” I questioned.

      “The only information it gives is to find the Azaimperiai, which we already know.”

      “What’s the exact wording?” I asked, rocking Ava-Marie back and forth.

      Doya took a breath. “Our piece states; The fated Koigni child, born in the Summer Solstice in the Year of the Dragon shall bring glory to the greatest House. The most powerful relic the tribe possesses will serve to fulfill her destiny.”

      I pressed my lips together. “I suppose that’s not useful, unless there’s a hidden meaning. You should tell Imogen. Maybe she can investigate.”

      Doya shifted on the bed. “I don’t believe she’ll find anything, Sophia. The most powerful relic is the Azaimperiai. We’ve known what it meant since the day the prophecy was given.”

      “But the Koigni never found it,” I pointed out thoughtfully. “You were looking for it all this time.”

      “Yes,” Doya confirmed. “The Koigni had spies searching for generations.”

      “That’s why you sent Naomi after Amelia in Utah,” I said. “You thought she had a lead.”

      “I did,” Doya admitted. “I knew the prophecy was getting closer and closer to coming true. I noticed Amelia sneaking around and sent Naomi to follow her. Naomi discovered she was seeking out an object from the ancestors. I didn’t know it was the Spirit Totem at the time, until you told me. I thought it might be the Azaimperiai. I believed Toaqua had found it and sent a student to retrieve it, to throw us off so we wouldn’t be suspicious. I was covering my bases as a Koigni Elder. You have to understand, Sophia. I never wanted to hurt your sister. I just wanted to do what was right by the tribe.”

      My lips tightened, and my brow furrowed as I considered her words. I knew she was telling the truth, but my knee-jerk reaction still kept me questioning her at times.

      Doya sighed. “Don’t make that face, Sophia.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What face?”

      “That hard look you get when you’re thinking,” she said. “You look so much like me.”

      I chuckled lightly. “Well, I do get it from you.”

      Sunlight spilled in through the bedroom window, illuminating her features.

      “Everyone says we look so much alike,” I remarked. “I’m not sure I see it.”

      Doya frowned. “If you look at the pictures from before I had you, you would. After you were born, I had surgery on my nose. I told myself it was to cure a deviated septum, but the truth is, Sophia, I was trying to distance myself from you as much as possible— to disguise we were related if you ever returned. I’m sorry.”

      Her apology felt real, and it settled deep in my chest, warming my heart.

      “What matters is that you’re here now,” I said.

      Doya leaned over, until she was looking down on my sleeping daughter. “Yes. And I have no plans to leave you or Ava ever again.”

      “Thank you—” I started to say, but I was cut off by the sound of a piercing dragon’s cry from outside. It was so loud it shook the bed. Pebbles from the rocks that made up my bedroom wall crumbled and clattered to the cave floor. Esis shot to his feet and squealed.

      My eyes went wide, and I shot a glance at Doya. “It’s Julian! Liam must be back.”

      I scrambled to get out of bed. Doya gently took my daughter from my arms. I wore only a nightgown, but I threw on a bathrobe and a pair of shoes and rushed out of the room. Esis scurried alongside me at my feet.

      Jonah burst out of his room, and Squeaks followed behind. Jonah’s hair fell around his shoulders, and his shirt was backward, like he’d just tossed it on. Imogen’s room was empty, as she’d spent last night at Cade’s.

      “Was that—?” Jonah started.

      “Julian?” I finished for him. “Liam’s back!”

      The two of us hurried through the living room. Naomi perked her ears from where she was lounging on the couch. We passed by Doya’s Familiar and into the cool January air. Squeaks squawked from behind us, and Esis made a sound that seemed like an attempt to mirror Julian’s cry.

      We raced down the front steps and into the canyon that enclosed the village of Hok’evale. Julian had landed in the center of the road. His leathery wings folded onto his back, but there was no rider with him.

      My stomach plummeted. “Liam!?”

      The dragon let out a roar and reared his head upward, repeating the frantic gesture over and over again. Squeaks pounded her hooves into the ground. The hippogriff appeared wild.

      Jonah came to a halt at my side. He breathed deeply, trying to catch his breath. “Squeaks says Julian’s trying to tell us Liam’s in trouble.”

      “I got that,” I replied.

      My husband’s companion cocked his head and cried out again. I didn’t need the Familiars to translate. I knew we had to go looking for my husband and pataa. Something terrible must’ve happened to them.

      “We have to help them!” I said quickly.

      Jonah wasted no time jumping onto Squeaks. I took a step toward Julian, but hesitated a moment and looked back toward the house. Doya stood there, looking slightly frightened. Ava-Marie was still soundlessly asleep in her arms.

      “Sophia, you can’t go,” she insisted. “You risk exposing yourself to the Task Force.”

      My heart fell. “I have to. They’re my family.”

      “But what about Ava?” Doya asked.

      “You can take care of her until I get back,” I suggested. “Liam and Baine could be hurt. They might need my healing magic.”

      Doya couldn’t argue with that. I’d have expected her to fight to come with us for Baine’s sake, if it weren’t for her granddaughter in her arms.

      “Come back safe,” she insisted.

      “I will,” I promised.

      I reached up for the spines on Julian’s back. It was a feat in itself to pull myself onto him, considering I still wasn’t back to normal after my labor. But I couldn’t stay behind when my husband was out there, possibly hurt. Esis scurried up Julian’s back and settled in front of me.

      Jonah gave a loud whistle, and we were off. Julian pumped his wings, and Squeaks followed closely. My heart hammered as I left my daughter behind. I hadn’t left her side in a week. I didn’t think it’d be so soon.

      Cold air whipped by my face as we flew over Hok’evale and outside of the Anichi shield’s boundaries. Usually, the shield would keep invaders out and residents in, but Julian had a free pass from Luana to come and go as he pleased.

      The flight from Hok’evale to the Hawkei reservation usually took some time, but I was so frightened, the miles seemed to fly by under us. Julian remained high, so if the Task Force was looking for us they’d only see his shadow amongst the clouds.

      “What do you think happened?” Jonah asked over the rush of the wind.

      “I don’t know!” I shouted back. “I just hope they’re okay.”

      Julian flew us over the forest. In the distance, I could make out the highest point of the Anichi temple. Julian circled the pyramid once, then dropped us off at the entrance. Squeaks landed beside us, and Jonah jumped off her back.

      We hurried inside the temple— except Julian, because he didn’t fit through the doorway. Inside, the ceiling was massively tall. It looked exactly like the last time we’d been here, except two cots had been set up, and supplies were scattered around them. I could tell which cot was Baine’s and which was Liam’s just by the mess of belongings. Liam’s sleeping bag had been rolled up nicely, while Baine’s was hanging across the floor.

      “Their packs are gone,” Jonah noted, looking over the campsite. “They could be anywhere. There are so many tunnels and caverns, it could take us weeks to search them all.”

      I forced my worry out of the way and went into leadership mode. Liam wasn’t here, which made it my job now. “Let’s look for clues. Esis, see if you can pick up any scent trails.”

      Esis scurried toward one of the doorways that split off from the main room. Squeaks joined him and inspected each tunnel. Jonah went through Liam’s stuff to search for hints. Squeaks began tossing items every which way with her beak, not really paying attention to what she was doing.

      I started picking through Baine’s things. There were granola bar wrappers and trash everywhere that had spilled from a garbage bag nearby. A change of clothes had been piled in a heap with his bedding, and a bunch of different maps were stacked on top. I started going through the maps, but they were so disorganized I could hardly make sense of them. Most of them were covered in scribbles that must’ve meant something to Baine but made zero sense to me.

      As I looked through the maps, Esis continued around the room. He yelped like he caught a trail, but huffed a moment later. My guess was Liam and Baine’s scent was everywhere.

      “I’ve got nothing. I can try searching with my Air—” Jonah suggested, but I cut him off with a gasp.

      “Hold on. I think I found something!” I cried.

      Jonah leaned over my shoulder and looked down at the map.

      “This tunnel here is circled.” I pointed.

      “Are any of the others?” he asked, looking through the stack.

      “I didn’t see any,” I said. “I think we should start here.”

      “Agreed.”

      I used my Anichi powers to guide us with my light. We followed the map down various tunnels, but it was a maze in here. Baine had scribbled over the map so much it was hard to follow.

      We came to a split in the tunnels, and I had to check the map again. “What do you think this means?” I asked Jonah, pointing to a spot covered in ink.

      Jonah pressed his lips together thoughtfully. “I think we have to go this way.”

      He pointed to the left. His guess was as good as mine, so I followed him. I thought we were making good progress... until the sound of shifting stones met my ears.

      All it took was a split-second. One moment we were walking along down the tunnel, my light illuminating the way. The next, rocks shifted beneath our feet, and the ground fell away to reveal a deep, dark pit.

      My stomach dropped to my toes, and Esis screamed so loudly his cry filled the entire hall. I scrambled backward with my Familiar, but Jonah wasn’t so lucky. He and Squeaks had been several steps ahead of us, and when the stone crumbled into the pit, so did they. Jonah’s arms flung upward as he fell, reaching desperately for something to catch him. But I couldn’t make it in time. In less time than I could react, he and Squeaks were gone.

      “Jonah!” I screamed, my heart twisting in my chest.

      When the ground stopped rumbling, I inched closer to the pit, my pulse pounding so hard it made my hands shake.

      “Jonah!?” I wailed.

      I expected to hear the sound of their bodies hit the ground, but the pit was so deep I heard nothing. I shone my Anichi light down it, but all I saw was blackness.

      My jaw dropped. I was so shocked I could hardly move. I couldn’t have lost Jonah so easily!

      “No. No, no, no,” I cried, backing up from the pit.

      Esis howled down the pit for Squeaks, but no one responded. Finally, he turned to me, his lips turned into a deep frown. He crawled into my lap, and I cradled him in my arms, feeling deeply sad and alone in the quiet temple. I fixed my eyes forward on the wall, trying to process how quickly it had happened. Jonah had only been standing next to me less than ten seconds ago.

      “They can’t be gone,” I told myself. I refused to believe I was alone down here.

      “Relax, Sophia,” Jonah’s voice responded.

      Hope surged in my chest. I looked upward to see Jonah rising from the pit. He stopped in mid-air and hovered there. Squeaks flapped her wings, and the two flew out and to safety.

      “Jonah!” I cried, rushing forward to throw my arms around him. “Ancestors, I thought I lost you.”

      Jonah blew a puff of air. “Pft. You think this temple could get rid of me that easily? Or did you forget I could fly?”

      “For a second,” I admitted.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “Nothing’s taking down the Storm Lord. But I think we went down the wrong tunnel.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Let’s try the other one.”

      Jonah and I backtracked and took the right-hand tunnel. We walked— carefully, so we wouldn’t trigger any traps— until we came to the spot circled on the map.

      My stomach dropped when I saw what was in front of us. The path had been completely blocked by a huge pile of stone that reached all the way to the ceiling.

      “This can’t be it!” I exclaimed. “We must’ve missed a tunnel on the map.”

      Jonah’s face fell. “I think it is, Sophia.”

      I gaped at him a moment, not wanting to believe Liam might be beyond the cave-in. “But⁠—”

      He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I think this is what Julian was trying to tell us about.”

      Jonah approached the pile of stone and started heaving them out of the way with Squeaks’ help.

      “Liam!” I cried, praying for an answer. “Pataa?”

      There was nothing but silence in response. My heart slammed against my rib cage.

      “Liam, we’re here. If you’re back there, please answer us!” I called.

      My guts sank. If this was the reason Julian came to us, it might already be too late. They might’ve been crushed under the stone. Or suffocated.

      No. I couldn’t let my daughter grow up fatherless.

      “Liam!” I wailed, falling to my knees.

      Jonah grunted as he heaved aside a huge boulder, but as it slammed to the ground and rolled to the side, I swore I heard something. I went breathless, but Jonah didn’t notice. Esis grabbed pebbles and moved them out of the way.

      “Shh!” I hissed.

      Jonah groaned as he cleared another stone, and Squeaks tossed another out of the way.

      “Quiet!” I said. “I think I heard something!”

      Everyone stopped, and the tunnel went silent. I listened intently, but the noise was gone.

      “Liam!?” I screamed again.

      A beat passed, and nothing came. Then, a muffled but hopeful cry came from beyond the rock.

      “Pawee!”

      I shot to my feet and rushed forward, grabbing for any stone I was strong enough to move. “Hang on, Liam! We’re coming for you!”

      Jonah’s face paled in the light coming from my hand. “Squeaks! Help me with this one!”

      The two rolled away a huge piece of stone, while I moved the smaller pieces. My heart beat frantically, and sweat broke across my entire body. I feared what we would find behind the cave-in.

      After what seemed like a lifetime of moving rock, Jonah pushed away another stone, revealing a hole large enough to crawl through.

      “Let me through!” I insisted.

      “It’s all yours.” Jonah held a hand out and helped me climb the rock pile until I reached the crawlspace. I squeezed myself through, and Esis followed behind me.

      “Pawee?” I heard Liam’s voice before I saw him.

      I shone the light from my palm around the room. Rubble was everywhere, and the air was stale from the dust.

      Finally, my light passed over Liam. He sat slumped against the wall, half-leaning on one of the fallen pieces of stone. His face was pale, and he looked weak.

      I stumbled over piles of rocks to reach him. “Liam, are you hurt!?”

      Before he could answer, I grabbed his face in my hands and pulled him into a passionate kiss. Heat pooled in my belly as I ran my tongue over his lips. We drew away from each other, breathless.

      Liam groaned and pushed himself upright. “Forget about me. Help Baine.”

      My eyes darted over to where Liam had looked. Baine was sprawled across the floor. A large stone covered in blood lay beside him, and his leg was twisted at an odd angle. Baine’s eyes were closed; he was totally out of it.

      Esis was already at his side. He placed his hands over the wound on Baine’s leg, and the skin started knitting itself together.

      “Ancestors!” My stomach twisted. I hurried over to my pataa and leaned over him. His skin was ashen, and he didn’t move.

      “Is he—?” I started. I reached for Baine’s hand and squeezed it, to see if he would respond.

      “He’s alive,” Liam said through labored breaths. “Broken leg, though. It took everything I had to move the rock off him. He passed out at the first sight of blood.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Baine was already stirring as Esis used his healing magic. Esis was far better than me at healing, so I let him work on Baine, while I turned to Liam.

      “Let me help you,” I insisted.

      Liam grabbed my hands before I could place them on his chest. “Save your energy in case Baine needs it.”

      I shook my head firmly. “Esis can heal a broken leg. You’re going to need your strength to get out of here.”

      “She’s right,” Jonah cut in. He’d made it through the crawl space and looked out of breath. Squeaks couldn’t fit through, but I could hear her pacing on the other side of the rocks.

      Liam hesitated a few moments. Finally, he sighed. He brought my hands forward, splaying them across his chest.

      He didn’t say anything, but that simple act meant everything. Liam was accepting my help.

      I closed my eyes and turned my focus inward. I searched for the calm energy deep within my belly. It was easy to find now, thanks to Luana’s lessons. I drew the Anichi energy outward, until a gentle buzz filled my palms. I pushed tendrils of magic further, channeling them into Liam’s body. The magic was like an extension of myself. I could feel everything it did.

      I directed my magic through his skin, down to his bones and into his organs. His disease was familiar to me now. It smelled smoky, like burning incense, and tasted mildly sour. I instructed my magic to warm, as if melting away the symptoms— but that wasn’t the only problem. Deep within his leg, and up in his shoulder, my magic hit a block and resisted. As if I could see inside his body with my own two eyes, I knew which injuries he’d sustained. Liam had torn his hamstring and pulled a shoulder muscle trying to move the rock off Baine’s leg.

      I focused my magic at the sites of injury and felt the muscle healing. The block fell away, and I continued to explore. The biggest problem was he was weak and dehydrated. I did what I could about the weakness and directed my magic to boost his systems. Glucose entered his cells to give him strength. It’d help for a while, but there wasn’t any more I could do until he ate, drank, and slept.

      I drew away. “Better?”

      Liam’s features seemed brighter. “For now.”

      “You need to rest and have a good meal,” I told him.

      “I know,” Liam groaned. He eyed me up and down. “Pawee, why aren’t you dressed?”

      I shrugged. “We were in a hurry.”

      Liam nudged me and gestured to Baine. Esis stepped back, as if admiring his handiwork. Baine stirred, then lifted a hand to press it to his head.

      He groaned. “Oh, my.”

      Jonah reached out for Baine’s hand and helped him sit up. “Great to see you awake, Professor.”

      Baine groaned again and glanced around the room. I realized how dim it was and made my Anichi light brighter, so we could all see each other.

      “Are you okay, pataa?” I asked.

      Baine looked better, though his pants were ripped, and there was still blood all over his leg. He moved his leg and said, “Much better. I assume I have Esis to thank?”

      Esis chittered proudly. Baine reached over to scratch him behind the horns, and Esis cooed. I knelt beside Baine and pulled him into a hug.

      “I’m glad you’re both all right,” I said.

      “What happened here?” Jonah questioned. “If the temple’s this dangerous, you should come home.”

      I gaped at him. I was the last person who wanted Baine or Liam to get hurt, but we couldn’t give up. “What about the Azaimperiai?”

      Baine got a big smile on his face and reached for his bag. “We found it.”

      “What?” Jonah squeaked.

      Baine pulled out a decorated tomahawk. “We found the Azaimperiai!”

      “Ancestors!” I cried, my heart pounding. This was a miracle! “We can restore Anichi’s magic! We’ll win the war!”

      Baine’s cheesy smile only grew. “It’s quite exciting, isn’t it?”

      I reached out for the tomahawk, but Liam placed a hand on my shoulder to stop me.

      “Perhaps we should get home before we test it out,” he suggested. “We don’t know how it works, and I’m not sitting around waiting for another cave-in.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed. “Let’s get out of here, before any of us set off another booby trap.”

      “Impossible,” Liam deadpanned. “Baine’s set them all off already.”

      Baine frowned as he got to his feet. “I hardly think I’m the only one to blame.”

      Liam chuckled and nudged Baine with his elbow. “Relax. I’m only joking.”

      “Amazing,” Baine said, adjusting his glasses.

      “What is?” I asked.

      Baine cocked an eyebrow. “Your husband has a sense of humor.”

      Jonah laughed. “Ooh, Liam. That’s a burn.”

      “Shut up,” Liam mumbled.

      I laughed, feeling relief wash over me now that we’d found them. It appeared that the two had bonded while they’d been away.

      Getting out of the temple was easy, though we spent a good fifteen minutes helping Baine pack up his stuff. I felt at ease as Liam and I climbed onto Julian’s back and I snuggled into my husband. I felt like we’d been away from each other for months. Inhaling his pine scent put me at ease. I closed my eyes and felt myself drifting off.

      Liam grabbed on to me tightly. “Soph, you okay?”

      I snapped to attention. “Fine. Still recovering from labor, but I’m all right.”

      Liam grabbed one of Julian’s spines and said, “Let’s get home to our baby.”

      We took off to the skies again. Squeaks was slow, since she had to haul Jonah and Baine, but we made it back to Hok’evale in one piece.

      As soon as we landed in the canyon, the front door to our house flung open. Imogen and Sassy rushed out, followed by Luana and Amelia. Sierra fluttered on Luana’s shoulder, and Kiwi flew above us.

      Doya stood in the doorway. Ava-Marie was in her arms, and Naomi was close behind. Liam slid off Julian’s back, then helped me down.

      “What happened!?” Imogen cried.

      “A minor mishap,” Baine said with a wave of his hand.

      Liam scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Minor. Yeah.”

      “What matters is we found the Azaimperiai,” Baine rushed to say.

      Imogen’s eyes went as wide as saucers. “You did?”

      I didn’t hear his response, because Amelia came up to me and squeezed me as tight as she could. “Sophia!” she scolded. “Why didn’t you come get us? We could’ve helped.”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It all happened so fast.”

      She glanced down to my robe and boots. “Yeah, I can see that. You must be freezing.”

      Should we talk about this inside? Luana asked in sign language.

      “Yes,” I agreed, signing back to her.

      We’d all spent enough time with Luana that everyone knew enough sign language to understand her now. We turned to walk back to the house, where we could talk about the Azaimperiai in private. Imogen held her arm out to Luana, and they looped their elbows together to stay warm.

      We entered the house. Doya helped me get settled into the couch before she placed Ava-Marie back into my arms. My heart melted all over again when I touched her, like it was the first time. I didn’t think I’d ever get sick of holding her.

      Liam collapsed beside me and draped an arm around my shoulder. He leaned over and cooed at Ava-Marie, poking her tiny little nose as she looked up at him in wonder. Esis sat at my feet.

      “I’m so glad you’re back,” Doya said quietly to Baine as everyone got situated.

      Baine leaned over and pecked her on the lips, as if forgetting the rest of us were there to witness. I was getting used to the two of them being my parents, but it still shocked me every time they showed any PDA. It was like I forgot they’d actually screwed to bring me into existence.

      Jonah cleared his throat, and Baine snapped back to attention. “The Azaimperiai, Professor?”

      Baine straightened. “Right. Yes. We got it.”

      He pulled the tomahawk from his bag and held it up for everyone to see. “This is what we’ve been searching for.”

      Doya stared at it like Baine was holding the moon in his hands. Her eyes were filled with wonder I’d seen only when she held her granddaughter.

      But this was different, too. It wasn’t full of love, but disbelief.

      “I can’t believe you’ve found it... after all this time,” she said breathlessly.

      Baine puffed out his chest. “Well, it was no easy feat.”

      Liam groaned at Baine’s obvious boasting. “Yeah, it only took fifty booby traps and a broken leg.”

      Doya’s face paled. “You broke your leg?”

      “No harm done,” Baine claimed. “Esis was there to heal me. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      “Don’t forget the part where you passed out at the sight of blood,” Liam teased.

      Baine frowned. “I did not pass out. I, uh— was merely resting my eyes.”

      Has Sophia had a chance to use it? Luana asked.

      Not yet, I signed.

      “Let’s try it,” Amelia suggested, signing as she spoke.

      “I don’t even know how to use it.” I tried to sign the best I could one-handed, since the other was holding Ava.

      “I’ll take her,” Liam offered.

      I almost didn’t want to give her up, but Liam looked so entranced by having her in his arms. He loved her so much, and he’d been gone for two weeks. He deserved to hold her. I passed her off, and the expression he got when he brought Ava-Marie close made me melt.

      “None of us know how to use it,” Imogen pointed out. “But that shouldn’t stop us from trying.”

      “Yeah, I want to see what happens,” Jonah added.

      Baine held the Azaimperiai out to me. I hesitated a moment before asking, “I’m not going to hurt anyone, am I?”

      “I don’t imagine so,” Baine said. “You should be able to control the magic within it.”

      “Okay. I’ll try. But we should probably go outside,” I suggested.

      Everyone followed me out the back, where we were secluded in a small garden. Rock walls sloped on all sides of us and opened to the expanse of the sky above. Liam stayed back by the door with Ava-Marie, since we didn’t know what might happen with my magic. It might be too much to control.

      “Everyone ready?” I asked.

      “Ready!” Imogen nodded eagerly.

      I took the artifact from Baine’s outstretched hand. I expected something to happen, like wind swirling around me, or the cave rumbling, but everything was still.

      “What do you feel?” Doya asked.

      I shook my head, struggling to come up with an answer. “Nothing.”

      Baine furrowed his brow. “Nothing? But you’re the chosen one.”

      “I know that,” I practically snapped. “But I don’t feel any magic in it.”

      Jonah pressed his fingers to his lips. “Could it be the wrong one?”

      “No,” Baine insisted. “All the ancient Hawkei texts speak of this particular object.”

      “Maybe it’s a decoy?” Amelia offered.

      Baine shook his head, looking utterly perplexed. “Absolutely not. The way it was guarded confirms what it is.”

      “Then what does this mean?” I asked.

      “Perhaps it’s protected,” Doya theorized. Her eyebrows knit together tightly, like she was thinking hard. “Maybe the magic was sealed inside, to keep it from being tracked down.”

      “Then how do we break the seal?” Liam asked. He stepped forward once he knew it was safe.

      Doya pressed her lips together. “I’m not sure. This type of magic is difficult— even beyond what most Elders can do.”

      “So, we’ve hit another dead end?” Jonah asked.

      Imogen shifted her weight between her feet. “It’s just a bump in the road, right?”

      The crease between Baine’s eyebrows deepened. “Yes. This is merely a delay. We’ll figure it out.”

      “You don’t know what this means?” I asked. “You’re supposed to be an expert on these types of ancient artifacts.”

      “I am,” Baine assured me, though he seemed bothered. “I can get it to work eventually.”

      “Luana?” Imogen nudged her in the side and signed. “You haven’t said much. Any ideas?”

      Luana scrunched up her face in thought. I’m not certain. If this is the true Azaimperiai, I think it’s simply a matter of figuring out how to tap into its magic. I don’t see why tapping into such a powerful object would be easy, but it should be doable.

      My heart sank. She made it sound hopeful, but I’d feared this might happen— that finding the Azaimperiai wouldn’t be the end of our journey. We still had to figure out how to use it.

      I was ready to do whatever it took. I just didn’t know what our next move was.

      “Too bad this thing doesn’t come with a manual, huh?” I said, trying to ease the twisting sensation in my gut.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Amelia assured me.

      “I hope so.” My throat was getting tight. I handed the tomahawk back to Baine and said, “Excuse me a moment.”

      I could feel everyone’s eyes on me as I walked back inside the house. I went down the hall and into my bedroom, shutting the door behind myself.

      At my dresser, I pulled out the compass Haloke had given me. According to legend, the compass was gifted to the wives of Toaqua chiefs from the ancestors. It’d been passed down for generations. It was said to lead you to whatever you needed when you were lost.

      I slumped onto the bed in defeat. “Ancestors,” I whispered, staring down at the compass. There were no cardinal directions, and the needle did not move. “We’re at a loss for answers. We found the Azaimperiai, but we don’t know how to use it. Tell me where I need to go to fulfill the prophecy. Where’s the answer we need?”

      The needle on the compass began to move. At first, I was hopeful— until it made a complete three-sixty rotation. The rotation began to speed up, until it was going round and round in a circle so fast it became blurry.

      I huffed. It wasn’t the first time the ancestors had refused to answer me through the compass. I wasn’t even sure it worked.

      A light knock sounded at the door, and Liam stepped inside. Ava wasn’t in his arms; he’d come alone.

      “Hey, pawee,” he said gently, taking a seat beside me. “We’ll figure out the Azaimperiai. You know that, right?”

      I dropped my gaze to my hands. “I hope so, but Liam...”

      “What is it, Soph?” He wrapped an arm around my shoulder.

      I gazed up at him, and my voice wavered. “I’m scared.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Scared of what?”

      “I’m scared of a lot of things,” I admitted. “Familiars are still missing, and I feel responsible for finding them. We can’t win this war without them.”

      “That’s not on you,” Liam assured me. “We have people looking for them. We’ll find them.”

      “It’s not just that.” I sighed. “This morning, I had a dream that I couldn’t save the Hawkei. I woke up worrying I’d make the wrong choice with the Azaimperiai. But it doesn’t call out to me, Liam. It’s supposed to, right? Because I’m the chosen one?”

      “Yes, but there has to be another explanation,” he said.

      “That’s what scares me. I think I know what my dream was trying to tell me now.”

      “What, pawee?”

      I sighed and looked back down to my hands. “Maybe I can’t save the Hawkei. Maybe I’m not the chosen one.”

      “But you are,” Liam insisted. “The fated Koigni child, born on the summer solstice in the year of the Dragon. You’re the only one who fits the bill, Soph.”

      I shook my head solemnly. “But I’m not. Remember there was another girl born that same night. Lucy and Anthony’s daughter, Charlotte.”

      Liam looked taken aback. “What are you saying, pawee?”

      I swallowed. “I’m saying... maybe the Azaimperiai was meant for her.”

      Liam looked deeply contemplative. “That can’t be right. She’s not around anymore, Soph. Which makes you the only one.”

      I didn’t quite believe him. My inability to get the Azaimperiai to work today had me convinced the ancestors had saved the wrong child. They should’ve spared Charlotte, not me. She was the real chosen one... I was just a backup. Because it was in my hands, and not hers, the Azaimperiai was useless.

      I frowned. “Regardless, I just hope to the ancestors we can save the Hawkei. Before it’s too late.”

      We’d come too far only to lose everything.
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